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Abstract

:

The competitiveness of a tourism destination depends on the sustainability of its economic and environmental resources. The aim of this paper is to determine the key factors in achieving the sustainability of a tourism destination in relation to the performance obtained. A methodology based on the opinions of stakeholders is developed to determine the sustainability factors and performance in the tourism destination of Gran Canaria. The variables used in the study are related to the environmental resources, the principal agents in the tourism supply chain, the governance of the destination, and the complementary characteristics that improve the competitiveness of the tourism destination, as well as the dimensions that determine security. Performance is measured by stakeholders from two perspectives, the destination and the customers, in order to establish the main variables that will influence the destination’s sustainability. The key sustainability factors were identified, and a regression analysis determined that there was a positive influence on long-term performance. The results showed that the key factors that have a direct and significant relationship with performance are the key resources and supply chain, security, alternative leisure, and governance.
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1. Introduction


A tourist destination is considered a complex and open system that, as a whole, establishes an offer capable of attracting tourists in the long term. In this context, a tourism destination is composed of complex networks with a large number of resources and co-producing actors delivering a variety of products and services [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8]. In an increasingly saturated marketplace, the development and promotion of a tourist destination must be guided by analytic frameworks that focus on the concept of competitiveness [9]. Thus, the combined success of individual actors and the entire destination depends on the efficient coordination and integration of individual companies’ resources, capabilities, products and services [10,11], as well as a leadership and governance of the destination based on close cooperation among all of the agents involved [9,12,13].



In the complex system that makes up a destination, sustainability and sustainable development are key concepts in maintaining long-term competitiveness. This idea emerges as an alternative to the traditional neo-classical model of economic development based on economic benefits without taking into account the negative social, cultural, and environmental impacts [14]. Traditionally, tourism destinations grew spontaneously without planning. The consequences were damage to nature and socio-cultural environments, transforming economic development into a loss of both competitiveness and the opportunity to achieve a sustainable performance over time [8,9,14,15,16,17,18,19]. These circumstances led to the need to change the orientation of tourism destinations, providing integrated objectives designed to obtain the conservation and preservation of natural and cultural resources, quality of life, and long-term economic viability [8,9,11,14,17,18,20,21,22,23,24,25,26,27].



The aim of this study is to determine the key sustainability factors and their relationship with the performance of tourism destinations, in order to propose a framework that can facilitate the decision-making process and achieve the integrated objectives of the resources, capabilities, and agents involved. The methodology proposed contributes to developing the practical and effective management of tourism destinations and to building a sustainable, long-term competitive advantage. In this context, an economically and environmentally sustainable tourism destination must produce sustainable performance, forming the basis for the development of a sustainable competitive advantage. The paper begins with a literature review about tourism destinations, stakeholder studies, sustainability, and performance as an integrated objective shared by all the agents. The next section describes the research methodology and the variables used in the statistical analyses. Then, the paper presents the results that determine the sustainability factors and the performance of the tourism destination and customers. Finally, the conclusions, limitations, and lines for future research are described.




2. Literature Review


The tourism destination is an important topic in the literature because it is a global concept that has a decisive influence on the choice of tourist trips. Pavlovich [28] establishes that “the tourism destination generally comprises different types of complementary and competing organizations, multiple sectors, infrastructures, and an array of public/private linkages that create a diverse and highly fragmented supply structure”. In this context, Pike and Page [13] consider that “a destination represents an amalgam of a diverse and eclectic range of businesses and people who might have a vested interest in the prosperity of their destination community”. The complex and close interrelationships among the resources and agents of the destination mean that the success of individual and cooperative ventures will depend on the destination’s competitiveness [29,30,31]. Likewise, the stakeholders’ leadership is also critical to achieving the competitive objectives of the destination [32]. The governance of the destination has also been studied in the specialized literature because the destination needs all of the agents to share common objectives in order to obtain a competitive advantage over other destinations [10,33]. A competitive advantage can be achieved if the overall appeal of a tourism destination is superior to alternative destinations with similar target market segments [34,35]. Therefore, a destination’s competitiveness must be focused on the ability to create added value by managing assets and processes. This is achieved by integrating the relationships of stakeholders within a tourism planning model [36] that takes into account a destination’s natural, social, and economic resources, and its preservation for future generations [37,38,39]. In this line, the destination’s marketing organization is now acknowledged as a mainstay of the future development and sustainability of the tourism destination and an important way to compete and attract visitors [13,40,41]. Moreover, due to the complexity and great difficulty of obtaining information about the different perspectives involved in the tourism destination, most studies have been based on the opinions of experts and stakeholders [11,12,35,39,42,43,44].



The idea of sustainable development was first proposed by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources [45]. Some years later, the Brundtland Commission Report defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [46]. In the field of tourism, different authors have proposed a variety of definitions of sustainability and sustainable development [47,48], but the most well-known is the definition proposed by the World Tourism Organization [49] establishing that “sustainable tourism development meets the needs of present tourists and host regions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future. It is envisaged as leading to the management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological diversity and life support systems”. Moreover, [50] analyzes three sustainability traditions in tourism studies: resources, activities, and community tradition, and Ko [51] identifies eight dimensions of sustainable tourism development divided into two sub-systems. The human system includes the political, economic, and socio-cultural aspects, and the production structure (the quality of services and products for tourism), whereas the ecosystem deals with the quality of water, land and air, the biodiversity of flora and fauna, and environmental policy and management. Along these lines, [52] considers that the environmental management of a tourist destination should be a source of competitiveness. Likewise, Byrd et al. [43] identified five factors of a stakeholder’s understanding of sustainable tourism development: (1) natural resources; (2) planning; (3) economic concerns; (4) educational needs; and (5) awareness of tourism. In this context, the national tourism organization can play a decisive role in achieving sustainable tourism through strategic planning designed to improve performance [53].



