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Achieving sustainability in travel destinations 
entails a delicate equilibrium between offering 
enriching travel experiences and fostering local 
development. This balance is not only intricate 
to attain but also precarious to maintain once 
achieved. Central to the concept of sustaina-
bility is the ability to preserve what makes a 
destination unique and appealing while en-
suring long-term profitability for all stakehol-
ders involved.

The heart of the matter of sustainable destination 
management lies in establishing and maintaining 
this delicate balance. A sustainable destination is 
one that not only attracts visitors but also preserves 
its essence and cultural integrity. 

Overtourism emerges as a clear 
symptom of imbalance, highlighting 
the urgency of measuring, antici-
pating, and addressing underlying 
issues to prevent its detrimental 
effects.
Contrary to expectations, the pandemic did not 
alleviate the problem of overtourism; instead, it 
merely subdued it temporarily. Overtourism cu-
rrently poses a significant threat to the core prin-
ciples of sustainable destination management 
and to the future of travel & tourism itself. Its roots 
extend beyond the travel industry, encompassing 
broader social and economic factors such as low-
cost strategies in products and services differen-
tiation, gentrification, urban planning shortco-
mings, rural neglect, technological disruptions, 
and resource scarcity.

Tackling overtourism requires concerted efforts 
from both public authorities and businesses. It 
demands decisive action to mitigate its adverse 
impacts on travel advancement and the future of 
tourism. Strategies to combat overtourism must 
encompass comprehensive approaches, ranging 
from regulatory measures to sustainable tourism 
initiatives, community involvement, and innovati-
ve solutions for destination management. 

Understanding the dimension of 
the challenges in terms of sustai-
nable destination management 
starts in measuring, but what to 
measure? 
In this white paper Mabrian, in 
collaboration with Phocuswright, 
addresses the pillars to build a 
long-lasting sustainable destina-
tion management strategy, ba-
sed on data intelligence.



The starting point to implement any 
strategy or decision lies in data inte-
lligence, because sustainable desti-
nation management necessitates a 
nuanced understanding of the intri-
cate interplay between travel oppor-
tunities and local development: in 
this context, overtourism serves as a 
stark reminder of the consequences 
of imbalance in destination manage-
ment. By proactively addressing the 
underlying causes of overtourism and 
adopting data-centric holistic approa-
ches to sustainable tourism, stake-
holders can safeguard the integrity 
of destinations while ensuring their 
long-term viability and resilience in 
the face of evolving travel trends and 
challenges.

Sustainability as balance 
management
As happens with all aspects related to 
sustainable management, the com-
plexity of overtourism requires a 
holistic model based on data intelli-
gence. Whereas there is no universal 
system to monitor sustainable perfor-
mance in a destination, there are alre-
ady alternatives to objectively assess 
crucial key indicators. 

“A successful strategy involves not just formula-
ting good practices but operationalizing them 
expediently. Operational barriers continue to be 
a hindrance to executing green practices con-
sistently. Travel companies and destinations still 
struggle to disseminate information thoroughly, 
create green policies that make sense for a va-
riety of destinations, and keep employees moti-
vated and aware of sustainable practices throu-
ghout the organization. Effectively, companies 
are grappling with an organizational behaviour 
challenge for the practices they put into place, 
especially in large corporations. Major areas of 
focus include establishing dedicated teams, po-
licy formation, initiative awareness, information 
distribution and sharing the ‘why’. 

Multiple parties are working to address issues of 
supplier conduct and to improve traveller ac-
cess to sustainable providers, including DMOs, 
OTAs and other intermediaries. Their approaches 
include education (connecting the dots between 
action and sustainable purpose in much the 
way they do for consumers), and incentivization 
(promoting or boosting good actors who operate 
sustainably).“

Madeline List, senior analyst, Phocuswright



A data-centric sustainability holistic model 
plays on both strategic and tactical levels; 
which also should be the way to go to address 
overtourism.  

•	 Strategically, the ultimate goal is to fos-
ter policies aimed at finding the balance 
between four areas that interact with each 
other: Travellers’ Experience, Residents 
Welfare, Environmental Preservation, and 
Industry Advancement (profitability). 

•	 Tactically, policies and efforts are to be 
directed based on actual performance 
and data on the economic, environmental, 
social and structural dimensions of sustai-
nability, to unveil issues, improve perfor-
mance or track down opportunities hidden 
behind the figures.

Establishing such a benchmark is the only 
way to weigh in where we are standing 
and specially, where we are heading to, by 
setting realistic, operational and measurable 
goals and by learning from the positive or 
unavailing experiences of other destinations.

