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1. Introduction 
 
The activities included within the so-called tourism sector have 

played an important role in economic and social 

development around the world (Martín, Salinas, & 

Rodríguez, 2019). Many regions in developed as well as in 

developing countries have made this industry the main pillar 

of their development strategy, thus being responsible for a 

large part of the creation of employment and wealth (Guaita, 

Martín, Salinas, & Mogorrón-Guerrero, 2019). In fact, in 

some countries, tourism has reached an important level 

similar to that of other sectors that had traditionally been the 

driving force behind their development model (Mendola & 

Volo, 2017; UNWTO, 2018). Forecasts only confirm this 

reality: tourism will be one of the fastest growing activities at 

the international level (Gómez-Vega & Picazo-Tadeo, 2019), 

and it will play an increasingly important role in the 

economic growth and social development of a large group of 

developing countries (Joshi, Poudyal, & Larson, 2017). In 

developed countries, the growing tourist activity continues to 

provide wealth and employment in a situation where jobs are 

being lost as a result of deindustrialization, the relocation of 

activities, and the decrease in competitiveness of the 

agricultural sector (Martín, Salinas, Rodríguez, & Jiménez, 

2017). Therefore, the benefits of this activity extend to 



 

countries and regions of diverse profiles in the process of 

development or in productive reconversion. This sector is one 

whose capacity to promote growth and generate employment 

is beyond any doubt (Gómez & Barrón, 2019). 

Notwithstanding the above and bearing in mind the 

prominent role of the tourism industry in the process of 

economic recovery after the crisis that began in 2007, a 

growing feeling of rejection toward tourism has emerged in 

many countries, the so-called “tourism-phobia” (Martín, 

Guaita, & Salinas, 2018). This is accounted for by the fact that, 

in addition to the positive benefits mentioned above 

associated with the generation of employment and wealth, 

tourism generates other less positive interactions. The 

development of the tourist activity and, above all, the 

continuous growth of the flows of visitors, derives in 

environmental, socio-cultural, and economic changes in the 

environment in which the activity takes place (Lee, 2013). 

These changes, some of which are beneficial and others not so 

much, undoubtedly affect the lives of the citizens of the 

destination. The support of the host community will be 

conditioned by the type of changes that are generated, the way 

in which they evolve, and the perception that the local 

population has of them. It is precisely the support of the 

local population and its participation in the process of 

tourism development that are key factors in ensuring the 

success and sustainability of the tourism industry in any 

destination (Gursoy, Chi, & Dyer, 2010). 

If the above is assumed to be true, it is taken for 

granted that the success of a destination, its long-term 

sustainability, and, therefore, its competitiveness are 

conditioned by the social support of the activity, which, in 

turn, derives from the impacts it causes on local 

communities. The conceptualization and measurement of 

competitiveness in the tourism sector has generated 

controversy and lack of agreement as a consequence of the 

complexity of the concept and the heterogeneous 
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dimensions that integrate it (Abreu-Novais, Ruhanen, & 

Arcodia, 2018; Salinas, Serdeira, Martín, & Rodríguez, 2020). 

In this chapter, we reflect on the importance of considering 

social sustainability as part of the concept of tourism 

competitiveness, something that has often been overlooked. 

What is more, social sustainability is not recognized 

explicitly and with sufficient emphasis as a determining 

factor for the long-term sustainability of destinations. The 

World Tourism Organization encapsulates tourism 

sustainability in seven dimensions: tourism seasonality, 

leakages, employment, tourism as a contributor to nature 

conservation, community and destination economic benefits, 

tourism and poverty alleviation, and competitiveness of 

tourism businesses (Qiu, Fan, Lyu, Lin, & Jenkins, 2018). In 

this classification, the social perspective is associated only with 

factors related to the generation of wealth and employment for 

local communities. This results in an incomplete picture that 

leaves out the real complexity of the social interactions 

between tourism and the local communities. The analysis and 

discussion of the social perspective of tourism competitiveness 

is limited in academic literature as well. 

Specifically, through a review of the academic literature, 

this chapter tries to answer the following two research 

questions: 

 

RQ1: Is social sustainability part of the analysis of tourism 

competitiveness? 

