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Local Sustainability as an Indicator 
of Competitiveness

Tourism destinations that perform well over time generally take into account environmental, social and eco-

nomic realities and institute management approaches that ensure the long-term protection of cultural and 

natural resources over time. Destinations that fail to adequately protect resources and address the needs 

of local communities, both from a social and economic perspective often fail to thrive. As our world faces 

increasingly severe crises—due to climate change, health pandemics, terrorism and othe mega-threats—only 

destinations that are resilient and are sustainably managed are likely to remain competitive in the long-term. 

 

The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC)’s Destination Criteria and Indicators (GSTC-D) can help desti-

nation stakeholders develop a deep understanding of the policies, systems and programs needed to mitigate 

the negative impacts of tourism and improve destination health and competitiveness. The tool is particularly 

useful when used in conjunction with the Adventure Tourism Development Index (ATDI), published annually 

by the Adventure Travel and Tourism Association (ATTA) and George Washington University International 

Institute of Tourism Studies (GW). Whereas the ATDI distills complex issues (such as sustainable development 

policy and the availability of healthcare) as they relate to the country’s adventure tourism competitiveness 

into a single score, the GSTC-D offers destination managers a detailed examination of local destination health 

using a set of 100 sustainability indicators.

This special report serves as a companion to the 2020 Adventure Tourism Development Index (ATDI). It pro-

vides adventure travel companies, destination managers, and policymakers with a general snapshot--one 

that identifies destination risks and good practices for 24 destinations that have applied the GSTC-D. The 

ATDI and the GSTC-D are complementary tools that when used together can provide a country with a holistic 

snapshot of adventure tourism competitiveness and health of its tourism destinations. Together, these tools 

can help destination managers, travel companies and other destination stakeholders more effectively sup-

port sustainable tourism development and management.
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GSTC-D Global Sustainability Analysis
 

To understand the state of destination sustainability worldwide, GW analyzed 24 destinations, diverse in both geographic 

location and level of tourism development, which had applied the GSTC-D. Figure 1 identifies the destinations included in the 

study. The destination assessments were carried out between 2012 and 2018 by either the GSTC or its partners. GW also 

conducted a follow-up survey of these destinations, which provides information on the progress they made, challenges they 

experienced, and the areas in which they requested  additional support. This report reflects the most extensive study ever 

conducted of  destination sustainability performance. 

 

Adventure travel companies can increase their understanding of sustainability and its direct relationship to the per-

formance of a destination by using the report in conjunction with the ATDI. By working with destination managers and 

other tourism stakeholders to develop a shared vision for responsibly-managed adventure tourism that provides rewarding 

experiences for travelers while enhancing the socio-economic, cultural, and environmental well-being of tourism dependent 

communities around the world, adventure travel companies have a key role to play in the ongoing health and viability of 

destinations.

Figure 1: Destinations included in GSTC-D Global Sustainability Assessment

Figure 2 on page 4 summarizes summarizes 

all 24 destinations’ aggregate performance 

on the 41 GSTC-D Criteria. Performance 

is measured using GSTC-D’s more than 

100 Indicators, which are organized by 

destination sustainability category. Levels 

of performance are scored using the 

performance dashboard shown to the right.
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Figure 2: Global Median Scores by GSTC Destination Sustainability Pillars

Globally, the destinations assessed demonstrate the strongest performance on sustainability pillars related to community 

involvement and maximizing benefits to the local community from tourism, tourism planning and management, and the pro-

tection of cultural and natural heritage. The global median average was 2.0, which indicates that destinations are addressing 

destination sustainability, but improvements are still needed.

Even though intact environmental resources are the most critical aspect of most adventure travel, that indicator scored lowest 

of the four pillars (1.50). While certain countries are improving their management of environmental resources, including parks 

and protected areas, (as seen in the ATDI 2020 ranking) , the GSTC-D score demonstrates that local and regional destinations 

face considerable challenges in implementing effective environmental management standards. 