Although the sustainability of tourism destinations is a widely accepted and studied concept, some authors, like Liu [17], highlight some weaknesses, such as: (1) attention is not paid to the tourism demand at the destination level; (2) discussion of resource sustainability usually fails to appreciate that resources evolve with the changing needs, preferences, and technological capabilities of society; and (3) many writers and practitioners enthusiastically promote new types of tourism that are more linked to sustainability (e.g., ecotourism, alternative tourism, responsible tourism, soft tourism, low-impact tourism, community tourism), but experience shows that none of these forms can properly combine sustainable development with the growing tourism industry worldwide. In this context, sustainable tourism requires both the sustainable growth of tourism’s contribution to the economy and society and the sustainable use of resources and the environment based on the analysis of the tourism demand [17,47,54]. In the literature, no studies have focused on determining or analyzing the key sustainability factors in relation to performance as a way to support the decision-making process of managers in order to maintain or increase the competitiveness of the tourism destination. The study of this critical aspect makes it possible to propose frameworks and methodologies that facilitate management models for sustainable destinations with regard to competitive performance.



The development and creation of new tourism destinations all over the world has increased the competition to capture the proposed level of demand. To guarantee viability and profitability, tourism destination managers have to ensure the destinations’ success with performance and competitiveness based on productivity and marketing models [55]. Few articles have studied destination performance, even though it is a key tool for managing the destination. The majority have analyzed different aspects of performance, such as image [56,57,58], advertising [59], price [60], loyalty [61,62], production processes and management efficiency [55,63,64,65], and the data envelopment analysis approach [66,67]. Another study that focuses on performance in the tourism industry was carried out by Assaf and Josiassen [68]. They created a tourism performance index with the aim of elaborating a ranking of countries. These authors consider that there are eight drivers of tourism performance: (1) tourism and related infrastructure; (2) economic conditions; (3) security, safety, and health; (4) tourism price competitiveness; (5) government policies; (6) environmental sustainability; (7) labor skills and training; and (8) natural and cultural resources. Therefore, there are no specific studies on performance in relation to the sustainability of the tourism destination. In this context, performance must be considered in the long term because this is the only way to achieve the sustainable development of the destination, the economy, and society. Moreover, performance can be analyzed from different perspectives. In this study, the performance of the tourism destination is measured from two perspectives. In the first, we include the variables that measure specific aspects of the destination, such as the occupancy, quality, economy, employment, etc., whereas the other view is based on the measurement of customers’ performance through loyalty, emotional experience, and image. In conclusion, it is necessary to develop theoretical and practical models that determine the key sustainability factors of a tourism destination’s sustainability, in order to maintain or increase its competitiveness. In this context, these factors must be defined and managed with the purpose of achieving a high and sustainable performance level. The variables of the key factors represent the resources and capabilities of the tourism destination, which must be sustainable both economically and environmentally in order to produce a positive and continuous impact on the society. Therefore, the key sustainability factors are the drivers in managing sustainable tourism destinations with the aim of obtaining sustainable performance. At the same time, the performance achieved is necessary to develop continuous improvement and, consequently, accomplish a sustainable long-term competitive advantage. Thus, the objective of this study is to propose a methodology and test it in the tourism destination of Gran Canaria, with the aim of identifying the sustainability factors and their relationships with the performance of the destination and customers, based on the evaluations of stakeholders.




3. Research Methodology


To carry out the study, a stakeholder survey was conducted in the tourism destination of Gran Canaria (Canary Island, Spain), one of the most important destinations in Europe. In 2013, the Canary Islands received more than 12 million tourists; specifically, Gran Canaria Island had 3,384,264 tourists in the same time period. These numbers set a record, as it is a consolidated destination that has a high level of security and is integrated in the European Union. This destination is classified as sun and beach and has a high demand all year, but the highest demand is in the winter season. The main tourism markets of Gran Canaria are Germany (22.18%), the United Kingdom (15.41%), Norway (11.04%), and Sweden (9.84%). The number of hotel beds in Gran Canaria is about 62,647, while the number of non-hotel beds is around 69,689 [69]. These data show a transformation in the tourism lodging offer in Gran Canaria, reducing non-hotel beds and increasing hotel beds in order to adapt to the new needs of tourists.