RQ2: What is the importance of social sustainability for 

tourist destinations? 

 

The following sections will detail the effects that tourism 

activity generates on local communities. We will reflect on 

how these effects influence citizen support for tourism 

development, and how this lack of support can condition the 

success of the destination. In addition, the way in which 

different approaches to measuring competitiveness have 



 

addressed the social perspective will be presented. Doing so 

will provide a comprehensive overview of the problem of social 

sustainability, which can undermine the competitiveness of 

certain tourist destinations and limit their success if ignored 

from the public agenda. 
 
 

2. Challenges Arising from the Growth of Tourist 

Activity 
 

The above-mentioned feeling of rejection toward the tourist 

activity has not been fully explained. This type of rejection 

may result from a large increase in the number of tourists 

arriving at certain destinations, the development of new 

models of tourism organization, and the lack of public 

planning and regulation (Martín, Ostos, & Salinas, 2019). The 

situation in some European cities is complicated and the 

outlook is not positive at all. Such is the case of 

Barcelona, Berlin, London, Amsterdam, Venice, Rome, or 

Florence. In Barcelona, which ranks third in Europe in terms 

of tourist attraction, 59.9% of citizens believe that the city 

has reached its limit in terms of carrying capacity 

(Ayuntamiento de Barcelona, 2018), a percentage that five 

years earlier stood at 25%. In Venice, the pressure exerted 

by tourism is so intense that the term “Venice Syndrome” 

had to be coined. This term refers to the depopulation of 

the center of tourist destinations and an increase in the price 

of housing, phenomena developed in parallel with 

overtourism (Milano, 2017). The previous cases represent two 

examples out of many that could be discussed. This is the 

outcome of decades of pro-growth strategies being pushed 

by the public sector, which have been reinforced by the 

consolidation of low-cost airlines and the expansion of new 

collaborative economy models (Dredge, Gyimóthy, Birkbak, 

Jensen, & Madsen, 2016; Martín, 2019; Martín, Rodríguez, 

Zermeño, & Salinas, 2018). 

It is difficult to determine accurately the volume of 

tourists arriving at the main tourist destinations, as official 
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statistics tend to collect only data on tourists staying in 

hotels. This complicates the monitoring of the problem and 

its diagnosis since tourists staying in unregulated 

establishments, tourist apartments, or the homes of friends 

or relatives are not accounted for (Martín, Rodríguez, et al., 

2018). This unaccounted number of visitors, besides being 

large, is growing faster than that associated with the 

traditional supply of accommodation. For example, in the 

city of Madrid, there are 85,000 available hotel bed places 

for use (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, 2018), while the 

estimation referring to tourist housing reaches 25,000 bed 

places just by including the Airbnb database (Datahippo, 

2019). These new types of accommodation have introduced 

tourist activity in residential buildings, bringing social impacts 

to the homes of local residents. This is the reason that the 

social impacts associated with tourist apartments require 

special attention. 

Even though there are reported benefits for residents 

associated with the new means of tourist housing 

intermediation, there is great concern on the part of 

academics, policymakers, residents, and entrepreneurs 

(Dredge & Gyimóthy, 2015). It is relatively easy to take up 

entrepreneurial initiatives within the framework of 

collaborative economy (Nadler, 2014). In addition, these 

activities can raise residents’ incomes, but they can also 

deteriorate the working conditions of the residents when they 

are solely dependent on said activities (Lyons & Wearing, 

2015; Schor & Fitzmaurice, 2015). Other negative impacts 

associated with these platforms refer to issues such as the 

increase of residential housing prices, evictions of long-stay 

tenants, and even shortages of residential housing in tourist 

areas (Edelman & Geradin, 2015), disturbances and noise in 

residential buildings, loss of local cohesion (Dredge et al., 

2016), increased traffic, appropriation of public spaces or 

overcrowding. In addition to the effects on local 

communities, other impacts on society as a whole have been 



 

described, such as tax evasion or unfair competition (Lyons 

& Wearing, 2015). This creates a challenge for the public 

sector, whose response is still at a very early stage, since the 

legislation has yet to match the severity of the problem and is 

also very heterogeneous between cities (Martín et al., 2019). 