Figure 3 presents the global median scores for all 41 GSTC-D Criteria. The destinations assessed have established policies, 

programs, and systems that address 56% of the GSTC-D Criteria for sustainable tourism, although 16 of these 23 criteria 

(70%) still need improvement as they scored just 2.00 on the GSTC-D scale. At the same time, destinations are experiencing 

difficulty in implementing 39% of the GSTC-D Criteria. The results also show two areas of no performance: destinations are 

struggling to measure and reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to reduce solid waste.
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Figure 3: Global Median Scores for GSTC-D Criteria
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GOOD PERFORMANCE
 

While inconsistent across destinations, overall the best performance was indicated within the following criteria:

Amidst the global Covid-19 pandemic, it is hopeful to see that most of the 24 destinations assessed are reporting good 

performance (score of 2.37) on planning and management of crises and emergencies.  GSTC-D assesses whether the 

destination has a crisis management plan in place that incorporates the needs of tourism, adequate human and financial 

resources to implement the crisis plan, and communication procedures established that include tourism stakeholders as well 

as other key officials.   

 

The ATDI also includes indicators that assess crisis planning and management capacity at a national level. However, 

these indicators cut across the Health, Entrepreneurship, and Humanitarian categories. These indicators provide insights 

regarding the country’s potential crisis response capacity, such as the total number of hospital beds and physicians per 1000 

people as well as NGO presence and density. Indicators in the entrepreneurship category provide insights about the coun-

try’s capacity to support small businesses in the face of unprecedented challenges.

These areas of good practice highlight core sustainability initiatives that destinations around the world are already imple-

menting. Destinations not taking action on these good practice areas are most likely behind the curve in destination sustain-

ability at the local level and may eventually see this affect their adventure competitiveness ranking in the ATDI index at the 

country level.

GSTC-D
SUSTAINABILITY PILLAR

GSTC-D CRITERIA

DESTINATION POLICY & PLANNING

Maintaining and updating inventory of tourism assets 
and attractions

Managing tourism seasonality

Maintaining laws and regulations for property 
acquisitions

Planning for and managing crises and emergencies

Community Involvement & Benefits Providing local tourism career opportunities

Environmental Issues Protecting wildlife
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LOW PERFORMANCE
 

The destinations in this study have had difficulty implementing 39% of the 41 GSTC-D Criteria. While improvements are 

needed even on the areas of good practice above, destinations faced the most challenges in the following criteria:

While the ATDI provides macro insights about how supportive a country’s policies are toward sustainable development, 

the GSTC-D provides critical clues about whether a particular destination within the country is actually monitoring and man-

aging tourism impacts. 

 

Because tourism is by nature a complex and fragmented industry, effective destination management requires a high level 

of coordination, cooperation and collaboration. Destination management organizations often play an important coordinating 

role in destinations. They bring stakeholders together to establish a shared vision for tourism and work with stakeholders 

over time to share responsibility for management of the destination.

 

GSTC-D
SUSTAINABILITY PILLAR

GSTC-D CRITERIA

DESTINATION POLICY & PLANNING

Developing and updating sustainable destination 
strategy

Establishing effective destination management orga-
nization

Monitoring holistic impacts of tourism

Adapting to changes in climate

Adapting to changes in climate

Community Involvement & Benefits

Monitoring economic impacts of tourism

Monitoring local community’s aspirations, concerns, 
and satisfaction with tourism

Management of Natural & Cultural Assets

Protecting attractions and sites

Educating visitors about how to minimize their foot-
print and behave respectfully

Environmental Issues

Monitoring destination-level environmental risks

Reducing energy consumption of tourism businesses

Improving water management

Monitoring water quality

Improving wastewater treatment and reuse

Offering low-impact transportation options
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Our findings indicate that most of the 24 destinations assessed had low performance scores on the foundational building 

blocks of good planning, including destination management organization, a sustainable destination strategy, monitoring 

of the holistic impacts of tourism and resident satisfaction with tourism, and sustainability standards for tourism enter-

prises--that are critical for effective destination management. The global median score of 2.0 for destination management 

suggests that destinations around the world should be working to improve policies and practices. 

 

The extent to which a destination is effectively managing tourism indicates how prepared it may be to respond to an influx 

of tourists (overtourism) or limited tourism (undertourism). The GSTC-D assesses a destination’s practices and strategies as-

sociated with management of attractions, visitor management, and protection of sensitive environments as well as natural 

and cultural heritage. The global median score of 1.71 for criteria related to visitor management, resource management 

and attraction management indicates that the majority of the 24 destinations assessed do not have in place the systems 

needed to adequately manage overtourism. 