The methodology applied is based on expert or stakeholder opinions, a widely developed research method in the academic literature on tourism [11,12,35,39,42,43,44]. A survey with 55 respondents was administered to stakeholders related to the most strategic tourism areas, structured in the following way: 12 hotel managers, 11 managers of non-hotel accommodations, nine managers of complementary offers, six managers of service companies, seven politicians, six managers of tour operators and travel agencies, and four researchers who are experts in tourism-related issues. The selection of the experts was based on their relevance in the tourism sector on the island of Gran Canaria. Moreover, the most significant experts in the groups of stakeholders involved were included in the sample in order to obtain reliable information about the scales for the variables proposed. The method used to select the stakeholders surveyed in Gran Canaria had three steps. First, the seven groups of stakeholders best suited to achieving the objectives of this study were defined. In the second step, a list of possible people in each group was prepared, with the restriction that they had to be experts and hold an important management position in major companies or organizations. In the case of the research experts, they were selected based on their knowledge and academic experience in tourism. Moreover, the politicians make up a group that is more difficult to define because they do not always remain in the tourism area for a long time, and they are not normally technical experts in managing the destination. Therefore, the politicians selected had to have practical experience in planning and managing the tourism destination at the level of the Canary Government, the Cabildo Insular of Gran Canaria, or the Councils of the tourism municipalities. Third, the possible responders were contacted by telephone in order to arrange a personal interview, finally achieving 55 complete surveys because approximately 20% of the possible responders did not want to fill out the survey. Although the sample was limited, all of the local groups of stakeholders were considered, from politicians related to the planning of the tourism destination, to managers of hotels closely linked to the sustainability of the environment and the economy of the destination. Furthermore, a quantitative methodology was used because it was necessary to obtain exploratory knowledge about the sustainability indicators and their relationships with the destination’s performance. In order to apply the results to the practical management of the destination, these relationships need to be measured with quantitative methods.



The objective of the study is to analyze the sustainability factors and their relationships with the long-term performance of a tourism destination. Thus, the questions were posed to measure how each variable is managed and contributes to the sustainability of the tourism destination from a long-term perspective. In addition, the performance variables were measured by focusing on two aspects, the sustainability of the performance of the tourism destination [55,59,63,64,65] and the customers [56,57,58,61,62] in the long term. A seven-point Likert scale was used, where 1 indicates the management of the variables without any sustainability criteria, and 7 means high sustainability management. The statistical procedure begins by carrying out a factorial analysis in order to reduce the dimensionality and determine the sustainability factors. In the next step, the factor loadings obtained are introduced in the multiple regression analysis as independent variables to determine their relationships with the dependent variable of sustainable performance. This method makes it possible to test to what extent the key factors are influencing the performance of the destination. Therefore, the factors that obtain significant relationships with sustainable performance are considered keys to driving the sustainability of the destination.



The variables used in the study were selected based on the key resources, capabilities, and aspects that make up the tourism destination and its competitiveness [9,11,51,68]. First, the natural resources are the main attraction of the tourism destination, and the variables measured were the sustainability of the “beaches”, “weather”, “sea environment”, and “rural environment” [52,70]. Second, the variables related to the tourism supply chain were measured, such as airline companies, tour operators, travel agencies, and lodging companies [11,71]. Third, the complementary offer of the destination was measured, evaluating sports [72,73,74], leisure [75], shopping centers [76], and theme parks [77,78]. Fourth, the cultural offer has to do with the museums, history, and culture of the population of the tourism destination [79,80,81]. Fifth, as the security of the destination is one of the most important aspects in tourists’ decision-making process, three variables were included in the study. The first is the “sustainability of health”, which deals with the physical health risk the tourist accepts when deciding on a destination [82,83,84]. The second variable is security in terms of delinquency [85,86,87,88,89], and the third is the risk of war, politic instability, or legal security, measured by the variable “sustainability of belonging to Europe”. Finally, there are variables related to the governance of the destination by the different public administrations and its strategic planning [12,13,36,37,90]. In this context, the sustainability of a resource or capability is measured in the sense that it can be economically profitable over time and, at the same time, have the least impact possible on the environment, in order to preserve resources and allow society to continuously benefit from them. In this context, the sustainability of the airlines, for example, is based on their present and future profitability in accordance with environmental preservation. If the airlines lose profitability, the destination reduces its income, jeopardizing its sustainability and producing an adverse effect on society. On the other hand, if airlines increase their profitability, it is possible that the demand will increase, exceeding the limits of the carrying capacity of the destination, resulting in its degradation and loss of competitiveness. Another example would be membership in Europe, which is perceived by customers as a variable of security. The sustainability of this crucial capacity is based on future permanence in the European Union without losing an economic balance.



In the academic literature on management, the performance of different variables and methodologies has been measured. In tourism destinations, some studies are designed to measure the performance [58,91], but without taking into account the sustainability in relation to the performance obtained in the tourism destination. The most extensive studies about sustainability are focused on tourism resources and pay less attention to the tourism demand, especially at the destination level. Furthermore, “the discussion about resource sustainability is often limited to the preservation and conservation of resources and fails to appreciate that resources are a complex and dynamic concept, evolving with changes in the needs, preferences and technological capabilities of society” [17]. In this context, Hassan [9] considers that “sustaining the longevity of a given destination becomes a function of responding to market demand and competitive challenges. It is critical for future destination development plans to be compatible with market needs and environmental integrity in order for the industry to maintain its economic viability”. Moreover, Bornhorst et al. [44] identified the variables to measure the destination’s success and grouped them into five categories: economic success, products and services, offerings, effective marketing, quality of visitor experiences, and internal stakeholder groups.