The growth of tourism and the development of new forms 

of interaction with the locals have altered their perception of 

the impacts. This perception is of great importance, as it 

conditions social support for the tourist activity, which is a 

key factor for the tourism industry (Deery, Jago, & Fredline, 

2012). Locals’ negative attitude toward tourism can 

condition the sustainability of tourist destinations and, thus, 

their competitiveness (Diedrich & García, 2009). This derives 

from the fact that this industry depends on the hospitality of 

the residents and the involvement of tourists in the activities 

carried out in the destination (Gursoy, Jurowski, & Uysal, 

2002). Therefore, a social conception leading to hostile 

behavior toward tourists can become a limiting factor in the 

competitiveness of the destination, just as the opposite 

attitude would reinforce it, as tourists tend to visit places where 

they feel welcome (Yoon, Gursoy, & Chen, 1999). For 

tourists, it is really important the way in which they are 

treated by the locals and if they do not feel accepted, they will 

look for other destinations to visit (Diedrich & García, 2009). 

Both researchers and policymakers have acknowledged 

the need to integrate the local perspective into the planning 

of tourist destinations (Liu, Sheldon, & Var, 1987). The 

sustainable development of tourist destinations could be more 

successful if the local community was given access to 

decision-making processes so that they could express their 

needs, desires, fears, and objectives (Marien & Pizan, 2005). 

It is essential to monitor the opinions of the residents and 

incorporate them into the development process of the tourism 

project. In addition to having a clear positive impact on the 

communities, this will help public or private planners to 

manage the negative factors associated with the project and 
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the way in which they are perceived by the residents (Dyer, 

Gursoy, Sharma, & Carter, 2007). Gathering the opinions of 

the local residents will allow the most positive aspects of the 

project to be reinforced, and together with it, positive 

attitudes, which will give the tourist destination greater 

viability in the long term (Vargas, Oom, Da Costa, & Albino, 

2015). 
 
 

3. Social Sustainability as a Necessary 

Condition for Tourism Growth 
 
The development of tourism does not take place in isolation 

but is included in an environmental, economic, and social 

context. Each destination has a particular set of 

characteristics and needs that differentiate it from others. 

Interactions between tourists and locals have always taken 

place. At present, as a consequence of the new models of 

tourist organization, interaction with residential areas is 

becoming more intense, which makes it necessary to pay more 

attention to models of tourism development. Social 

sustainability should not be taken as an excuse to hinder a 

potentially beneficial activity for its development. Instead of 

sacrificing this potential source of development, imaginative 

and ambitious solutions capable of preserving the social 

sustainability of tourism should be promoted (Seraphin, 

Sheeran, & Pilato, 2018). 

The relationship established between tourists and the 

social context in which the activity takes place is not always 

desirable. This relationship will depend on the type of 

interactions generated, their nature, and intensity. Such 

interactions are complex, and the materialization in concrete 

effects on the environment is carried out by means of the 

socalled “tourism impacts” (Huei-Wen & Huei-Fu, 2016), 

which can be either negative or positive. The initial studies 

on the effects of tourist activity on the environments in which 

it takes place focused on the analysis of economic impacts, 



 

particularly studying the positive ones and, thus, ignoring all 

the negative interactions generated. Among the positive 

impacts are the creation of companies, the generation of 

employment, the improvement of the quality of life of 

residents, the preservation of local identity, the creation of 

new infrastructures, interaction with other cultures, or the 

promotion of historical or natural resources (Andereck & 

Nyaupane, 2011; Andereck, Valentine, Knopf, & Vogt, 2005; 

Keogh, 1989; Martín, Guaita, et al., 2018; Milano, 2017). 

On the other hand, negative impacts are classified into the 

following categories: economic, socio-cultural, and 

ecological. The impacts that are ultimately brought about on 

a territory and the degree of intensity of these will depend on 

the destination itself, its context, the model of organization, 

the type of visitor, and the activities carried out (Martín, 

Guaita, et al., 2018). The main negative impacts that have 

been described in the scholarly literature are the following: an 

increase in prices, overcrowding of infrastructures and public 

spaces, noise and insecurity, substitution of local businesses for 

others more tourist-oriented, more waste production, 

alteration of traditional lifestyles, overuse of resources, greater 

consumption of alcohol and drugs, and environmental 

deterioration, among others (Almeida, Peláez, Balbuena, & 

Cortés, 2016). 