 

Destination managers, business owners, and policymakers globally face the threat of climate change, which will impact 

nearly every aspect of destination planning and growth. Adapting to changes in climate is critical for a destination’s survival 

and long-term health as more and more destinations face increasingly severe storms and other climate-related catastrophes, 

including rising sea levels, rampant fires, avalanches and erratic weather patterns. 

 

While the ATDI does not currently include an indicator that measures climate change adaptation, it does provide some 

insights about national level climate change initiatives through the use of the Environmental Performance Index. This is 

one of several areas that the ATDI aims to strengthen in the near future. The GSTC-D measures the extent to which a desti-

nation has plans in place to adapt to a changing climate. The global median score of 1.67 indicates that the 24 destinations 

assessed do not have adequate climate adaptation plans. 

Figure 4: GSTC-D Score for Critical Areas Assessed in Analysis

1.67 1.712.002.37
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GSTC-D
SUSTAINABILITY PILLAR

GSTC-D CRITERIA

Environmental Issues

Encouraging tourism enterprises to minimize green-
house gas emissions

Improving solid waste reduction

Many of the criteria listed in the low performance and no performance tables and in the GSTC-D Environmental Issues pillar 

are accounted for in the Environmental Performance Index used by ATDI as a main input for Pillar 1.

NO PERFORMANCE
 

Notably, none of these 24 destinations met the requirement for initiatives encouraging tourism enterprises to measure, 

monitor, minimize, and publicly report and mitigate their greenhouse gas emissions, or for solid waste reduction.
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TOP PRIORITIES AND CHALLENGES
 

Ten of the destinations assessed for this study were further surveyed to determine the progress they have made and chal-

lenges they have faced since the destination assessments were conducted. They also noted their top three priorities for the 

next three years, as seen in the figure below.

Recycling and waste management will be a priority for five of the ten destinations that responded to the survey, which aligns 

with improving one of the global areas of no performance—solid waste management. 

Other priority areas for these destinations over the next three years are increasing attention to fragile and sensitive environ-

ments and wildlife, and increasing public awareness and education around tourism. The ATDI 2020 report also shows that 

nations around the world are prioritizing work on  sensitive environments and wildlife by increasing protected areas and the 

habitats for many endangered species.

Figure 5: Destination Priorities for Next Three Years
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Figure 6: Destination Challenges to Sustainability

Adequate financing, human resources, and political will continue to pose ongoing challenges to the effective implementation 

of sustainability priorities. Therefore, it’s incumbent on the tourism sector exert pressure at the national and local levels to 

unlock needed resources.
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CONCLUSION
 

A global analysis of destination health through the GSTC Destination Criteria (GSTC-D) lens reveals some 

common areas of good practice along with many priority challenges. While it would be ideal if all 24 destina-

tions in this study had crisis management plans in place, for example, the findings indicate that the majority 

of the destinations lacked the foundational building blocks to address crisis situations and to remain viable 

over the long-term. As the study indicates, destinations need to address sustainability issues through man-

agement organizations, destination strategies, holistic tourism impact monitoring systems, and the regular 

monitoring of residents—along with sustainability standards for tourism enterprises—to ensure their long-

term health. 

 

Good planning is essential for destinations to function well in the best of times, let alone to recover from 

a mega-crisis, such as the global pandemic we are currently experiencing. In order for countries to remain 

competitive as adventure destinations, as outlined in the ATDI, local destinations need to remain healthy and 

sustainable. In other words, the competitiveness of a country relies on the well-being of local places and 

actors.

 

Destinations can use the GSTC-D findings to advocate for support in areas where they face particular chal-

lenges. Destination managers and adventure travel companies can use the GSTC-D global results to flag 

high priority sustainability challenges and to inform advocacy, policy-making and collaboration at a national 

level. Ultimately, a country’s competitiveness around tourism relies on strong performance by its many tour-

ism destinations working together to ensure long term destination health and sustainability. 

A country’s competitiveness 
around tourism relies on 

strong performance by its 
many tourism destinations 
working together to ensure 

long term destination 
health and sustainability.
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