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Abstract 
This cumulative dissertation centres around methodological approaches for the development 

and implementation of destination sustainability and resilience assessments. Assessments are 

introduced as a valuable tool to bridge the divide between high-level and international 

frameworks for sustainable development and practical strategies that are locally applicable in 

tourism destinations on the ground. Regarding the assessment of sustainability, the 

dissertation critically reflects on conventional practices of developing sustainable tourism 

indicators and formulates approaches for effectively assessing sustainability at destination 

scale through the adaptation of generic indicators and the adoption of more participatory and 

locally contextualised formats for indicator development. Regarding assessments of resilience, 

the dissertation first highlights and addresses the current lack of conceptual clarity about 

destination resilience and subsequently translates the conceptual insights generated by this 

discussion into a destination-specific resilience assessment methodology. Comprised of four 

research articles, the dissertation employs both qualitative and quantitative methods, including 

case study research, a Delphi survey, conceptual research, and the integration of 

transdisciplinary research. Taken together, all four studies clearly demonstrate the strong 

potential of more participatory methods of assessment to foster multi-stakeholder dialogue, 

raise awareness, stimulate learning, and promote actor networks in tourism destinations. The 

empirical findings and theoretical insights underscore the importance of boosting the abilities 

of local tourism actors to promote sustainability and build resilience rather than treating 

assessments as tasks to be performed as an end in themselves. The dissertation introduces, 

pilots and reviews a number of participatory methodologies for assessing sustainability and 

resilience highlighting key insights yielded from their implementation in various case study 

destinations. Overall, the dissertation makes the case that flexible approaches which prioritise 

usability over precision and are tailored to local contexts are highly expedient for scaling up 

sustainability engagement, building local capacities, and initiating resilient action in tourism 

destinations. 

Keywords: sustainability, resilience, assessment, sustainable tourism, destination 

management 
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1 Introduction  
As a fundamental requirement for sustainable tourism development, long-term policies are 

needed that balance economic development with environmental protection and social well-

being without jeopardising the integrity of planetary resources. As one of the world’s largest 

industries, tourism has the responsibility and capacity to contribute significantly to sustainable 

development on a global as well as local scale (Saarinen and Gill 2019). The immense 

complexity and challenge of this task is exacerbated, however, by ever-greater pressure on 

the industry to act due to increasing systemic perturbations, acceleration of climate change, 

and the increased frequency of crisis events. In this context of heightened uncertainty, 

endeavours to promote and ensure sustainable development are increasingly required to 

incorporate and operationalise the concepts of risk and resilience (Opitz-Stapleton et al. 2019; 

Prayag 2023). Within the conceptualisation of this dissertation, resilience is not understood as 

a static trait but as denoting the evolving abilities of people to take effective action in adverse 

circumstances. Increasing people’s capacity to build resilience can thus act a powerful catalyst 

for more sustainable development as neglecting the existence of risk cannot only jeopardise 

previous sustainability advancements but also undermine future efforts towards sustainable 

development. Attaining a better understanding of the close links between sustainability and 

resilience therefore provides a high potential for making sustainability initiatives more effective 

in their intended contributions (GIDRM n.y; Opitz-Stapleton et al. 2019).  

Analysing the connections between sustainable development and tourism planning is vital to 

inform efforts supporting the global priorities of the 2030 Agenda, with ‘sustainable tourism’ 

being directly called for in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Given the extent to 

which tourism depends on undamaged ecosystems, undisrupted global travel activity and 

socio-cultural exchange, this industry has a specific interest in safeguarding past sustainability 

achievements, building resilience, and controlling and predicting risk (UNWTO 2023). From a 

tourism perspective, a sustainable tourism destination is understood as a multi-stakeholder 

environment in which industries and communities converge in their efforts not only to deliver a 

high-quality guest experience but also to increase the quality of life for residents and conserve 

and protect the environment (Bello et al. 2016; Choi and Sirakaya 2006). 

Assessments of sustainability and resilience in tourism have become widely adopted as a tool 

supporting efforts to bridge the divide between global and subordinate concepts of 

sustainability and resilience and making these concepts operational for application. Such 

efforts have been hampered, however, by a persistent lack of methodological and conceptual 

consensus on approaches for developing and implementing destination sustainability and 

resilience assessments. In the context of assessing sustainability, the sheer complexity of this 

issue, combined with a lack of clarity in the definition of ‘sustainable development’ and the lack 
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of a global standard, has given rise to a multitude of approaches for measuring sustainability 

in tourism destinations (Kristjánsdóttir et al. 2017; Lozano-Oyola et al. 2012; Pulido-Fernández 

and Rivero 2009; Singh et al. 2009; Torres-Delgado and Palomeque 2014). Within these 

approaches, using sustainable tourism indicators (STIs) for destination sustainability 

assessments (SAs) has become widely recognised as a tool for measuring the progress 

towards or regress away from sustainable tourism development (Castellani and Sala 2010; 

Crabtree and Bayfield 1998; Ko 2005). In the context of assessing resilience, meanwhile, 

inconsistent usage of terms and lack of conceptual clarity also dominate the research 

landscape, which is why many tourism studies on the topic of destination resilience still fall 

short of clearly positioning themselves in the wider academic debate.  

The topic of sustainability and resilience assessment is at the core of this dissertation, though 

the extent and depth to which each concept will be explored in the dissertation varies due to 

differences in 1) the definition of these two concepts in relation to the destination context, 2) 

the coverage of these concepts in the current landscape of tourism research, and 3) the 

conceptual implications of developing an assessment methodology. In the sustainability 

assessment context, research on the need for STIs and their application, as well as on the 

shortcomings associated with their current use has been extensive (Blancas et al. 2011; Miller 

and Twining-Ward 2005; Torres-Delgado and Saarinen 2014). Moreover, myriad sets of STIs 

within specific contexts have been developed (cf. Diéguez-Castrillón et al. 2021). It is only the 

process of indicator development that has received surprisingly little attention (Asmelash and 

Kumar 2019; Bell and Morse 2018; Islam et al. 2021; Ramos 2019). This gap in research 

applies both to the adaptation of STIs to diverse destination contexts as well as to the 

harmonisation of bottom-up and top-down approaches. Setting out to address this gap, this 

dissertation proposes advanced and more inclusive and participatory methodological 

approaches for effectively developing STIs, exploring ways to adapt and indicators and 

implement assessments that reflect and account for local destination circumstances. The need 

to find a balance between local relevance and global comparability is thus addressed by 

presenting and discussing new formats of STI development that reflect the needs of all 

stakeholder groups at local and global level.  

In the context of resilience on the other hand, direct engagement with assessment is impeded 

by three main factors: 1) the fuzziness of the term ‘resilience’ in tourism research; 2) the 

conceptual peculiarities inherent to this concept; and 3) the lack of established methodologies 

for assessing resilience. The first of these can be attributed to the fact that resilience has been 

studied in various academic disciplines, each with their own different epistemologies, origins 

and usages of terms (Aliperti et al. 2019; Posch et al. n.y.). The second factor relates to the 

complex adaptive and dynamic element of resilience, resulting in the fact that the concept does 
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not lend itself easily to measurement. A static and numerical assessment approach to 

resilience proves inexpedient because it pays insufficient attention to change and complexity 

(Amore et al. 2018; Pyke et al. 2021; Quinlan et al. 2016). Prayag (2023) emphasises the lack 

of studies that address the operationalisation of the theoretical concepts related to resilience 

through collecting empirical evidence at destination level and the development of strategies on 

how destinations can become more resilient. This directly ties into the third factor, since the 

lack of an established methodology will continue to impede effective resilience assessment 

research for as long as it remains unclear what ‘being resilient’ actually implies in a destination 

context. Further compounding the endeavour of building resilience is the plethora of risks that 

need to be considered in any resilience strategy, including environmental, economic, political, 

infrastructural, and biological risks.  

To overcome these difficulties regarding resilience, this dissertation first takes a step back prior 

to conducting actual resilience assessments to resolve the ambiguity surrounding the concept 

of resilience by tracing narratives within various academic disciplines that study the 

conceptualisation and operationalisation of destination resilience. The findings of this review 

of the literature are then translated into a conceptual elaboration including a destination 

resilience model that then serves as a baseline for the development of a novel assessment 

methodology. Through transdisciplinary research, the dissertation explores how the relevant 

actors in destinations can understand and address risk and thus develop resilience-building 

strategies that are locally meaningful and effective. This endeavour is guided by addressing 

the overarching research question of How to conceptualise and implement methodologies for 

destination sustainability and resilience assessment? This question is answered through 

conducting and drawing on the findings of four studies in four different articles. While these 

articles form a single body of work, they are summarized separately below before the findings 

are synthesised in a concluding section. 

The first article focuses on the development and implementation of an SA methodology in a 

destination context. The study offers a conceptual baseline for the implementation of a 

sustainability assessment and subsequently illustrates a refinement of sustainability 

assessment methodologies based on the principle of adapting STIs to the specific 

circumstances in a destination. The analysis and findings of this article are based on a case 

study of a sustainability assessment conducted in Windhoek, Namibia and thus offers great 

leverage for the consideration of local destination circumstances for an assessment. 

The second article expands and deepens the understanding of STI development by 

investigating not only how indicators can be adapted but by how they can be developed from 

scratch merging bottom-up and top-down approaches. Using a Delphi survey, Article 2 

explores how to reconcile the different priorities and approaches proposed by three parties, 
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namely scientists, policymakers, and supporters of participatory decision-making. In doing so, 

the article addresses the broader methodological and conceptual foundations of STI 

development by structuring the debate, evaluating existing and new approaches, and 

illustrating how formats that facilitate stakeholder participation can inform future STI 

development. 

Article 3 sets the baseline for further enquiry into resilience as a prerequisite for sustainability. 

This conceptual research article elucidates the concept of resilience specifically in a 

destination context and problematises the theoretical assumptions as well as the implications 

for theory, methodology and practice that result out of the interrelationship between destination 

and resilience. The article identifies three themes for the future conceptualisation of destination 

resilience and introduces a destination resilience model. 

The fourth and final article ties the previous findings together by revisiting the nexus between 

sustainability and resilience and translating the theoretical baselines derived from conceptual 

research into a novel methodological approach. Drawing on three case studies, this article 

reiterates and applies the strong emphasis placed on destination context in Article 1, the 

participatory approaches to sustainability assessments outlined in Article 2, and the theoretical 

baseline elaborated in Article 3 that stresses the importance of involving tourism actors by 

adopting an agency-based perspective on resilience. 

This framework paper first situates the research topic of the dissertation within the 

philosophical and overall academic debate and elaborates on the conceptual considerations 

that inform sustainability and resilience research. Each of the four research articles are then 

introduced and discussed separately before the overall findings and contributions of the 

dissertation are synthesised in the concluding section of this framework paper.  
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2 Philosophy of research and rationale of the research approach 
 
2.1 Philosophical approach to research 
This chapter outlines the epistemological perspectives and ontological assumptions 

underpinning this dissertation and its research design for addressing the gaps identified in the 

preceding chapter. After elucidating the shared assumptions, key concepts and principles on 

which the dissertation project is based, the chapter provides a rationale for the methodologies 

employed in the investigation.  

This dissertation can be situated in the research philosophy of realism. Realism is based on 

the premise that “the external world exists independently of our sense experience, ideation, 

and volition, and that it can be known“ (Bunge 1993, p. 229). Realist thinkers make it their 

central aim to explore and recognise generalisable patterns, connections and causes in ‘the 

world out there’. Within realism, a critical realist perspective is employed that accounts for 

unobservable phenomena by recognising the emergent properties of social structures. Realist 

thinkers challenge the prevailing paradigms of positivism and hermeneutics by asserting the 

capacity of both natural and social sciences not only to observe and interpret but also to 

provide explanations (Gale and Botterill 2005). Critical realism emphasises the distinction 

between knowledge that we possess (epistemology) and knowledge that is already established 

(ontology) (Bhaskar 2011). Foregrounding ontology over epistemology, a significant proportion 

of the critical realist project in the social sciences is based on probing the question of ‘What 

makes society possible?’ (Gale and Botterill 2005). Extended to tourism research, this question 

can be reframed as ‘What makes the study of tourism possible?’ (Botterill 2003). In the same 

vein, this research project asks ‘What makes sustainability and resilience possible?’. In 

addressing this question, the dissertation leaves the empirical conventions of positivism and 

focuses instead on uncovering mechanisms and causal powers in social structures (Carter and 

New 2004).  

Realism is well-suited as a paradigm for researching sustainable development and resilience 

in a tourism context since it allows for recognising the interrelationships between tourism actors 

across the different levels of a tourism system as well as the element of constant change and 

the role of agency and learning. While accepting the objectivity of ‘nature’, a realist perspective 

acknowledges that some ‘facts’ are constituted through the meanings people attribute to them 

whereas others can be meaning-independent (Little 1993). From this standpoint it is possible 

both to observe processes and changes in the natural world as well as to explore perceptions 

of this world. Such perceptions can be relevant for critical realists, though they are understood 

as not being completely detached from their structural contexts. 



6 
 

Regarding the ontological assumptions of this research project, i.e. the beliefs about the 

fundamental nature of reality, the approach adopted in this dissertation is consistent with a 

broad consensus that tourism is a socially constructed and socially related realm, with humans 

being the co-creators of and participants in tourism reality (Butowski and Butowski 2023). 

Consequently, the basic assumption for this research is an ontologically subjective one that 

recognises the socially constructed nature of reality, i.e. that social phenomena are not 

objective but instead interpreted by the shifting intentions, meanings and beliefs of those 

observing these phenomena (Little 1993). As such, the research carried out for this dissertation 

is based on the understanding that it is shared perceptions and their interpretations that are 

generally action-relevant. A subjectivist approach is adopted because the phenomenon under 

investigation, i.e. the resilience of the tourism system, is influenced by and created through the 

actions of social actors in that system. Sustainability is based to a large extent on planetary 

boundaries and equilibria within these boundaries and thus lends itself more to quantitative 

representation of these forces. It is important to note, however, that social behaviour and 

complexity must nonetheless be accounted for when inquiring about sustainability from a social 

science angle with a focus on sustainable development. According to critical realism, the 

nature of reality is made up of three nested layers: the empirical, the actual, and the real 

(Bhaskar 2016). This ontology affords a crucial role for casual explanation and the centrality 

of emergent properties (Carter and New 2005). A realist ontology has high potential value for 

research on sustainability and its management because it does not focus exclusively on 

observable and measurable evidence but recognises mechanisms and emergent events 

across different scales. In sum, critical realism enables critical engagement with structural 

mechanisms related to political or historical drivers and offers a critical lens through which to 

question taken-for-granted assumptions (Cockburn 2022). 

Closely entwined with these ontological assumptions is the epistemological perspective 

thereof. The choice of epistemological position leads to the employment of different methods 

as it determines how knowledge is gathered. Although the assessment of sustainability using 

STIs is traditionally associated with a positivist epistemology centred on the systematic 

observation of natural, societal and actors’ properties through data, other interpretations of 

sustainability gravitate more towards realism. In this project, efforts to promote sustainable 

development and in building resilience are, among others, understood as being influenced by 

ideologies, perceptions and power structures but also by taking place in natural environments 

with objective properties. 

Following the new-realist approach in tourism research proposed by Butowski and Butowski 

(2023), the perspective adopted in this dissertation acknowledges the possibility of arriving at 

epistemically objective judgements on phenomena that are ontologically subjective.  
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This approach lends itself to tourism research in the field of sustainability and resilience since 

many processes and causes can be objectively grounded in biological and physical 

phenomena. For example, the judgements that “the sea level is rising” and that “glaciers are 

now melting quicker than in the past” are epistemically objective because their truth or 

falsehood is not influenced by attitudes or feelings (Butowski and Butowski 2023). However, 

when it comes to inquiring about people’s perceptions of risk and the existence of resilience 

(i.e. their ability to act) a dependence on human feelings, attitudes and points of view becomes 

evident. The judgements about tourism actors’ perceptions of risk are thus epistemically 

subjective, which is why the methods used in this work centre predominantly on actors’ 

perceptions, attitudes, values and interpretations. When understanding resilience as an ability, 

the perceptions of tourism actors in a destination and their willingness to engage are 

recognised as strongly influential in building resilience, consistent with and supportive of 

framing resilience as socially constructed. Reflecting this recognition, Matteucci et al. (2022, 

p. 173) have coined the term “participatory epistemology” in proposing non-hierarchical and 

collaborative practices that take account of diverse knowledge repertoires. 

The research questions of this dissertation are formulated according to the principles of 

problematisation, i.e. with the aim of challenging taken-for-granted assumptions and critically 

scrutinising established knowledge as a way to uncover new avenues of inquiry (Alvesson and 

Sandberg 2011). Accordingly, the research specifically addresses existing social biases, 

political agendas and existing world views, focusing on central issues such as comparability 

and scientific rigour as well as the need to overcome Eurocentric biases and to address the 

lack of participatory and inclusive approaches to assessing sustainability and resilience-

building in tourism destinations. Based on this problematisation, the dissertation elaborates 

and empirically tests alternative approaches and methodologies for both assessing and 

actively catalysing sustainable development and building resilience. 

This approach to doing research is closely connected to the axiological assumptions in which 

this research is grounded. Axiology is concerned with the role of values and moral choices. It 

is a critical component of research as it describes how a researcher’s values influence the 

method, epistemology and ontology of their own work (Pernecky 2023). In applying principles 

of problematisation to challenge tenets uncritically adopted in previous research, the approach 

adopted in this dissertation reflects and contributes to the “moral turn” in tourism scholarship 

(Markwell 2020, p. xvii). This is achieved by adopting alternative methodologies supporting 

efforts to make tourism just and fair for all actors involved, specifically showing how tourism 

can be made more inclusive, abolish western-centric approaches, respect planetary 

boundaries and recognise social justice for societal betterment. More participatory and locally 

anchored approaches are employed and envisioned to inform the research from an 
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epistemological perspective in deciding what we decide to accept as true. In terms of adding 

value to the social system, the research prioritises ways to promote collective well-being by 

breaking up power asymmetries and encouraging the representation and empowerment of 

local communities. This contribution resonates strongly with the principle stated by Jamal and 

Camargo (2014) that “active and informed civic participation is a necessary bridge between an 

ethic of fairness (justice) and an ethic of care in destination development and marketing, 

facilitating sustainability as well as well-being” (p. 27). 

Finally, this framework paper discusses the methodological consideration that inform the 

research project. Critical realism is open-ended regarding methodology and method (Carter 

and New 2005). As summarised above, the key areas of inquiry of this dissertation include 

how to design and implement effective processes for developing appropriate STIs, how to 

identify and overcome impediments to resilience-building, how to develop pathways for 

cooperation and awareness creation, and how the perceptions, motivations, and abilities of 

tourism actors participating in assessments can contribute to indicator development and 

resilience-building. In developing new approaches for assessing resilience and sustainability, 

this dissertation recognises the aforementioned ontological, epistemological, and axiological 

concerns in tourism research and heeds calls for new methodologies that include toolkits 

capable of addressing the “ever-dynamic, ever-flowing nature of tourism” (Pernecky 2023, p. 

559). The proposed alternative approaches emphasise the role of agents and structure alike, 

i.e. the roles both of tourism actors and the tourism system as a whole (Grix 2002). Article 1 

and 4 draw on rich datasets generated through case study research. Notably, Article 2 makes 

use of a Delphi survey; and while this may not seem a typical method for critical inquiry, the 

novelty of this research design consists in it being the first survey to bring academics, 

policymakers and supporters of participatory-decision making to one table in an effort to 

encourage consensus among these survey participants. The aim here is to provide empirical 

evidence that community participation in STI development is not a matter of ‘wishful thinking’ 

but a valid and legitimate approach for SA that has found support among all stakeholder 

groups, including previously marginalised groups. 

Article 3 differs from the rest of the body of work in this dissertation in being a conceptual paper 

positioned in the subjectivist/interpretivist research paradigm. This article understands the 

concept of resilience as constructed rather than discovered, with inconsistent and ‘fuzzy’ 

meanings attached to this term and its application in tourism research (Crotty 1998; Xin et al. 

2013). The article seeks to select background literature connected to the central argument to 

enhance conceptual understanding with the concept of resilience itself being the object of 

research (Kirillova and Yang 2022; Xin et al. 2013). As such, Article 3 forms the baseline for 

further inquiry with the proposed methodology in Article 4. 
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2.2 Situating the dissertation in the research context 
The overall status of tourism studies as a discipline remains contested. In line with Tribe’s 

(1997, p. 639) famous designation of tourism as an “indiscipline”, tourism research has a 

history of crossing disciplinary boundaries and has developed as an interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary field strongly influenced by economics, sociology, psychology, geography, 

and environmental studies (Correia and Kozak 2022). Clearly situating this dissertation in the 

overall debate in the field of tourism proves to be difficult as the research is informed by 

theories and approaches from a variety of disciplines. Nonetheless, articles 1 and 2 can clearly 

be positioned in the research area of sustainable tourism, specifically in the strand of 

sustainability assessment. This research area often applies principles from environmental 

research and indicator science. At the same time, the development of STIs is also often 

discussed in the domain of public participation science and governance research. Articles 3 

and 4 are conceptually based on research on socioecological systems (SES) and disaster risk 

reduction (DRR), innovatively merging concepts from these two fields in which resilience is 

studied. Article 4 also introduces transdisciplinary research methods and elements from public 

participation research. 

Generally, the overall frame for the topic of assessment is strongly connected to global and 

subordinate concepts of sustainability and resilience, that serve a guiding function in global 

frameworks such as the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (UN 2015), the Paris 

Agreement within the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC 

2015) or the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR 2015). These efforts to 

establish broader normative guidance could aid in creating a shared foundation for determining 

the desired trajectory of change (Loehr and Becken 2023). Since SDGs leave much room for 

interpretation, it is all the more crucial to endeavour to render them more operational through 

indicators and to align national targets with local delivery programs to ensure policy coherence 

(Biermann et al. 2017; Stafford-Smith et al. 2017).  
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3 Conceptual framework 
 
3.1 The role of resilience in the transition towards sustainability 
The increasing frequency and magnitude of disasters induced by natural hazards in recent 

years underscores the imperative of addressing risk in sustainable development. 

Comprehensively considering and integrating risk management and governance of existing 

and emerging risks in decision-making processes is crucial to strengthen sustainable 

development (GIDRM n.y; Opitz-Stapleton et al. 2019). Accordingly, the concepts of 

sustainability and resilience are unpacked below to provide clarity about the contexts in which 

they are used and to map out their characteristics.  

While both concepts are intricately connected, share numerous traits and even mutually 

reinforce one another, resilience and sustainability are only related and not identical, let alone 

interchangeable (Hall et al. 2017; Saarinen and Gill 2019). Their conceptual proximity and the 

only subtle distinctions in their definitions can pose challenges in differentiating between them 

(Hall 2019; Lew et al. 2016). Researchers have attempted to draw distinctions between the 

two concepts, not always leading to consensus. Some scholars (e.g. McCool et al. 2013) state 

that sustainable tourism builds or maintains resilience whereas others (e.g. Espiner et al. 2017) 

argue that resilience is a necessary part of sustainability but not a sufficient one. The latter 

view is supported by scholars who see resilience as a dimension of sustainability (Dredge 

2019) and claim that sustainability is only attainable in sufficiently resilient SES (Ruiz-

Ballesteros 2011). A detailed elaboration on the differences in spatial and temporal scale and 

ontological assumptions underpinning sustainability and resilience can be found in Article 4 of 

this dissertation. On a fundamental note, sustainable tourism is defined as „tourism that takes 

full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing 

the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities” (UNEP 2005). This 

definition is grounded in the fundamental premise that growth has limits, i.e. the recognition 

that ecological, economic, and social resources are finite and must be ‘used wisely’ or 

conserved. Saarinen and Gill (2019) describe sustainable development as “highly ideological 

and normative” and remark that the notion is based on long-term commitment making it a more 

holistic and inter-generational concept (p. 23). 

On the other hand, the widely acknowledged definition of resilience in the context of social 

systems research describes resilience as “the ability of individuals, households, communities, 

cities, institutions, systems and societies to prevent, resist, absorb, adapt, respond and recover 

positively, efficiently and effectively when faced with a wide range of risks, while maintaining 

an acceptable level of functioning and without compromising long-term prospects for 

sustainable development, peace and security, human rights and well-being for all” (United 
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Nations 2020; United Nations Habitat 2021; cf. DKKV & Futouris 2022). Resilience rather 

operates on a local scale and conceptually emphasises unexpectedness, adaptation to change 

and highly dynamic environments (Lew et al. 2016; Reyers et al. 2022). This definition further 

highlights the interconnectedness of resilience, risk and sustainable development, promoting 

an understanding that coping with risk is a necessary requirement for resilience and that 

building resilience is a prerequisite for achieving sustainable development (Eckert and Posch 

n.y.). 

3.2 General considerations about assessments 
This section outlines how ‘assessment’ is understood and employed as a key concept in this 

dissertation, further discussing the aims of assessments and the benefits they set out to 

deliver. Sustainability is a highly complex and multidimensions concept that can be heavily 

influenced by political agendas, subjective perceptions and the relativity of time. It is 

consequently well elaborated that the assessment of sustainability remains a challenging 

endeavour (Balas and Abson 2022). A sustainability assessment can yield substantial benefit 

if they are conducted in the form of a well-structured process that addresses the complexity 

inherent to its concept by either describing the sustainability state of a current situation or by 

predicting potential effects prior to implementation (Pope et al. 2004; Ramos 2019). Based on 

the work of Balas and Abson (2022), Diéguez-Castrillón et al. (2021), Miller and Twining-Ward 

(2005), Miller and Torres-Delgado (2023), Pope et al. (2004), Quinlan et al. (2016), Reed et al. 

(2006), (Diéguez-Castrillón et al. 2021), UNWTO (2020), UNWTO (2023) and Waas et al. 

(2014) a sustainability assessment aims to: 

• Structure complex information 
• Facilitate a better understanding and provide meaning to the abstract and normative 

concept of sustainability 
• Stimulate learning about economic, social and environmental interrelations 
• Provide simplified and aggregated information and context to guide evidence-based 

decision-making 
• Enable sustainability goal-setting and strategy development 
• Monitor progress towards defined goals and allow for benchmarking 

In a tourism context, a variety of tools to assess the sustainability of tourism have been 

proposed such as benchmarking tools (Cernat and Gourdon 2012), (product) life cycle 

assessment (Castellani and Sala 2012; Filimonau 2016; Singh et al. 2009), environmental 

auditing (Schianetz et al. 2007), ecological footprint assessment (Castellani and Sala 2012; 

Singh et al. 2009) or the use of indicator systems (Choi and Sirakaya 2006; Lee and Hsieh 

2016; Lozano-Oyola et al. 2012; Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020; Singh et al. 2009). Among these, 

sustainable tourism indicators (STIs) have become the most widely accepted and adopted tool 

for assessing sustainability in a tourism context (Balas and Abson 2022; Crabtree and Bayfield 

1998; Font et al. 2021; Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020; Roberts and Tribe 2008; Torres-Delgado 
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and Saarinen 2014). This is why STIs also serve as the baseline for the sustainability 

assessments conducted as part of this dissertation. 

Regarding terminology, the conscious decision was made to speak of ‘assessment’ rather than 

‘measurement’ within the scope of this dissertation. Both in sustainability research and 

specifically in resilience research, measurement is considered to refer to numeric values and 

the employment of quantitative measures (Quinlan et al. 2016). This practice is criticised for 

neglecting dynamic and process-oriented approaches and shifting the focus back to “assets 

and capital” (Reyers et al. 2022, p. 659). Moreover, based on the epistemological association 

of ‘indicators’ with empiricism and positivism, STIs tend to be mistaken for quantitative 

measures, overlooking the fact that many different socio-economic aspects are not susceptible 

to measurement (Wong 2006).  

Lastly, it is crucial to differentiate between ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ approaches to assessing 

the sustainability of tourism and the different meanings attributed to these terms in this context. 