Some authors focus especially on social impacts, as they 

directly affect the lives of citizens and, therefore, influence 

their attitude toward tourism to a greater extent (Cohen, 

1984). Planning efforts, both public and private, should 

therefore prioritize limiting negative impacts and maximizing 

noneconomic social benefits in order to increase the 

residents’ commitment to tourism development (Lin, Chen, 

& Filieri, 2017; Martín, Jiménez, & Molina, 2014; Sharpley, 

1994). Social impacts can in turn be divided into two groups, 

socio-cultural impacts and socio-economic impacts. The first 

category includes impacts such as the disappearance of 

traditional lifestyles, disturbances and nuisances, cultural 
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degradation, and the development of undesirable activities, 

among others. 

The second category includes impacts related to the 

increase in the standard of living, changes in the economic 

system, the decrease in the quality of employment and low 

salaries, the increase in the value of properties, and the rise 

in rental prices, among others. The assessment of social 

impacts is more complex than that of economic impacts since 

it involves subjective variables associated with the 

quantification of costs and benefits (Butler, 1980). Such an 

evaluation is personal and its result will depend on the 

interaction that each citizen has with the tourist activity itself. 

In other words, the result will be based on a comparison of the 

benefits and costs associated with the development of tourism 

and the effect these have on their lives. 

Taking the above into account, the type of impacts 

generated is just as important in shaping the opinion of 

residents as the process by which their attitude is shaped. 

Several theories have been expressed in the academic 

literature that try to explain the process by which residents’ 

attitudes are shaped. For instance, Doxey (1975) put forward 

an index describing the intensity of local discontent at the 

increase of tourist activity. This index goes through the 

following stages as the tourist activity grows: euphoria, apathy, 

annoyance, and antagonism. Upchurch and Teivane (2000) 

also link the degree of support of citizens to the level of 

development of the activity, which translates into an increase 

in the pressure exerted on the destination. This model is 

related to the theory of the destination life cycle proposed by 

Butler (Butler, 1980), under whose model the following 

phases or types of attitude are defined: exploration, 

involvement, development, consolidation, stagnation, and 

decline or renewal (Gjerald, 2005). Ap and Crompton (1993) 

have, too, proposed a scale that shows the types of attitude 

toward tourism linked as well to the degree of development of 

the destination: embracement, tolerance, adjustment, and 



 

withdrawal. 

As stated earlier, the connection between the increase in 

activity and the rejection of the locals is a recurring idea. 

That is, as tourist activity increases, the impacts become 

more evident (Gjerald, 2005). For this reason, it is a great 

challenge to promote the growth of a destination while at 

the same time guaranteeing its social sustainability. This will 

be possible as long as the types of impacts generated on each 

stakeholder are known so that they can be minimized 

(Gogonea, Baltalunga, Nedelcu, & Dumitrescu, 2017). 

Positive impacts will increase citizens’ commitment to tourist 

development, while negative impacts will reduce its support 

(Sharpley, 2014).  

Some factors may condition the attitude of residents 

toward certain impacts. These factors include the socio-

economic and ethnic characteristics of the visitor, the type of 

activities carried out, the average length of stay, the potential 

damage to the local culture, the characteristics of the local 

community (political ideology, religion, etc.), the importance 

of tourism within the local economic system, the dependence 

on this activity, the economic situation of the region, the way in 

which the space is used, and, of course, the number of visitors 

(Butler, 1974). Examples of theories that try to explain the way 

in which citizens construct their opinion include: the Theory of 

Reasoned Action (Dyer et al., 2007), the Social 

Representation Theory (Andriotis & Vaughan, 2003), Fishbein 

and Ajzen’s theory (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), Butler’s model 

of Intercultural Perception (Colantonio & Potter, 2006), the 

Social Carrying Capacity Theory (Saveriades, 2000), or 

Doxey’s Irridex (Holden, 2006).  