Therefore, the variables used to measure the performance of a tourism destination can be divided according to two perspectives. The performance of the resources, capabilities, and stakeholders of the tourism destination and the performance obtained by the visitors. In this study, the questions about the performance were designed to evaluate the future performance of the destination and customers. This is an alternative way to measure the sustainability of performance because it focuses on the future environmental, social, and economic viability of a destination. The first perspective of performance is the offer, which must combine various elements and areas, such as the environment, the economy, and the society integrated in cooperative governance. In this context, the construction of sustainable development occurs only when the quality of the environment and community life can be sustained in the long run [9,53]. The other perspective of performance is the demand, which looks for a unique and different experience for visitors at the destination [17]. The variables used to determine the tourism destination’s performance were divided into three groups. The first focuses on measuring the general performance of the tourism destination, and it includes four variables (see Table 1) that determine the competitiveness [92], quality [93], tourist satisfaction [94,95], and overall sustainability of the destination [14,52]. These variables measure the resources and capabilities of the tourism destination as an integrated whole, including environmental conservation and economic and social impacts.



As economic viability is critical to guaranteeing the sustainability of a destination in the long term [9], the second group of variables has the objective of determining the sustainability of the performance in the tourism sector. These are economic variables focused on economic indicators, such as tourists’ level of spending and extra spending, annual average occupancy, company profits, and employer satisfaction in this economic sector [14,51]. The third group measures the economic impact of the tourism industry on the sustainability of the global economy of the island [44]. The variables used in the study are the sustainability of “the impact on the economy of the island”, “the impact on the future development of the island”, and “the stability and increase in employment”. According to Hassan [9], the large number of industries involved in creating and sustaining destinations requires the development of a competitiveness model that examines the amount of cooperation needed for future competitiveness [11,13,41]. For this purpose, the sustainability variable “cooperation among the economic agents” was included [96]. In addition, Table 1 also displays the variables used to determine the sustainability of the customers’ performance evaluated by the stakeholders surveyed. The aim is to measure the attitudes of customers with regard to the image perceived [56,57,58,97], loyalty [61,62], and emotional experience [98], which is a useful way to establish the attitude of tourists about their experiences and satisfaction with the destination.




4. Analysis of Results


This section has been divided into three parts: sustainability factors, performance of sustainability, and discussion of the results. In the first, we show the results obtained in determining the main sustainability factors of the tourism destination analyzed. Moreover, the performance obtained by the tourism destination is essential to determining the long-term competitiveness. In this context, the performance must be closely related to the sustainability factors in order to define the key resources and capabilities of the destination. Based on this analysis, those who govern the destination will be able to implement a competitive strategy oriented toward balancing the objectives of maximum performance and the sustainability of the tourism destination. Finally, we discuss the results in order to highlight the main contributions of the study.



4.1. Sustainability Factors


Table 2 shows the factor analysis where six latent variables were extracted. The explained variance was 76.71%, and the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) was 0.757, demonstrating that the results obtained are useful. Likewise, the Cronbach’s alphas were high for factors 1 (0.938), 2 (0.822), 3 (0.786), and 4 (0.904). The score obtained for factor 5 was 0.685, near the recommended level of 0.7. Factor 6 only has one variable, and it is not necessary to calculate the reliability indicator. These results show that the scale used to measure sustainability is reliable and has factorial consistency.



Six sustainability factors were obtained that describe the main dimensions influencing the sustainability of the tourism destination analyzed. The first factor was called “key resources and supply chain” because it included, on the one hand, all of the variables related to the basic resources that constitute the attractiveness of the tourism destination and, on the other hand, the basic elements of the tourism supply chain to deliver all of the services to customers. First, the natural resources make up the destination’s main attraction to capture customers, compared to other competitive destinations. In Gran Canaria, there are several tourism resources, but the most important ones are the weather (sun), with a factorial loading of 0.723, and the beach (0.845), marine (0.851), and rural (0.840) environments. In addition, the elements of the tourism supply chain that were assigned to this factor are the sustainability of foreign tour operators (0.847), airlines (0.821) and hotels in both categories analyzed (four and five stars versus three stars or less), with scores of 0.696 and 0.561, respectively. Finally, golf is a complementary offer that is included as one of the destination’s main attractions, with a loading of 0.753, as it is an activity with a growing demand, and the consumers have high income levels. These results show that the experts judge the sustainability of the tourism destination on the basis of enhancing the natural resources, the lodging, and the high-quality complementary offer.



The second factor is called the “alternative leisure and governance” of the destination. Even though these two dimensions may look different, in reality the strategic planning of the destination and the urban law enacted by the governments determine the construction of the alternative leisure offer and the theme parks. On small islands like Gran Canaria, the management of the space is very important in planning the destination’s offer and resources. Thus, the variables with the highest scores were obtained for the “sustainability of the alternative leisure offer”, with a factorial loading of 0.851, and the “sustainability of theme parks”, which reached a score of 0.808. Moreover, all of the variables related to the governance of the tourism destination have been assigned to this factor. Therefore, the sustainability of the destination management by the Canary Government, Central Government, and Cabildo Insular obtained scores of 0.676, 0.628, and 0.562, respectively, whereas the sustainability of the strategic planning obtained 0.497. Both the management and planning of the complementary leisure offers are essential to ensuring the sustainability of this destination because it is a mass and diversified destination in need of promotions and new complementary offers to maintain its competitive level. Given these circumstances, the governance of the tourism destination should lead the strategic planning and the implementation of marketing campaigns.