As elucidated in Article 2, ‘top-down’ here refers to the assessment of sustainability based on 

statistical derivation from national Systems of Environmental Economic Auditing (SEEA) within 

System of National Accounts (SNA), while ‘bottom-up’ denotes the employment of regional 

and local approaches. The research conducted as part of this dissertation is focused on a 

bottom-up approach. Closely related to this distinction are considerations about the scale or 

unit of assessment, as elaborated in the following section. 

3.3 Considerations about the scale of assessment 
Despite the global nature of the SDGs, they are not fit for universal application but must first 

be broken down to render them operational at smaller scales (Biermann et al. 2017). Tourism 

is a strongly territory-contingent industry in which visitor flows are spread unevenly across 

national, regional and local scales. Sub-national territorial entities thus need to be defined to 

enable effective sustainability assessment. Reflecting this approach, the majority of 

sustainability assessments in a tourism context are conducted at local or regional scale (Balas 

and Abson 2022). This scale proves most expedient for three main reasons: 1) The 

characteristics as well as the tourism density and intensity can be very different between 

geographical scales, 2) destination management action usually takes place at regional / local 

scale and if there is a destination management organisation in place, their strategic realm 

mainly encompasses this territorial entity, 3) the interaction between the economic, 

environmental and social scale become most evident at local scale. Examples of major 

variations in characteristics include differences in the prevailing attitudes of host communities, 

employment opportunities, traffic density, price levels, seasonal patterns, etc. This is why 

analysing and addressing connections between the dimensions of sustainability is best 

described at relatively small geographical scales (UNWTO 2023). Consistent with this 
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reasoning, this dissertation takes ‘tourism destination’ as the unit of analysis for assessing 

sustainability and resilience. 

Article 3 provides conceptual clarification of ‘tourism destination’ as the unit of analysis, further 

relating the conceptualisation of tourism destinations as ‘systems’ to the broader context of 

resilience thinking. Despite being focused primarily on sustainability assessment at 

subnational level, this dissertation also elaborates a variety of corresponding tactics for 

addressing the issues around sustainability assessment to ensure consistency with relevant 

national and international policy aims. More specifically, Article 1 considers the challenges 

associated with the global-local nexus in assessment, as well as the topics of geographic 

specificity and data comparability, while Article 2 outlines methodologies of indicator-

development that reconcile the need for international alignment with the need for local 

relevance. 
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4 Structured synthesis of research contributions 
Given the multifaceted nature of sustainability and resilience assessment, the overarching 

research question of this dissertation cannot be answered straightforwardly, hence each of the 

four articles comprising this cumulative dissertation examines individual aspects of the 

question, applying different methods to shed light on the topic from various conceptual angles: 

1. Eckert, E. & Hartmann, R. (2020): Measuring sustainability in tourism destinations: 
Adaptation of indicator sets to local conditions illustrated by the example of Windhoek, 
Namibia, Journal of Tourism Science, Vol. 12, No. 3, pp. 370-390  

2. Eckert, E. (2022): Reconciling scientific, political and participatory perspectives on 
sustainable tourism indicator development for destination sustainability assessment, 
Tourism Planning & Development 

3. Posch, E.; Eckert, E. & Thiebes, B. (n.y.): Towards a future conceptualisation of 
destination resilience: Exploring the role of actors, agency and resilience narratives 
[accepted for publication in the Journal of Tourism Futures] 

4. Eckert, E. & Posch, E. (n.y.): From Global Frameworks to Local Meanings: Building 
Resilience for Sustainable Destinations, in Pillmayer, M.; Hansen, M.; Karl, M. (Eds.), 
Tourism destination development: A geographic perspective on destination management 
and tourist demand, De Gruyter, Oldenbourg, Germany [accepted for publication]1 

 
Up to this point in this framework paper, the topic of assessment and how it is addressed in 

this dissertation has been discussed in quite general terms, introducing a variety of conflicts 

inherent to the topic. The following sections summarise how the dissertation explores these 

complexities article by article covering the aspects of the topic as indicated in the very title of 

this dissertation: ‘Assessing Sustainability and Resilience in Tourism Destinations: 

Approaches for the Development and Implementation of Destination Sustainability and 

Resilience Assessment Methodologies’. 

Table 1: Structure of articles within the dissertation project 

Offering different focal points, the four separate but interlinked contributions advance theory, 

methods and knowledge across sustainability and resilience conceptualisation as well as their 

assessment and operationalisation. A common denominator of all the articles is a shared 

process orientation and focus on the idea of participation and destination-specific approaches.  

 
1 Despite this title being a book chapter, it is referred to as ‘Article 4’ in this framework paper to allow for 
easier reading. Its publication nature as a book chapter is hereby acknowledged. 

 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 Article 4 
Approaches for the development of destination 
sustainability and resilience assessment x x x x 

Approaches for implementation of destination 
sustainability and resilience assessment x x  x 

Destination sustainability assessment 
methodologies x x   

Destination resilience assessment 
methodologies   x x 
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4.1 Article 1: Measuring sustainability in tourism destinations - Adaptation of existing 

sustainability indicator sets to local conditions 
Introduction 

Article 1 addresses the central yet unexplored issue of indicator adaptation in the context of 

destination sustainability assessment. In challenging the assumption that SAs require globally 

applicable indicators regardless of the specific destination context being assessed, the article 

lays the ground for a new understanding of approaches in sustainability certification and 

destination management. 

Despite the large volume of scientific literature already accumulated on approaches for 

measuring sustainable tourism and the number of certification businesses that have developed 

catalogues for destination certification, there remains a paucity of research on how existing 

STIs can be adapted to local circumstances. While prior studies have highlighted disparities 

and deficiencies in current indicators and pointed out the inadequacy of endeavouring to 

assess tourism sustainability without first addressing the global-local dilemma (Pérez et al. 

2013), this dilemma is only rarely treated as a central issue in extant studies, and most only in 

the context of North-South power dynamics and governance mechanisms. The majority of 

current sustainability certification and assessment initiatives apply a fixed set of criteria and 

generic indicators that assess the performance of a destination or tourism business based the 

four dimensions of sustainability. Since many of these initiatives relate to global contexts, 

however, they are often too general for practical application (Lew et al. 2016). 

At present most certification initiatives apply the same indicators to every destination under 

study, with only some allowing for the omission of certain indicators by marking them as ‘non 

applicable’. This practice of universally applying the same indicators can be problematic as it 

can lead to important local issues being overlooked, i.e. not identified or assessed, leading to 

scientifically weak assessments with little operational use. The persistence of this practice is 

all the more surprising given that it is almost 20 years now since Twining-Ward and Butler 

(2002) stressed that context is key when designing STIs and that it should never be assumed 

that issues are the same across different destinations. Yet while scholars have recognised the 

need to design flexible STIs, research into the practical adaptation of these indicators to a 

multitude of spatial scales and types of destinations is still rare and mostly limited to site-

specific case studies (Cernat and Gourdon 2012; Laws et al. 2003; Niavis et al. 2019; 

Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020). Although calls have lately been growing for the use and 

adjustment of site-specific and customised STIs (Huovila et al. 2019; Ivars-Baidal et al. 2021; 

Lesar et al. 2020; Weber et al. 2019), progress on developing a procedure for the adaptation 

of existing STIs to local circumstances has been slow. Based on these preliminary 

considerations, Article 1 sets out to answer the following research questions: 



16 
 

RQ1 How can the local circumstances and idiosyncrasies of a destination be identified and 
incorporated in SA procedures? 

RQ2 What opportunities and challenges form part of the STI adaptation process? 

RQ3 How can the divide between global comparability and local relevance be bridged? 

(Reihlen 2021) 
Research Design: Case Study 

Article 1 is based on the results and experiences of a case study conducted in Windhoek, the 

capital of Namibia. A single-case study design was adopted as the most apt approach for 

capturing, understanding, and elucidating the adaptation of STIs to local conditions. Consistent 

with this approach, the study draws on a multitude of data sources (Eisenhardt and Graebner 

2007; Locke and Golden-Biddle 2004; Yin 1994). Figure 1 details the research process. 

 

 

 

Framework for the 
adaptation of existing 
STIs to destination 
conditions 

 

Defining research 
problem 

Qualitative content 
analysis: Drafting a 
set of 70 STIs and 
subsequent 
adaptation to local 
circumstances 
based on the 
conditions identified 
in step 3  

In-depth literature review 
regarding economic, 
ecological and socio-political 
circumstances in Windhoek 

Review of STI sets for SA in 
academic papers (n=30) and 
destination certification 
catalogues (n=11) 

Single-case design: 
Sustainability 
assessment 
conducted in 
Windhoek, Namibia 

Collecting  
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comparability and 
local relevance 
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Developing 
implications 
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(n=9) 

Informal interviews 
(n=17) 

Face-to-face tourist 
surveys (n=126) 

Face-to-face 
resident surveys 
(n=215) 
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(n=48) 

Quantitative 
data analysis 
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Qualitative data 
analysis by 
coding data in 
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themes and 
dimensions 

Comparison of 
previously defined 
STI set with local 
issues encountered 
during the fieldwork 
and critical 
reflection on the 
adequacy of the 
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Interpretation of SA 
results 
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Figure 1: Research design (Source: Own figure based on Eisenhardt 1989; Firestone 1993; Reihlen 2021; 
Yin 2003) 
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Based on a development cooperation agreement between the City of Bremen and the City of 

Windhoek the authors were tasked with a sustainability assessment conducted for a baseline 

study on sustainable tourism to inform the development of the Targeted Windhoek Tourism 

Development Strategy commissioned by the tourism department from the City of Windhoek. 

Windhoek is a particularly suitable environment for studying the phenomena under 

investigation as it does not possess the typical characteristics of a tourism destination. This 

research context affords valuable opportunities for gaining insights into the issue under study 

insofar as any mechanisms that deviate from prevailing understandings of destinations in the 

literature are more easily observable and rendered visible (Eisenhardt 1989; Flyvbjerg 2006; 

Locke and Golden-Biddle 2004). 

The research underlying Article 1 adopted a structured approach employing a mix of 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Including data from a combination of archival sources, 

formal and informal interviews, surveys of tourists and residents and observations (Figure 1). 

Prior to the field trip, a set of STI set was developed and adapted to the local conditions based 

on a systematic literature review and in dialogue with the responsible officials from Windhoek. 

In a first step, academic papers and destination certification catalogues were reviewed to 

collect a multitude of potential STIs. Based on recommendations proposed by Castellani and 

Sala (2010), Önder et al. (2017) and Tudorache et al. (2017) for how best to identify locally 

relevant issues and critical topics in a tourism destination, an in-depth literature review was 

conducted covering the economic, social, environmental, historic and political issues specific 

to Windhoek. The data were analysed by content analysis, resulting in the identification of four 

structural deviations: 1) high levels of social inequality; 2) historically evolved ownership 

structures due to colonisation and apartheid; 3) extreme climatic conditions/scarcity of water; 

and 4) limited infrastructural development. Following this literature review a set of 70 STIs was 

drafted and subsequently adapted to the local circumstances in Windhoek based on the 

conditions identified (cf. Eckert 2020). To counterbalance any tendency to bias on the part of 

the researchers a strict dual-control principle was applied in the process of selecting the set of 

indicators, with both authors individually verifying the suitability, relevance, wording and ratio 

of the STIs. The three main methods used in the sustainability assessment on site were expert 

interviews with key tourism stakeholders, tourist and resident surveys and observation at 

tourism-relevant sites. The data were collected during a field trip to Windhoek in September 

2019. Nine formal interviews with stakeholders from the Windhoek tourism department, 

tourism office, environmental department, transport department, sustainability certification 

bodies, tourism association representatives, tourism lecturers and tourism consultants were 

carried out. In addition to that, another eleven interviews with hotels and restaurants and six 

interviews with tourist attractions were conducted. Each interview was based on a structured 

interview guideline with partly close-ended multiple choice questions or open-ended questions. 
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Another instrument of data collection were tourist and resident surveys. The surveys for each 

respondent group were carried out based on respective questionnaires that had been set up 

before the field trip. Participants from the tourist sample were either individual travellers or 

travellers that formed part of a group tour. Overall, a balanced cross-section of gender, origin 

and age was considered when approaching pedestrians. The questions were posed in face-

to-face interviews by the author team and by tourism students from the Namibia University of 

Science and Technology. All interviews were conducted in English or German using the same 

guideline. Across the city, a total of eleven interview locations were selected. A total of 126 

tourists and 215 residents took part in the surveys. Lastly, non-participant observations were 

used to collect data for the sustainability assessment. Before the field trip, standardised 

observation checklists had been developed that were then applied at 48 touristic points of 

interest such as points of visitor entry, tourist information, tourist attractions as well as hotels 

and restaurants. The data were recorded using checklists with check boxes with the observed 

data recorded directly on site to minimise difficulties with memorisation or selective perception. 

Increasing the degree of objectivity for the observations was attempted by using a clear and 

universal scheme and by guaranteeing that every observation was conducted by the same 

researcher from the team. Exemplary excerpts from the interview guidelines, surveys and 

obersation checklists can be found in Annex 1. 

After the fieldtrip, the collected data were analysed using qualitative content analysis and 

statistical procedures. Since the focus of Article 1 is not specifically on the sustainability 

assessment conducted for Windhoek but on the adaptation of the assessment methodology to 

local conditions, the data collection and analysis are not further elaborated in this framework 

paper. A clear description of the data analysis process for the sustainability assessment can 

be retrieved from Eckert (2020). 

In order to verify the previously defined STI set and critically reflect on the adequacy of the 

adaptation process the data were then analysed a second time at metalevel. The central aim 

of this second analysis was to find out what went well during the adaptation process and the 

assessment and to find out what needs to be considered for future STI adaption processes. 

The data were coded in broad concepts, that were later narrowed down to content themes 

from which aggregate dimensions were ultimately derived (cf. Gioia et al. 2013). Secondary 

data, empirical data from the SA and fieldnotes were analysed by means of comparison to  

identify overlapping content themes in the data. A clear display of this analysis process can be 

found in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Identification of aggregate dimensions (Source: Own figure based on Gioia et al. 2013) 

First level concepts related to attention points from the literature, observations or comments 

from the empirical data and considerations from the researcher team that were recorded in the 

fieldnotes. From these concepts second level themes could be derived that were then 

ultimately narrowed down to the following six dimensions:

1) Necessity for adaptation 

2) Baseline information for adaptation 

3) Means of conducting adaptation 

4) Risks and opportunities of adaptation 

5) North-South power dynamics 

6) Global-local nexus 

To exemplify the process of coding and the baseline for the resultant conclusions one example 

will now be explained in more detail. Despite the extensive secondary research before the field 

trip some aspects only became apparent to the researchers in their full consequence on site. 

The influence of the rigid owner structure of tourism businesses and its decisiveness for the 

distribution of revenue from tourism throughout the city only became apparent during the 

interviews and surveys on site. This observation clearly showed that applicability to local 

destination circumstances is imperative for the development of a useful assessment with a 

high operational use which in turn led to the development of the dimension “Necessity of 

adaptation”. These considerations in turn are direclty reflected in the steps T3, T5, T7, C3 and 

C4 of the framework proposed in article 1. 
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Results and discussion 

In this study, propositions for future adaptation processes were developed based on the 

identified dimensions, indicator comparison and the critical reflection of the adaptation process. 

These findings provided the basis for the creation of a first table of ‘technical considerations’ 

for the set-up of indicator sets and a second table focusing on the content of the indicator set 

(see Table 1 and 2 in Article 1). The close linkage to the data from Windhoek meant each step 

in the STI development process could be substantiated with site-specific examples, thereby 

increasing their practical applicability. 

Regarding the opportunities of STI adaptation, it became clear that if it had not been for the 

adaptation of the STI set, important aspects such as tourist safety, the reflection of Namibian 

culture in tourism assets and attractions, events focused on local traditions and culture, 

residents’ perception of the representation of their own cultural heritage and sources of water 

supply would not have been addressed in the SA. These findings align with and support the 

emphasis placed by Bello et al. (2016) and Torres-Delgado and Saarinen (2014), on the need 

for STI adaptation to reflect the fact that tourism destinations are diverse and confronted with 

individual challenges that must form part of SAs.  

Regarding the risks involved in adaptation, the analysis and evaluation conducted for this study 

showed that some STIs which should have formed part of the assessment were omitted and 

that the consequentiality of these omitted indictors only became apparent to the researchers 

once they were on site. In particular, the desktop research had not sufficed to attain a clear 

picture of the rigid ownership structure in Windhoek, the deficits in digitalisation, the 

development of Windhoek and Katutura as a single city, the problems with township tourism, 

and the extent of climate and infrastructure problems (Eckert 2020). The theoretical 

propositions developed in this article provide the basis for recommended strategies to avoid 

such shortcomings in future assessments, including the need to undertake extensive 

stakeholder consultation as a key component for indicator development before entering the 

field. This point is subsequently picked up in Article 2 of this dissertation, which proposes and 

discusses hybrid methodologies aimed at harnessing the potential benefits of involving local 

community members in indicator development to counteract top-down practices. Another risk 

associated with adaptation is the possibility of neglecting global standards due to the emphasis 

being less on global comparability but more on what is feasible, practical and realistic in the 

destination. The four techniques proposed by Bell and Morse (2003) for establishing an 

indicator reference condition address this issue and can be applied to reduce the risk of failing 

to take due account of global standards. 

In line with similar approaches proposed in the relevant literature (Blancas et al. 2011; Pérez 

et al. 2013; Saarinen 2014), Article 1 proposes a number of strategies for bridging the global-
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local divide. These include the proposal that the selection of indicators should be consistently 

oriented towards the specific problem, since a simultaneous consideration of globally and 

regionally relevant problems cannot always be tackled with the same set of indicators. A set 

of 70 indicators was selected for the study on which this article is based with 15-20% of these 

indicators being site-specific and the rest being generally applicable to tourism destinations. 

A number of “case study tactics” as proposed by Yin (2003) were applied to strengthen the 

validity of this study (Table 2).  

Table 2: Four tests to verify the quality of empirical social research (Own table based on Yin 2003) 

Test Case Study Tactic 
Construct 
validity 

• Triangulation: use of multiple sources of evidence (archival sources, 
interviews, surveys and observation) (Maxwell 2009; Yin 2003) 

• Thorough collection of rich data (Maxwell 2009) 
• Engagement of multiple investigators to enhance confidence in the 

findings (Eisenhardt 1989) 
Internal validity • Clear description of data analysis and clear explanation-building (Yin 

2003) 
• Clear process of coding and identification of dimensions 
• Rating of indicators according to dual-control principle 

External validity • Consultation of theory in single-case studies (Yin 2003) 
• Comparing and contrasting results with current literature (Walton 

1992) 
• Ensuring analytical generalisability of the findings (Yin 2003) 

Reliability • Extensive documentation of data collection and analysis procedures 
(Yin 2003) 

 
As a limitation of the study, it must be acknowledged that the field research period was quite 

short taking place within one single month, which could have led to a distorted depiction of the 

touristic situation in Windhoek that failed to represent how this situation changes throughout 

the entire year. To assess sustainable development processes in the destination more 

thoroughly, the investigation would have needed to be conducted multiple times over an 

extended period. It should also be noted in this regard that multiple cases always create more 

robust constructs, providing firmer grounding in empirical evidence for the formulation of 

theoretical propositions (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). Replicating the procedure in another 

destination in accordance with the detailed methodological framework presented in this article 

could help strengthen the proposed theoretical framework. Importantly, case studies like the 

one presented here “are generalisable to theoretical propositions and not to populations or 

universes” (Yin 2003, p. 10). The case study does not represent a sampling unit but serves as 

a baseline to expand and generalise theories rather than enumerating frequencies (Yin 2003). 

The study is therefore analytically generalisable insofar as the proposed propositions are likely 
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to hold across a variety of destinations that do not correspond to any generic definition of a 

destination (Firestone 1993). Moreover, the concrete and practical findings illustrated by the 

examples of application in Table 1 and 2 with propositions in the article can be valuable for 

future inquiry in this area. 

Conclusion 

Article 1 set out to develop a framework facilitating the integration of the contextual features of 

a tourism destination when conducting SAs. The authors argue that imposing a one-size-fits-

all approach to a variety of destinations inevitably results in inconclusive assessments that 

disregard certain key characteristics of the destination. The choice of indicators should 

therefore rather be based on considerations of feasibility rather than on the conviction that a 

certain standard has proven useful in other contexts. Another central finding of this article is 

that numerous aspects which exert a significant influence on sustainable tourism development 

would have been overlooked if it had not been for the adaptation of the STI set. 

This finding underlines the severity of the consequences of non-adaptation to local context, 

demonstrating how imposing a one-size-fits-all approach across a variety of destinations is 

neither appropriate nor expedient. The techniques proposed in this article for identifying locally 

relevant issues and critical topics serve as a useful first step for any type of strategic planning 

and reorientation. Consistent with the highly practical approach adopted in this article, the 

proposed refinements of the assessment methodology are deliberately designed so as to be 

simple to apply in practice. Following these steps will not only support the implementation of a 

sound SA but also encourage strategic planning, raise awareness of sustainable tourism, and 

build the capacities of local communities. And while this article shows there is no single 

threshold at which global challenges turn into local issues, applying the proposed techniques 

can maintain a degree of international comparability while accounting for local circumstances. 

As with the degree of adaptation, the final STI set will depend on the purpose and context of 

the assessment. 
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4.2 Article 2: Indicator development for destination sustainability assessment: 

Scientific, political and participatory perspectives on decision-making 
Introduction 

The first article of this dissertation demonstrated that the adaptation of STIs to local 

circumstances proves to be a useful practice for integrating destination-specific conditions into 

an SA. However, the adaptation process itself needs to be guided by a defined group of people 

raising the fundamental question of who decides which indicators to use for an SA. 

Accordingly, Article 2 takes a closer look at advancements in the process of indicator 

development and selection. 

A prevalent debate in recent research on assessments centres on the divide between 

developing a set of indicators which is scientifically sound and in line with political policy on 

one hand while also considering local context (Laimer 2017; Reed et al. 2006). This debate is 

often held on the basis of approaches proposed by three key parties: scientists, policymakers, 

and supporters of participatory decision-making. As has been repeatedly emphasised by 

scholars and is reiterated in this dissertation, public participation and inclusive stakeholder 

involvement is fundamental for effective sustainability assessment (Kristjánsdóttir et al. 2018; 

Miller and Torres-Delgado 2023; Sinclair et al. 2015). Recognition of this imperative has led 

scholars to propose a number of frameworks with a particular focus on participatory 

approaches for STI development (Islam et al. 2021; Lupoli et al. 2015; Parkins et al. 2001; 

Reed et al. 2006; Waligo et al. 2013). However, only a few studies to date have focused on 

the trade-offs involved in choosing between the priorities of scientific, political and community 

approaches to assessment, while even less attention has been paid to the broader 

methodological and conceptual foundations of STI development. 

To address this research gap, Article 2 first structures the current multi-disciplinary debate 

through a literature review to understand how to adequately conceptualise STI development 

processes using hybrid methodologies. Here the term ‘hybrid methodology’ is used to describe 

approaches to indicator development that facilitate the inclusion not only of policymakers and 

researchers but also the meaningful involvement of non-expert groups to enable the 

consideration of diverse standpoints as a basis for more comprehensive and locally relevant 

assessment (Reed et al. 2006; Schianetz and Kavanagh 2008; Thomas and Twyman 2004). 

The article proposes and demonstrates the use of a Delphi survey to help bridge the divide 

between the standpoints of actors involved in STI development by bringing academics, 

policymakers, and supporters of community involvement together at one table. The results of 

this survey are then drawn on to formulate proposals for aiding the development of more 

inclusive and participatory formats and methodologies. 
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Current state of research 

The review of the current literature undertaken in this article indicates several gaps and 

contradictions in prevailing approaches to STI development. However, the review also shows 

that a number of studies have attempted to meet the requirements proposed by all three 

parties, with some specifically focused on exploring methods of STI development (Asmelash 

and Kumar 2019; Choi and Sirakaya 2006; Cloquell-Ballester et al. 2006; Parkins et al. 2001; 

Reed et al. 2006; Reihanian et al. 2015; Torres-Delgado and Palomeque 2014). To provide 

the reader with a better understanding, Article 2 introduces the main arguments brought 

forward in top-down and bottom-up indicator development schemes and extensively reviews 

stakeholder participation in tourism and requirements for community participation. Central 

findings from this literature review are that participants’ motivation, opportunity and ability to 

participate act as a moderator for the implementation of a strong SA carried out as part of 

result of a collaborative STI development process. The article lays out the advantages and 

disadvantages of such inclusive processes, and the criticisms voiced by each of the three 

parties in previous applications of participatory assessment practices in the literature (Table 1, 

Article 2), which forms the baseline for the Delphi survey that is subsequently conducted. 

Method 

Unlike classic decision-making tools, the Delphi method is often used when there is no ‘right’ 

or ‘wrong’ answer to a question but instead consensus of opinion is sought, as the basis for 

facilitating the development of potential solutions (Kaynak and Macaulay 1984; Miller 2001). 

The main aim of this type of survey is thus to achieve the highest possible degree of 

consistency among participants’ responses and to legitimise the judgments thereby obtained 

on the basis of the lowest possible dispersion of responses (Häder 2014). The method consists 

in repeatedly collecting opinions of a clearly identifiable group of experts in order to diversify, 

enrich and improve the collective understanding of a problem (Häder 2014; Richey et al. 1985; 

Torres-Delgado and Palomeque 2014). The results can then be used to draw conclusions for 

necessary interventions, including in response to problems identified in the survey, as well as 

to raise awareness about any undesirable development flagged up by the survey participants 

(Häder 2014). Figure 3 illustrates the process of the Delphi survey conducted as part of Article 

2. Table 3 depicts the survey metrics from Delphi survey round 1 and 2. 

Table 3: Metrics of the Delphi survey 

Round Contacted Participants Valid 
responses 

Response 
rate 

Dropout 
rate Duration 

1 96 42 38 43,8% 9,5% 20 days 

2 38 32 30 84,2% 6% 38 days 
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The results obtained from the two survey rounds were statistically analysed using SPSS® 

Statistics, with responses to open-ended questions structurally elaborated using MAXQDA 

qualitative data analysis software. These open-ended questions in particular provided very 

detailed contributions that significantly aided the process of finding consensual solutions. 

Figure 3: Delphi survey process (Source: Own figure) 
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Results and discussion 

While the literature review in this article provided a detailed overview of the advantages and 

disadvantages of bottom-up and top-down approaches and of the prerequisites for effective 

stakeholder participation, the primary objectives of the subsequent empirical analysis was to 

obtain insights into the group relevance of members in an STI development committee and 

selection criteria as well as to identify potential hybrid solutions for facilitating future STI 

development. The Delphi survey results revealed a prevailing consensus on the need to 

represent all three interest groups (i.e. academics, policymakers and proponents of more 

participatory approaches) within the STI development process. Regarding selection criteria for 

STIs, the criteria ‘relevance’, ‘comprehensibility’ and ‘local context’ ranked highest. Notably, 

criteria specifically related to the scientific requirements of the assessment only appeared in 

the mid-range of the ranking. Concerning the hybrid methodologies, the highest ranking was 

assigned to methods assessing community participation through indicators themselves (e.g. 

“Residents’ satisfaction with their involvement and influence in tourism development” 

(European Comission 2016) or “Host community’s access to decision-making and information” 

(Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020)) and in participatory community workshops followed by scientific 

validation. Overall, the results of the study underline that the divide between developing a set 

of indicators which is scientifically sound and in line with political policy while considering local 

context and community perspectives can be bridged and even exceed the mere value of the 

assessment (Figure 4). (Whetten 2009) 

 

The validity of the survey results was strengthened in three main ways: by conducting a pre-

test, by the verified selection of experts based on recognised identification methods (Mauksch 

et al. 2020), and by the quality and stability of the panel (i.e. 84.2% answered both rounds). 

Figure 4: Modelling a theoretical proposition (Source: Own figure based on Whetten 2009) 
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Moreover, allowing little time in between rounds meant abundant and high-quality comments 

could be gathered from the experts, including suggestions and references to other participants’ 

suggestions (Landeta 2006). Lastly, the high degree of consensus and overall convergence in 

opinion between rounds (Landeta 2006) paired with the procedural rigour of clear description 

of survey procedure and data analysis (Yin 2003) strengthen the validity of the proposed 

results.  