Among the proposed alternatives, the Social Exchange 

Theory (SET) is the most widespread at present. It claims 

that in order to determine the degree of support for tourist 

activity, citizens make a comparison of the costs and benefits 

that said activity has for their lives, whose result is a specific 

mindset (Ap, 1992). 
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The above includes the description of factors that interfere 

with the assessment of the impacts and how the increase in the 

number of arrivals triggers different stages in the attitude-

shaping process of the local population. There remains the 

need to reflect on the processes according to which citizens 

shape their opinion. Understanding how citizens shape their 

opinions on the effect of tourism on their lives is of 

paramount importance. The way in which citizens perceive 

impacts and form an opinion will condition their attitude 

toward this activity and, thus, their commitment to support it 

(Nicholas, Thapa, & Ko, 2009; Park, Lee, Choi, & Yoon, 

2012; Peric, Durkin, & Wise, 2016; Telfer & Sharpley, 

2008). The process by which citizens shape their attitude has 

been approached through various theoretical frameworks. An 

example of these frameworks would be the stakeholder theory 

(Peric et al., 2016), although there are more advanced and 

precise alternatives. Cost-benefit analysis has usually been 

used to explain the way in which citizens form their opinion 

of tourism. Presumably, such an opinion arises from a 

comparison between the benefits associated with tourism and 

the costs that it generates (Lee, 2013).  

This methodology, however, poses a basic problem, 

namely that it labels each type of impact in advance as a 

benefit or as a cost, which may lead to a bias in the 

evaluations (Gursoy et al., 2010). This methodology has 

evolved and become known as “domain related costs-

benefits.” It also begins with the pre-categorization of 

impacts as benefit or cost, but it also classifies them into 

three areas (economic, socio-cultural, and environmental). 

These two methodologies suggest an association between the 

benefits of tourism and the degree of support, and between 

the costs and the degree of rejection (Dyer et al., 2007; 

Jurowski, Uysal, & Williams, 1997). In no case is the 

citizen offered the possibility of classifying each impact as 

cost or benefit according to their own criteria (Andereck & 

Nyaupane, 2011). The methodologies described have been 



 

overtaken by the application of non-forced approaches. Under 

these frameworks, citizens are offered the possibility of 

deciding whether an impact is positive or negative according 

to their criteria, as well as the level of intensity associated 

with them (Andereck & Nyaupane, 2011; Cohen, 1984). To 

this end, the impacts must be presented in a neutral manner. 
 
 

4. Approaches to the Extended Concept of Tourism 

Competitiveness 
 
Analyses focused on the sustainable development of the 

tourism sector often overlook the social perspective, even when 

its importance is evident. On a positive note, this social 

perspective is becoming more and more accredited 

(Rodríguez, Martín, & Salinas, 2017; Rodríguez, Aguilera, 

Martín, & Salinas, 2018). The World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED) defines Sustainable 

Development (SD) as follows “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 

43). This approach was taken into account in the 

development of policies issued in the United Nations (UN) 

conference on Environment and Development in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992, as well as in the subsequent conferences 

on sustainability organized within the framework of the 

United Nations (2004). 

In the tourism industry, when talking about sustainable 

development and competitiveness, improving the quality of 

life of the residents should be a primary goal, since 

sustainability itself depends on them. To this end, it is 

necessary to maximize the economic benefits of the locals 

while respecting both the environment and the hosting 

community (Bramwell & Lane, 1993; Hall & Lew, 1998; 

McIntyre, 1993; Park & Yoon, 2009; Park, Yoon, Lee, 2008; 

Stabler, 1997). In tourism, as in many other sectors, economic 

growth has been given priority over social issues. The 

extended vision discussed in this chapter suggests that tourism 
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development must be economically competitive but at the same 

time environmentally and socially viable (Puczkó & Rátz, 

2000). As stated above, the locals’ support for tourism and 

their involvement in it are essential to ensure the sustainability 

of this industry and its competitiveness (Gursoy et al., 2010). 

This support depends on how the activity is perceived, 

which makes it essential to know and understand the point 

of view of the locals in relation to the type of impacts 

generated. This will allow for effective strategies capable of 

guaranteeing local support (Prayag, Hosany, Nunkoo, & 

Alders, 2013), which will undoubtedly increase the 

competitiveness of the destination. 