“In Mabrian’s vision, the economic, environ-
mental, social and structural dimensions of 
sustainability translate into insightful indi-
cators, based on the Tourism Sustainability 
Indicators’ dashboard, a comprehensive 
model that integrates more than 40 diffe-
rent inputs, to create even macro indicators 
related to destinations that have been alig-
ned with the United Nations SDGs (Sustai-
nable Development Goals). Overtourism can 
be tackled by having a transparent, honest 
and data-centric approach of the impact of 
tourism on destinations, based on this holis-
tic model, that aims to create a long-stan-
ding balance that benefits the businesses, 
locals and visitors alike while preserving the 
environment.”

Carlos Cendra, Director of Marketing 
and Communications, Mabrian



  1What and how to measure: Building long-lasting balance to defeat 
overtourism

USE CASE: LANZAROTE
A taste of gastro spending

Key outcome: More tickets in gastro experiences to 
reach 37% of the island’s average tourism spending    

This island, declared a Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO, 
champions sustainable tourism development by de-
veloping year-round initiatives to ensure visitors get to 
know better the local culture and gastronomy while, 
at the same time, distributing its economic influence 
evenly on the island territory. One of these initiatives is 
“Saborea Lanzarote” (“A Taste of Lanzarote”), a gastro-
nomic festival held for 10 years in the small village of 
Teguise, with resounding impact in all the island. Lanza-
rote tourism board and the regional government (Ca-
bildo) measured the festival’s impact on the village and 
island’s economy using several data sources, including 
spending tracking. According to the 2023 edition figures 
on total visitors’ spending, gastronomy in general, and 
local restaurants in particular, saw their income increase 
year over year, reaching 37% of the island’s total avera-
ge tourism spending. In conclusion, this initiative de-
monstrated to provide a great level of tourism products’ 
diversification for the destination, a broader distribution 
of income throughout the territory and a high level of 
income retention within the local economy.

Gastronomy reached

37%
of tourism spend

economy as a whole. In addition, a destina-
tion less impacted by overtourism is more 
likely to feature a more even distribution of 
spending throughout its territory, which is 
beneficial for its economy and local welfare 

1. Distribution of Tourist Spend: This compa-
rative analysis of spending per visitor and its 
distribution, both over time as well as by cate-
gory, reflects what is the share of these inco-
mes that actually stays at the local businesses, 
creating a positive impact in the destination’s 



PHOCUSWRIGHT’S INSIGHT
The importance of showing travellers the impact their spend choices

As Phocuswright’s travel research report Beyond Climate Change: Cultural and Econo-
mic Sustainability in Travel states, travellers enjoy the idea that the money they spend 
should benefit the communities in destinations where they travel. Between half and two 
thirds of travellers say they want the money they spend to benefit the communities they 
visit.

However, the idea that tourism spend could make a destination better is more of a senti-
ment than a guiding principle for travellers, so changing this conception is a key challenge 
for destinations as most travellers do not connect the initiative to support local businesses 
with the concept of sustainability. The purchases they are most likely to view as sustainable 
are locally sourced food options, as travellers get to try something new and different, and 
support local restaurant owners or purveyors in the process; American travellers (17%) lag 
far behind their European counterparts (31-39%) on this measure. But almost universally, 
travellers also neglect the importance of supporting local with larger-ticket purchases; as 
using local hotels or tour agencies is viewed less as sustainable travel than low-stakes pur-
chases like meals and souvenirs. 
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USE CASE: SPAIN
Appealing to carbon-efficient source mar-
kets

Key outcome: -4.9% carbon footprint per visitor & 
+5.1% tourism income per visitor 

The second most visited destination in the world pio-
neers data intelligence as a tool to make better and 
more targeted decisions, with a wider scope based on 
efficiency of resources. Under this framework, Turespa-
ña, Spain’s tourism and promotion board, has already 
implemented indicators such as the CO2 emissions / 
spending ratio per travellers’ segments and source mar-
kets, aimed at directing promotional efforts to the most 
carbon-efficient demand groups. With this strategy in 
place, and compared to the previous year, in 2023 Spain 
managed to reduce 4.9% the carbon footprint per visitor 
and to increase 5.1% the tourism income per visitor.

-4.9%
carbon footprint per visitor

+5.1%
tourism income per visitor

sions over time per source market and per 
visitor, and the ratio between travellers’ spen-
ding and emissions generated. 

This last indicator becomes significant to me-
asure environmental and overtourism impact, 
as it could help to implement strategies to 
appeal travellers’ segments and source mar-
kets featuring a better spending / emissions 
generated ratio.