The cultural offer is the next latent dimension and includes the variables of history (0.849), museums (0.841), and culture (0.772). Likewise, another variable is assigned to this factor at the same time, the “sustainability of the destination management of the Cabildo Insular”, as the cultural policy is designed and implemented by the Cabildo Insular of Gran Canaria. Security is another sustainability factor in tourism destinations. In fact, it could be one of the most important competitive advantages over other tourism destinations. The security of the destination was measured through three basic variables. The first is the “sustainability of health”, which obtained a factorial score of 0.791. The second variable is security, which reached a score of 0.783. Finally, the legal and political risk were measured by the variable “sustainability of belonging to Europe”, which obtained a factorial loading of 0.777. The variables of “sustainability of four or five-star hotels” (0.509) and “sustainability of hotels with three stars or less” (0.524) have also been allocated to this factor because the experts think the sustainability of high quality service delivery by hotels also depends on the destination’s security.



Factor five is called “extra-hotel offer”, which includes the different types of apartments, along with the shopping centers and Spanish tour operators. The main characteristic of this destination is that the apartment offer is greater than the hotel offer because the first buildings were built in the 1960s and 1970s, when the main demand was for apartment lodging. Thus, the “extra-hotel offer of three or more stars” obtained a score of 0.786, and the “extra-hotel offer of less than three stars” reached a loading of 0.521. This tourism model needs to be complemented by shopping centers to supply products, services, and leisure to customers (0.558). Furthermore, the Spanish tour operators are included because the extra-hotel lodgings need to attract the Spanish market in the summer to compensate for the low demand (0.608). Finally, the low-cost airlines were classified alone in the last factor, without any of the other variables used in the analysis, with a loading of 0.666. This is a peculiar and interesting result because the low-cost airlines have developed great competitive power in recent years, especially in mass tourism destinations [99]. It is evident that the experts have a specific opinion about their low cost and its effects on the sustainability of the tourism destination. In the next section, we analyze the effects of these factors on the performance and sustainability of the tourism destination analyzed.




4.2. Performance and Sustainability


In this section, we present the effects of the six factors on the performance and sustainability of the tourism destination. The performance can be studied from two perspectives. The first is the performance of the tourism destination in terms of the results the destination must achieve to obtain long-term sustainability. This is a supply point of view because it focuses on developing the destination’s competitiveness, along with the possibility of also obtaining future performance. Furthermore, sustainability can also be analyzed from the customer perspective. This is the demand point of view, which may or may not be similar to the destination view because the current and future segmentation can influence the conservation or overexploitation of resources. In this context, the strategic planning of the tourism destination must contribute to determining the best market targets to support consistent performance over time. The statistical methodology used to determine the relationship between the sustainability factors and the destination’s performance was the regression analysis. Two regression analyses were conducted because there were two perspectives used to measure performance.




4.3. Tourism Destination Performance


To determine the tourism destination’s performance, the thirteen variables displayed in Table 3 were used. Cronbach’s alpha was used to test the structural consistency of this scale, which reached a high score of 0.938, as well as factorial analysis. To simplify the statistical study, we opted to constrain the output of the factorial analysis to only one factor. The results are presented in Table 3, where it can be observed that the total variance explained was 59.49%, which is a useful result near 60%. The analysis of the factor loadings shows that twelve variables reached a score above 0.7, and only one, the “sustainability of the cooperation among the economic agents”, obtained a loading of 0.49, near the minimum limit of 0.5.



To determine the influence of the sustainability factors on the tourism destination’s performance, a regression analysis was carried out, where the dependent variable was the loading of the factor of the destination’s performance, and the independent variables were the sustainability factors of the destination (see Table 4). The adjusted R2 was 0.693, which is a high result in the social sciences. However, all of the factors obtained a significance level of less than 5%, except the factor of the sustainability of low-cost airlines. These results reveal the direct influence of the first five sustainability factors on the future sustainability of the performance of the tourism destination.




4.4. Customer Performance


Following the same methodology, a factor analysis was carried out with three variables that measure the tourists’ performance evaluated by the stakeholders surveyed. Table 5 displays the results of the factor analysis, where only one factor was obtained. All of the factor loadings were above 0.9, the explained variance was 87.56%, and the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.927. The regression analysis was run using the loadings of the customer performance factor as the dependent variable and the six sustainability factors as independent variables (see Table 6). The adjusted R2 was 0.636, and only two factors are not significant, the “cultural offer” and the “extra-hotel offer”. The factors with the highest direct and significant relationship with the sustainability of customers’ performance are “key resources and supply chain” (B = 0.562; sig. = 0.000) and “security” (B = 0.532; sig. = 0.000). Furthermore, “alternative leisure and governance” (B = 0.176; sig. = 0.041) and “low cost” (B = 0.184; sig. = 0.033) also have a significant relationship with customers’ performance.