Including the social perspective in the analysis of the 

competitiveness of a destination is not frequent, something 

that should be corrected. Below is a review of the elements 

that are usually taken into account in competitiveness analysis. 

It highlights how an important aspect such as social 

sustainability is left out of most analyses. The analysis of the 

literature set out below can be synthesized through a 

conceptual model that considers the following pillars of 

tourism competitiveness: primary and secondary resources, 

management and planning systems, economic sustainability, 

environmental sustainability, social sustainability, and demand-

related factors. 

The very concept of tourism competitiveness leads to a 

great deal of confusion and controversy, since in addition to the 

complexity of this concept, its measurement includes 

dimensions of a different nature (Abreu-Novais et al., 2018). 

In fact, although the concept of competitiveness has been 

widely studied, there are no generally accepted definitions 

(Mazanec, Wöber, & Zins, 2007). According to Crouch and 

Ritchie (1999), two problems arise in the definition of 

competitiveness: how to approach the comparative 

advantages and which concepts should be taken into account. 

Difficulties in defining competitiveness derive from its own 

complexity and the lack of consensus to identify, measure, 



 

and aggregate the different dimensions that should be 

considered part of it (Abreu-Novais, Ruhanen, & Arcodia, 

2015). In addition, the dimensions used in the estimation of 

competitiveness are not fixed and the way in which they are 

measured and analyzed is very heterogeneous, which leads to a 

major problem (Dwyer & Kim, 2003). In the scholarly 

literature it is possible to find numerous studies pointing out 

various factors involved in the competitiveness of tourist 

destinations, but there is little work focused on pointing out 

those that are most important (Crouch, 2011). 

Numerous studies (Crouch & Ritchie, 1994, 1995, 

1999, 2005; Ritchie & Crouch, 1993, 2000, 2003, 2010) have 

proposed the creation of competitiveness models based on “the 

national diamond model” developed by Porter (1990). This is 

based on a set of variables determined by CEOs of 

organizations located in tourist destinations. These models 

compare the advantages of resource allocation available at 

each tourist destination to the competitive advantages, defined 

as the resources made available by each destination to 

contribute to growth and development of tourism (Guaita, 

Martín, & Salinas, 2020). Ritchie and Crouch (2003, 2010) 

identify four groups of factors: “core resources and attractors” 

that correspond to the key elements that visitors consider 

when selecting a destination; “supporting factors and 

resources,” which are the factors on which the tourist activity is 

based (services, infrastructures, lodging, accessibility, among 

others); “destination policy, planning and development” which 

govern the type of tourism development that drives a 

destination, and a fourth group; “destination management” 

which depends on the individual and collective actions that 

drive a destination. Finally, there are “qualifying and 

amplifying determinants,” which increase or limit the 

competitiveness of the destination. Other relevant works, such 

as those developed by Dwyer and Kim (2003) and Dwyer, 

Mellor, Livaic, Edwards, and Kim (2004) have defined large 

groups of indicators (Created Resources, Endowed Resources, 

Demand Factors, Market Performance Indicators, Supporting 
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Factors, Destination Management, and Situational Conditions). 

These groups of factors contain most of the dimensions and 

variables identified by Crouch and Ritchie’s development 

model, as well as the main elements identified by Buhalis 

(2000), Hassan (2000), and Mihalic (2000).  

Usually, this type of study has been developed by means of 

the construction of synthetic indicators based on the 

aggregation of simple indicators, which in many cases have 

little to say about the competitiveness of a destination (Croes 

& Kubickova, 2013). Such indicators are somewhat convenient 

in the interpretation of the data, as they yield only one value 

(Croes, 2011), which may, however, lead to public policy 

decisions based on overly simplistic criteria. The OECD reports 

claim that there is no perfect indicator and consider the 

improvement of measurement systems to be a major challenge. 

One of the most widespread indicators of tourism 

competitiveness is the one proposed by the World Economic 

Forum (2007, 2008, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2015, 2017). This 

indicator, known as The Travel & Tourism Competitiveness 

Report (TTCR), produces a ranking based on the information 

provided by 90 variables structured in 4 sub-indexes (T&T 

policy and enabling conditions, enabling environment, natural 

and cultural resources, and infrastructure).  