Conclusion 

Taken together, the findings of the study conducted for Article 2 confirm and support the 

proposition that collaborative processes of STI development not only fulfil but greatly exceed 

the conceptual purposes of an SA, suggesting that the participatory development of indicators 

not only leads to more comprehensive SAs but can also strengthen learning processes, create 

a sense of ownership, and generate constructive political conversations. Participants clearly 

favoured criteria on local destination circumstances, community perspectives and involvement 

over complex scientific terminology, accuracy and comparability. This prioritisation was also 

reflected in participants’ preference of formats for hybrid methodologies that focus on 

participatory and innovative approaches, including those opening avenues of inquiry on 

transdisciplinary research.  

In sum, based on the findings of the literature review and the empirical insights from the Delphi 

survey, Article 2 maps out a viable path for future STI development by outlining approaches, 

formats and tools. The article thus contributes to knowledge in the field of STI development in 

the following ways: 1) by restructuring the debate around STI development and facilitating a 

better understanding of the complexities inherent in the threefold trade-off between academics, 

policymakers and proponents of participatory approaches; 2) by bringing together 

representatives of all three parties to set a common direction for future STI development; and 

3) by providing conceptual clarification of previously conducted hybrid approaches for STI 

development through a differentiated assessment of these approaches. 
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4.3 Article 3: Towards a future conceptualisation of destination resilience: exploring 

the role of actors, agency and resilience narratives 
 
Introduction 

Although resilience has been conceptualised and applied extensively in a variety of academic 

disciplines for over half a century now, the close link between sustainability and resilience has 

become much more visible in recent years in the context of increasing crises and system 

disturbances. The concept of resilience itself has concurrently gained far greater prominence 

in sustainability discourse, with the term becoming something of a buzzword especially since 

the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this widespread usage has led to and 

reflects a growing recognition of the importance of resilience and of incorporating the concept 

of risk in sustainable development endeavours, there remains little agreement on what exactly 

is implied by ‘being resilient’ in a tourism context and how resilience should be assessed. As 

Prayag (2018) has already noted some years ago, the fundamental issue of how resilience 

should be conceptualised, let alone measured, has become a controversial and much disputed 

subject among tourism scholars. It is precisely this lack of clarity regarding the concept of 

resilience within the assessment of sustainable tourism that sparked the interest and 

motivation for this research project. Article 3 sets out to resolve these ambiguities surrounding 

the concept of resilience in the tourism literature and to address the lack of established 

resilience assessment methodologies at destination level. For this purpose, it identifies and 

examines narratives in the literatures of studies across various scholarly disciplines that 

explore the conceptualisation and operationalisation of destination resilience. Employing a 

conceptual research approach, the article identifies and elaborates theoretical baselines and 

conceptual elements associated with resilience. These are subsequently combined and 

applied in the article to construct an innovative ‘Destination Resilience Model’. 

The concept of resilience has found application in various disciplines and academic fields, 

each characterised by distinct paradigms. This has contributed to diverse and sometimes 

mutually contradictory interpretations of the term. An examination of resilience research from 

a tourism standpoint reveals two research disciplines with particular relevance to destination 

resilience, namely research of social-ecological systems (SESs) and studies of disaster risk 

reduction (DRR), each of which conceptualises and applies the resilience concept quite 

differently. The origins, conceptualisation, and application of resilience within research on SES 

and DRR are summarised in the results section of this article summary. In the tourism context, 

research has predominantly focused on studying resilience within SESs (Amore et al. 2018; 

Biggs et al. 2012; Hall et al. 2023; Postma and Yeoman 2021; Prayag 2018; Ruiz-Ballesteros 

2011) and various resilience models have been developed within this stream (Amore et al. 

2018; Calgaro et al. 2014; Prayag 2023; Pyke et al. 2021). Given the diversity of interpretations 
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and applications of resilience in the literature, however, many studies lack a clear positioning 

of their concepts within the broader academic discourse on resilience. 

Research Design 

The third article within this dissertation employs a conceptual research approach. By selecting 

background literature based on its relevance to the main argument, a conceptual contribution 

aims to enhance understanding of the related concepts being explored (Kirillova and Yang 

2022). Unlike a systematic review, which entails an exhaustive literature search based on pre-

defined inclusion criteria, this approach thus prioritises suitability and relevance over 

comprehensiveness in selecting which studies to review. Accordingly, the researchers 

reviewed the origins, meanings and uses of the concept of destination resilience and analysed 

how these have evolved over time and within different contexts (Wallerstein 2009). 

Doing so, the conceptualisation and operationalisation of resilience at destination level is 

analysed in Article 3 and patterns and themes that form the theoretical baseline for the 

identification of central concepts in the context of destination resilience are summarised. The 

article goes on to translate these conceptual elements into a Destination Resilience Model 

(visualised in Figure 5 below). 

Results and Discussion 

Article 3 structures the findings of the review into in three theoretical baselines that inform the 

development of the Destination Resilience Model. 

First, the article outlines the conceptualisation and application of destination resilience within 

SES and DRR research. Socio-ecological system research has predominantly adopted a 

general resilience perspective with a focus on coping with and adapting to system disturbances 

(Biggs et al. 2012; Carpenter et al. 2001). Responding to unknown or unforeseen risks on 

different systemic levels is often associated with the development of generic principles or 

reoccurring resilience themes (e.g. Biggs et al. 2012; Hartman 2018; Lee et al. 2013; Orchiston 

et al. 2016): 1) diversity, variety and redundancy; 2) social networks, connectivity and 

partnerships; 3) reflexivity, information and awareness; 4) flexibility, innovation, creativity, 

adaptability and learning; and 5) participation, cohesion, equity, inclusion and collective action. 

Disaster risk reduction research on the other hand has a close link to concepts of risk, hazards, 

vulnerability and exposure. The focus of resilience is on the capacities or abilities of people, 

households, or communities to proactively or reactively manage specific risks (Adger 2000). 

In this research, the management of risk thus refers to actors’ ability to prevent, prepare for, 

adapt to, respond to and recover from risks. 

The second proposition derived from the literature review relates to how the assessment of 

resilience has been treated in the literature. The article problematises the assumption 
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underlying much prior research that resilience is an inherent and unchanging trait, property, or 

attribute of a destination, that can be measured statically in a specific location at a particular 

moment in time. Such a simplistic characterisation overlooks the dynamic nature of resilience. 

The review of the literature also highlights that the quantitative interpretation of resilience lacks 

adequate consideration for change and complexity, rendering it incompatible with a processual 

and dynamic perspective on resilience (Amore et al. 2018; Pyke et al. 2021; Quinlan et al. 

2016). 

Third, the article elaborates further on the role of human actors in the destination and on the 

concept of agency. This is crucial because framing resilience as the ability to act inevitably 

raises the question of who it is that needs to act. As Prayag (2018, p. 134) has stated, drawing 

on the systemic notion from SES research, the “resilience of a destination is often a matter of 

the resilience of its constituents”. Throughout the literature, it is repeatedly emphasised that 

the focal point of research engaging with concepts related to resilience should be the 

interpretations of actors and their agency in the context of adversities (Béné et al. 2012; Bristow 

and Healy 2014; Lorenz 2013; Posch et al. 2021). Grounded in agency, this perspective on 

resilience acknowledges that resilience is not a fixed property or stationary trait, emphasising 

instead the ability and willingness of individuals to undertake specific actions in the face of 

disturbances and risks (Posch et al. 2021). Table 4 summarises the theoretical baselines and 

their implications for the development of the Destination Resilience Model which is visualised 

in Figure 5. 

Table 4: Destination Resilience Model implications of the proposed theoretical baselines 

Theoretical baselines Implications for the Destination Resilience Model 

Social-ecological 
systems research 
 

Change and complexity  
Five recurring general resilience principles: 

1. Diversity and redundancy 
2. Social networks 
3. Reflexivity and awareness 
4. Flexibility, adaptability and learning 
5. Participation and collective action 

Disaster risk research Strong emphasis on risk and dynamic risk environment 
(hazards, vulnerability, and exposure) 
Capacities and abilities of people to adapt, prevent, recover, 
prepare and respond  

Tourism destinations Acknowledgement that a ‘destination’ is a multi-layered and 
complex system 
Human actors as the main constituents of the destination system  

Agency-based 
resilience perspective 

Central role of human actors as carriers of resilience 



31 
 

 

Figure 5: Destination Resilience Model (Source: Own figure based on DKKV & Futouris 2022) 

Conclusion 

Employing a conceptual research design, Article 3 set out to generate a new interpretation of 

destination resilience by synthesising theories and concepts from multidisciplinary bodies of 

knowledge. By innovatively merging conceptual elements from generic and specified resilience 

rooted respectively in SES and DRR research, the proposed Destination Resilience Model 

combines the capacities to address specific risks immediately while also building resilience 

towards novel and systemic risks. Notwithstanding, conceptual research is subject to inherent 

limitations. Since the model featuring the conceptual elements identified was derived from the 

researchers’ interpretations rather than based on empirical data, personal biases cannot be 

ruled out. It must also be acknowledged that conceptual research can only analyse past 

narratives, which proves problematic with a concept as highly dynamic and rapidly evolving as 

resilience. Notwithstanding these limitations, the insights from this article conceptually advance 

the debate by elucidating the value of an actor-centred perspective focused on the abilities of 

tourism actors to address risk and by discussing the (mis)use of measuring approaches for 

resilience in light of the dynamic nature of this concept. When translating these insights to 

potential resilience assessment methodologies, it becomes evident that such an approach 

should be contextual, participatory, and dynamic, accounting for the adaptive and complex 

nature of resilience. Priority should be placed on designing methodologies that promote 

resilient action, raise awareness and create a sense of ownership among stakeholders, 

thereby strengthening their collective capacity to create resilient destination environments. 
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4.4 Book chapter: From Global Frameworks to Local Meanings: Building Resilience 

for Sustainable Destinations 
 
Introduction 

Article 4, the final contribution in this dissertation, is a book chapter that applies the 

propositions identified and discussed in Article 3 in accordance with the need for innovative 

and context-specific approaches that take account of the dynamic and adaptive nature of 

resilience and facilitate the operationalisation of this concept at local destination level. Based 

on the conceptual model of destination resilience introduced in Article 3 (Figure 5), Article 4 

outlines the development of a resilience assessment methodology and provides empirical 

insights into its application from case study destinations in Namibia, the Dominican Republic, 

and Sri Lanka. The proposed and piloted assessment methodology builds on principles of 

transdisciplinary research (TDR) to facilitate a participatory approach to assessing resilience 

and account for different sets of knowledge. The overall aim of Article 4 is to explore how TDR 

can support destinations in making resilience-building initiatives more meaningful at local level. 

The study presented in this article demonstrates how theoretical concepts from multiple 

disciplines can be translated into a flexible methodology that allows for the development of 

locally relevant and actionable measures. 

Current state of research 

In delineating the role played by resilience in the transition towards sustainability, Article 4 

further emphasises the close link between resilience, risk and sustainable development. 

Adding to the previous discussion on the topic, the article highlights the value of assessments 

as a tool for operationalising normative goals such as those associated with sustainability at 

local level and highlights the benefits of assessments in structuring complexity and conveying 

information. In light of the fact that chapter 3 of this dissertation framework paper covers these 

topics in an in-depth overview, no further elaboration on the literature review from the book 

chapter will take place at this point. 

Research Design 

Transdisciplinary research lends itself to the development of a participatory and contextual 

assessment methodology as it emphasises collaboration between academic and non-

academic actors and has a strong focus on creating socially robust solutions to real-world 

problems (Belcher et al. 2019; Lang et al. 2012; Pärli et al. 2022; Sarkki et al. 2013). This 

emphasis on context and social engagement combined with exchange and integration 

between disciplines, proves particularly useful when addressing complex challenges 

(Lawrence et al. 2022). Moreover, the grounding of such research in societally relevant issues, 

the value it places on participatory approach and the need for a close connection to local 

context means adopting this approach is more likely to foster a sense of local ownership and 
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to gain acceptance among tourism actors for the proposed solutions (Thaler et al. 2021). As 

such, TDR meets the requirements outlined in Article 3 for the co-creation of solution-oriented 

interventions. 

After elucidating the conceptual differences between sustainability and resilience and 

introducing assessment as a means to bridge the divide between global concepts and local 

realities, the article elaborates a resilience assessment methodology rooted in TDR principles, 

translating the conceptual baselines established in Article 3 and insights from the literature 

review of Article 4 into a five-step methodology for building resilience in tourism destinations 

(Table 5). The article provides an item-by-item explanation of the five steps and the reasoning 

behind them, linking each step to specific TDR knowledge types. Central to the proposed 

methodology is its strong focus on the tourism system, reflecting an emphasis on the 

importance of actors and their abilities (Step 1). The risk analysis within this model (Step 2) 

applies principles from DRR research, while Step 4 incorporates the analysis of enablers and 

barriers for resilient action decidedly picking up the call for practical, feasible and realistic 

solutions on the ground. 

Table 5: Five-step assessment methodology with related conceptual elements, key questions and TDR knowledge 
types 

 Conceptual 
elements 

Key questions and knowledge types involved (S, T, A)2 

Step 1 Tourism system • What is the geographical scale of the destination of 
interest? (S) 

• Who are the main actors involved in the creation and 
delivery of the tourism product offered in the destination? 
(S) 

• What elements comprise and describe the destination? (S) 

Step 2 Sources of risk • Who or what is at risk (exposure) from what (sources of 
risk) and why (vulnerabilities)? (S) 

• How do the identified risks affect tourism? (S) 

Risk drivers • What are underlying risk drivers that increase risk? (S) 

Step 3 Options for 
action  

• What options for action are available to respond to these 
risks and are desired by tourism actors? (T) 

Step 4 Barriers and 
enablers 

• What are barriers and enablers for taking resilient action? 
(A) 

• Which options for action are feasible? (A) 

Priorities • How do local actors prioritise options for action to respond 
to risks? (T) 

 
2 S = system knowledge; T = target knowledge; A = transformative or action knowledge (based on 
Messerli and Messerli (2008). 
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Step 5 Strategy • How can the identified barriers be overcome? (A) 
• How can the identified actions be translated into a strategy? 

(A) 

Responsibilities • Who is responsible for the implementation of selected 
actions for building resilience? (A) 

Given that the aim of this last contribution in the dissertation project is to explore how TDR can 

support destinations in making resilience building initiatives more meaningful on local level 

empirically testing the model from Article 3 was imperative. To test the applicability of the five-

step methodology three tourism destinations could be selected as pilot destinations as part of 

a development cooperation project. Based on the funding agreements of the project, three 

countries were chosen for the pilot application: Sri Lanka, the Dominican Republic and 

Namibia. The Uva province in Sri Lanka, the Erongo region in Namibia and the Samaná 

province in the Dominican Republic were selected as pilot destinations. Moreover, in each of 

the three destinations a cooperation between local academic institutions and organisations 

was contracted and local project teams with academic and non-academic actors were 

assembled and tasked with the implementation of the resilience assessment. The local project 

teams carried out the resilience assessments based on the five-step assessment methodology 

in their respective destinations between March and September 2022. Table 6 exemplifies the 

data collection methods used by the local project teams in each destination to collect data for 

the respective steps. 

Table 6 Overview of data collection methods from case study destinations 

 Namibia Dominican Republic Sri Lanka 

Step 1 Literature review 
Survey 

Literature review Literature review 
Focus groups 

Step 2 Literature review 
Stakeholder workshops 

Literature review 
Stakeholder workshops 

Literature review 
Stakeholder workshops 
Focus groups 

Step 3 Stakeholder workshop Stakeholder workshop Stakeholder workshop 

Step 4 Stakeholder workshop 
Survey 

Stakeholder workshop Stakeholder workshop 
Survey 

Step 5 Stakeholder workshop Stakeholder workshop Stakeholder workshop 

Step 1 focuses on a description of the tourism system including an overview of the context, 

main actor groups and stakeholders of the formal and informal tourism industry and on relevant 

assets, products and services in the destination. Data on this step was collected through desk 

research on existing data sets, tourism statistics, strategies and reports. Some local project 
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teams complemented their desk research with further data collection methods. The team in 

Namibia carried out a survey with 20 key stakeholders from the industry at national level to 

gain a better understanding of the Namibian tourism system. The team from Sri Lanka 

conducted two focus groups (n=9; n=4) with local tourism stakeholders from Ella inquiring 

about the tourism system and the risk landscape. Step 2 provides an overview of hazards, 

risks and their adverse impacts on tourism. Step 3 then proceeds to identify key risks for 

tourism, discusses underlyding risk drivers and reviews potential option for action. In addition 

to the literature reviews on this topic (IPCC reports, national risk plans, scientific papers) each 

local project team carried out a workshop with destination stakeholders (Namibia n=50; 

Dominican Republic n=28; Sri Lanka n=33). The groups consisted of local experts, tourism 

stakeholders, non-governmental organisation and participants with a background in adacemia 

(natural resource management, disaster risk reduction, geography, biodiversity). The local 

project teams used participatory workshops methods and tools such as gallery walks, World 

Café method, risk matrices and risk impact chain mapping. Step 4 includes an overview of 

local preferences for action and the identification of enabling and hindering factors for action. 

The local teams in Sri Lanka and Namibia carried out short surveys to identify feasible and 

relevant options that were also considered desireable by destination stakeholders. The Sri 

Lankan team carried out a quantitative survey with 50 respondents from the public and private 

sector and provided a list with options for action that participants could then rank on a 4-point 

Likert scale. Moreover, participants were asked about barriers to pursuing targeted resilience 

action in Ella. The survey results also provided the baseline for the second workshop in Ella. 

Lastly, all research teams carried out a second workshop (Namibia n=25; Dominican Republic 

n=34; Sri Lanka n=32) to adress the identification of responsabilites from Step 5 and develop 

a shared pathway forward. The workshops started with a presentation of the findings from Step 

1-3 and the results of the analysis from Step 4. The project team from Namibia employed a 

gallery walk for this opening activity to create an atmosphere conducive to the following 

discussion. For the identification of responsibilities and strategies as proposed in Step 5 the 

local team from the Dominican Republic implemented a trans-sectoral resilience roundtable in 

the workshop and set up different roles and functions in local institutions, associations and 

private sector actos. Further information about the exact methodologies in each destination 

and the methods applied for each step can be retrieved from DKKV & Futouris (2022). 

As a result of this 5-step process the authors were left with a comprehensive resilience 

assessment and risk analysis for each destination, a list of  of feasible, realistic measures to 

increase resilience, specific and general resilience building strategies as well as strategies with 

roles and responsibilities. 
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Results and discussion 

Despite its insights into the application of the proposed resilience assessment methodology in 

a variety of destination contexts the aim of this last contribution in the dissertation project is to 

explore how TDR can support destinations in making resilience building initiatives more 

meaningful on a local level. In line with the focal point of the synthesis of the entire dissertation 

project which relates to the implementation of assessment methodologies in a participatory 

and contextual manner insights from the development cooperation project will be outlined. 

A key potential in the use of TDR and the diverse compilation of the respective project teams 

in the pilot destination lies in the fact that local project team members were not necessarily 

residents of the capitals or other provinces but residents of the pilot destinations. This not only 

led to vast knowledge about the area and local tourism development on part of the project 

team members but also helped to scale up the community engagement in the assessment 

process. The very connected local team members could attract large and very diverse groups 

of tourism stakeholders to the workshops but also allowed for the identification of key 

stakeholders for surveys or focus groups. Another observation was that carrying out the 

entirety of the data collection in local language and employing local facilitators for workshops 

and focus groups highly supported the ability of local tourism actors to express their opinions, 

attitudes and perceptions. Conducting the assessment in the local language is essential as 

understanding and communicating the meaning behind terms and the technical language 

particularly associated with the concepts surrounding the term ‘risk’ also vary greatly across 

different languages (Cannon and Schipper 2014). 

Moreover, the intentional employment of methods that enable exchange, idea sharing, 

collection of information, opinions and attitudes from local stakeholders aided not only the 

ability of participants to contribute but also their motivation. Invitations, communication about 

the process, venues and contents could be distributed via local communication channels and 

transportation to and from the venues could also be organised locally. Overall, the very locally 

anchored process and approach seemed to strengthen the self-reliance of the destination and 

increase the ownership of the proposed solutions. Especially in development cooperation 

projects, an approach that is completely locally anchored and implemented without the 

employment of external agents is still not always a given. 

Overall, Article 4 underscores the expediency of utilising a TDR approach in assessing 

resilience at the destination scale. It reveals potentials for addressing key aspects of the 

resilience concept and enabling the development of practical results as well as on-the-ground 

measures. The proposed approach of locally based assessments highlights the merits of 

developing a strategy in the destination for the destination. The barriers presented by such 

technical language and scientific terminology are also reflected in the results of the Delphi 
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survey presented in Article 2. Article 4 also addresses the commonly criticised shortcoming of 

limited data availability for assessments. The results of the three assessments carried out in 

the case study destinations show that the absence of systematically collected and monitored 

data on sustainability, risk, and disasters does not necessarily indicate a lack of 

comprehension regarding risk and its effective management on part of tourism actors. Instead, 

these results align with findings of previous studies on tourism planning and development that 

outline how the inclusion of local knowledge and the consultation of stakeholders from the third 

sector has long gone unrecognised to a great extent. As the discussion in this article notes, 

however, there is a growing recognition among scholars of the added value of local knowledge 

in building resilience, especially in research on disaster contexts (Brito et al. 2011; Chan et al. 

2022; Orchiston and Higham 2016). Moreover, the study offers high potential for comparison 

and generalisation of results due to the pilot application in three very different geographical 

scales with very diverse destination characteristics and hazard landscapes. By providing tools 

that cover a broad spectrum of destinations and risk profiles, the proposed resilience 

assessment methodology allows for considerable flexibility in terms of the scale of the unit 

being studied. The employment of TDR principles into the development of the assessment 

methodology proves to be beneficial in elevating the levels of motivation, opportunity and ability 

of local tourism actors to contribute to the participatory process.  

In sum, Article 4 advances the debate on destination resilience by integrating TDR principles 

into the development of a resilience assessment methodology. The article maps out an 

innovative assessment methodology that is process-oriented, participatory, adaptive and 

feasible with specific emphasis on the integration of local knowledge. Considering that the 

ability to effectively manage risk is increasingly considered a key skill for destination managers, 

the study also offers practical application by proposing an easy-to-follow five-step approach 

that has been piloted in three destinations. Moving forward, there is a need for increased efforts 

to ensure that global frameworks continue to serve as guiding principles but are adapted to 

local realities, thereby translating intentions into actionable measures on the ground.  
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5 Conclusion 
Synthesis 

The overarching aim connecting all the studies conducted for this dissertation project was to 

address the need for advanced, inclusive, comprehensive and practical methodological 

approaches for developing and implementing assessments of the sustainability and resilience 

of tourism destinations. The dissertation evidences and elucidates the potential of such 

assessments as an effective tool for bridging the divide between normative and subordinate 

concepts of sustainability and resilience and for rendering these concepts operational for 

application on the ground. 

In the context of sustainability assessments (SAs), the dissertation formulates novel 

approaches for effectively developing sustainable tourism indicators (STIs) for SA while 

considering STI adaptation as well as STI development that accounts for local destination 

circumstances. In the resilience context, the dissertation first takes a step back to clarify what 

‘being resilient’ actually implies in a destination context before translating conceptual 

elaborations into a locally applicable destination resilience assessment methodology. This final 

part of the framework paper synthesises and discusses the key findings of the four studies to 

show how the dissertation answers the overarching research question of how to conceptualise 

and implement methodologies for destination sustainability and resilience assessment. 

Articles 1 and 2 clearly demonstrate that using a generic set of STIs is not expedient for 

assessing sustainability at destination level, underscoring the importance of developing and 

adapting STIs based on local contexts. The findings presented in Article 1 in particular show 

the severe consequences of not adapting SAs and their STIs to the specific circumstances of 

a destination, demonstrating how the omission of key social challenges such as social 

inequality and water scarcity would have led to an inconclusive assessment of little operational 

value. These findings are consistent with prior studies that have similarly identified an increase 

in the adaptation of indicators in practice and called for a focus on STI development and 

adaptation in future research (Diéguez-Castrillón et al. 2021; Font et al. 2021). 

The findings presented in Article 2 confirm this growing trend towards prioritising the 

effectiveness of SAs and development of STIs adapted to local conditions over the need for 

scientific rigour and strict consistency with global indicators. These findings further 

demonstrate that the potential merits of collaborative STI development extend well beyond 

meeting the intended purpose of SAs. Overall, this article makes the case for an increase in 

destination-specific and participatory approaches that account for local characteristics and 

prioritise the participatory character of the assessment process over comparability through 

adherence to strict standards. Even in the period in which this dissertation was prepared, from 

2020 to 2023, a growing number of studies both in research on resilience and the literature on 
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tourism sustainability have reiterated the same point emphasised in Article 2 regarding the 

adverse consequences of focussing too narrowly on following the processes of assessment 

itself rather than outcomes at destination-level (Balas and Abson 2022; Crabolu et al. 2023; 

Islam et al. 2021; Miller and Torres-Delgado 2023; Reyers et al. 2022; UNWTO 2023). 

Article 3 begins with a conceptual review of the literature to resolve ambiguities in the use of 

the term ‘resilience’. Drawing on insights from this review the following essential themes for 

the conceptualisation of resilience and its future assessment in tourism destinations emerge: 

1) the value of adopting an actor-centred and agency-based perspective; 2) the dynamic nature 

of resilience and hence the incompatibility and inappropriacy of applying static measuring 

approaches; and 3) the merits of combining insights from narratives in SES and DRR 

scholarship to develop and implement inclusive and flexible methods of assessing resilience 

that foster the ability of local tourism actors to respond to particular risks as well as systemic 

and unforeseen risks. After deriving a set of theoretical baselines from the findings of the 

conceptual research and identifying their implications, the article applies these baselines to 

inform a new conceptual model of resilience that links the associated concepts of destination 

and risk. 

In Article 4 these conceptual insights and model are translated into a methodology for 

destination resilience assessment that is piloted in three diverse tourism destinations in 

Namibia, Sri Lanka, and the Dominican Republic. The employment of transdisciplinary 

research in the development and implementation of the proposed resilience assessment 

methodology allows for a process-oriented, adaptive and feasible assessment and for the 

development of resilience-building strategies in the destination for the destination. This 

approach is consistent with the need for integrating local knowledge that is reiterated and 

evidenced throughout this dissertation. 

Taken together, all four articles clearly support the argument that assessments should not be 

understood merely as an end in themselves but instead designed to harness the potential of 

SAs to encourage greater stakeholder participation in the process of breaking down generic 

indicators into STIs adapted to local realities. Referring back to the general objectives of an 

assessment, the studies show that the effects of an assessment need to be prioritised over the 

assessment tools themselves to equip communities with the abilities to act and alternate 

strategies accordingly to initiate resilient action. 

Limitations 

Each of the four studies has its own limitations. These specific limitations are acknowledged 

within each article but can mostly be traced back to the methods employed. Thus, Article 1 

does not provide reasons to explain the phenomenon of non-adaptation in current assessment 

methodologies but focuses instead on the severity and the issues associated with the current 
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practices. The possibility of researcher bias in the choice of STIs must also be acknowledged, 

as should the fact that the recommendations were drawn from a single case study. Article 2 

demonstrates commonalities between proposed hybrid methodologies and although the expert 

selection for the Delphi survey was based on recognised identification methods, biases of the 

researcher in the choice of experts and the interpretation of results cannot be ruled out. Given 

its conceptual nature, Article 3 is also subject to certain limitations. In particular, the proposed 

model is based solely on the exploration of concepts from a limited selection of literature and 

grounded in the subjective interpretation of the latter through the researchers. This in turn 

means that personal biases in the development of the theoretical baselines and steps in the 

destination resilience assessment methodology cannot be dismissed. Cross-case comparison 

of the assessments themselves is subject to limitations, moreover, on account of the diverse 

nature of the three pilot destinations, differences in the ways the methodologies were applied 

on the ground, and the co-creation of results with local stakeholders. Mitigating these 

limitations, Article 4 provides evidence if the theoretical propositions from Article 3 hold true in 

idiosyncratic destination conditions and under varying risk profiles. Overall, in order to bolster 

the validity and generalisability of the results, each of the four studies outlines the measures 

taken to validate the proposed constructs and substantiate their applicability. Finally, as an 

overall limitation, this dissertation project addresses a very vast research scope (i.e. 

sustainability and resilience) and can therefore only offer limited insights into aspects that are 

particularly related to the development and implementation of assessment methodologies. 