4.5. Discussion of the Results


The study contributes to determining the key factors in the sustainability of a tourism destination, explaining 76.71% of the variance, similar to the drivers of tourism performance proposed by Assaf and Josiassen [68]. Although the specific characteristics of each destination can orient the type of variables to use depending on the main resources and target market, this study gives a broad view of the variables to take into account in establishing the main elements that support the sustainability of a tourism destination. This vision is the consequence of selecting a tourism destination such as Gran Canaria, where it is possible to find different types of tourism offers. The most important market is the sun and beach segment, but, due to the peculiarities of the island studied, there are other alternative offers, such as rural, museum, cultural, sports, leisure, maritime, mountain, biology, and so on. Moreover, the lodging offer is not specialized because Gran Canaria has a variety of lodgings in hotel and extra-hotel complexes, providing a wide range of target market possibilities. All of these characteristics can be observed in the six sustainability factors extracted, which highlight low-cost airlines, which have been assigned to one unique factor. This may indicate that low-cost airlines promote mass tourism, according to Ivars et al. [99], which, in some cases, can be contrary to the sustainability of the tourism destination. In this study, the experts considered that low-cost airlines had to be analyzed as a specific and differentiated variable because they have a unique effect on the sustainability of the destination.



The destination’s most important resources, according to Likewise, Byrd et al. [43], are included in the same factor with the main competitive elements of the tourism supply chain. This factor shows the key target market of the destination because the weather and the beaches are the main competitive advantages. As the supply chain elements are essential to sustaining a destination, in this first factor the variables related to the hotel offer, tour operators, and airlines were also included, according to the Tourism Supply Chain proposed by Rodríguez-Díaz and Espino-Rodríguez [11]. The security is another basic factor in a destination’s competitiveness, and Gran Canaria has a high level in terms of health, physical, and legal security because it belongs to the European Union. This factor aligns with what was proposed by different authors such as Cartwright [82], Page and Meyer [83], Baker et al. [85], and Tarlow [89].



On the other hand, the performance of the tourism destination was also studied in order to determine key and weak sustainability factors. This is a novel way to analyze the performance of tourism destinations because the studies developed in this line of research, such as those by Barros et al. [91] and Aissa and Goaied [55], do not consider the sustainability of the performance in destinations. Likewise, performance was analyzed in two ways: the destination and customer performances. The variables used to measure the performance of the destination were integrated in one factor that explains 59.49% of the variance. Moreover, the performance of the customer was measured through a factor that explains 87.56% of the variance.



The regression analysis demonstrated that these two factors, along with “alternative leisure and governance”, have significant and direct relationships with both destination and customer performance. The main conclusion about the sustainability factor is that the experts consider these three factors to be the keys to sustaining long-term performance. Thus, the governance and strategic planning of the destination must be oriented toward reinforcing high quality resources and offers in order to maintain the destination’s competitiveness and sustainability. This is a main implication of the present study because it provides essential information for the governance and strategic planning of the tourism destination, based on the research orientation proposed by authors such as Sauter and Leisen [37], Sheehan and Ritchie [12], Fornica and Kothari [36], Bramwell and Lane [90], and Pike and Page [13].



Other attributes of the destination do not have the same influence on performance. In this context, the cultural offer is directly related to the destination’s performance, but the result is not significant for the customers’ performance. One explanation for these results could be the experts’ view of culture and history, which are very interesting but not sufficiently familiar to visitors. From this perspective, culture can be a potential resource to develop in the future, but currently the majority of the customers look for other characteristics of the destination. A similar situation exists with the extra-hotel offering, which has a direct and significant relationship with the destination’s performance, but not with the customers’ performance. As we pointed out above, there is a large offer of apartments, and they are very important in this destination, but the buildings are quite old and need renovation. From the point of view of experts, the extra-hotel offer is very important to sustain the level of occupancy, employment, and economic development of the island. However, at the same time, the experts consider that this offer has no influence on the sustainability of the customers’ performance, which might be related to the outdated extra-hotel offer. Therefore, we can conclude that the renovation of the extra-hotel offer would provide a strategic advantage for the future sustainability of the destination. Furthermore, it is necessary for the renovation of this type of lodging to be linked to the image and emotional experience of the tourists, in order to maintain their level of loyalty to the destination. It is important to highlight the weaknesses in order to guide the governance and planning of the destination [12,13,37].



The low-cost airlines require a specific analysis because the results show a significant and direct relationship with customers’ performance, but we find no evidence for the relationship with the destination’s performance. It is obvious that in recent years the low-cost airlines have improved their market share by offering very cheap tickets, but this increase in the demand can have negative effects on the sustainability of a destination. On the one hand, an excessive mass tourism can produce irreversible damages to the environment; on the other hand, if mass tourism reduces the price and the margin, this can cause low profitability or losses in tourism companies. Thus, low cost is a great opportunity for customers because it reduces the cost of the flight, as Ivars et al. [99] noted. However, if the destination cannot channel the increase in demand and income into profitability and the sustainability of the destination’s environment and economy, long-term performance will not be guaranteed. Some destinations can reconcile different market segments without losing competitiveness, but this is not always the case because a great imbalance in favor of the low cost demand could have the opposite effect on the destination’s sustainability in the long term.



Finally, the results obtained in this study show that the effective management of a tourism destination requires the application of a specific methodology based on the sustainability and performance of the resources and capabilities. In particular, it is necessary to determine the key and weak sustainability factors and their relationship with long-term performance. This is a new way to understand governance and strategic planning from a theoretical and practical perspective, which is the basis of the tourism destination’s sustainable management. This discipline must be developed from a practical point of view, in order to guide stakeholders’ decisions in tourism destinations.