The aforementioned models do not explicitly consider the 

social perspective and, therefore, do not include social 

sustainability as a key element, even though they enjoy great 

importance and are widely accepted in the measurement of 

tourism competitiveness. The methodology employed in this 

type of indicator encompasses entire nations, and therefore, it is 

only obvious that this particular indicator pays little attention to 

the social perspective considering how complex it would be to 

take into account the opinion of every citizen in a given 

tourist destination. The 2017 edition (WEF, 2017), 

specifically points out the importance of promoting a more 

inclusive and sustainable development, capable of respecting 

the environment and at the same time preserving the local 

communities that depend on tourism. However, this 



 

preservation places more emphasis on the economic aspect than 

on the social or cultural one. 

A variant of the type of analysis described above would 

be the one that incorporates the results of opinion studies. 

Dwyer, Livaic, and Mellor (2003) and Dwyer et al. (2004) 

pointed out the significance of having the opinions of tourists 

and entrepreneurs of the tourism sector to determine the 

relative importance of the indicators used to assess 

competitiveness. But nothing is said about the relevance of 

taking the locals’ opinions into account. The model of 

competitiveness proposed by Heath (2003) points out that one 

of the components that conditions competitiveness is the 

relations established between stakeholders and the creation of 

partnerships between them. Nevertheless, this model does 

not address the importance of social sustainability from the 

perspective of the local people. Fortunately, the social 

perspective is increasingly being taken into account in the 

conceptualization of tourism competitiveness. For example, 

Ritchie and Crouch (2003) point out that the competitiveness 

of a destination is the “ability to increase tourism 

expenditure, to increasingly attract visitors while providing 

them with satisfying, memorable experiences and to do so in 

a profitable way, while enhancing the well-being of 

destination residents and preserving the natural capital of the 

destination for future generations.”  

The definition of tourism competitiveness provided by 

Dupeyras and MacCallum (2013) is a very close one “the 

ability of the place to optimize its attractiveness for residents 

and non-residents, to deliver quality, innovative, and attractive 

tourism services to consumers and to gain market shares on 

the domestic and global market places, while ensuring that 

the available resources supporting tourism are used efficiently 

and in a sustainable way.” According to Abreu-Novais et al. 

(2018), competitiveness is concerned with three main aims: 

improving the attractiveness of a destination and the 

satisfaction it brings, the wellbeing of the local population, 
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and sustainability. In this case, social and environmental 

sustainability are set apart. Some authors relate economic and 

social sustainability, as they argue that competitiveness must 

help to achieve economic goals that increase the income of 

citizens while improving their well-being, yet they are not 

mutually exclusive (Bahar & Kozak, 2007; Bordas, 2001; 

Buhalis, 2000; Crouch & Ritchie, 1999; Dwyer & Kim, 2003; 

Dwyer et al., 2004; Ritchie & Crouch, 2003). The examples 

here described point to a growing awareness of the importance 

of social sustainability in the analysis of a destination’s 

competitiveness, although it does not seem to be enough. 

The following table summarizes the main competitiveness 

factors highlighted in the academic literature. Other factors 

related to social sustainability that should be incorporated have 

also been presented, taking into account the literature on 

social sustainability in tourist destinations (Table 7.1). 

Considering the above, it is recommended to include in the 

analyses on tourism competitiveness and in the planning of 

destinations, the social perspective and the opinions and 

concerns of the residents. This will help strengthen the 

competitiveness of the destination and allow longterm 

business growth. It is also recommended to expand 

research on how to incorporate this social perspective in the 

models of analysis of competitiveness and social viability of 

business projects within the tourism sector. 
 