Managerial implications  

From a destination management perspective, sustainable tourism entails effective 

governance, policies and evaluation tools for planning and managing its development 

(Bramwell and Lane 2011). The ability to address risk effectively and to raise awareness and 

educate destination stakeholders on sustainability has already been established as a key skill 

for destination managers. In addressing future challenges and uncertainties over the coming 

years, the concept of resilience is certain to increase in salience for governments, trans-

national bodies and community leaders (Prayag 2023). This dissertation project supports 

destination management by translating theoretical concepts into practical methodologies for 

developing and implementing locally relevant and actionable measures, providing a step-by-

step framework for STI adaptation and resilience assessment as well as approaches and 

formats for conceptualising STI development processes. 

The tasks of destination management organisations (DMOs) are changing rapidly. In 

particular, the work of these organisations is shifting from a focus on the marketing of 

destinations towards an expanded understanding of the role of DMOs as networkers, think 

tanks, advisors and catalysts supporting sustainable, competitive and future-oriented 
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transformation. The increasing demand for sustainability managers in these organisations 

points to their vital role in identifying and addressing environmental challenges, promoting 

sustainable strategies, communicating complex sustainability issues to broader audiences, 

and acting as motivators who inspire and encourage stakeholders to participate in sustainable 

initiatives. A growing number of destination management organisations have now also 

established the role of climate change managers to address not only the issue of reducing 

emissions but also for adapting to and building resilience to climate change. Given that difficult 

and unpopular decisions will need to be made in this transformation, it is crucial to recognize 

that the potential disruption caused by this process can be mitigated by encouraging greater 

collaboration and integration among destination stakeholders and by raising their levels of 

awareness and knowledge about sustainability and resilience (Farsari 2023; Miller and Torres-

Delgado 2023; Volgger et al. 2021). 

Recommendations for future research 

Given that the involvement of destination stakeholders in the process of transforming to 

sustainable tourism will be pivotal for achieving targets and changes in behaviour, future 

research should further focus on the implementation of participatory assessments and reflect 

on the adequacy and effectiveness of the tools and methods proposed in this dissertation. As 

evident from the findings of the studies presented in this framework paper, the motivation, 

ability and willingness of stakeholders to participate is critical to the success of sustainability 

initiatives. Comparing existing approaches and outlining methods and processes in more detail 

can thus be a fruitful area for further research. Future studies could further explore the 

feasibility of the proposed hybrid methodologies for developing STIs and the moderation of 

these processes by destination stakeholders with varying levels of prior sustainability 

knowledge. 

Regarding future research on resilience, one avenue worth exploring would be to focus more 

closely on the combination of generic and specified resilience application. Given the rapidly 

changing environments due to political conflicts or civil unrest and high adaptation demands 

due to climate change impacts in most tourism destinations, a sole focus on systemic risks will 

not suffice but must be complemented with immediate risk management strategies. In this 

context, further integration of TDR principles into assessments would help to establish a 

greater understanding about the integration of diverse sets of knowledge and the creation of 

socially robust solutions. 
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Contributions 

The dissertation contributes to the debate on sustainability and resilience assessment in three 

primary ways. In terms of contributions to theory, it elaborates theoretical propositions for how 

best to adapt sets of indicators to local conditions for destination SAs. Moreover, it 

reconceptualises the broader multidisciplinary and conceptual foundations of STI 

development, providing a structured understanding of the complex three-way trade-offs 

between the priorities of scientists, policymakers, and advocates of participatory development, 

using a Delphi survey to identify areas of consensus among these actors on innovative hybrid 

methodologies. In the realm of resilience, the dissertation analyses conceptualisations and 

operationalisations of resilience from different research traditions and provides a Destination 

Resilience Model that innovatively synthesis SES and DRR narratives. With this model the 

theoretical baselines and implications derived from conceptual research are thus translated 

into a destination resilience assessment methodology that innovatively integrates principles of 

transdisciplinary research into assessment. On a methodological note, Articles 1, 2 and 4 

introduce participatory sustainability and resilience assessment methodologies that facilitate 

exchange among stakeholders and enable the development of feasible, practical and realistic 

solutions. As a procedural contribution, the dissertation provides evidence and argumentation 

that participatory assessment can be a valuable tool for raising awareness and fostering a 

sense of ownership among stakeholders, stimulating an exchange of views and catalysing 

processes of mutual learning. Making the case for prioritising quality over quantity in 

assessment, the dissertation emphasises the need to shift the focus from conducting 

assessments per se and a fixation on comparability and consistency to focus instead on 

achieving the actual primary aims of assessments, namely to improve sustainability and 

resilience in the destination (Miller and Torres-Delgado 2023). This pragmatic approach is 

necessary to harness what Crabolu et al. (2023, p. 2) have termed the “hidden power” of 

assessment schemes to facilitate dialogue, including the discussion and disputation of different 

stakeholder perspectives, to encourage learning, to promote network development, and to 

guide systemic changes toward sustainable destination management. Taken together, the 

studies conducted for this dissertation show that employing flexible approaches tailored to local 

contexts and prioritising usability over precision is the most effective way to scale up 

engagement with sustainability in communities. As we navigate the complex terrain of 

sustainable development, it will only become more imperative to ensure that destination 

stakeholders are well-versed both in sustainability and resilience and empowered to make 

informed decisions as they collectively chart a path forward towards a more resilient and 

sustainable future. 
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Exemplary excerpts from data collection in Windhoek, Namibia (Article 1) 

 

Excerpts from interview guidelines 

1. Does the City of Windhoek offer a programme assisting enterprises to measure, monitor and 
minimize water usage? (Interview Department of Environment) 
 

2. Does the City of Windhoek have a management system in place to monitor and publicly report 
drinking water and recreational water quality? (Interview Department of Environment) 
 

3. Does the City of Windhoek organize any programmes in communities, schools and higher 
education institutions to raise awareness of the tourism's role and potential contribution to the 
community? (Interview City of Windhoek Tourism Department) 
 

4. Does the City of Windhoek offer any programmes for enterprises, visitors, and the public to 
contribute donations to community and/ or infrastructure development? (Interview City of 
Windhoek Tourism Department) 

 
5. Does the City of Windhoek collect data on resident expectations, concerns and satisfaction 

with the destination management? (Interview City of Windhoek Tourism Department) 
a. If so, how often is this done? / Is this publicly reported? 

 

Excerpts from visitor survey guideline 

Which site(s) did you visit during your stay in Windhoek? 

☐ Christ Church ☐ Independence Memorial Museum 

☐ Tintenpalast (Parliament Buildung) ☐ Trans-Namib Transport Museum 

☐ Heroes Acre ☐ Zoo Park 

☐ Owela Museum  ☐ Daan Viljoen Nature Reserve 

☐ Namibia Craft Center (Old Brewery) ☐ Old Windhoek Cemetery 

☐ Alte Feste  ☐ St Mary’s Cathedral 

☐ Katatura ☐ Turnhalle Building  

☐ Windhoek Railway Station ☐ National Art Gallery of Namibia  

☐ Other:_______________________   

 

Did you feel like having enough historic background information when visiting these sites? 

☐ Yes  ☐ No  

Comments:________________________________________________________________ 

Are you aware of any programs for visitors to contribute donations to the community and/ or 
infrastructure development? (e.g. trusts or public funds) 

☐ Yes  ☐ No  

Comments:________________________________________________________________ 



Excerpts from resident survey guideline 

Do you know of any programs held in communities, schools and higher education institutions that raise 
awareness about the role of tourism and its contribution to Windhoek? 

☐ Yes  ☐ No  

Comments:________________________________________________________________ 

Please rate the following statements on a scale of 1-5 according to your own opinion: 

 Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

I feel like our own cultural heritage is 
underrepresented in the city of Windhoek 
concerning tourist attractions. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Tourism in Windhoek affects my living 
conditions in a negative way. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Most historically or culturally sensitive touristic sites have a code of conduct (minimum dress code, 
photographic protocol, donations, etiquette) for visitors. Are you aware of any involvement from the 
people of Windhoek in setting up these codes of conduct for touristic sites in Windhoek?  

☐ Yes  ☐ No 

Comments:________________________________________________________________ 

Excerpts from observation checklists 

Hotels and restaurants 

 

 

 

Tourist attractions 

 

 

 

B6.3 Share of tourism enterprises communicating the 
availability of local products and services in the area 
to guests

The enterprise does not 
communicate the availability of local 
products or services in the area to 

guest

The enterprise communicates the 
availability of local products or 
services in the area to guest

D3.3 Share of tourism enterprises taking actions to 
reduce water consumption 

Clearly visible information & signs on 
display for both tourists and staff that 
effectively increase awareness about 

water conservation 

Water saving devices in toilets such 
as dual-flush mechanism, brick in 

cistern 
Taps or infrared sensors on hand 

taps in public spaces

Dry or natural garden with no need 
for watering (if not so: watering the 

garden only at night)

C2.1 Share of sensitive touristic sites, that have a cultural and 
environmental code of conduct for visitor behaviour in place 
(minimum dress code, photographic protocol, donations, 
etiquette) No code of conducts in place Code of conduct in place

C3.5 Historical and political background information at sensitive 
sites is provided

No information is provided. Information is provided.

C4.6 Access to culturally and historically important or heritage 
sites for residents

No differentiated pricing strategy Discounted access to site for residents Free access to site for residents
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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to examine how the sustainability assessment 
of a tourism destination can be carried out while taking local conditions into 
account. The fact that every destination has its own features is often disregarded 
and a general set of sustainability indicators is used to measure sustainability in 
all tourism destinations. The question is, if imposing a universal system on desti-
nations with particular features will inevitably result in a superficial analysis that 
disregards the specific local circumstances. The focus of this paper therefore lies 
in discussing approaches, opportunities, risks and challenges for the addition of 
contextual features into the destination assessment process. The paper is based 
on a case study conducted in Windhoek, Namibia. Central findings are, that the 
extent to which the indicator set needs to be adapted depends on the purpose of 
the assessment and on the characteristics of the destination. Recommendations 
and a refinement of the assessment methodology for the evaluation of sustaina-
bility in destinations with different local conditions are provided.

Keywords: sustainable tourism, sustainability assessment, sustainable tourism 
indicators, Windhoek/Namibia

1  Introduction: Measuring Sustainability
The global priorities for the 2030 Agenda are defined in the UN sustainable 
development goals (SGDs). Among others they identify the sustainable design 
of cities and communities, poverty reduction, equal opportunity and sustain-
able economic growth as goals to be achieved by 2030 (United Nations 2018). 
Tourism is often seen as a catalyst for this development which is why sustainable 
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development in tourism destinations has been part of the academic discourse for 
a while. Especially the assessment and certification of destinations using sus-
tainable tourism indicators (STIs) is a central subject. “The number of certifica-
tions by destinations has been increasing significantly over the past few years, 
mainly driven by the adaptation of standards and guidelines designed by the 
Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC)” (Costa et al. 2019, p. 682). There is 
a high volume of scientific literature that discusses measuring approaches for 
sustainable tourism, namely the selection and weighting of sustainability indica-
tors (Kristjánsdóttir et al. 2018; Mikulić et al. 2014; Miller and Twining-Ward 2005; 
Schianetz et al. 2007; Sirakaya et al. 2001; White et al. 2006). Moreover, a vast 
number of frameworks with proposals for sustainability indicators in tourism 
destinations already exists (GSTC, Green Destinations, Biosphere, Earth Check 
etc). Sustainability sciences and economic sciences have concentrated on the 
trade-off between top-down and bottom-up approaches for the development of 
indicator systems. Academic, policy-maker and community approaches are exem-
plified by the incompatibilities between developing scientifically relevant but too 
complex STIs, acting based on national policy development and facilitating com-
munity involvement (Crabtree and Bayfield 1998; Gkoumas 2019; Marzo-Navarro 
et al.  2015; Tanguay et al.  2013). Yet there is a gap in the literature in terms of 
the adaptation of existing sustainability indicators to local circumstances. Twin-
ing-Ward and Butler (2002) stress that “when thinking about sustainable tourism 
we should not necessarily assume that the issues are the same in different des-
tinations or in different tourist activities, thereby highlighting the importance of 
context for the design and use of sustainable tourism indicators” (Twining-Ward 
and Butler 2002 in: Torres-Delgado and Saarinen 2014, p. 43). Although academia 
has long recognised the necessity to design flexible STIs, their practical adap-
tation to a multitude of spatial scales and types of destinations is still rare and 
mostly limited to site-specific case studies (Cernat and Gourdon 2012; Laws et 
al. 2003; Niavis et al. 2019; Rasoolimanesh et al. 2020).

This paper aims to elaborate further on the issue of finding a balance between 
global acceptance and local relevance for the assessment of sustainability in 
tourism destinations. It has long been known, that “at the national level, sustain-
ability indicators are selected for international comparison and to provide a basis 
for national policy development” (Crabtree and Bayfield 1998, p.  2). National 
policies aim at supporting long-term strategies and enable annual comparisons. 
At local level however, “indicators will generally be selected to inform on local 
sustainability issues” (Crabtree and Bayfield 1998, p.  2). Torres-Delgado and 
Saarinen (2014) state that “indicators of sustainability have been widely adopted 
in tourism planning and management, and the indicator type (set or index) is 
selected depending on the situation under analysis and the purpose underpin-
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ning the study” (Torres-Delgado and Saarinen 2014, p.  31). They encourage to 
focus on achieving practical application of indicators by overcoming “strategic 
guidelines and political and theoretical proposals of indicators” (Torres-Delgado 
and Saarinen 2014, p. 44).

This paper aims to evaluate further how a sustainability assessment for 
tourism destinations can be carried out, taking local conditions into account. 
The research is based on a case study of a sustainability assessment of the City 
of Windhoek in Namibia. As described, the fact that every destination has its 
own prominent features is often disregarded and a general indicator set, which is 
often western-centric and fails to acknowledge local circumstances in developing 
nations, is used (Bello et al. 2016). The focus of this study therefore lies in analys-
ing how local conditions can be added into the sustainability assessment. Further- 
more, opportunities, risks and challenges for the adaptation process are discussed.

2  The Windhoek case study
This paper is based on the results and experiences of a case study that was con-
ducted in Windhoek, the capital of Namibia.

The country in Southern Africa has one of the most extreme inequalities of 
wealth in the world. This can be attributed to Namibia’s colonial heritage and the 
years under the South African apartheid regime, where wealth was transferred 
to a limited group of people while the vast number of Namibians were oppressed 
and deprived of their rights and property. Most of the population is still trapped in 
the cycle of economic inequality created by apartheid. Insufficient education and 
limited resources led to weak participation in tourism business and profits which 
in turn consolidated the poor starting conditions (Rodrian 2009). According to 
the Development Assistance Committee (DAC), Namibia qualifies as an Upper 
Middle Income Country as per the DAC list of ODA-eligible (Official Development 
Assistance) countries (OECD 2018). Namibia has a Human Development Index 
(HDI) of 0.647, putting the country in the medium human development bracket 
(UN Development Programme 2019). Based on the most recent data from 2015, 
Namibia has one of the highest Gini coefficients in the world at 59.1 (The World 
Bank 2020). The division between rich and poor Namibians is still strongly deter-
mined by origin and the unresolved issues of land ownership. To this day, society 
is influenced by the unequal distribution caused by the historical development of 
income patterns (Eckert 2020).

Since its independence, Namibia has recorded a strong increase in tourist 
arrivals. The contribution of travel and tourism to total employment amounted 
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to 15.7 % in 2019. In the same year, the total contribution of travel and tourism 
to the GDP reached 10.9 % (WTTC 2019, p. 1). The capital Windhoek is visited by 
70 % of all holiday tourists (Ministry of Environment and Tourism 2013, p.  21). 
Tourism therefore also constitutes an integral part for business activity in Wind-
hoek. However, Windhoek faces a number of difficulties in the pursue of getting 
tourists to spend more time and money in the city before heading off to explore 
the rest of the country. The vast majority of tourism businesses is owned and run 
by Non-Namibians. These ownership and participation structures have been 
manifested over years which results in little benefit from tourism for local resi-
dents. Especially residents of disadvantaged city areas hardly get in touch with 
the tourism product (Eckert 2020). In summary, the in-depth literature analysis 
covering the economic, ecological and socio-political circumstances in Windhoek 
resulted in the identification of the following structural deficiencies: 1) strong 
social inequality, 2) historically grown ownership structures due to colonisation 
and apartheid, 3) extreme climatic conditions/scarcity of water and 4) limited 
infrastructural development. These conditions and their resulting consequences 
form the basis for the adaptation of the indicator set.

3  Approaches to sustainability assessment in 
tourism destinations

In recent years, tourism researchers and tourism organisations have advocated and 
discussed the use of indicators for the monitoring of sustainable tourism (Schianetz 
and Kavanagh 2008, p. 603). This is why, various approaches for the assessment of 
sustainable tourism have been developed (Baumgartner 2008; Choi and Sirakaya 
2006; Miller 2001; Miller and Twining-Ward 2005; Schianetz et al. 2007). The major-
ity of systems use a set of criteria and indicators that assess the performance of a 
destination or tourism business on the basis of indicators in the four dimensions of 
sustainability (management, economic, socio-cultural and ecological dimension). 
As several approaches for the evaluation of sustainable tourism are discussed in 
the tourism literature, numerous indicator sets have already formed part of the 
scientific understanding (Gkoumas 2019; Kristjánsdóttir et al. 2018). Among these, 
the most widely recognised set of indicators are the GSTC, which “are the guiding 
principles and minimum requirements that any tourism business or destination 
should aspire to reach in order to protect and sustain the world’s natural and cul-
tural resources, while ensuring tourism meets its potential as a tool for conser-
vation and poverty alleviation“ (GSTC 2020). Apart from the GSTC, the European 
Commission has developed the European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS). More-
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over, a number of private certification businesses and parastatal organisations 
have developed various labels, certifications and management tools for destina-
tions (Green Destinations, Biosphere, Earth Check, Ecotourism Australia, Kenya 
Green Destinations, Sustainable Destination Norway etc.).

Basing the sustainability assessment of the City of Windhoek on just one of 
the existing indicator sets proves to be unsuitable as every destination has its own 
specific features. A system that might work well in countries of the Global North 
cannot just be imposed on a Southern African tourism destination (Eckert 2020). 
As described, the indicator set for this study is adapted from the global standard 
to suit the environment in the destination. Further information on the adaptation 
process can be found in the following paragraph. The assessment framework is 
closely based on the GSTC destination criteria while taking into account recom-
mendations for the local circumstances from the indicators of Fair-Trade Tourism 
South Africa1 and Eco Awards Namibia2. Locally relevant topics such as policies 
on indigenous rights, the acquisition of land and on water consumption were 
elaborated specifically in these initiatives and therefore incorporated into the set 
of STIs for the case study.

Methodology of the sustainability assessment

The principal objective for the sustainability assessment is the long-term devel-
opment of sustainable tourism. The UNWTO and UNEP have identified 12 aims 
for sustainable tourism which endeavour to deliver “economic benefits to desti-
nations and communities, through competitive, viable tourism businesses that 
create employment, as about minimising adverse impacts on the environment” 
(UNWTO 2013, p. 19). For the evaluation, an overall objective is set for each of 
the four dimensions of sustainability. This goal is then broken down into criteria 
and indicators that operationalise the measures for achieving said objectives. The 
following figure 1 exemplifies the hierarchical framework for the set-up of criteria 
and indicators in the assessment instrument.

Indicators define the criteria with quantitative or qualitative parameters 
(Hartmann and Stecker 2020, p. 83). When selecting indicators, the wording, the 
form of measurement and the feasibility are particularly important. The search 
for a ‘perfect’ indicator (set) is its own field of study on which much research 
has been conducted (Lammerts van Bueren and Blom 1996; Pulido-Fernández 

1 www.fairtrade.travel (last accessed 14.05.2020)
2 www.ecoawards-namibia.org (last accessed 14.05.2020)
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et  al.  2009; Sirakaya et  al.  2001; White et  al.  2006). Either way, all indicators 
require constant review and updating over time, because of their dynamic nature 
(White et al. 2006, p. 7). The establishment of the assessment framework is based 
on the three requirements of reliability, validity and objectivity (Hartmann and 
Stecker 2020).

Indicators of particular relevance for the sustainable development of tourism 
in Windhoek are selected to serve as core indicators. Consequently, these are 
weighted twice in the final evaluation. Examples for such significant indicators 
are a code of conduct for visitors at culturally or environmentally sensitive sites, 
the monitoring of visitor and resident satisfaction or the existence of programmes 
to raise awareness for water consumption issues. Concerning the weighting 
Mikulić et  al. (2014) stress that indicator levels can vary significantly between 
multiple destinations. The weighting procedure must consider sustainability 
indicators for each destination separately (Mikulić et al. 2014, p. 313).

Each indicator is rated based on an individually assigned norm. The norm is 
a reference value which is based on international standards and best practices 
discussed in the current scientific tourism literature (Stecker and Hartmann 2019, 
p. 376). Depending on their compliance with the norm, indicators can then be 
classified by using a rating system of zero, one or two points.

Figure 1: Hierarchical framework for criteria and indicators of sustainable tourism  
(Source: Own figure based on Stecker 2010)
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Norms can be of a qualitative or quantitative nature, yet they must always be 
well-formulated and clearly defined. For a quantitative indicator such as Share 
of the destination’s events focused on traditional or local culture and heritage3 a 
norm can be Share is below 50 % (0 points), Share is between 50–75 % (1 point) 
and Share is above 75 % (2 points). For a qualitative indicator such as Taxi licens-
ing system with clear pricing and an organized taxi dispatch system at points of 
visitor entry4 a norm can be The taxi licensing system is unclear and unorganized 
not following uniform standards (0 points), There is a uniform standard, however 
pricing and dispatching are unclear and do not function accordingly (1 point), The 
taxi licensing system is clear and organized at all POIs and points of visitor entry 
(2 points).

The indicators are rated based on various methods of data collection. This 
multi-dimensional approach is called triangulation (Hartmann and Stecker 
2020). The term refers to the “use of multiple methods or data sources in qualita-
tive research to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena” (Carter 
et al. 2014, p. 545). In a final step, a so-called verifier, which indicates the respec-
tive method of data collection, is assigned to each indicator. For this study, an 
indicator set was established as per the hierarchical framework explained above. 
The establishment and the adaptation of the STIs to the local conditions took 
place before the field trip for the sustainability assessment of Windhoek was 
undertaken.

The aforementioned adaptation was carried out on the basis of the second-
ary data analysis and in dialogue with the responsible officials from Windhoek. 
In order to identify locally relevant factors, the researchers examine economic, 
social, environmental, historic and political issues specific to the destination and 
identify where noticeable irregularities or deviations from the global understand-
ing can be observed. Önder et al. (2017) recommend to zoom into destination 
level in order to discover relevant information rather than to rely on centralised 
nationwide proposals. In addition, one looks for structural disadvantages in the 
destination which might influence smooth tourism operations. Castellani and 
Sala (2010) suggest to conduct an economic, social, cultural and environmental 
diagnosis of the destination that highlights its most critical issues. Tudorache et 
al. (2017) propose the identification of “peculiarities of each destination” in order 
to select relevant indicators (Tudorache et al. 2017, p.11).

The challenge lies in determining at what point a factor is so decisive, that 
it requires special consideration in the assessment framework. In the case of 

3 ETIS Destination Criteria 2016, IN-C.5.2
4 GSTC Destination Criteria 2013, IN-A12.d.
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Windhoek, the following four aspects were considered to be of such relevance: 
1) strong social inequality, 2) historically grown ownership structures due to col-
onisation and apartheid, 3) extreme climatic conditions/scarcity of water and 4) 
limited infrastructural development. Based on the conclusions drawn from this 
analysis, the integration of new indicators and alteration of existing ones into the 
assessment framework took place. Lastly, it has to be noted that „…there is no 
single ‘perfect’ set of indicators; each user will have their own ideal set depend-
ent upon what uses they intend for the information. Any selection of indicators 
is bound to be subjective in nature and therefore open to criticism“ (Roberts and 
Tribe 2008, p. 580).

The specific recommendations for the adaptation of the indicator set are 
explained in the next paragraph. All of them are based on the findings of second-
ary research and the results of primary research carried out in Windhoek as part 
of the sustainability assessment. The primary research served to verify the previ-
ously defined assessment framework and to test the adequacy of the adjustment. 
The four main methods of data collection that were used for the sustainability 
assessment of Windhoek were secondary research, formal and informal expert 
interviews (n=9; n=17), face-to-face tourist and resident surveys (n=126; n=215) 
and observation at tourism points of interest (n=48). Combining these qualitative 
and quantitative approaches allows for a broader collection of data. Since the 
focus of this paper is not on the sustainability assessment conducted for Wind-
hoek but on the adaptation of the assessment framework to the local conditions, 
no further elaboration on the respective data collection and analysis will take 
place at this point.

4  The process of adaptation of indicator sets
The following paragraph provides a list of recommended actions for the adap-
tation of indicator sets for sustainability assessment of tourism destinations to 
local conditions. The recommendations proposed by the researchers are based 
on the findings obtained by combining the preliminary considerations and the 
results of the primary research.

The two tables show the steps, the set-up of a new or adapted indicator set 
should be based on.

The first table considers the ‘technical’ set-up of indicator sets (T1-T8) while 
the second table focuses on the content of the indicators (C1–6). Each step is 
underpinned with the findings and considerations of the specific case of Wind-
hoek.
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5  Opportunities, risks and challenges for  
the adaptation of indicator sets

The following paragraph discusses in how far an adaptation of indicator sets can 
be required and which opportunities and risks it entails. Moreover, the challenges 
researchers can be faced with, when adapting the assessment framework, are 
addressed.

Identifying local conditions and translating them into the assessment can 
be of high relevance and importance if the assessment is carried out as part of 
the formulation of a new destination strategy. The DMO benefits more from an 
in-depth analysis of the situation on site than from an internationally comparable 
evaluation. Given that “sustainability indicators can more effectively contribute 
to a process of development that matches local priorities and engages the inter-
ests of local people” (Reed et al. 2005, p. 5). Torres-Delgado and Saarinen (2014) 
also argue that “calls for universal indicators may serve little purpose in practice” 
while warning that “local- and community-scale studies […] may exclude some of 
the broader regional and especially global issues of sustainability” (Torres-Del-
gado and Saarinen 2014, p. 43).

Hence in view of the long-term development of the destination, the focus 
should be on how to improve the sustainability of the specific destination for the 
benefit of its local population and its tourists. Despite an adaption of indicators 
to the local circumstances, a general adaptation of the assessment framework to 
any change in the system, the abandonment of certain indicators or the addition 
of new ones is required at all time (White et al. 2006, p. 12).

Destinations like Windhoek that have complex socio-cultural structures, 
meaningful underlying historic patterns or extreme climatic conditions call for 
added indicators and adapted norms.

In the case of Windhoek, a set of 70 indicators was used for the sustainability 
assessment. With a ratio of 6:1, around 15 %-20 % of all indicators were site-spe-
cific, while the rest was generally applicable to tourism destinations. Illustrative 
examples of the indicators selected for Windhoek, given the four specific char-
acteristics mentioned above, are: policy or legislation that considers indigenous 
rights, ensures public consultation and authorizes resettlement only when there 
is informed consent and/or reasonable compensation7; share of tourism enter-
prises with a written policy on discrimination and the management of discrim-
ination within the institution8; prioritization in the communication of heritage 

7 GSTC Destination Criteria 2013, IN-A9.b.
8 Eco Awards Namibia Accommodation Criteria 2017, IN-7.15
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sites related to pre- and post-colonial and apartheid history; historical and polit-
ical background information at sensitive sites is provided from a multi-perspec-
tive narrative; programmes for enterprises, visitors, and the public to contrib-
ute donations to community and/or infrastructure development9; programmes 
assisting enterprises to measure, monitor and minimise water usage10 and share 
of tourism enterprises taking actions to reduce water consumption11.