5. Conclusions


Sustainability and performance are key aspects in managing and maintaining the competitiveness of tourism destinations. This study identified the sustainability factors of a tourism destination characterized by the differentiation of the offer and high demand. The data were collected through surveys administered to stakeholders and experts because this method is widely used in research about tourism destinations and provides successful results. The factors obtained were related to the performance of the destination and customers by means of regression analysis. The results demonstrated that in the tourism destination studied, there are six sustainability factors that are quite similar to the destination drivers proposed by Assaf and Josiassen [68]. However, in this study, all of the variables used were evaluated in relation to sustainability, and the variables were assigned to factors according to the importance of the resources and capabilities of the specific destination analyzed. The first factors deal with the “key resources and supply chain”, including the variables related to the most important resources and elements of the tourism supply chain that contribute to the destination’s competitiveness. The second factor contained the variables of “alternative leisure and governance” because Gran Canaria is a small island where the management and planning of the space is essential to correctly allocating the resources. In this context, the leisure activities need large areas that must be defined properly in order to obtain the sustainable development of the destination. The cultural offer is another pillar of sustainability, based on the history, museums, and culture, with the peculiarity that the island’s government has a great influence on cultural policy. Likewise, security is another basic factor in the destination’s sustainability because Gran Canaria belongs to Europe, it has good health infrastructures, and the security is very high. This may be one of the most important competitive advantages over other destinations. Another specific characteristic of the destination analyzed is the “extra-hotel offer” factor, which includes most of the tourist beds because this destination began in the 1960s and 1970s when the main demand was for apartments. Finally, the experts considered that low-cost airlines constitute a specific factor because they have a direct effect on the destination’s sustainability and performance.



The regression analysis demonstrated that the experts think there are three key sustainability factors related to the long-term performance of the destination and customers: “key resources and supply chain”, “alternative leisure and governance”, and “security”. Nevertheless, the factors “cultural offer” and “extra-hotel offer” also have a positive impact on the sustainability of the destination’s performance, but they are not significant in the customers’ performance. According to the experts, the only factor that does not have a direct relationship with the destination’s long-term performance is that of “low cost” airlines. By contrast, low cost obtains a significant and direct relationship with customers’ performance. We can conclude that low cost can be a great opportunity for customers, but if the increase in demand and incomes are not managed in terms of the destination’s environmental and economic sustainability, the future performance will not be guaranteed.



In light of the results obtained, on the one hand, the destination’s governance and strategic planning must be oriented toward reinforcing high-quality resources and offers in order to maintain the destination’s competitiveness and sustainability, promote culture and history, and foster the renovation of the extra-hotel offer. On the other hand, the low cost offer can be planned adequately to maintain a sustainable level of performance without producing negative effects on the natural, social, and economic environment. This study demonstrates that the sustainable factors and their relationships with performance are critical aspects in managing tourism destinations. However, this study has been tested in a mass tourism destination and, although it offers a variety of activities, there are other types of destinations with different characteristics and strategic orientations. Finally, the results obtained confirm that the tourism destination’s sustainable management can be applied using a framework based on the key and weak sustainability factors and the long-term performance of the destination and customers. Future research should use other variables, with the aim of adapting and testing the proposed methodology in other specific destinations. At the same time, the variables used to measure the types of performance could be studied, in order to validate them in other destinations and analyze whether other variables can be used in the statistical analysis. Regarding the study limitations, it is necessary to highlight that the results obtained are not generalizable because only one destination was analyzed in an exploratory way, and the sample used was not very large. Therefore, future studies should consider broader groups of stakeholders in various tourist destinations and include qualitative analysis. Another limitation of this study is that the evaluations of the sustainable factors and the performance have only been determined from the perspective of the stakeholders, and the opinions of the customers have not been analyzed. Future studies should determine the main sustainability factors and the performance based on customer evaluations, and compare the results with those obtained from the perspective of the stakeholders.
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Table 1. Variables to measure the future performance.







Table 1. Variables to measure the future performance.







	
Future Performance of the Tourism Destination




	
Sustainability of the competitiveness of the destination




	
Sustainability of the quality of the destination




	
Sustainability of the satisfaction of the tourists




	
Sustainability of the tourism destination




	
Sustainability of the tourists’ spending




	
Sustainability of the profits of the tourism sector




	
Sustainability of the annual occupancy level




	
Sustainability of the tourists’ extra spending




	
Sustainability of the satisfaction of the employers in the tourism sector




	
Sustainability of the impact on the economy of the island




	
Sustainability of the impact in the future development of the island




	
Sustainability of the stability and increase in employment




	
Sustainability of the cooperation among the economics agents




	
Future Performance of the Customers




	
Sustainability of the loyalty of customers




	
Sustainability of the emotional experience




	
Sustainability of the image
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Table 2. Sustainability factors of the tourism destination of Gran Canaria.
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Key Resources and Supply Chain

	
Alternative Leisure and Governance

	
Cultural Offer

	
Security

	
Extra-Hotel Offer

	
Low Cost






	
Sustainability of the marine environment

	
0.851

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the foreign tour operators

	
0.847

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the beaches

	
0.845

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of rural environment

	
0.840

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of airlines

	
0.821

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of golf courses

	
0.753

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of weather

	
0.723

	