 

  



 

Table 7.1  Factors related to tourism competitiveness 

 

Factors identified in the academic 

literature 

Authors who have pointed out these 

factors 

Core resources and attractors 

Services, infrastructures, lodging, 

accessibility 

Destination policy, planning, and 

development 

 

Ritchie and Crouch (2003, 2010) 

Destination management Ritchie and Crouch (2003, 2010), 

Dwyer and Kim (2003), and Dwyer et 

al. (2004) 

Created resources 

Endowed resources  

Demand factors 

Market performance indicators  

Supporting factors 

Situational conditions 

 

Dwyer and Kim (2003), and Dwyer et 

al. (2004) 

Natural and cultural resources World Economic Forum (2007, 2008, 

2009, 2011, 2013, 2015, 2017) 

Opinions of tourists and 

entrepreneurs 

Dwyer et al. (2003, 2004) 

Tourism expenditure 

 

Ritchie and Crouch (2003) 

Scarcely developed factors in 

academic literature 

 

Citizen support Abreu-Novais et al. (2018), and 

Martín (2019) 

Life cost increase 

 

Crouch and Ritchie (1999) 

Social and cultural impacts Guaita et al. (2020), Abreu-Novais et 

al. (2018), and Salinas et al. (2020) 

Increase congestion public spaces Ritchie and Crouch (2003), Dwyer et 

al. (2004), and Martín (2019) 

Population decline Martín (2019), and Bahar and Kozak 

(2007) 
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5. Conclusions 
 

Tourist activity has usually been referred to as a “smoke-

free” industry, meaning that the negative effects derived from 

it become less evident. Moreover, these effects have been 

expressed or highlighted in a more comprehensive way with 

regard to environmental sustainability. In environmentally 

sensitive destinations, it is gradually being assimilated that 

current tourism development should not jeopardize the use of 

resources in the future. However, there has not been the same 

level of awareness regarding the social degradation of tourist 

environments and the impact on the lives of residents. The 

problem has become evident when after decades of pro-growth 

policies serious problems have appeared in tourist cities. There 

has been a growing feeling of rejection toward tourism on the 

part of the locals, even though when this activity is a 

cornerstone of the development of these communities. 

Tourism competitiveness has traditionally been associated 

with an increase in the number of visitors. Therefore, the most 

successful competitiveness policies have resulted in the 

saturation of some destinations, which from a social point of 

view has generated numerous interferences in the life of the 

locals that in many cases have not made up for the economic 

gains. This has generated the aforementioned feeling of 

rejection toward tourism, which endangers the support of 

citizens for this activity, and with it, the very viability of the 

destination in the future. 

Therefore, policies aimed at improving competitiveness and, 

in general, the development plans of tourist destinations should 

assume a joint understanding of economic, social, and 

environmental sustainability. This understanding is not widely 

represented in the most widespread tourism competitiveness 

assessment systems. Although the importance of the social 

perspective is recognized in many cases, it is not correctly 

integrated into the measurements. This is due partly to the 

complexity of constructing synthetic indicators which, in 



 

addition to incorporating information referring to quantitative 

variables, also include information representative of the local 

perspective. 

The definition of sustainability proposed by the United 

Nations (1987) indicates that this concept stands for the ability 

of productive activities to meet current needs without 

compromising future possibilities. This expression, understood 

in a broad sense, should also consider the social perspective, 

since it jeopardizes the future development of the tourist 

activity as much as the environmental one. More specifically, 

The World Tourism Organization points out that sustainable 

tourism models must meet the needs of both the current tourists 

and the host destination while protecting the resources on which 

these activities are based, so as to ensure future opportunities 

(World Tourism Organization, 1993). In this definition, issued 

decades ago, the social perspective appears more clearly, 

although it has not been adequately reflected in public policies 

or private development projects. 

Taking up the research questions presented in the 

introduction section, it is possible to point out that social 

sustainability is not part of the vast majority of models of 

tourism competitiveness analysis. With regard to the second 

question, the importance of social sustainability for the 

development and consolidation of tourist destinations is 

beyond doubt. Both statements, based on the bibliographic 

analysis carried out, make up the main contribution of this 

work, and allow two clear recommendations to be issued. In 

order to guarantee the sustainability of tourist destinations and 

their business growth, greater attention must be paid to social 

sustainability from the public and business spheres. The models 

of tourism competitiveness analysis should be expanded to 

include the social perspective, something that is not 

straightforward. Specifically, research should deepen the 

statistical systems for measuring tourism competitiveness. New 

methodologies should be proposed capable of incorporating 

information on the social impacts associated with an 
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uncontrolled tourism activity. This represents a great challenge, 

as it is not a simple task to incorporate the opinion of the 

residents in the competitiveness measurement systems. 
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