Integrating indicators like this, helped the researchers to address specific 
challenges in the destination and to elaborate more on certain aspects in the 
course of the strategic recommendations.

However, any adaptation of indicators presents certain risks and should not 
be undertaken lightly. Developing a tailor-made indicator set for each destination 
inevitably minimises the comparability of the analysis with other destinations. 
Another threat is that the focus is placed entirely on the local situation without 
applying global standards in certain areas. Topics like climate chance and acces-
sibility are global issues and require global standards. Lowering the norm for the 
monitoring of greenhouse gases or the number of accessible points of interest in 
a destination, that has a comparatively weak economic background, sends the 
wrong message. In the case of emerging and developing countries, a standard 
that has proven itself in the Global North should not be imposed on the destina-
tion, but it should rather be considered what is feasible, practicable and realistic 
in the destination. In this context, the focus should be on community capacity 
building, giving people the abilities that will allow them to achieve measurable 
and sustainable results. Defining a norm when local data, best practices or expe-
riences are not available can be challenging. It is important to avoid the tendency 
to select indicators for which information is readily available, while accepting 
that other, potentially more important or useful indicators, are being overlooked 
(White et al. 2006, p. 13). Applying Global North standards is not helpful in this 
context, as it is not feasible. It is advisable to consider the situation in neighbour-
ing countries or destinations with similar circumstances in order to determine 
benchmarks. In the absence of best-practices or reference conditions, historical 
evidence, comparison with other territories, a theoretical reference condition or 
stakeholder consultation for “best” and “worst” case scenarios can be used to 
find a norm (Bell and Morse 2003, p. 46–47).

As described, specific local requirements and noticeable deviations from a 
global understanding should receive special attention in the indicator set. Often, 

9 GSTC Destination Criteria 2013, IN-B8.a.
10 GSTC Destination Criteria 2013, IN-D6.a.
11 ETIS Destination Criteria 2016, IN-D5.2/Eco Awards Namibia Accommodation Criteria 2017, 
IN-4.4 to 4.19
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however, precisely these deficiencies or problems only become apparent to the 
researchers in all their consequence during the analysis on site. In the case of 
this study, a longer period of research on site would have allowed for a more com-
prehensive evaluation of the indicator set before conducting the actual assess-
ment. Important indicators such as the rigid owner and management structure of 
tourism businesses, the deficits in digitalisation, the development of all parts of 
Windhoek as one city, problems with township tourism, the extent of the climatic 
and infrastructure problems and various environmental aspects were not consid-
ered in the indicator set despite their importance (Eckert 2020).

With respect to the assessment, a clear wording for indicators and norms, a 
strict methodical approach during the assessment and assessment by only one 
researcher or a small team can help to limit distortions. Especially socio-cultural 
indicators like the communication and representation of cultural heritage entail 
cultural nuances and remain subject to the researchers’ understanding (Eckert 
2020). Despite the fact that “social indicators can prove far harder to determine 
and can depend solely on ‘subjective’ data” (White et al. 2006, p. 14), a qualitative 
measurement of social data might provide a better understanding of the situa-
tion in the destination, given the “socially constructed nature” of tourism (White 
et al. 2006, p. 15).

At this point it is worth mentioning that this method “entails a high invest-
ment in time and money for data collection. Above all, it requires a comprehen-
sive and time-consuming survey and investigation of a destination on site” (Hart-
mann and Stecker 2020, p. 84).

The challenges of the adaptation of STIs will now be discussed further in 
view of the global-local nexus. Deciding where to draw the line between indi-
vidual adaptation and global standards proves to be the most difficult task. 
At what point is an assessment no longer comparable, and at what point is it 
merely a matter of imposing a universal system on a destination with its own 
needs and characteristics? Torres-Delgado and Saarinen identify the challenge 
as “achieving coverage not only of local impacts but also of global issues” (Tor-
res-Delgado and Saarinen 2014, p. 43–44). According to them, “proposals need 
to strike a balance between their contextual specificity and their global rele-
vance” (Torres-Delgado and Saarinen 2014, p.  43). Other scholars argue, that 
designing an assessment framework which enables comparison among differ-
ent destinations is impossible. Forcing the diverse nature of destinations into 
a quantitative, interregionally comparable system is not considered feasible 
(Baumgartner 2016; Laimer 2017). Moreover, the challenge of comparing desti-
nations is compounded by the variety of data sources, data formats and time of 
data collection in each region (O’Mahony et al. 2009; Önder et al. 2017; Niavis  
et al. 2019).
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Furthermore, the spatial scale of assessment can reduce comparability (O’Ma-
hony et al. 2009). Data is usually collected at national or regional level and “since 
ecological boundaries rarely meet up with political jurisdictions, it is necessary 
to be flexible when choosing the scale at which monitoring and decision-making 
occurs“ (Fraser et al. 2006, p. 114). This is why other scholars argue that indica-
tor sets should be developed individually while having a common structure that 
comprises site-specific indicators (Valentin and Spangenberg 2000). The most 
widely adopted approach is the development of general and specific indicators. 
Pérez et al. (2013) use normative indicators that are common to all destinations 
and local indicators which are determined by the destination. Blancas et al. (2011) 
use key indicators for basic information on sustainability in the destination and 
specific/complementary indicators for destination characteristics. Tanguay et al. 
(2013) also advocate for the use of core indicators to ensure “a minimum level 
of consistency in the assessment of sustainable tourism” (Tanguay et al.  2013, 
p. 864). These approaches provide a solution that can help to bridge the global-lo-
cal divide. Ultimately, the question of local and global norms involves balancing 
the relevance of individual indicators, their evaluation and the objectives of the 
research.

6  Conclusion
It has been recognised by the literature that tourism destinations are diverse and 
confronted with individual challenges. This is confirmed by the experiences from 
the case study, which show that the nature of destinations is highly dependent 
on local conditions. Nevertheless, there is a gap in the literature regarding the 
adaptation of sustainability indicators to local circumstances. This paper aimed 
to bridge that gap by providing a list of recommended actions for the adaptation 
of indicator sets to site-specific conditions. The recommendations are under-
lined with the findings and experiences from the Windhoek case study in order 
to increase their practical applicability. The refinement of the method can help 
other destinations to establish a tailor-made indicator set of their own and to 
enable a more holistic approach for future research.

The study advocates to treat destinations with individual characteristics sep-
arately instead of imposing a one-size-fits-all approach on them. Especially des-
tinations in low- and middle-income countries should not be assessed with an 
unaltered western-centric approach, despite the fact that this might have proven 
itself to be purposeful in other contexts. It should rather be considered what is 
feasible, practicable and realistic in the specific destination.
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Moreover, the trade-off between global comparability and local relevance 
has been discussed. The overall perception is, that there is no such thing as the 
one threshold where global challenges turn into local issues. Focusing on the 
local situation may prove to be more beneficial for the destination, even if it 
means accepting a loss of comparability. In fact, even with large-scale initiatives, 
comparability can be affected by the availability of data and the inconsistency 
of political and environmental boundaries. A potential solution to this problem 
could be the use of core indicators and site-specific indicators for sustainability 
assessment.

It can be concluded that adapting existing indicator sets to local conditions 
is useful and advisable. Nonetheless, every assessment initiative must criti-
cally question its purpose, benefit and strategic orientation in order to meet the 
requirements for the long-term development of sustainable tourism.
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ABSTRACT
Sustainable tourism indicators (STI) are widely recognized as a useful tool for assessing the 
sustainability level of a tourism destination. Methods for STI development, however, are still 
inconsistent and often characterized by a debate between approaches proposed by three parties: 
scientists, policy-makers and supporters of participatory decision-making. Despite the 
development of approaches that address this debate, there has been little agreement on the 
broader methodological and conceptual foundations of STI development. In the pursuit of finding 
consensus, a Delphi survey is conducted in which an expert panel assesses and discusses the 
potential of innovative hybrid methodologies. Findings emphasise a shift towards more 
participatory formats and show that the requirements of all three parties can be met. This study 
advances future STI development processes by structuring the debate, evaluating existing and new 
approaches and exemplifying how to conceptualize formats to facilitate local involvement, thereby 
mapping out future pathways for STI development.
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1. Introduction

As one of the world’s biggest industries, tourism has the responsibility and assumed
capacity to contribute to sustainable development in a wide range of contexts at local
and global scale (Saarinen, 2020; Scheyvens, 2018). Sustainable tourism has the potential
to increase residents’ quality of life, secure local livelihoods and protect the environment
it depends on while providing a high-quality product to visitors (Choi & Sirakaya, 2006). In
the face of increasing complexity of the pressing global challenges such as climate
change, pandemics, ecosystem degradation and loss of biodiversity, only tourism that
is managed based on the principles of sustainability can ensure pleasant environments
to live in and visit for future generations. Tourism destinations play a vital role in this
development as they are the focal point of the tourism product where suppliers, visitors
and residents come together. From a managerial perspective, operationalizing sustain-
able development for a destination system is a key requirement as it gives meaning to
the abstract concept, informs decision-making, facilitates learning among stakeholders



and supports strategy development (Waas et al., 2014). Therefore, sustainability assess-
ment (SA) for tourism destinations using sustainable tourism indicators (STIs) has
become a widely recognized tool in tourism planning and development to measure a des-
tination’s progress towards or regress away from sustainable tourism development (Cas-
tellani & Sala, 2010; Ko, 2005). While it comes as no surprise that the selection and design
of STIs has considerable influence on the outcome of the SA, surprisingly little attention
has been paid to STI development. Although research on STI application has been exten-
sive (Blancas et al., 2011; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014) and myriad sets of contextual
STIs have been developed (cf. Diéguez-Castrillón et al., 2021), the lack of methodological
and conceptual consensus regarding STI development is repeatedly emphasized (2022
Asmelash & Kumar, 2019; Diéguez-Castrillón et al., 2021; Lupoli et al., 2014; Ramos, 2019).

The debate on STI development is traditionally led by three stakeholder groups: Firstly,
scientists who are considered experts on the topic of sustainable tourism in an academic
sense and whose approaches seek to obtain scientific comprehensiveness and accuracy;
secondly, policy-makers specified as individuals responsible for making policy decisions
whose approaches are driven by practical feasibility and policy significance and lastly,
local communities referring to residents and the local private sector businesses whose
approaches are based on community involvement and local relevance (Fraser et al.,
2006; Reed et al., 2006).

One stream of research on indicator development focuses on the trade-offs between
scientists’ and policy-makers’ approaches to STI development, introducing procedures
that ensure scientific legitimacy and policy-relevance (Rametsteiner et al., 2011;
Tanguay et al., 2013). However, these considerations often leave out community perspec-
tive beyond resident representation through policy makers. Although widely acknowl-
edged as a relevant stakeholder group in tourism and key players for successful
indicator implementation, residents still remain underrepresented in indicator develop-
ment processes (Thees et al., 2020 2022).

A second stream of research (Fraser et al., 2006; Reed et al., 2006) focuses on the top-
down vs. bottom-up paradigm but is often unable to provide a differentiated picture of the
“top” perspective, merely describing it as expert-led. This can however mean that indi-
cator development is either political-administrative or science-driven.

The present study, therefore, aims to contribute to the STI literature by thoroughly
reviewing and structuring the current multi-disciplinary debate through a literature
review and exploring future pathways that can bridge the divide between the stand-
points. This is achieved by bringing academics, policy makers and supporters of commu-
nity involvement to one table, encouraging consensus between them.

The Delphi method is used as a communication tool for a panel of experts to facilitate
an exchange of views and encourage consensus on inventive hybrid methodologies. This
term is used to describe the involvement of researchers, policy-makers and non-expert
groups in indicator development likewise and attach value to diverse knowledge reper-
toires to facilitate a more meaningful assessment (Reed et al., 2006; Schianetz & Kavanagh,
2008; Thomas & Twyman, 2004).

Although approaches that certainly have the ability to bridge the gap between devel-
oping STIs in an objective manner, while basing their contents on local destination con-
ditions have been developed, there is still a divide between the positions and each
approach is criticized by the same parties for the same deficits (cf. Table 1). Traditional
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approaches by scientists are characterized by their methodological accuracy and strong
academic rigor (Holman, 2009; Niemeijer & Groot, 2008; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen,
2014). Their use is justified by the idea that sustainability is a complex matter, requiring
equally complex technical and scientific methods of measurement (Tanguay et al.,
2013). Despite these merits, scientific approaches are criticized for being too theoretical
and characterized by their technicality which impedes operational use (Ramos, 2019;
Torres-Delgado & Palomeque, 2014). Adding to this criticism, the complex scientific termi-
nology is unpopular with policy-makers and is assumed to create communication barriers
with destination stakeholders, lowering the societal impact of the assessment (Laimer,
2017; Marques et al., 2013; Mascarenhas et al., 2014; Ramos, 2019; Tanguay et al.,
2013). Addressing this shortcoming, other researchers advocate for taking the sustainabil-
ity discussion “out of the closed rooms of experts, scientists and politicians into an open
debate” (Garnåsjordet et al., 2012, p. 333). The purpose of these calls is to facilitate a better
community understanding about tourism impacts and its perceived benefits and to
increase legitimacy and ownership of proposed solutions (Byrd, 2007; Garnåsjordet
et al., 2012; Holman, 2009; Sinclair et al., 2015). However, Fraser et al. (2006) note that
such processes might not only be time and resource intensive but can also carry the
risk of producing unstandardized data, invalid for regional comparison. Lastly, policy-
makers find themselves in between scientific and community perspectives: STI develop-
ment by policy-makers can attract public interest and support and can be more easily
understood and used by non-specialists and a public audience (Janoušková et al., 2018;
Miller, 2001; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2020). By contrast, indicators developed by policy-
makers are prone to conflict as they might be selected in order to align with the interests
of political actors (Rametsteiner et al., 2011; Rasoolimanesh et al., 2020).

This overview shows that the development of STIs is subject to different underlying
rationales, heterogeneous knowledge repertoires and conflicting interests. As there
have been several calls to revaluate STI priorities and develop approaches that integrate
all streams of thought (Diéguez-Castrillón et al., 2021; Fraser et al., 2006; Ivars-Baidal et al.,
2021; Waas et al., 2014), thus far, a small but growing number of studies has begun to
explore STI development methods (Asmelash & Kumar, 2019; Choi & Sirakaya, 2006; Clo-
quell-Ballester et al., 2006; Parkins et al., 2001; Reed et al., 2006; Reihanian et al., 2015;
Torres-Delgado & Palomeque, 2014). Nevertheless, current practices often seem arbitrary
in their indicator choice and have clearly not agreed on an established methodology as
they often remain uncoordinated, not in themselves but across a broader methodological
scale, thus not providing a roadmap for future applications.

2. Indicator development

Before we can discuss and evaluate potential compatibilities between approaches pro-
posed by academics, policy makers and supporters of community involvement, we
must again become aware of the arguments from the three parties. Only then is it possible
to evaluate hybrid approaches and structure the debate by exploring appropriate tools
and strategies for future planning. Since a multitude of STIs for branches of the tourism
industry (e.g. accommodation, tour operators, destinations) have been developed in
the past 30 years, most SA initiatives rely on existing indicator sets. In a destination
context, initiatives traditionally draw on STIs relevant to their destination from open
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catalogs such as the SDGs, UNWTO indicators, GSTC, ETIS or destination certification
businesses. This selection process can be either political-administrative or science-
driven. As described above, the two do differ in their characteristics; however, both are
executed in a top-down manner (Rametsteiner et al., 2011). While bottom-up approaches
are gaining momentum (Kristjánsdóttir et al., 2017), the central questions distinguishing
both approaches remain (1) Who participates? and (2) Who decides? (Rametsteiner et al.,
2011, p. 62). The following Table 1 illustrates the advantages, disadvantages and com-
monly criticized aspects of both paradigms.

Another very specific form of the expert-led top-down approach in destination SA is
the employment of external agents. This practice can often be witnessed in tourism des-
tinations in the Global South where international consultancies, NGOs, development
cooperation agencies or foreign tour operators enter the destination with the intention
to promote sustainable tourism development. These external agents are often chosen
due to their global expertise and reputation or in the pursuit of strengthening existing
relationships. This practice can however be regarded as paternalistic giving the
impression that local communities are dependent on outside help. External agents
often justify their presence by the purported lack of knowledge and expertise from the
community (Lupoli et al., 2015; Moscardo, 2011) which reinforces power imbalances
suggesting that external agents are superior over local communities (Moscardo, 2011).

2.1. Stakeholder participation in tourism planning

Tourism is a people’s business dependent on the collaboration between multiple stake-
holders such as institutional actors, DMOs, tourism businesses, local communities and visi-
tors. Therefore public participation is even more important in tourism than it is in other
sectors. While the purpose of stakeholder participation is well understood, the process,
involving a number of different types and gradations of participation, is all the more
complex and should not be underestimated (Thees et al., 2020; WTO, 2004). The World
Tourism Organization states that participatory processes depend on good communi-
cation, transparency and patience and further describes the processes as “complex,
time-consuming and inherently unpredictable” (WTO, 2004, p. 29). Since destination SA
is an inherent part of tourism planning, the challenges associated with participatory pro-
cesses also apply to collaborative STIs development. Valentin and Spangenberg (2000)
pose two important questions regarding this process: “(1) Which interests have to be
involved into developing indicators? (2) How broad a participation can be managed?”
(p. 382). Regarding question one, STI processes should ensure the representation of
people of different groups, including gender, age, social and scientific background and
political orientation (Domingues et al., 2018; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). Failure
to address the multi-faceted spectrum of interests or only superficial consideration can
lead to pseudo-participation which, in line with the ladder of community participation
by Arnstein (1969), is a term used when there is a certain number of stakeholders involved
in the process, which indicates that participation took place, although certain views were
deliberately neglected (Bell & Morse, 2018; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). Bell and
Morse (2018) warn that participation can be ‘twisted’ in this way to create an output
(e.g. a list of STIs) desired only by some (p. 192). While that answers the first question
on a broad basis, it is more difficult to assess how to manage the participation of these
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Table 1. Advantages, disadvantages and criticism of top-down and bottom-up approaches.
Advantages Disadvantages Criticism

Top-down approaches (Expert-led
approaches by scientists or policy-
makers)

– Elevated level of objectivity1,2

– Scientific soundness and accuracy of methods3,4

– High degree of indicator acceptance in the scientific world and
(mostly) extensive testing5

– Possibility to observe trends between regions and over time5

– Extensive case-experience and training of experts1,6

– Failure to reflect locally important
issues and to engage local
communities5,7,8

– Lack of community support8,9

– High cost for experts6

– Limited availability of experts6

– Rigid, technical framework1,10

– Communication barriers caused by
technical language11,12

– Risk of paternalistic, pseudo-
participatory approaches13

– Pre-determined outcome13

– Low degree of citizen participation as
per Arnstein (1969) 13

– Western-centric frameworks and
models unsuitable for some
destinations14,21

– Political bias from experts15,16,17

– Primary profit-orientation by experts
(private companies, consultancies)9,15

Bottom-up approaches
(Community-led approaches) – Insights into local perspectives and perception of the

destination5,18

– Insights into local opinions and needs18

– Contextualization and holistic view of local situation/issues5,20

– Consideration of relevant local knowledge13,19,21,22

– Community empowerment13,14,23,24

– Integration of those ultimately affected by tourism
development28

– Awareness-creation of potential tourism benefits13,25

– Capacity building3,5,9,13,23

– Facilitation of better community understanding and learning of
environmental and social sustainability1,5,23

– Time-consuming, resource-intensive,
expensive and complicated
process5,19,25

– Number of indicators beyond
practical applicability4,5

– Community’s lack of relevant skills,
expertise and resources for the
evaluation20,27

– Unreliable and inaccurate indicator
monitoring5

– Elevated level of subjectivity2,5,27

– Unstandardized data, invalid for
regional comparison2,5,9,25

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.
Advantages Disadvantages Criticism

– Local ownership and pride concerning tourism
development24,26,28

– Elevated tendency for acceptance, appreciation and use of
results by community due to involvement, information and co-
creation14,16,21,25

– Potential settlement of differences within stakeholder group5,22

1Schianetz & Kavanagh (2008).
2Tanguay et al. (2013).
3Holman (2009).
4Torres-Delgado & Saarinen (2014).
5Reed et al. (2006).
6Farrell & Marion (2002).
7Byrd (2007).
8Marques et al. (2013).
9Fraser et al. (2006).
10Ramos (2019).
11Laimer (2017).
12Mascarenhas et al. (2014).
13White et al. (2006).
14Bello et al. (2016).
15Erdmenger and Kagermeier (2020).
16Rametsteiner et al. (2011).
17Rasoolimanesh et al. (2020).
18Castellani & Sala (2010).
19WTO (2004).
20Gkoumas (2019).
21Impink and Gaynor (2010).
22Domingues et al. (2018).
23Miller (2005).
24Agrusa & Albieri (2011).
25Lupoli et al. (2015).
26Bramwell & Lane (2011).
27Miller (2001).
28Wondirad et al. (2020).
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interest groups. The most appropriate method of participation is dependent “upon
context and the expertise and experience of those attempting to facilitate the partici-
pation” (Bell & Morse, 2018, p. 192). Various forms of multi-stakeholder meetings such
as stakeholder workshops, citizen portals, seminars, round tables, surveys and focus
groups are particularly popular (Bell & Morse, 2018; Miller & Twining-Ward, 2005; Reed
et al., 2006; Sinclair et al., 2015; Thees et al., 2020). Recently, so-called e-participation cen-
tering around destination websites, social media and apps is also considered to be a
method with potential (Moscardo, 2019; Waligo et al., 2013). Research suggests that
these new forms of “gamification of governance” can positively influence the commu-
nities’ willingness to partake in tourism planning (Erdmenger & Kagermeier, 2020, p. 5).

2.2. Basic requirements for community participation

The level of effective community participation is said to change depending on the inten-
sity of participants’ motivation, opportunity and ability to participate (Hung et al., 2011)
(Figure 1).

Participants’ motivation refers to their needs, wants and desires regarding the partici-
patory process. Contrary to the common believe that stakeholders are eager to participate
in tourism management, motivating participants to partake in participatory formats can
be challenging (Bell & Morse, 2018; Erdmenger, 2022; WTO, 2004).

Participants’ opportunity to engage in public participation in the context of tourism
planning refers to the availability of participation formats. This availability is dependent
on the openness and decentralization of local governmental policy and the governments’
willingness to relinquish control to the public (Hung et al., 2011). If governments are
willing to facilitate community participation, the practical implementation is then
largely characterized by organizational factors such as time and money resources both
on the end of organizers as well as participants. The associated high resource intensity
is often stated as a downside to community participation, however, some researchers
argue that these inefficiencies are most likely an indication of “poorly designed” public

Figure 1. MOA model for community participation. Source: Own figure; design based on Benedjma
and Mahimoud (2020), contents based on Bell and Morse (2018), Bello et al. (2016); Byrd (2007), Clo-
quell-Ballester et al. (2006), Erdmenger (2022), Hung et al. (2011), Lupoli et al. (2015), Marques et al.
(2013), Saufi et al. (2014), Sinclair et al. (2015), Waligo et al. (2013), WTO (2004).
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participation frameworks rather than of shortcomings of meaningful involvement itself
(Diduck, 2010, p. 509; Sinclair et al., 2015). As the dominance, power and knowledge
level of the participants can vary, a good facilitator is needed to give participants a
chance to be heard and prevent the predominance of individual “leaders”. After all, the
aim of the format is to give the local population the opportunity to provide input (Bell
& Morse, 2018; Lupoli et al., 2015). This point directly ties into the participants’ ability
to express their opinions which is characterized by their cognitive and social resources
to contribute to the issue in a meaningful manner. Previous studies reveal that partici-
pants often lack the adequate skills, awareness and knowledge of tourism planning
and sustainability sciences for the technical development of STIs (Bello et al., 2016;
Diduck, 2010; Marques et al., 2013; Saufi et al., 2014). Likewise, experts may have insuffi-
cient communication skills to engage in discussions about local issues (Diduck, 2010).
Hung et al. (2011) found that the level of sustainable tourism awareness and knowledge
positively correlates with the community’s willingness to participate.

Participants’ motivation, opportunity and ability to participate act as a moderator for
the realization of a sound SA based on a collaborative STI development process.
Formats and methods for said processes are now further explored based on the results
of the Delphi survey conducted as part of this research.

3. Method

3.1. Delphi survey method

The Delphi method is one of the most highly valued methods for the collection of expert
opinion, decision-making and consensus reaching in a context of imperfect knowledge
(Green et al., 1990; Murry & Hammons, 1995). A key advantage of the method is that con-
sensus can be reached anonymously and in written form without meeting face to face
(Gracht, 2012; Green et al., 1990). Miller (2001) describes achieving group consensus
without groupthink as an “almost paradoxical” aim of the Delphi survey (p. 335).

In this study, the employment of an iterative Delphi survey was envisaged to act as a
communication tool for a panel of experts and allow for an exchange of views and per-
spectives on STI development. This exchange can be facilitated through open-ended
questions that capture input and opinions from experts, allowing them to share their
own ideas and test their hypotheses (Miller, 2001; Novakowski & Wellar, 2008).

3.2. Selection of expert panel
The survey was directed at informed professionals in the field of tourism and sustainability
science, tourism practitioners and experts on tourism governance and community partici-
pation. A sample of 96 individuals was systematically selected based on the expert
identification methods personal involvement and external cues by Mauksch et al. (2020)
who reviewed and evaluated approaches for identifying experts in foresight research.
Individuals were found via internet research and suggestions from participants and
then evaluated for suitability based on the criteria above. The participants’ qualification
to partake in the survey was attributed to their expertise or practice in one of the follow-
ing categories:
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. Individuals having published on destination SA, STI development or community par-
ticipation in established academic (tourism) journals (e.g. Annals of Tourism Research,
Ecological Indicators, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Tourism Geographies)

. Policy-advisors/ members of technical advisory boards for (destination) sustainability
(e.g. UNWTO Statistics, UNWTO MST Initiative, GDS-Movement Technical Advisory
Committee, UN SEEA)

. Individuals from local authorities/public administration in sustainability-awarded
destinations

. Members of non-profit/non-governmental organizations on human rights in tourism
and sustainable tourism (e.g. Tourism Watch, BEST-Education Network, Ecological
Tourism in Europe)

. Sustainable tourism destination certification experts/consultants (e.g. GSTC board
members and certification organizations)

While it might seem like the sample is heavy on representatives of academia and
policy, it must be noted that many scientists, consultants and tourism officials have recog-
nized the need to consider local values and needs in sustainable tourism development
and advocate this accordingly. Therefore, a classification of participants into the above-
mentioned groups does not necessarily reflect their stance on the subject. A great
effort was made to ensure a balanced degree of input from all relevant perspectives.
Given the very specific nature of the topic, it was decided against opening the sample
further as this could have led to a decrease in overall expert knowledge.

3.3. Questionnaire design
Questions for the first survey round were based on a literature review conducted on STI
development and STI selection criteria. The first question asked participants to rate the
relevance of each interest group for STI development in destination SA on a 5-point
Likert scale with 1 (very irrelevant) and 5 (very relevant). The second question had partici-
pants rate selection criteria for STI development on a 10-point scale according to their
importance. Each criterion was provided with an explanation to facilitate a common
understanding, as some terms are used interchangeably in the literature. The list of cri-
teria was compiled based on the evaluation of 25 previously conducted studies and pub-
lications by academics and international tourism organizations. Participants could add
missing criteria or notes on mentioned criteria and their corresponding priority in an
open-ended question. Lastly, participants were asked to rate six examples of hybrid meth-
odologies according to their potential for future conciliatory indicator development. After
rating each methodology on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 (very low potential) and 5 (very
high potential), respondents had the opportunity to pose comments or questions regard-
ing the hybrid-methodologies mentioned or suggest new ones.