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of four and five star hotels

	
0.696

	

	

	
0.509

	

	




	
Sustainability of hotels with three stars or less

	
0.561

	

	

	
0.524

	

	




	
Sustainability of alternative leisure offer

	

	
0.851

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of theme parks

	

	
0.808

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of destination management by the Canary Government

	

	
0.676

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of destination management by the Central Government

	

	
0.628

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of destination management by the Gran Canaria Cabildo

	

	
0.562

	
0.523

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the strategic planning

	

	
0.497

	

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the history

	

	

	
0.849

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the museums

	

	

	
0.841

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the culture

	

	

	
0.772

	

	

	




	
Sustainability of the health

	

	

	

	
0.791

	

	




	
Sustainability of the security

	

	

	

	
0.783

	

	




	
Sustainability of belonging to Europe

	

	

	

	
0.777

	

	




	
Sustainability of extra-hotels with three or more stars

	

	

	

	

	
0.786

	




	
Sustainability of Spain’s tour operators

	
0.511

	

	

	

	
0.608

	




	
Sustainability of shopping centers

	

	

	

	

	
0.558

	




	
Sustainability of extra-hotels with less than three stars

	

	

	

	

	
0.521

	




	
Sustainability of low-cost airlines

	

	

	

	

	

	
0.666




	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
0.938

	
0.822

	
0.786

	
0.904

	
0.685

	
---








KMO 0.757; Chi-Square 1105.15; df 325; Sig. 0.000; Variance explained 76.71%.
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Table 3. Factor analysis of the sustainability of the performance of the tourism destination.
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Variables

	
Factor Loading






	
Sustainability of tourists’ spending

	
0.877




	
Sustainability of the competitiveness of the destination

	
0.875




	
Sustainability of the quality of the destination

	
0.843




	
Sustainability of the stability and increase in employment

	
0.810




	
Sustainability of the profits of the tourism sector

	
0.795




	
Sustainability of the annual occupancy level

	
0.790




	
Sustainability of tourists’ satisfaction

	
0.782




	
Sustainability of the impact on the economy of the island

	
0.765




	
Sustainability of the tourism destination

	
0.739




	
Sustainability of the impact on the future development of the island

	
0.737




	
Sustainability of tourists’ extra spending

	
0.735




	
Sustainability of the satisfaction of employers in the tourism sector

	
0.714




	
Sustainability of the cooperation among the economics agents

	
0.490




	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
0.938








KMO 0.885; Chi-Square 572.953; df 78; Sig. 0.000; Variance explained 59.49%.
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Table 4. Regression analysis: sustainability of the performance of the destination.
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Independent Variables

	
Unstandardized Coefficients

	
Standardized Coefficients

	
t

	
Sig.




	
B

	
Std. Error

	
Beta






	
(Constant)

	
−0.051

	
0.075

	

	
−0.676

	
0.503




	
Factor 1: Key resources and supply chain

	
0.705

	
0.076

	
0.718

	
9.332

	
0.000




	
Factor 2: Alternative leisure and governance

	
0.308

	
0.076

	
0.313

	
4.076

	
0.000




	
Factor 3: Cultural offer

	
0.163

	
0.076

	
0.166

	
2.155

	
0.036




	
Factor 4: Security

	
0.244

	
0.076

	
0.248

	
3.229

	
0.002




	
Factor 5: Extra-hotel offer

	
0.158

	
0.076

	
0.161

	
2.092

	
0.042




	
Factor 6: Low cost

	
−0.001

	
0.076

	
−0.001

	
−0.014

	
0.989








Dependent variable: factor of sustainability of the performance of the destination. Adjusted R2 0.693.
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Table 5. Factor analysis of the performance of customers.
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Variables

	
Factor Loading






	
Sustainability of the loyalty of customers

	
0.942




	
Sustainability of the emotional experience

	
0.939




	
Sustainability of the image

	
0.926




	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
0.927








KMO 0.763; Chi-Square 125.811; df 3; Sig. 0.000; Variance explained 87.56%.
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Table 6. Regression analysis: Sustainability of the performance of customers.







Table 6. Regression analysis: Sustainability of the performance of customers.







	
Independent Variables

	
Unstandardized Coefficients

	
Standardized Coefficients

	
t

	
Sig.




	
B

	
Std. Error

	
Beta






	
(Constant)

	
−0.031

	
0.083

	

	
−0.368

	
0.715




	
Factor 1: Key resources and supply chain

	
0.562

	
0.084

	
0.560

	
6.696

	
0.000




	
Factor 2: Alternative leisure and governance

	
0.176

	
0.084

	
0.176

	
2.100

	
0.041




	
Factor 3: Cultural offer

	
0.117

	
0.084

	
0.117

	
1.392

	
0.171




	
Factor 4: Security

	
0.532

	
0.084

	
0.530

	
6.337

	
0.000




	
Factor 5: Extra-hotel offer

	
0.066

	
0.084

	
0.065

	
0.782

	
0.438




	
Factor 6: Low cost

	
0.184

	
0.084

	
0.184

	
2.195

	
0.033








Dependent variable: factor of sustainability of the performance of the customers. Adjusted R2 0.636.
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