3.4. Survey process and evaluation
The survey was conducted between November 2020 and January 2021. After a pre-test, all
96 experts were contacted via email or LinkedIn. 20 days after the first round, 38 valid
responses had been returned by experts from 19 countries. Since the intended structure
of the expert group had not been impaired in a significant way by the reduction of par-
ticipants, this number was considered sufficient to prepare the questionnaire for the
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second round and distribute it to respondents (Green et al., 1990). Frequency counts,
measures of central tendency (mean, median) and measures of dispersion (standard devi-
ation, interquartile range) were calculated using SPSS® Statistics. Answers to open-ended
questions were structurally elaborated and grouped into thematic clusters using
MAXQDA qualitative data analysis software.

The questionnaire design was then altered for the second round in four primary ways:

1. Response options were partially modified based on the feedback concerning language
and wording without impairing data comparability (Asmelash & Kumar, 2019; Nova-
kowski & Wellar, 2008)

2. Addition of a feedback element along the response scale showing the distribution of
the panel’s responses (in percentage of total) or overall mean of responses from round
1 (Green et al., 1990; Miller, 2001; Novakowski & Wellar, 2008)

3. Additional criteria and hybrid-methodologies suggested by the participants from
round 1 were added (Novakowski & Wellar, 2008)

4. Feedback obtained from round 1 and corresponding text fields were added, allowing
participants to comment on the positions of other experts (Häder, 2014)

The second-round questionnaire was then sent to the 38 experts who had validly com-
pleted the first round. Experts were asked to revise their initial tendency in the light of the
new information in an attempt to move the respondents closer to consensus (Green et al.,
1990; Novakowski & Wellar, 2008). After 5 weeks, 30 valid responses had been returned.

Although extensively discussed (Dajani et al., 1979), the concepts of stability and con-
sensus for determining a stopping criterion in Delphi surveys are not explicitly defined
and vary from study to study (Giannarou & Zervas, 2014; Gracht, 2012; Landeta, 2006;
Mitchell, 1991). In this study, the first and last question sets use a 5-point Likert-type
rating scale, which provides written statements for each option. Research suggests that
respondents do not perceive Likert-type scales as equidistant (Lantz, 2013; Sullivan &
Artino, 2013), which must also be assumed for this case, which is why median and inter-
quartile range are used as statistical measures herein. Based on an in-depth literature
review, an IQR≤ 1 on a 5-Likert scale and IQR≤ 2 on a 10-Likert scale were chosen as con-
sensus criteria (Hackett et al., 2006; Häder, 2014; Scheibe et al., 1975). Besides median and
IQR as primary criteria, a secondary determinant of consensus, measuring the percentage
of votes that fall within a prescribed range on the Likert scale, will be evaluated as pro-
posed by Doke and Swanson (1995), Hackett et al. (2006) and Lee and King (2009).
However, Gracht (2012) warns against the arbitrary choice of cut-off points and rec-
ommends to follow established standards such as political voting systems. This study,
therefore, employs a two-thirds majority. Despite the fact that calculating the mean is a
limited value in terms of scale appropriateness (Sullivan & Artino, 2013), it is calculated
for all selection criteria as they were posed using a numbered 10-point scale with only
two verbal anchors at the end. It can thus be concluded that by providing consecutive
integers, respondents perceived the distance between single scores as equal (Lantz,
2013). This combinatory use of measures allows for better differentiation of results on
both scales.

As the results indicated a sufficient level of consensus (see section 4), more than two
survey rounds were not judged expedient by the researcher. Considering that response
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rates decrease with every subsequent round of surveying, it can be assumed that a third
round would have led to a minimal convergence of opinion at the expense of high panel
fatigue and attrition (Green et al., 1990; Miller, 2001; Mitchell, 1991). Moreover, some
researchers argue that Delphi is an analysis instrument more than a consensus tool and
that it should be applied to support problem solving rather than to achieve final consen-
sus (Kaynak & Macaulay, 1984; Miller, 2001).

4. Results

The main purpose of the analysis was to gain insights about priorities for stakeholder par-
ticipation and selection criteria and to identify promising hybrid solutions to aid future STI
development. The evaluation of the measure of dispersion revealed that consensus had
been attained in 21 out of 25 items after the second round. Concerning the relevance
of each interest group and the hybrid methodologies, the IQR was≤ 1 in every case. In
total, 24 out of 25 items recorded consistency or an increase in convergence between
rounds 1 and 2 (Tables 2, 3 and 4).

There was general agreement on the need for all three interest groups to be rep-
resented in the STI development process. Interestingly, 100% of votes for community rel-
evance fell into categories 4 and 5 in the second round, while the dispersion for scientist’s
relevance was highest. Generally, there was a common understanding among respon-
dents that no group is more important than the other, it is just that their roles are
different. As one participant stated:

They each bring distinctive contributions to the process, without which the indicator devel-
opment will leave gaps and hence be less efficacious when applied in SA context which binds
all parties. (Survey participant n-4)

Concerning the selection criteria, whether ranked by mean, median or percentage of
votes falling within option 9/10, the criteria relevance, comprehensibility and local
context always ranked highest. There was strong agreement that indicators applying
to the destination and responding to concerns expressed by locals should be priori-
tized. Moreover, clear and unambiguous indicator meaning, which is easily understood
and interpreted by stakeholders and the public, was considered of prime importance.
The participation criterion was subject to considerable disparity in opinions. While it
was ranked highly, some respondents argued that it was a property of the communi-
cation and not the indicator itself and therefore redundant as a criterion. This dishar-
mony is reflected in the highest standard deviation value of all criteria. Interestingly, it
is only in the mid-range of the ranking that criteria appear which are specifically

Table 2. Ratings on relevance of interest groups in STI development.

Relevance of interest groups in STI development

Round 1 Round 2

Median IQR
%
4–5 Median IQR

%
4–5

Equal representation of scientists, policy-makers and local
communities in the development of STIs for SA

4 0 79 4 0 87

Relevance of scientists for the development of STIs in SA 4 1 95 4 1 89
Relevance of policy-makers for the development of STIs in SA 4 1 84 4 1 90
Relevance of local communities for the development of STIs in SA 4 1 89 4 1 100

11



related to the scientific requirements of STI development. Although, coherence and
scientific rigor mean-wise only scored minimally lower than participation and policy-rel-
evance, only a quarter of respondents award them a 9 or 10 on the scale. The criterion
coherence was added for the second round, following the suggestion of a respondent
who stated that:

The biggest problem for indicator sets is that the underlying data is not coherent […] If indi-
cators are developed without an underlying theory as to the relationships between them

Table 3. Ratings on STI selection criteria.

STI selection criteria

Round 1 Round 2

Median μ IQR Median μ IQR

1 Relevance1,2,3,4,5

(The indicator applies to issues which are relevant for the destination
under study and provides useful information for local sustainable
tourism development)

10 8,5 2 9 9,0 1

2 Data availability3,4,6,7

(Data for the indicator is readily available or easily retrievable)
6 6,6 3 7 6,8 2

3 Scientific rigor1,2,5

(The indicator is firmly based on scientific principles (objectivity,
reliability, validity))

7 6,9 2 8 7,3 2

4 Ease of treatment1,3,4,6,8,9

(The indicator is easy to use and easy to calculate/evaluate for local
users)

7 6,7 4 7 6,9 4

5 Comprehensibility1,2,4,5,9

(The indicator is clear, unambiguous and easily understood and
interpreted by stakeholders and the public)

8 8,1 3 9 8,7 2

6 Comparability1,2,3,4,5,6

(The indicator allows for comparison over time and across other
destinations)

6,5 6,6 4 7,5 7,2 2

7 Complexity6,8,10

(The indicator (system) assesses one or more variables, reflecting the
interconnectivity and interdependencies of tourism development)

5,5 5,6 3 5 5,6 3

8 Cost- and time-effectiveness2,4,5,6

(The resources used for data-collection on the indicator are reasonable
in relation to the information generated)

6 6,2 3 7 7,0 2

9 Policy-relevance7

(The indicator is related to the local tourism policy)
7 6,7 2 8 7,6 3

10 Local context2,11

(The indicator measures issues that are important for destination
stakeholders/responds to concerns specifically expressed by locals)

8 8,0 1 9 8,6 1

11 Coherence
(The indicator set is based on coherent underlying data that allows for
the identification of trends and states in the given location or context)

– – – 8 7,4 3

12 Participation
(The indicator allows for equal stakeholder and community access and
participation)

– – – 8 7,8 2

13 Connectivity
(The indicator connects global or national tourism/sustainability
trends to the local destination scale)

– – – 7 6,9 2

1Torres-Delgado & Palomeque (2014).
2Reed et al. (2006).
3Andes et al. (2019).
4Miller (2001).
5WTO (2004).
6Parkins et al. (2001).
7Reihanian et al. (2015).
8Fraser et al. (2006).
9Domingues et al. (2018).
10Sirakaya et al. (2001).
11Janoušková et al. (2018).
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then simply involving multiple stakeholders will not allow for translation of indicators into
changed behaviours and actions. (Survey participant n-16)

The item comparability, which is often stressed by advocates of scientific methods, stands
out because of a reduction in IQR by two points between rounds 1 and 2. The criterion
complexity brings up the rear in the ranking with an average score of 5 points.

The last question had participants vote examples of hybrid methodologies accord-
ing to their potential for future conciliatory indicator development. The first hybrid
methodology suggests to ensure stakeholder involvement through indicators them-
selves by adding STIs such as: Residents’ satisfaction with their involvement and
influence in tourism development (European Comission, 2016), Host community’s
access to decision-making and information and Host community’s ability to influence
tourism development through democratic participation (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2020).
Respondents attributed consistently high potential to this idea, leading to a placement
in the top three answers in both survey rounds with low overall disparity. For the
second suggestion, indicators relevant to host communities are identified in participa-
tive community workshops. Indicators are then validated using an expert-led sustain-
ability evaluation based on pre-defined literature-based selection criteria (Lupoli &
Morse, 2015; Lupoli et al., 2015; Parkins et al., 2001; Reed et al., 2006). This hybrid
methodology scored the highest overall relevance in both rounds. 88% of participants
considered this approach to have high or very high potential. This is also the only
option to have an IQR of 0 in both rounds, emphasizing the high degree of consensus
among participants. The third suggestion starts with a preliminary literature-based indi-
cator set developed by scientists. Subsequently, indicators are filtered according to
selection criteria and then validated using a Delphi-survey. Among others, the practical
application of this method was tested by Ghoochani et al. (2020) and Torres-Delgado
and Palomeque (2014). This suggestion was rather controversial with opinions spread
across the range of possible answers as reflected in the median of 3 in both rounds.
Suggestion four starts with the “working team” creating an indicator set by scanning
existing indicators and by adding newly designed indicators. Firstly, the suitability of
these STIs is verified by the “working team”. Secondly, the STIs are verified by indepen-
dent experts to guarantee scientific validity. Thirdly, a social validation takes place in

Table 4. Ratings on hybrid methodologies for STI development.

Hybrid methodologies

Round 1 Round 2

Median IQR
%
4–5 Median IQR

%
4–5

H1 Addition of participation indicators to the indicator set 4 1 56 4 1 77
H2 Local-level indicator development based on Parkins et al. (2001)

and Reed et al. (2006)
4 0 78 4 0 88

H3 Validation approach using a Delphi survey 3 1 39 3 1 46
H4 The 3S Methodology for environmental and social impact

assessment based on Cloquell-Ballester et al. (2006)
4 1 69 4 1 56

H5 Development and use of STIs based on Reihanian et al. (2015) 4 1 57 4 1 68
H6 Use of intermediary groups 4 2 51 4 1 64
H7 Repeated process of indicator validation among the three groups – – – 4 1 56
H8 Policy design, implementation, and evaluation with various

stakeholders for each step
– – – 4 1 64
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which residents or representatives of the civil society are consulted (Cloquell-Ballester
et al., 2006). While there was a greater disparity in opinion, this method was ranked
highly in both rounds. Option five starts with an expert committee that screens poten-
tial indicators, narrows them down based on pre-defined criteria and then fine-tunes
them with indicator-specific key-informants (Reihanian et al., 2015). Respondents con-
sistently attributed medium/high potential to this option. The last methodology pro-
posed in both survey rounds refers to the use of intermediary groups. Indicators are
developed in a joint workshop in which intermediaries are employed to strengthen
the effectiveness of communication between experts and communities by facilitating
knowledge-exchange between scientific and non-scientific knowledge thus enabling
a mutually enriching knowledge production (Mascarenhas et al., 2014; Reed, 2008).
The potential of this method was deemed as rather neutral with a high disparity of
opinion in round 1. Despite a considerable decrease of IQR and SD, no considerable
increase in potential could be attested in round 2. The following two approaches
were added in the second-round resulting from the suggestions of participants. The
iterative approach has scientists gather possible indicators from scientific literature,
policy-makers and communities. Indicators are then assessed against pre-determined
selection criteria. Lastly, results are discussed with policy-makers and residents and
then returned to scientists. This process is repeated until a reliable set of indicators
emerges. Respondents ranked this method in the lower end of the spectrum. The
last methodology introduced in the survey is also three-folded. Firstly, local commu-
nities, policy-makers and scientist/experts in public engagement gather to define the
sustainable tourism vision, policy, and objectives. Secondly, the implementation is
carried out in public–private–community partnership. Lastly, policymakers and
experts evaluate the implementation using a hybrid approach (internal evaluators
and external experts/scientists). Respondents were unanimous in deeming this
approach to be of medium-high potential. Concerning the open-ended questions, in
which respondents had the chance to interact with each other, three broad themes
emerged. A shared view amongst respondents was that there is no one-size fits all
methodology but that every development approach needs to be tailored to the
context of application, the goal of assessment and the geographical scale. Respondents
also agreed that there should be low involvement barriers for the local community,
partly referring to own experiences. The last theme is exemplified by this participants
statement:

… Indicators can provide more than just data, they can encourage collective learning pro-
cesses, by allowing stakeholders to discuss each other’s point of view. Stakeholder
engagement is likely to be time consuming, costly and challenging, but if change and par-
ticipation is expected from certain stakeholder groups, it might pay in the end. (Survey
participant n-9)

The acknowledgement of the fact that the benefits of collaborative STI development
exceed the purpose of a conceptually sound SA by far, was repeatedly emphasized.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This study underlines that the divide between developing a set of indicators which is
scientifically sound and in line with political policy while considering local context and
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community perspectives can be bridged. The results indicate that all three interest groups
need to be equally represented in the STI development process. These findings are in line
with previous research which strongly suggests that a play of positions against each other
is not effective, acknowledging community participation and stakeholder involvement as
fundamental for SA (Sinclair et al., 2015). The results obtained from the analysis of the STI
selection criteria show that many criteria score very similarly in the mid-range of the
ranking. Participants clearly prioritized criteria related to destination perspective, commu-
nity involvement and local needs. Additionally, the criterion comprehensibilitywas empha-
sized, indicating a trend away from complex scientific terminology.

Concerning the hybrid methodologies, the research has identified H1, H2 and H4 as
approaches with the highest potential for future use. Ensuring stakeholder involvement
through indicators themselves (H1) was felt to be very promising, which can be explained
by the simplicity and ease of implementation of this suggestion. The findings are in line
with existing research by Rasoolimanesh et al. (2020), who provide an extensive list of
indicators covering aspects of transparency and inclusivity in destination governance.
Moreover, Byrd (2007) collected a number of indicators that measure stakeholder partici-
pation in sustainable tourism development. The identification of indicators relevant to
host communities using participative community workshops followed by a criteria-
based expert validation (H2) scored the highest overall potential rating in both rounds.
Lupoli et al. (2015), Lupoli and Morse (2015) and Reed et al. (2006) cover this exact meth-
odology in various studies. The general idea of H2 is also closely linked to the approach H4
proposed by Cloquell-Ballester et al. (2006). Technically and based on the data analysis, H4
and /or H5 could form part of a hybrid methodology. Conceptually, both approaches are
fairly similar except for the consultation of residents or representatives of civil society at
the end (only H4). Consequently, when it comes to hybridizing approaches, the combi-
nation of H1, H2 and H4 is most expedient and has the ability to integrate the best sug-
gestions from all three concepts, including suggestions from H5.

Concerning the criteria-based expert validation, results from Table 3 can form a solid
basis. Regarding the format for involving the host community, innovative approaches
such as those proposed in section 2 of this paper should be considered. Most of them
will rely on the use of intermediary groups as proposed in approach H6. The gap
between local communities with a low level of formal, scientific knowledge and the
experts with a high level of knowledge of this nature presents a core challenge (Lupoli
et al., 2015). This is where the facilitator must succeed in integrating the two sets of knowl-
edge by providing impulses without preventing the organic emergence of knowledge
from the group (Bell & Morse, 2018). In this context, studies on transdisciplinary research
methods provide a valuable resource for future investigation.

Generally, the merits of blending elements from top-down, bottom-up and hybridized
approaches are not only recognized in the literature (Lupoli & Morse, 2015; Wong, 2006)
but were also echoed in the contributions of participants. In line with the call for “meth-
odical flexibility and triangulation” by Reed et al. (2006, p. 415) a synthesized hybrid sug-
gestion of H1, H2 and H4 based on workshops with a facilitator and ensuring the
integration of participatory STIs in the final set is quite conceivable. The combination
of elements thus not only exceeds the substantive requirement for a solid SA but
additionally contributes to normative goals such as community empowerment, accep-
tance and ownership and to procedural goals such as policy alignment and political
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support (Waas et al., 2014). The increasing need for public participation has also been
actively debated within the regenerative tourism field. Among other pillars, this approach
centers around stimulating collaboration and partnerships between destination stake-
holders through equal and diverse participation (Bellato et al., 2022). These principles
are also expressed in the Sustainable Development Goals in the form of SDG 17—partner-
ships for the goals.

At this point, limitations of the research need to be acknowledged. Certain commonal-
ities between the proposed hybrid methodologies must be recognized, however, display-
ing the methodological plurality was intended to raise awareness of the range of
approaches. Moreover, like every other research method, the Delphi survey is not
exempt from methodical shortcomings (Landeta, 2006). Even if the selection of experts is
based on recognized identification methods, biases of the researcher cannot be ruled
out (Mauksch et al., 2020). Likewise, experts’ own bias when completing the survey must
be acknowledged as part of the “limitations of human judgment processes” (Mauksch
et al., 2020, p. 4). Nevertheless, the pre-test, the verified choice of experts, the quality
and stability of the panel, the high-quality comments gathered from participants, the
high degree of consensus and overall convergence in opinion between rounds paired
with the clear description of survey procedure and data analysis and the comparison
with existing literature strengthen the validity of the results (Landeta, 2006). The work’s con-
tribution to the debate on STI development can thus be acknowledge in three primary
ways. Firstly, this study employs a literature-review to re-structure the debate, facilitating
an understanding of the complex threefold trade-off and illustrating the variety of advan-
tages and disadvantages of each approach, which have so far only been elucidated in an
isolated manner and in lengthy textual statements. Moreover, the debate is enriched by
integrating and translating approaches developed and concepts investigated in environ-
mental, urban and regional planning studies to the tourism context. Secondly, in a first,
representatives of all parties were brought to the same table to set a common direction
for the future planning and development of STIs. The Delphi survey highlights the impor-
tance of each interest group, confirms that the gap between them can be bridged and
reinforces that the merit of a collaborative STI development process, which is moderated
by participants’ motivation, opportunity and ability to participate, exceeds the intended
purpose of a sound SA by providing further benefits such as community ownership,
capacity building and political support. Thirdly, this study provides conceptual clarification
by comparing previously used and developed approaches, combining them in a differen-
tiated assessment. Potential approaches, formats and tools are identified, evaluated and cri-
tically discussed to map out a viable path for STI planning and development.

As described, the findings obtained in this study pose several implications for theory
and practice. It would be necessary for future researchers to refine and verify these
results by further exploring hybridized approaches and by putting them to practice in
different tourism contexts. A potential application could be to run two processes in par-
allel and then cross reference and evaluate them. Concerning the implications for desti-
nation managers and policy makers, the results show that STI development methods
need to be chosen in view of the context of application, the goal of assessment and
the geographical scale. This choice needs to be guided by considerations of practicability,
feasibility and meaningfulness and can be based on the hybrid methodologies and
formats proposed in this paper.
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It became clear, that it is imperative to involve all stakeholders in the dialogue. Putting
communities at the heart of the STI development process will foster social learning not
only among residents and local entrepreneurs but also among decision-makers and scien-
tists. The hybrid methodologies proposed enable a comprehensive understanding of the
destination and underline that long-term sustainable destination management can only
be achieved by moving away from tokenism towards genuine stakeholder engagement.
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1. Introduction 
With the increasing complexity and uncertainty of global events, the interest in resilience is steadily 
growing. From a global to a local level, resilience has been highlighted as a valuable bridging 
concept to deal with risks, uncertainty and change and has become an integral element in policies 
and frameworks (e.g., Paris Climate Accord, SFDRR, Urban Agenda, SDGs). Similar to the 
developments in other research disciplines, resilience has quickly emerged as a fashionable and 
widely adopted concept in tourism studies (Butler, 2017; Hall et al., 2018a; Lew and Cheer, 2017; 
Saarinen and Gill, 2019). However, the issue of conceptualizing let alone measuring resilience has 
been a controversial and much disputed subject among tourism scholars (Prayag, 2018). Despite 
significant progress on the harmonization of the resilience concept in multiple disciplines, tourism-
related studies are criticized for not having reached a coherent usage of key terms and related 
concepts when addressing resilience (Aliperti et al., 2019). This suggests that different 
epistemologies, origins, and applications of resilience are often neglected in tourism research where 
resilience seems to be used rather as a buzzword. Thus, not surprisingly, research on resilience has 
been deemed fuzzy and its conceptual and practical relevance has been questioned (Brand and Jax, 
2007; Cote and Nightingale, 2012). These inadequacies can also be transferred to the realm of 
tourism destinations which have become a popular frame for analysing resilience in recent years 
(e.g., Amore et al., 2018; Basurto-Cedeño and Pennington-Gray, 2016; Hartman, 2018). Lately, 
destinations and their resilience have particularly moved into focus with the near-ubiquitous 
presence of crises such as the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic, floods, bush fires, economic 
crises, and political unrest in many prime tourism destinations. However, the destination as unit of 
analysis raises further conceptual difficulties regarding resilience with much debate surrounding the 
questions: What is a destination?, Who or what in a destination should be resilient against what? 
And, what does ‘being resilient’ exactly imply? Finding adequate answers to these questions by 
conceptualizing and subsequently operationalizing destination resilience is impeded by the fact that 
the conceptual background of resilience is so unprecise in language and theory (Agrawal et al., 
2012). 

In this contribution, we take up the call for “greater academic attention” to destination resilience 
and its foundations as expressed by Gössling and Higham (2021, p. 1176). The aim of this 
conceptual paper is to unravel the fuzziness surrounding the resilience concepts by tracing 
narratives for the conceptualization and operationalization of destination resilience in different 
scholarly disciplines. Building on that, we identify theoretical baselines and conceptual elements 
associated with epistemologies and resilience application from different research traditions. We 
conceptually advance the resilience debate in tourism studies by presenting an advanced 
‘Destination Resilience Model’ that integrates these elements to offer leverage for better 
understanding destination resilience. We intend to challenge the understanding of resilience as a 
static or measurable trait and introduce the ideas of actor-centrism and human agency to inform 
future research on destination resilience. Employing a conceptual research design, we seek to 
generate a new interpretation of destination resilience by synthesizing theories and concepts from 
multidisciplinary bodies of knowledge. In the following section 2, we introduce our methodological 
approach, before we provide a comprehensive overview of the origin of destination resilience as 
well as previous difficulties of conceptualizing and operationalizing resilience in a destination 
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context. Section 4 then presents the model and its elements before concluding with an outlook of 
potential applications in tourism destinations. 

2. Methodological approach 
We consider our research conceptual and position it in the subjectivist/interpretivist research 
paradigm. We analyze existing literature to map out the key conceptual elements that are associated 
with (destination) resilience and employed within different disciplinary research traditions. Unlike 
a systematic review that entails an exhaustive literature search with pre-defined inclusion criteria to 
compile a dataset for analysis, a conceptual paper selects background literature based on its 
relevance to the argument, aiming to enhance the understanding of the concepts being explored 
(Kirillova and Yang, 2022). Taking a conceptual research approach, the concept of resilience itself 
is the object of our research (Xin et al., 2013). Having clearly articulated destination resilience as 
our focal point of research, we focus on literature about resilience and associated concepts such as 
risk, hazards, vulnerability and exposure as well as literature about tourism destinations and the 
meaning and application of resilience within tourism studies. Doing so, we analyze the origin, 
meaning and use of these related concepts and look at how they have evolved over time and within 
different contexts (Wallerstein, 2009). Moreover, in the conceptualization and operationalization of 
resilience at destination level is analyzed. As outlined in the introduction, definitions of resilience 
are fuzzy and incoherent across scales and disciplines. To unravel the fuzziness, first, we set the 
baseline for the debate on destination resilience by tracing back origins, conceptualization and 
limitations of resilience research in two disciplinary traditions. As revealed from the literature, 
research on resilience from a socio-ecological systems and disaster risk perspective show to be most 
influential in a tourism context. The theoretical baseline developed across section 2 is therefore 
mainly based on insights from these two strands of research. Following the conceptual 
methodology, we proceed to summarize patterns and themes that form the theoretical baseline for 
the identification of central concepts in the context of destination resilience. Each concepts entails 
different features, assumptions and roles that inform the overall understanding of the phenomenon 
of destination resilience.  To enhance the readers understanding of the dynamic nature of the 
resilience concept paired with the complex characteristics of a destination system, we propose a 
model that combines the elements identified in the analysis. The model links concepts and their 
interrelations to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon not in a causal but in 
an interpretative approach (Jabareen, 2009). Doing so, it acts as visualized representation of this 
study’s main theoretical concepts (Miles and Huberman, 2009). As described by Maxwell (2013) 
the elements of the visualized map are extracted from existing sources however the structure and 
overall coherence of the model is the contribution of the researcher. The visual illustration shows 
how the concepts identified from the literature are interconnected. In line with the conceptual 
research approach of this study, the model development took place based on the insights from 
literature on the topic of destination resilience which was consulted to identify relevant and related 
concepts and to determine interrelationships between them (van der Waldt, 2020). As opposed to 
engaging the available literature on the topic, the research centers around the relevant literature 
regarding the concepts identified (van der Waldt, 2020). Following this approach, the suitability 
and relevance of literature is prioritized over the endeavor to provide an all-encompassing review. 
Given the vast number of publications on resilience in the context of tourism, we do not make the 
claim to be exhaustive regarding all conceptual aspects. The literature has been critically examined 
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to identify gaps and the meaning and evolution of key concepts, however, as the review is 
conceptually driven it more so centers around mapping different approaches to resilience. 

3. Decoding the essence of resilience, destinations and inherent 
conceptual limitations  
3.1. Two narratives of (destination) resilience  

The concept of resilience gained prominence in the 1970s in the field of ecology with its initial 
focus on emphasizing a system’s ability to return to an equilibrium after a perturbation (Folke et 
al., 2010). Definitions of resilience evolved from the focus on ‘engineering resilience’, to a broader 
perspective that considers multiple stable states while maintaining functionality (Folke et al., 2010). 
The ecological definition of resilience emphasizes the adaptability of complex systems, contrasting 
with the maintenance of a steady-state seen in engineering systems (Adger, 2000). Further on, the 
integration of social dimensions led to the emergence of social-ecological resilience as a boundary 
object between natural and social sciences which explicitly incorporates adaptability and 
transformability, signifying the continuous change, adaptation, and transformation of a system 
(Carpenter et al., 2012). During the course of this development, the concept of resilience has been 
adopted by various disciplines and research fields whose underlying paradigms led to diverse and 
sometimes contradictory understandings of the concept. When taking a closer look at resilience 
research from a disciplinary angle, two research traditions which appear relevant to destination 
resilience stand out: research on social-ecological systems and research on disaster risk which 
conceptualize and apply the resilience concept quite differently: 

Social-ecological systems (SES) research is a field within sustainability science that seeks to 
address pressing sustainability issues by understanding the complex interactions between social and 
ecological components (Biggs et al., 2022). SES research is characterized by its focus on the 
dynamic connections, interactions, and interdependencies between people and nature (Heslinga et 
al., 2017; Reyers et al., 2022). The analysis of resilience in SES scholarship aims to address 
resilience as an emergent system property of a SES to cope with and respond to disturbances and 
change while continuing to adapt or transform (e.g., identifying tipping points or regime shifts) 
(Walker et al., 2004). In that understanding, resilience is often directed towards disturbances that 
cannot be identified, or risks that are novel, unforeseen, or surprising (Carpenter et al., 2012; Folke 
et al., 2010). Previous research has identified a number of generic principles (also referred to as 
conditions, essentials, or qualities) that aim to enhance the overall resilience of a SES (R. Biggs et 
al., 2012; Preiser et al., 2018). Close commonalities between the outlined concepts can be identified 
in the tourism context including five recurring themes (e.g., D. Biggs et al., 2012; Hartman, 2018; 
Orchiston et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2013;): 1) diversity, variety, redundancy, 2) social networks, 
connectivity, partnerships, 3) reflexivity, information, awareness, 4) flexibility, innovation, 
creativity, adaptability, learning and 5) participation, cohesion, equity, inclusion, collective action. 
However, the application of general resilience in practical settings and the operationalization of 
these wide-ranging principles have been challenging (Sweetapple et al., 2022). While the so-called 
general resilience narrative has value in addressing risks on a broader scale, they may not provide 
concrete guidance for designing and implementing specific actions and strategic policies (Carpenter 
et al., 2012). This limitation hinders the translation of theoretical understanding into actionable 
measures. However, resilience analysis from a SES research tradition offers advantages in 
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emphasizing the inseparability of people and nature and studying the complex dynamics of social-
ecological systems across multiple levels and scales and in overcoming the limitations of traditional 
disciplinary approaches that are often confined to a single level or scale (Biggs et al., 2022; Reyers 
et al., 2022).  

In scholarship on disaster risk (DR) on the other hand, resilience has been historically linked to the 
concept of risk (i.e., the potential for adverse impacts) and its components (hazards, vulnerability, 
and exposure) (Keck and Sakdapolrak, 2013). Disaster risk research is a multidisciplinary field that 
studies the causes, consequences, and management options of hazards and risks. It seeks to 
understand the complex interactions between hazards, human activities and social systems, as well 
as to develop effective strategies to reduce risks and potential disasters by studying various aspects, 
including hazard assessment, vulnerability analysis, and the underlying social, economic, and 
environmental dimensions (Wisner et al., 2012). The focus of resilience in DR research is on the 
capacities or abilities of people, households, or communities to proactively or reactively manage 
specific risks and is closely linked to vulnerability (Adger, 2000). The management of risk refers to 
actors’ ability to adapt, prevent, recover, prepare and respond when facing a risk. The precise 
relationship with vulnerability has been intensively discussed in the literature: While some scholars 
understand resilience as the flipside of vulnerability (Manyena, 2006; Wilson, 2012), others see 
resilience as a sub-component of vulnerability (Turner, 2003), or compare it with adaptive capacity 
(Adger, 2000; Birkmann et al., 2013), while yet others perceive resilience and vulnerability as being 
separate but closely related concepts (Cutter et al., 2008). Resilience analysis in DR scholarship 
delves into understanding the factors and underlying root causes that make people vulnerable, 
exposed or resilient to hazardous events and processes in the first place. This perspective on so-
called specified resilience clearly defines who or what should be resilient against what while 
acknowledging complex contexts and causes of risks. However, it has been criticized for being too 
narrow in its analysis, especially when dealing with novel risks and focusing predominantly on 
reactive capacities (Folke et al., 2010). 

In tourism studies, research has predominantly adopted a general perspective on resilience 
conceptualising resilience on different systemic levels and studying interactions within a SES 
(Amore et al., 2018; D. Biggs et al., 2012; Hall et al., 2018; Hall et al., 2023; Heslinga, et al., 2017; 
Prayag, 2018, 2023; Postma and Yeoman, 2021; Ruiz-Ballesteros, 2011). Besides the systemic 
approach to studying resilience, this line of research is often concerned with measuring systems’ 
equilibria, threshold limits, tipping points and overall susceptibility to change (Espiner and Becken, 
2013; Prayag, 2023). Contrary to this perspective, there are also scholars from tourism studies that 
rather pick up on conceptual elements associated with DR scholarship such as vulnerability, 
exposure and adaptive capacity (Basurto-Cedeño and Pennington-Gray, 2016; Bethune et al., 2022; 
Cahyanto et al., 2021; Orchiston, 2013). Most prominently, the Destination Sustainability 
Framework (DSF) (Calgaro et al., 2013) integrates resilience as adaptive capacity within the notion 
of vulnerability. Several follow-up studies build on the DSF focusing on different factors that 
influence destination vulnerability (Calgaro et al., 2014; Kennedy et al., 2020; Pyke et al., 2021, 
van der Veeken et al., 2016). Due to the diverse interpretations and applications of resilience, many 
tourism resilience studies fall short of clearly positioning their concepts in the overall academic 
resilience debate. 
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boundaries (Davidson and Maitland, 1997). The geographical extension, however, remained subject 
to the interpretation of the observer comprising everything from a municipality up to a transnational 
area. Shortcomings of this approach became evident quickly, because social, economic and 
environmental problems occur independently of human-made boundaries and thus call for 
flexibility in the choice of spatial scale in the context of tourism planning and development (Fraser 
et al., 2006). This is why the ‘systemic approach’ gained popularity during the mid-1990s, leading 
to a more holistic interpretation of the destination concept (Jovicic, 2016). Further on, destinations 
became conceptualized as networks and connected organizations from the public and private sector 
that are interrelated and connected through a web of social linkages (Baggio and Cooper, 2010; 
Nunkoo, 2017). This notion was further extended by recognizing destinations as complex adaptive 
systems (Baggio and Sainaghi, 2011; Postma and Yeoman, 2021) whose elements are related in a 
non-linear and dynamic fashion that react to external and internal factors in an unpredictable manner 
(Jovicic, 2016). The system has a specific function and purpose, which in the context of tourism is 
to provide the tourism product and the multitude of elements in the tourism system are directly or 
indirectly related to each other (Hall et al., 2018a). The systemic structure depends on its internal 
organization and the connections between the different actors and stakeholders. Recent approaches 
unite existing tourism destination conceptualization from different disciplinary backgrounds by 
developing frameworks that integrate economic, physical, geographical, marketing-oriented, 
customer-oriented and cultural aspects of a destination (Cooper and Hall, 2008; Pearce, 2014; 
Saraniemi and Kylänen, 2011).  

Despite these common denominators, there is still room for interpretation in the context of 
destination resilience when answering the key question ‘who should be resilient?’ It is easy to 
answer 'all the components of the destination' but the beach will not protect itself from erosion nor 
will the estuaries protect themselves from sedimentation. Consequently, to assess destination 
resilience and to clarify whose resilience we are looking at, we first need to unpack the black box 
of destinations (Baghchi et al., 1998). The solution may be found in Prayag’s (2018, p. 134) 
assertion: “resilience of a destination is often a matter of the resilience of its constituents”. Amore 
et al. (2018, p. 240) extend this notion by stating that “the resilience of individuals, organizations, 
and other stakeholders, as well as resilience of subsystems, will be key determinants of the resilience 
of the system as a whole, together with the structure of the system“. In line with Baggio and Cooper 
(2010, p. 1759) who state, „stakeholders are the people who matter to a system“, human actors and 
their functional interrelationships on the individual, organizational and societal level play a pivotal 
role in tourism destinations which enables the flow of people, money, and resources that are 
required for the functioning of the tourism system in the first place. 
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4. A model for an improved understanding of destination resilience  
Building on the theoretical baselines outlined in section 3, we propose a Destination Resilience 
model that combines the resultant model implications from table 1, 2 and 3. The model not only 
links elements central to the concepts of destinations and risk but also acknowledges and combines 
the two narratives of resilience (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 Destination Resilience Model (based on DDKV and Futouris 2022) 

The contextual frame in which the model is situated is the tourism destination system. Due to the 
dynamic risk environment, complexity and change, tourism destinations are exposed and vulnerable 
to a variety of hazards that may result in adverse impacts for the destination concerning impacts on 
human lives, destination image, built environment and infrastructure, community wellbeing, 
economy and environment. The risk environment includes sudden shocks and slow ongoing 
stressors and are influenced by different risk drivers such as global climate change, poverty or 
inequality. To prevent the occurrence of said adverse impacts, building resilience is proposed as an 
effective way to address risks. The backdrop of framing resilience as agency to take action, 
necessarily results in an actor-centred perspective. The core of the model therefore depicts an actor-
centered and agency-based perspective on destination resilience. The current literature that 
specifically addresses destination resilience often disregards the systemic and adaptive perspective 
on the tourism destinations. We can only pay sufficient attention to changes in the system, if we 
recognize the human actors embedded in it. In a destination context, this means that the system is 
influenced by characteristics of its individual members, the tourism actors, and systemic or global 
characteristics. This framing of destinations informs the choice of method for assessing resilience: 
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destinations should not be seen as a black box but instead their constituents should be investigated, 
e.g., by studying the individuals in the destination system and the global destination system 
characteristics, including the environment. As illustrated in section 3.3., tourism actors are the 
carriers of any resilient action as their ability and willingness to act in the context of disturbances 
and risks determines the resilience level of the destination system as a whole. Resilience should not 
be recognized as a fixed trait or property but rather as the ability of actors to take actions. This 
ability is largely shaped by enabling environments in the destinations that are conducive to the 
actors’ agency. The actors’ agency is an emergent property of the collaboration within the 
destination system. 

Picking up on the distinction between generic and specified resilience respectively rooted in socio-
ecological systems research and research on disaster risk, the proposed framework presents 
principles that allows for building resilience on a broader basis as well as specific risk management 
practices to proactively and reactively respond to risk. Starting with the generic approach to building 
resilience, it is worth taking a step back and looking at the types of risks that are intended to be 
mitigated through generic resilience principles (see table 1). Some risks are hard to define because 
causal links between different elements of risk (hazard, exposure, vulnerability) or secondary 
effects are hardly distinguishable. These risks are often systemic – characterized by their high 
complexity, uncertainty, and ambiguity – or novel, thus, provoking wide-ranging, transnational, and 
cross-sectoral impacts for a system (Renn et al., 2020). The complexity of these risks makes it 
difficult to address them with traditional risk management approaches. Consequently, a focus on 
general resilience narratives proves to be more fruitful in this context. As outlined in section 3.1., 
the general resilience narrative builds on generic principles and conditions that that are less context 
dependent and thus universally applicable (R. Biggs et al., 2012). The principles identified from the 
literature are taken up in the inner circle of the resilience model, surrounding the tourism actors. As 
these principles are normative, they can only guide the development of strategies for different actors 
in the tourism system but must be translated into operational action individually. This translation 
process yet again emphasizes the importance of actors’ agency in the context of adversities. The 
meaning of each principle is strongly dependent on the actor and the risk to be managed. To 
illustrate this mechanism, we provide an example for the first principle. What does ‘being diverse 
and redundant’ mean for a tour operator? This can entail addressing diverse target groups, catering 
to different source markets, spreading offers over the season or building multiple streams of income.  

Contrary to the rational underpinning generic resilience, in some cases, risk elements (hazards, 
vulnerabilities, exposure) can be clearly designated and causal relationships can be established. 
Consequently, entry points to build destination resilience are primarily found in specified narratives 
of resilience research. These conventional risks are best addressed with risk management practices 
(see outer circle in dark grey) that help to prevent risks (e.g., coastal reinforcement, trail marking, 
economic incentives), adapt to and reduce the impacts of existing risks (e.g., land use planning, 
building codes, early warning systems, awareness or education programmes), prepare for risks (e.g., 
planning for emergency shelter sites, evacuation routes, emergency energy and water sources), or 
recover from disasters (e.g., emergency funds). 

Despite the different points of departure and theoretical focuses of SES and DR, an integration of 
specified and general resilience narratives can contribute to the understanding of destination 
resilience. We argue that the integration of both narratives into daily tourism practice might be a 
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fruitful addition to the discussion on destination resilience, allowing for the ability to address known 
risks immediately and effectively without losing sight of novel and systemic risks. 

5. Conclusion  
This contribution set out to gain a better understanding of the conceptualization of destination 
resilience. Through a conceptually driven literature review, it becomes evident that resilience within 
the destination context has been conceptualized differently across various research traditions 
leading to an incoherent usage of key terms and diverse applications depending on the scale of 
analysis and the discipline in which it is studied. We review the origin, meaning and use of resilience 
and map out central conceptual elements associated with epistemologies from different research 
traditions that are then combined in a new model. Our model underscores the importance of framing 
resilience as an agency of tourism actors in a destination and challenges the notion of resilience as 
a static or measurable trait. The innovative link of conceptual elements from SES and DRR 
scholarship illustrated through general and specified resilience narratives demonstrates how a 
combined narrative can foster the ability to respond to a particular risk while also mitigating 
systemic and unforeseen risks. 

Nevertheless, before highlighting the contributions of our research, we must acknowledge that 
conceptual research is subject to certain limitations. The conceptual model was developed through  
the exploration of existing concepts from the literature and their interpretive structuring in a new 
model. Accordingly, the research is not based on empirical data to support the proposed construct. 
We acknowledge that conceptual research is subjective in nature and researchers’ personal biases 
in the interpretation of theoretical baselines and concepts and their reflections in the model cannot 
be ruled out. To validate the constructs proposed in this article we have develop operational 
strategies from the conceptual model introduced herein that allow for the assessment of destination 
resilience. This proposed assessment methodology was empirically tested in three case studies in 
an affiliated research project (see Eckert and Posch, n.y.). The cross-reference between these two 
studies therefore allows for conclusions about the generalizability of the model and provides 
insights if the model holds true in specific destination contexts or under varying conditions. Lastly, 
we acknowledge that resilience is a highly dynamic and steadily evolving concept and that our 
conceptual research can only provide insights that reflect the past debate on the topic. Nevertheless, 
we want to highlight the advantages of employing a conceptual research approach for structuring a 
multidisciplinary debate and for laying the groundwork for further exploration. On that note, the 
presented reflections about the conceptual background of resilience and the resultant ‘Destination 
Resilience Model’ conceptually advances the resilience debate in tourism studies by: 

1) tracing narratives for the conceptualization and operationalization of destination resilience 
in different research disciplines and their underlying paradigms 

2) identifying the value of an actor-centered perspective 
3) reflecting the dynamic nature of resilience and the (mis)use of measurement approaches in 

tourism destinations; 
4) presenting a conceptual model that integrates resilience concepts from different 

epistemologies in two disciplinary traditions to offer analytical leverage for better 
understanding destination resilience; 
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By providing conceptual clarity on the key terms and elements associated with resilience, we 
demonstrate how the integration of generic and specified narratives of resilience can enhance the 
comprehension of destination resilience, accounting for its complexities and ever-evolving 
dynamics. In the face of an increasing prevalence of complex and interconnected risks, 
understanding resilience will become a key skill for destination researchers and managers in the 
future as it enables them to effectively respond to future changes and navigate uncertainties (Hall 
et al., 2023). By adopting an actor-centered and agency-oriented perspective, our model focuses on 
how destinations can be equipped with capacities to take actions to better cope with adversity and 
develop strategic risk management approaches, particularly in the face of climate change-related 
challenges. Our research supports the shift from static approaches and reactive risk management 
towards holistic resilience thinking that allows to strategically address a wide range of risks. 

Building upon our framework, future research endeavors could focus on deriving an assessment 
methodology that aligns with an agency-based and actor-oriented understanding of resilience. To 
bridge the gap between conceptualization and operationalization, assessment methodologies that 
are applicable to a broad spectrum of spatial scales, destination types and risk profiles thereby 
breaking down the concept of resilience to smaller scale realities are needed. Recognizing the 
inherent challenges in measuring resilience, such an approach should be contextual, participatory, 
and dynamic, accounting for the adaptive and complex nature of the concept. Additionally, further 
investigation is necessary to conduct a detailed review of the generic resilience principles and their 
operationalization. In this vein, future studies could explore the integration of strategies to manage 
systemic risks alongside conventional risks, as part of resilience-building actions.  

Our contribution advances the discourse surrounding destination resilience by critically examining 
the unit and scope of analysis in destination resilience studies and questioning prevailing approaches 
that seek to measure the resilience of specific destinations. Instead, we argue for a greater emphasis 
on understanding the factors that promote resilient action. After all, the central goal is to foster a 
comprehensive understanding that encompasses the multifaceted nature of resilience by creating 
awareness, ownership, and responsibilities to enhance destination resilience in the long run instead 
of reducing resilience to a mere number.  
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Abstract 

Tourism destinations are increasingly confronted with complex, multifaceted and interconnected 

risks. Building resilience is an important step to address these risks and achieve sustainable 

development. While global frameworks serve a guiding function, the dynamic and adaptive nature 

of resilience requires innovative and transformative approaches that support the operationalisation 

of these socio-political goals on a local level. This chapter introduces a destination resilience 

assessment methodology that uses a transdisciplinary research (TDR) approach to guide a process-

oriented, locally contextualised and participatory resilience assessment. Drawing on evidence from 

three case study destinations in the Dominican Republic, Namibia and Sri Lanka, this study explores 

how TDR can give meaning to resilience building initiatives on a destination level. It advances 

resilience building from a practical and conceptual viewpoint by exploring the underlying 

conceptualisations of sustainability and resilience, by integrating system, target and transformative 

knowledge into the assessment and by critically reflecting potentials and limitations of using TDR 

for developing a locally meaningful resilience building strategy. 

Keywords 

Resilience, tourism destination, transdisciplinary research, sustainability, risk  
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1. Introduction  

In the light of increasingly turbulent, complex and globally interconnected challenges such as those 

posed by climate change, global financial crises, geopolitical fallouts, biodiversity loss, or 

environmental pollution (Opitz-Stapleton et al., 2019; Renn et al., 2020), there is a need for 

innovative and transformative approaches that are capable of meeting the challenges of 

sustainable development (Schweizer et al., 2022). Particularly the COVID-19 pandemic has 

demonstrated the long-lasting and wide-ranging impacts for societies, highlighting the need for risk 

awareness to safeguard previous development achievements and to move closer to sustainable 

development goals as set out in global frameworks (Gössling & Higham, 2021). Over time, resilience 

has evolved as a key concept in international policy frameworks, socio-political goal setting and 

development ambitions to address key risks and achieve sustainable development (Reyers et al., 

2022).  

The tourism industry has a particular interest in safeguarding sustainable development 

achievements and minimising the occurrence of risk as it is dependent on intact ecosystems, global 

transportation and business activity as well as socio-cultural exchange. Moreover, tourism often 

takes place in particularly vulnerable spaces such as mountain regions, coastal zones or small island 

states that have an overall higher likelihood of being exposed to extreme natural events or entering 

a disaster situation. Particularly in tourism destinations in the Global South, existing vulnerabilities 

are exacerbated by a more prevailing lack of immediate coping mechanisms and long-term adaptive 

capacities as well as the severity of climate change impacts (Atwii et al., 2022; Scott et al., 2019). In 

recent years, tourism research has decidedly picked up the concept of resilience with a scholarly 

focus on resilience of tourism businesses (e.g., Biggs et al., 2012; Brown et al., 2018; Dahles & 

Susilowati, 2015; Ntounis et al., 2022), tourism-dependent communities (e.g., Bec et al., 2016; 

Cheer et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2020; Lew et al., 2016) and tourism destinations (e.g., Amore et al., 

2018; Becken, 2013; Calgaro et al., 2014). The latter are of particular research interest for resilience 

building as they not only tie tourism actors together as a central entity in which the tourism product 

is delivered, they also represent the scale where management action takes effect and where 

interdependent risks are most evident (Gössling & Higham, 2021). 

Normative and superordinate concepts of sustainability and resilience used in global frameworks 

serve a guiding function but ultimately need to be broken down to smaller spatial scales and 

contexts to become operationalisable. To this end, employing sustainability and resilience 

assessments as a means to bridge the divide between global frameworks and local realities has 

become a widely adopted practice. Nevertheless, particularly at destination scale, notions, 

conceptualisations, and operationalisations of resilience assessments often remain unclear and 

existing studies fall short of clearly positioning themselves in the resilience debate (Posch et al., 

2023). In this chapter, we argue that while traditional assessments can be a valuable tool for 

measuring and promoting sustainability, the fundamental differences inherent to the concepts of 

sustainability and resilience call for a more dynamic and process-oriented assessment approach for 

the latter. The ability to effectively address risks will increasingly become a key skill for destination 

managers which is why operationalizing the concept of resilience with an agency-centred approach 

instead of static measurement will add value to destination development by translating concepts 

into locally relevant and actionable measures. In the pursue of addressing the dynamic nature of 

resilience, we challenge traditional approaches by drawing on transdisciplinary research (TDR). TDR 

is particularly suitable for addressing real-world problems and supporting the transformation 
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toward sustainable development (Sarkki et al., 2013). Moreover, TDR is characterised by its strong 

emphasis on context and participation and thus offers high potential for addressing resilience in a 

reflexive and integrative manner. 

The aim of this contribution is to explore how transdisciplinary research can support destinations 

in understanding and addressing risks and making resilience building initiatives meaningful on a 

local level. In addressing this question, we discuss the conceptual baseline of resilience in 

destinations to achieve sustainable development and advance the topic of resilience building from 

a practical as well as conceptual angle by showing how transdisciplinary approaches can be applied 

in destination research. We introduce the value of TDR by drawing on our experiences from case 

studies in three destinations, Ella (Sri Lanka), the Erongo Region (Namibia) and Samaná (Dominican 

Republic). As part of a development cooperation project, these three specific destinations were 

chosen within the project countries based on their diverse risk profiles and the types of tourism 

they primarily cater to. 

In Section 2, we begin by introducing the core concepts: sustainability as a normative socio-political 

goal, resilience as a prerequisite for sustainability, and TDR as a means to combine assessing and 

implementing resilient and sustainable development. In Section 3, we introduce the specific TDR 

approach that guided the resilience assessment in our three case study destinations before 

presenting the results of its application in section 4. Lastly, we reflect on our methodology and on 

the potentials of TDR to foster a contextualised application of resilience in destinations in section 5 

and close the chapter with our conclusions. 

 

2. Sustainability, resilience and the complexities of assessment 

2.1. The role of resilience for the transition towards sustainability 

As particularly highlighted through the COVID-19 pandemic and the increased occurrence of 

disasters induced by natural hazards, the concept of risk must play a central role in sustainable 

development. Neglecting the existence of risk and the potential consequences associated with it, 

not only jeopardises previous successes in the area of sustainability but also poses a threat to future 

efforts for sustainable development. Risk management and risk governance of existing and new 

risks should therefore be fully reflected and integrated in decision-making to strengthen sustainable 

development (GIDRM, n.y.; Opitz-Stapleton et al., 2019). 

Resilience has evolved as a key concept to handle the concept of risk and make it operationalisable 

on a broader strategic level. Building resilience is a promising approach to address risk, particularly 

systemic, unforeseen and complex risks. This is why resilience has found broad application over the 

past years and is recognised as a valuable concept to deal with uncertainty and change (Xu et al., 

2015). Although definitions of resilience differ depending on the discipline in which it is studied, a 

widely accepted one in the context of social systems research describes resilience as “the ability of 

individuals, households, communities, cities, institutions, systems and societies to prevent, resist, 

absorb, adapt, respond and recover positively, efficiently and effectively when faced with a wide 

range of risks, while maintaining an acceptable level of functioning and without compromising long-

term prospects for sustainable development, peace and security, human rights and well-being for 

all” (UN, 2020; UN-Habitat, 2021; cf. DKKV & Futouris, 2022). This definition picks up the close link 

between resilience, risk and sustainable development, which acknowledges that understanding risk 
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is a necessary requirement for building resilience in destinations, whereas resilience is a necessary 

prerequisite for sustainable development. 

This close link is also reflected in international policies and frameworks. Post-2015 sustainability 

agendas including the Paris Agreement within the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC, 2015), the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015), and 

the New Urban Agenda (UN-Habitat, 2020) pick up the concept, so do disaster risk frameworks such 

as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR, 2015) or the OCED Disaster Risk 

Reduction Marker (OECD, 2017). 

Despite the merit of these frameworks of placing sustainable goalsetting at the centre of policy and 

governance, the challenges associated with them is that they are global in nature and aspire to be 

fit for universal application (Biermann et al., 2017). They are thus expected to be broken down to 

national and local scale and be adapted to the local context (Biermann et al., 2017). Naturally, this 

task is challenging as achieving the alignment and integration between frameworks such as the 

SDGs, national strategies and local programs is deemed critical for achieving policy coherence 

(Stafford-Smith et al., 2017). This is why making use of ‘assessments’ has become a key tool to 

operationalise normative goals such as sustainability and resilience and bridge the divide between 

global frameworks and local realities. Assessments, which are often characterised by the use of 

indicators, are employed to better understand what overarching frameworks mean locally and to 

guide further developments. Specifically in the context of sustainability, assessments can help to 1) 

give meaning to abstract concepts by breaking down the complexity, 2) inform decision-making by 

assessing impacts, 3) facilitate continuous learning among stakeholders and decision-makers about 

the concepts and 4) indicate pathways forward (Bond et al., 2012; Pope, 2006; Waas et al., 2014).  

When taking a closer look at how sustainability and resilience have been operationalised in tourism, 

specifically at a destination scale, it becomes clear that there is ample knowledge on how to assess 

sustainability (e.g., Ko, 2005; Schianetz et al., 2007; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014), whereas 

examples for resilience assessments in a destination context are scarce (Posch et al., 2023). To 

better understand this discrepancy, we must take a closer look at both concepts and understand 

how they are defined. Resilience and sustainability are often used in similar contexts and the 

differences between are often only perceived as marginal making it difficult to distinguish between 

them (Hall, 2019; Lew et al., 2016). Both concepts are not only closely linked and share several 

characteristics, they even complement each other, yet ultimately are only related and not identical, 

let alone interchangeable (Hall, 2019; Saarinen & Gill, 2019). This becomes particularly evident, 

when zooming into the spatial and temporal scale of sustainability and resilience and when looking 

at the ontology by which research on both concepts is informed. In terms of spatial scale, resilience 

refers to the dynamic handling of shocks and stressors and therefore often operates on a local scale 

whereas sustainability broadens the view to global interdependencies. On a temporal scale, 

resilience thinking attends to shorter and dynamic cycles as the focus is on adaptation to change 

(Lew et al., 2016) whereas sustainability is more static and aims to maintain and conserve resources 

at or above existing levels (Lew et al., 2016; Xu et al., 2015). In line with this, resilience also does 

not conceptually emphasise intergenerational equity (Xu et al., 2015). Additionally, Lew et al. (2016) 

argue that the ontology by which sustainability and resilience research is informed is the substantial 

difference between both concepts. The assumptions about the nature of reality that underlies 

sustainability is based on stability and balance of the environmental, economic and social 
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components embedded within it. Resilience theory, in turn, is founded on the assumption of 

constant change in the face of unpredictable perturbations (Lew et al., 2016). These considerations 

have a direct impact on the tools that are used to assess sustainability and resilience. 

Consequently, given its dynamic nature and the complexities associated with the occurrence of risk, 

using static indicators that measure a trend towards more or less resilience seems counterintuitive. 

The notion that operationalising resilience through a numerical value does not do justice to the 

concept is also repeatedly emphasised in the literature (Posch et al., 2023; Posch et al., 2020; 

Quinlan et al., 2016). 

Likewise, recent research identifies ‘measurement’ as a barrier to making progress in resilience-

centred sustainable development as this static approach returns the emphasis to assets and capitals 

(Reyers et al., 2022). Instead, the authors of the same study advocate for more process-based and 

locally contextualised interventions in the resilience arena (Reyers et al., 2022). In the same vein, 

Quinlan et al. (2016) suggest designing resilience assessment tools that acknowledge uncertainty, 

include participatory activities and account for learning and revisions. These considerations are also 

reflected in a broader call for changes in philosophical, theoretical and methodological orientation 

to gradually bring resilience research and sustainable development together (Reyers et al., 2022). 

Key terms in this endeavour are complexity- and process-orientation as well as the employment of 

systems approaches (Coetzee et al., 2018; Reyers et al., 2022). Resilience in tourism literature is 

still subject to a variety of interpretations not only depending on the disciplinary background 

of the respective researchers but also on the scale of analysis at which it is studied (Posch et 

al., 2023; Posch et al., 2020). Moreover, existing methods and tools often neglect the local 

context and risk perception of destination stakeholders (DKKV & Futouris, 2022).  

We conclude that assessments can be a valuable tool to bridge the gap between normative 

concepts in global frameworks and local realities. However, the differences between sustainability 

and resilience must be acknowledged and traditional assessment approaches for resilience must 

be rethought to effectively use resilience as a tool to support sustainable development.  

 

2.2. Transdisciplinarity to ground research in relevance 

In order to address the challenges associated with using resilience as a catalyst towards sustainable 

development that were outlined in the previous section, holistic approaches and the integration of 

different sets of knowledge from various scientific disciplines as well as collaboration with non-

academic actors is required (Lang et al., 2012; Pärli et al., 2022). The joint production and 

integration of knowledge that engages various stakeholders from practice, industry and academia 

aims at producing applicable and socially robust solutions to address real-world problems and to 

support the transformation towards sustainable development (Belcher et al., 2019; Sarkki et al., 

2013). One approach that has proved promising in this endeavour is the employment of 

transdisciplinary research - a concept which has gained considerable attention in the last two 

decades (Lawrence et al., 2022). TDR is regarded as a reflexive and integrative approach that 

crosses disciplinary boundaries and accounts for context specificity. It aims to solve societal 

problems by including a variety of academic and non-academic actors, integrating knowledge and 

combining different methodologies (Belcher et al., 2016; Lang et al., 2012). Transdisciplinary thus 

questions the “knowledge privilege of science” (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2015, p. 88) and opens the 



7 
 

field for heterarchical ways of knowledge production. TDR approaches have a strong emphasis on 

context and social engagement and are thus particularly suited for addressing inherently complex 

challenges such as those posed by resilience building for sustainable development (Lawrence et al., 

2022). Unlike multidisciplinary research that covers more than one discipline but without 

integration or interdisciplinary research that aims at exchange and integration between disciplines, 

transdisciplinary research leaves the sphere of disciplines by requiring academic and non-academic 

actors to cooperate (Gibbs, 2017; Klein et al., 2001). 

TDR focuses on societally relevant issues in a multi-dimensional, participatory and solution-oriented 

way and sets itself apart by decidedly involving academic actors with different disciplinary 

backgrounds as well as non-academic actors not just as subjects or spectators but as active 

participants (Woltersdorf et al., 2019). Research activities that are embedded within, and closely 

connected to their specific local contexts have a much greater chance of becoming a success story 

and reaching acceptance among the different stakeholders (Thaler et al., 2021). Depending on the 

background and scope of application, TDR is subject to varied definitions and there is no clear, 

widely accepted method for setting up a TDR approach (Lawrence et al., 2022). An idealised TDR 

approach is usually structured along three phases with similar characteristics (Jahn et al., 2012; 

Lang et al., 2012). In the first phase, researchers from different disciplines and non-academic actors 

jointly identify and frame a real-world problem. After identifying a shared problem that is of 

relevance for science and society, the collaborative research team focuses on developing and 

applying methods for co-creating solution-oriented and transferable interventions. In the third 

phase, the produced knowledge is documented, disseminated, and applied into academic and 

societal practice (Lawrence et al., 2022; Woltersdorf et al., 2019). Ideally this new knowledge 

contributes to both “the exploration of new options for solving societal problems” and “the 

development of interdisciplinary approaches, methods, and general insights related to the problem 

field” (Lang et al., 2012, p. 27). 

A TDR approach recognises the need for producing and using different forms of knowledge. In this 

context, knowledge is often divided into three forms: systems, target, and transformation 

knowledge (Pohl & Hadorn Hirsch, 2008). System knowledge is essential to describe and understand 

the origin, structure and development of a given problem (Pärli et al., 2022). Target or orientation 

knowledge addresses the questions that relate to the preferred future or outcome of real-world 

problems based on societal goals, beliefs, and values of actors (Woltersdorf et al., 2019). 

Transformation knowledge is essential to identify or develop ways and means to transform existing 

conditions and to achieve common goals while taking established technologies, regulations, 

practices and power relations into account (Pohl & Hadorn Hirsch, 2007). As societal and 

environmental challenges become increasingly complex and interconnected, such as climate 

change and pandemics, TDR has shown its potential in terms of producing knowledge and 

developing solutions (Lawrence et al., 2022). Summarising, TDR emphasises the need to 1) 

contribute to societally relevant problems that trigger scientific research questions; 2) enable 

mutual learning by engaging academic and non-academic actors in the research process; and 3) 

develop knowledge that enables change and solves real-world problems (Belcher et al., 2016; Lang 

et al., 2012; Pohl & Hadorn Hirsch, 2007). 
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In tourism studies, TDR has received less attention and application compared to other disciplines. 

An explanation for this might be the overall debate about the disciplinary status of tourism studies 

altogether, which is still a contested topic (Volgger & Pechlaner, 2015). Picking up the notion that 

tourism studies is not a discipline, famously coined by calling tourism an “indiscipline” (Tribe, 1997, 

p. 639), tourism has rather developed as an interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary field that is 

heavily informed by economy, sociology, psychology, geography and environmental studies 

(Correia & Kozak, 2022). In tourism studies, knowledge production that is centred around theories 

and concepts is associated with multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches, while knowledge 

production that is very close to practice is associated with transdisciplinary approaches (Tribe, 

1997; Volgger & Pechlaner, 2015). Principles of transdisciplinary research surface in tourism 

literature in studies that address destination design (Volgger et al., 2021) which also revolves 

around addressing issues in increasingly complex destination environments in a participatory and 

actor-centred manner. Although scarce and not necessarily following similar characteristics, 

examples for the employment of transdisciplinary research approaches in a tourism context can be 

found regarding the analysis of risk, exposure and vulnerability in a cultural heritage context 

(Martins et al., 2021), sustainable rural tourism development (Arbogast et al., 2020) or climate 

change in winter sport destinations (Pröbstl et al., 2008). 

3. Conceptual baseline and methodology for resilience assessment 

While resilience has evolved as valuable concept to deal with risks and uncertainty, it has not been 

easy to translate conceptual ideas into locally applicable solutions. Answering the call for more 

process-based, locally contextualised and complexity-oriented approaches to resilience for 

sustainable development (cf. Section 2.1), we introduce a new assessment methodology rooted in 

TDR principles to address the complexities and dynamics associated with the occurrence of risk and 

support long-term resilience building for destinations. The TDR approach chosen for this 

assessment guides the analysis of risk-informed and resilient strategies and their subsequent 

application. In this section, we first present and integrate key aspects of risk and resilience in 

destinations. We then translate the conceptual baseline into five steps for building resilience and 

link them to the knowledge spheres of TDR. Lastly, we introduce the methods applied in the case 

study destinations. 

Understanding risks is a necessary requirement for building resilience whereas resilience and risk-

informed decision-making is a necessary prerequisite for sustainable development (Opitz-Stapleton 

et al., 2019; UNDP, 2021). The key conceptual ideas to understand destination resilience include 

the concept of tourism systems and the concept of risk and its components (cf. DKKV & Futouris, 

2022). Based on a socio-ecological systems lens, destinations are conceptualised as networks of 

related public and private organisations that are connected through a web of social linkages (Baggio 

& Cooper, 2010; Jovicic, 2016; Nunkoo, 2017). Actors and stakeholders on different functional 

levels within this systemic structure jointly provide the tourism product. Building on the concept of 

risk as in the IPCC Sixth Assessment Report (IPCC, 2022; Reisinger et al., 2020), we define risk as the 

potential for negative outcomes, impacts or consequences where something of value is at stake 

and where the occurrence and degree of an outcome is uncertain. Sources of risk not only include 

natural hazards but can be of natural, anthropogenic/human-made or socio-natural origin. They 

include any type of sudden shock event (landslide, earthquake, terrorist attack) and slow-onset 

stressors (biodiversity loss, drought). Risk drivers are underlying physical, social, economic or 
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environmental factors that accelerate risk by influencing sources of risk, vulnerability and exposure 

(UNDRR & United Nations General Assembly, 2016). We distinguish between different dimensions 

of adverse impacts for a destination that include but are not restricted to impacts on human lives 

(i.e., safety, loss of lives, health), economy (i.e., loss of income, loss of employment opportunities, 

worker migration to other sectors), environment (i.e., loss of natural attractions, environmental 

degradation, loss of resources), destination image (i.e., reputation, competitiveness), built 

environment and infrastructure, and on community wellbeing (Becken et al., 2019; OECD, 2017; 

UNISDR, 2015). In that context, we draw on the definition of resilience as the overall ability of 

people in a destination (e.g. service providers, institutions, organisations) to deal with different risks 

while maintaining an acceptable level of functioning of the tourism system without compromising 

long-term prospects for sustainable development (cf. Section 2.1; DKKV & Futouris, 2022). Avoiding 

these adverse impacts requires the development of actions. Instead of relying on the traditional 

understanding of developing ‘recommended actions’ to address a certain risk, we prefer to broaden 

the term to ‘options for action’. For one, resilience building intentions can contradict aims of 

sustainable development and moreover the complexity of building resilience in multi-layered 

systems almost never requires imperative and exclusively valid recommended actions. Instead, the 

intention should be to display the variety of pathways and evaluate the most feasible, practical and 

realistic solution among them. This is why factors that enable or hinder actors’ ability (access to 

assets or capital) or willingness (individual values, norms, believes) to take action is also accounted 

for in the assessment methodology. 

To break down the complexity and make the conceptual elements explained above more 

operational, we translated the conceptual baseline into a resilience assessment methodology with 

five steps that also reflect the different spheres of knowledge in TDR. System knowledge provides 

an understanding of the socio-ecological system (e.g., the tourism destination), a problem’s origin 

and underlying dynamics (e.g., sources of risk, risk drivers); target knowledge describes the 

preferred future and desired goals, underlying needs, and interests of tourism actors in a 

destination (e.g., actor preferences and priorities); transformation or action knowledge investigates 

how the identified problems can be addressed (e.g., underlying barriers and strategies) and how to 

make the transition from knowledge into action (Hirsch Hadorn & Jäger, 2008). In the resilience 

assessment methodology we propose, the three forms of knowledge are linked to the questions 

that address each of the five steps (table 1): (1) describing the tourism system (identifying actors 

and assets, examining destination characteristics), (2) understanding sources of risk (hazards or 

threats of natural, anthropogenic, or socio-natural origin) and underlying risk drivers (factors 

influencing vulnerability and exposure), (3) feasible and relevant options for action to address risks 

and build resilience, (4) barriers and enablers to implement identified actions, (5) development of 

a strategy, identification of responsibilities (cf. DKKV & Futouris, 2022).  
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Table 1: The five steps, related conceptual elements, key questions and knowledge types involved, and applied methods  

Methodological 
step 

Conceptual elements 
covered in the related 
step 

Key questions and knowledge types involved (S, T, A)1 Methods2 

Step 1 Tourism system • What is the geographical scale of the destination of interest? (S) 

• Who are the main actors involved in the creation and delivery of the tourism 
product offered in the destination? (S) 

• What elements compromise and describe the destination? (S) 

Literature review (DR, 
N, SL) 
Survey (N) 
Focus groups (SL) 

Step 2 Sources of risk • Who or what is at risk (exposure) from what (sources of risk) and why 
(vulnerabilities)? (S) 

• How do the identified risks affect tourism? (S) 

Literature review (DR, 
N, SL) 
Stakeholder workshops 
(DR, N, SL) 
Focus groups (SL) 

Risk drivers • What are underlying risk drivers that increase risk? (S) 

Step 3 Options for action  • What options for action to respond to these risks are available and desired by 
tourism actors? (T) 

Stakeholder workshop 
(DR, N, SL) 

Step 4 Barriers and enablers • What are barriers and enablers to taking resilient action? (A) 

• Which options for action are feasible? (A) 

Stakeholder workshop 
(DR) 
Survey (N, SL) 
 

Priorities • How do local actor prioritise options for action to respond to risks? (T) 

Step 5 Strategy • How can identified barriers be overcome? (A) 

• How can the identified actions be translated into a strategy? (A) 

Stakeholder workshop 
(DR, N, SL) 
 Responsibilities • Who is responsible for the implementation of selected actions for building 

resilience? (A) 

 

 

 

 
1 S = system knowledge, T = target knowledge, A = transformative or action knowledge [based on Messerli and Messerli (2008)]. 
2 DR = Dominican Republic; N = Namibia; SL = Sri Lanka. 
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A central principle of TDR is bringing academic and non-academic actors to one table to find 

solutions for real-world problems. The methodological 5-step approach picks up these TDR 

principles throughout and suggest methods that allow for the co-creation of knowledge. In each 

case study the same research design based on the conceptual framework was employed with slight 

variations in choice of method for each step (see right column table 1). The assessment 

methodology presented herein has been implemented in three destinations, namely the mountain 

town Ella in Sri Lanka, the Erongo Region in Namibia and the Samaná peninsula in the Dominican 

Republic (figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Overview of case study destinations (cartography: Veronika Gerbl) 

The three destinations represent case studies at different scales including regional, provincial and 

local level. In each destination a local project team was responsible for the implementation of the 

resilience assessment. While the exact composition of the project teams was slightly different in 

each destination, they all consisted of academic and non-academic actors including natural and 

social scientists (e.g., economics, tourism studies, environmental studies, geography etc.), local 

tourism authorities or tourism board members and NGOs. As described in section 2.2 

transdisciplinary research approaches require the employment of participatory methods that allow 

for the involvement of relevant stakeholders. Table 2 provides an overview of methods applied in 

the case study destinations. Participants of the stakeholder workshops included institutional actors 

(government, ministries), destination management organisations, tourism businesses (e.g., 

accommodation providers, tour operators, transport services), local NGOs and representatives 

from academia. The stakeholder workshops as well as all other formats such as focus groups and 

surveys were documented via reports, transcripts or statistical data and fed into the analysis. 

Table 2: Overview of methods from case studies 

 Focus group Stakeholder 
workshop 1  

Stakeholder 
workshop 2 

Survey 

Namibia - n=50 n=25 n=20; n=25 

Dominican 
Republic 

- n=28 n=34 - 

Sri Lanka n=9; n=4 n=33 n=32 n=50  
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4. Results from the case studies based on TDR  

As evident from table 1, the methodological steps and conceptual elements that form part of the 

resilience assessment can be linked to the knowledge types that are used in TDR research. In the 

following section we map out the results from the resilience assessment in each destination and 

illustrate how the results can be linked to the different types of knowledge. After looking at each 

destination context and the identified risks, we report how the challenges in each destination were 

addressed and focus on the process of how they were translated into a resilience building strategy. 

In terms of system knowledge, firstly, the tourism system of each destination including different 

geographical scales, actors and assets (e. g. natural and built environment, attractions, visitor 

markets), and their defining characteristics (e.g., socio-economic, environmental, institutional 

aspects) were analysed. Secondly, an understanding of risks for destinations was obtained based 

on the methods described in section 3. The resultant destination context and risk profiles are now 

shortly summarised for each case study destination: 

• Samaná province, Dominican Republic – The peninsula Samaná is located in the Cibao 

Nordeste region and is known for its biodiversity and scenic landscapes. The destination 

decidedly differs from other tourism offers in the Dominican Republic such as Punta Cana 

by offering nature-based and adventure tourism with activities centring around national 

parks, snorkelling, whale observation and classic sun and beach tourism. The destination is 

particularly popular among individual travellers. Key risks in Samaná province include 

hurricanes and tropical storms, coastal erosion, vector-borne diseases, biodiversity loss, 

infrastructure safety and overdependence on tourism.  

• Ella, Sri Lanka – Ella is a mountain destination located in the central mountain range of Sri 

Lanka. The destination assets include a famous railway track, mountain peaks, forests, tea 

plantations and a scenic village. The cooler climate and accessibility by train make it 

particularly popular for roundtrips by individual travellers. Main risks for Ella include 

landslides, soil erosion, extreme precipitation events, forest fires, water contamination, 

political instability and working capital issues. 

• Erongo Region, Namibia – In Namibia, the Erongo Region surrounding the city of 

Swakopmund was chosen as a unit of analysis. It is one of the key destinations in the country 

and contributes significantly to foreign currency generation and employment. The region is 

named after the famous Erongo mountain range and is known for its historical architecture 

and its unique landscape including natural characteristics such as mountains, dunes and 

beaches on the Atlantic Ocean coastline. The main risks in the Erongo Region include floods, 

droughts, coastal erosion, biodiversity loss, mismanagement of natural resources, road 

safety and crime. 

Underlying factors that influence exposure, hazards or vulnerability were identified for each risk in 

the destinations. Commonly described risk drivers across all destinations included lack of 

regulations and building codes, poor design and construction of buildings, lack of monitoring and 

early warning systems, missing implementation of management frameworks, poor environmental 

management, overconsumption of natural resources, climate change, poverty, inequality, 

migration, unregulated land use planning and dependence on tourism as a single livelihood. 

In terms of target knowledge, the academic and non-academic stakeholders in each destination 

identified desirable options for action to address different risks (i.e., preferences and priorities). 
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Options for action were categorised in general resilience building strategies (e.g., reduction of 

overall dependencies/diversification, strengthening of social networks) and destination-

specific/risk-specific resilience building actions (e.g., mangrove reforestation for coastal protection, 

signposting for evacuation routes). By employing surveys in which destination stakeholders could 

indicate their preferences and priorities for options for action and indicate barriers for achieving 

them, feasible, realistic and agreed-upon action could be identified for each destination. 

This last step is closely linked to the transformative knowledge that looks at how existing conditions 

can be transformed to achieve common goals. To develop a realistic way forward, barriers to 

pursuing identified options for action must be identified and recognised as such. Commonly 

identified barriers from the destination samples were lack of adequate skills, awareness and 

knowledge of risk management and sustainable tourism planning, access to financial resources, 

assess to social networks, lack of proactive action from authorities, time constraints for process of 

approval/permit, lack of sense of usefulness of proposed actions and lack of willingness due to 

personal belief. In a final workshop the local project teams discussed the identified barriers with 

stakeholders and developed ideas and solutions to overcome them. Moreover, the identified 

options for action were translated into destination strategies and responsibilities for 

implementation were assigned. The destination stakeholders from Samaná, Dominican Republic 

formed a trans-sectoral resilience roundtable. Relevant actors of the three governance levels in the 

province (central, provincial and municipal) as well as NGOs, the community and the private sector 

are represented in the panel. They oversee the further implementation of the strategy, take 

relevant decisions and monitor the future progress. Namibia and Sri Lanka adopted similar 

approaches and reported high levels of motivation, engagement and ownership by stakeholders 

due to their involvement in the entire assessment process. 

 

5. Potentials and limitations of TDR for making resilient and sustainable 

development locally meaningful 

This study highlights that employing a TDR approach for resilience assessment at destination scale 

proves expedient and that it offers a variety of potentials to address the characteristics of the 

resilience concept while allowing for the development of readily-applicable results and strategies 

on the ground. In this section we discuss who should be involved in a resilience assessment, how it 

should be approached from a methods standpoint, and which merits the approach offers for the 

content and the process of the assessment itself. 

Prayag (2018) states that the “resilience of a destination is often a matter of the resilience of its 

constituents” (p. 134), which is a notion further assured by Amore et al. (2018) stating that “the 

resilience of individuals, organisations, and other stakeholders, as well as resilience of subsystems, 

will be key determinants of the resilience of the system as a whole, together with the structure of 

the system” (p. 240). In line with this actor-oriented framing of resilience (Posch et al., 2020), we 

want to highlight the importance of international, but locally rooted, cross-sectoral partnerships in 

research. Following this scheme, a diverse and interdisciplinary research team was assembled in 

each case study destination. The fact that the members of each team were local residents and not 

external researchers or consultants also proved useful for engaging destination/local stakeholders 

for the participatory formats of the assessment as the social networks of the team members in the 

respective destination facilitated the invitation of very heterogenous stakeholders. A decisive 
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advantage of our approach is the strengthening of the self-reliance of the destination without 

influence from external agents that allows for the development of strategies in the destination for 

the destination. External agents can be restricted in developing and implementing effective policies 

due to their limited knowledge of the local tourism system, contact with community members or 

expertise in coordinating stakeholders (Moscardo, 2011). Long-term capacity building, awareness 

creation and ownership of proposed solution is more likely to occur if assessments are conducted 

by local project teams and if local community members are active players in the development 

processes. Research that is informed by local needs and dedicated to better understanding the local 

context supports the development of sustainable and resilient solutions. The broad involvement of 

destination stakeholders and non-governmental organisations in all three destinations allowed for 

the development of strategies that were commonly agreed upon and deemed feasible by the 

actors. Linking research to practice calls for strong partnerships between academic and non-

academic actors (Gill et al., 2021). However, establishing equal partnerships takes time and requires 

sufficient resources and commitment from all parties involved. This is often not recognised by 

existing funding schemes, tight project schedules and short project lifecycles. Moreover, roles and 

responsibilities need to be clarified – a time-consuming process when various actors with different 

backgrounds are involved. 

In terms of methods, merits for the employment of participatory techniques have been extensively 

elucidated in the sustainable tourism and resilience literature (Eckert, 2022; Islam et al., 2021; 

Quinlan et al., 2016; Sellberg et al., 2021; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). This is why the 

methods that were employed in our resilience assessment methodology very much focused on 

enabling exchange, sharing ideas and collecting information, opinions and attitudes from relevant 

stakeholders. Particularly the stakeholder workshops that were carried out as part of the 

assessments employed a variety of creative and innovative techniques and tools to facilitate 

exchange among participants and enable the organic emergence of knowledge and new ideas. The 

intention was to capture input and ideas from those planning and carrying out tourism activities as 

well as those ultimately affected by tourism development. To further foster this, all stakeholder 

workshops were held in local language and conducted by local facilitators. This proved to be 

essential as understanding and communicating the meaning behind terms and the technical 

language particularly associated with the concepts surrounding the term ‘risk’ also vary greatly 

across different languages (Cannon & Schipper, 2014). Different cultural backgrounds and belief 

systems influence our understanding of risk, resilience and sustainability. Hence, reflection on one's 

own positionality is important, as well as understanding what it means to be involved in North-

South research cooperations (Gill et al., 2021). In terms of content of the resilience assessment 

itself, the composition of the stakeholder groups and the methods employed resulted in two 

decisive benefits for the overall quality and usefulness of the assessment. One of the greatest 

difficulties for effective resilience and sustainability assessments is still limited data availability 

(O'Mahony et al., 2009; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). However, this lack of formally collected 

and monitored data on sustainability, risk and disaster does not imply a lacking sense of 

understanding risk and its management. The focus groups and the stakeholder workshops 

conducted in the case study destination produced vast amounts of knowledge and information on 

risk drivers, risk impact chains and respective effects on the communities, tourism businesses and 

the handling of those risks (cf. DKKV & Futouris, 2022). These observations are in line with existing 

research that suggests that specific local knowledge and the incorporation of stakeholders from the 

third sector has long not been formally recognised in tourism planning and development but is now 
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increasingly acknowledged as an added value, specifically in a disaster context (Brito et al., 2011; 

Chan et al., 2021; Orchiston & Higham, 2016).  

In terms of process, structuring the assessment along the three knowledge types identified in TDR 

proved to be very useful in guiding not only the process but also the actors. The steps related to 

system knowledge established a solid foundation of destination and risk knowledge for the 

destination and allowed actors to better map the different stakeholders in the system and their 

functions as well as gaining a structured understanding of risks for the destination. Building a 

preferred future of out the available options for action by indicating preferences and priorities 

allowed for the development of realistic and feasible solutions that are supported by destination 

stakeholders. Lastly, inquiries related to transformative knowledge supported the transition from 

knowledge into action through the development of long-term strategies. The merit of the 

transdisciplinary approach employed in this study can therefore be clearly traced to its contribution 

to and integration of different forms of knowledge. We conclude that effective resilience building 

strategies must refrain from one-size-fits-all approaches, need to integrate the specific destination 

context, its risk profile and local priorities. Building on the principles of genuine participation and 

local expertise, this approach ensures solutions tailored to local context. 

Lastly, in line with the importance of context-specificity, another added value in the proof of this 

approach was its parallel implementation in three destinations across three continents. As tourism 

research is mostly place-based and cross-country analyses are scarce (Correia & Kozak, 2022), this 

study offers high potential for comparison and generalisation of results due to the application of 

the methodology across different contexts. The assessment methodology allows for a high degree 

of flexibility in terms of scale of the unit under investigation, by covering a broad spectrum of types 

of destinations and by allowing for the analysis of very diverse risk profiles. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study serves as an important baseline for further studies in the field of resilience building in 

destinations by highlighting innovative practices for using resilience as a catalyst towards 

sustainable development. Starting with the reflection that normative and superordinate global 

frameworks for sustainability and resilience act as an important guideline but need to be made 

operational for smaller scale realities, we introduce ‘assessments’ as a tool to bridge this divide. 

However, when looking at the conceptual links between sustainability, resilience and risk, it 

becomes evident that there are fundamental differences between the concepts that must be 

translated to the tools with which sustainability and resilience are assessed. Unlike the stable and 

balanced notion of sustainability, resilience must account for constant change and unpredictability 

which calls for innovative and dynamic approaches. Challenging previous methodological 

orientations (cf. Reyers et al., 2022) for resilience research, we analyse how TDR can be applied in 

the destination and resilience context. TDR is described as a reflexive approach that considers 

context and participation to address complex challenges and real-world problems. Advancing the 

topic of TDR in destinations, which has received very little attention in tourism research so far, we 

translate the elements of our conceptual baseline into five steps for building resilience that also 

reflect the three TDR knowledge types. We add to the theoretical understanding by innovatively 

merging knowledge from disaster risk reduction and sustainable tourism to map out a new and 

creative assessment methodology that is process-oriented, participatory, adaptive, feasible and 
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allows for the integration local knowledge. On a practical note, we introduce three case study 

destinations and illustrates the process, methods and results of the resilience assessment in each 

destination. Lastly, the study critically reflects on the potentials and limitations of TDR in a resilience 

building context. The study shows that the resilience assessment methodology is very flexible and 

that it is applicable to a broad spectrum of spatial scales, destination types and contexts as well as 

risk profiles. The results obtained pose several implications for destination managers and policy 

makers in that they highlight the critical role of risk-specificity and destination-specificity for 

resilience building in destinations and strengthens the idea that dynamic, process-oriented and 

participatory approaches are key. In the future, greater efforts are needed to ensure that global 

framework still act as guiding principles but are broken down to local realities to translate intentions 

into action. The assessment methodology introduced in this study could be applied in further 

destination contexts to validate its potentials and limitations. Moreover, studies on the 

effectiveness of the proposed methodology and the long-term effects in the destinations would be 

an interesting topic for further research. 

Relevance for future destination development: 

In the face of the increasing occurrence of risk induced by global developments such as climate 

change, addressing risk will increasingly become a key skill for destination managers. In this 

chapter, we advocate for bridging the divide between normative concepts translated into global 

frameworks and local realities. By introduction an assessment methodology that is based on 

principles of transdisciplinary research (TDR), we make the resilience concept applicable to local 

contexts and foster destination-specific approaches. We believe that employing the proposed 

framework and basing the assessment on principles from TDR allows for the development of 

actionable measures to build resilience against unknown and unforeseen risks as well as specific 

risks identified in the assessment. 
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