2. Carbon Footprint - CO2 emissions: Be-
ing air transportation behind 55% of tourism 
sector carbon footprint according to the Travel 
Foundation Report), diminish CO2 emis-
sions is a crucial goal for any destination to 
reduce the environmental impact of tra-
vel. Based on the International Civil Aviation 
Organisation (ICAO) methodology, this index 
measures the carbon footprint generated by 
travellers reaching a destination by air; adding 
other levels of analysis, such as the CO2 emis-
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PHOCUSWRIGHT’S INSIGHT 
Avoiding crowded destinations, a side-effect 
of overtourism

As the Phocuswright study Far From the Madding 
Crowd? The Truth About Overtourism and Dispersal 
shows, crowding at destinations is a pain point, affects 
perceptions of destinations and concerns about what 
the future of tourism holds; in fact,  Overtourism is a 
noteworthy cause of active avoidance - choosing where 
not to go - less so a positive destination selection in-
fluence. Across markets, 43-61% of travellers avoided a 
destination in the past 12 months for a sustainability-re-
lated issue. The biggest deterrent was crowding, parti-
cularly for French travellers, followed by over-commer-
cialization (see figure below).

in a destination. Density and human pressu-
re are one of the phenomena that travellers 
relate the most with overtourism. 

3. Concentration of Tourism Offer: Using 
geolocation and mentions in given time-pe-
riods, this index calculates the density of hotel 
and non-hotel accommodation and affluence 



Even though travellers rarely feel personally responsible 
for curbing overtourism, when asked about who bears 
the primary burden for preventing overcrowding in 
destinations, consumers are split between personal and 
government responsibility. 

In the core of this issue, social media plays a complex 
role, as it can be used to publicize useful information, 
to attract travellers to less-crowded attractions, to mis-
represent places, or to create unrealistic expectations. 
The balance between user-generated content (UGC) 
with official information is often not feasible for DMOs, 
which also find that places will go viral too quickly for 
a destination to manage. Though these cases are likely 
to be fuelled by a minority of travellers, that’s expec-
ted to grow over time as social media gains even more 
traction. Just 22-30% of travellers said that they make 
a specific effort to go to the places featured from their 
personal networks, discovery feeds or from influencers. 

Interestingly, this report also suggests that the average 
traveller does not see an apparent connection between 
overtourism and sustainability as a cause. Only 13-21% of 
travellers across markets view visiting less trafficked or 
off-the-beaten-path destinations as a form of sustaina-
ble travel.



USE CASE: COSTA RICA 
Lodging planning, sustainability beyond nature

The Central American destination is renowned by its policies to protect 
and actively promote its rich natural resources. This small nation holds 
5% of the world’s land-based biodiversity and 3.5% of its marine life; 
produces nearly 93% of its electricity from renewable resources and 
30% percent of its territory is protected natural land. Costa Rica took 
this sustainable philosophy to infrastructure management and plan-
ning to manage the inefficiencies that result from excessive tourist 
pressure in specific areas of the country, such as Tamarindo, a coveted 
sun & beach destination for travellers around the world.  By using data 
intelligence, authorities were able to map the accommodation offer 
and understand the density levels, an insight that helped in making 
decisions related to new project developments, holiday rentals licen-
sing, among others. Thanks to it, in five years, accommodation density 
for short-term rentals in Tamarindo decreased over 16%, while increa-
sing 10 points the destination’s Global Satisfaction Index (from 77 
points in 2019 to 87 in 2023), as well as the Hotel Satisfaction Index (+8 
points, 63 to 71, out of 100 possible).

into what extent the asymmetry in this parti-
cular issue are becoming strategic for many 
destinations, as highly dense tourist activity 
or disordered tourist flows generates imba-
lances that threat local economies, availabi-
lity of resources and residents welfare. 

Recent protests in Canary Islands, limitations 
to visit the old town of Binibeca in Menorca or 
the historical district of Gion in Kyoto, or en-
hanced controls and rules for short-term ren-
tals in Barcelona, New York, Paris, Amsterdam, 
Berlin, London, Singapore or Sydney, illustrate 
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PHOCUSWRIGHT’S INSIGHT 
Sustainability Dissonance: when lack of understanding waste 
travellers’  good intentions

Travellers’ lack of understanding of how to travel sustainably is preventing them 
to make trip decisions based on sustainable choices, even having the best 
intention in, at least, have them into consideration. Findings of the Phocuswri-
ght’s travel research report Sustainability Dissonance: What Travelers Say vs. 
What They Do (and What to Do About It) are based on a combined approach 
of both blind and purpose-led online surveys, conducted in the US, UK, France, 
Italy and Spain, aimed at revealing their actual intentions and actions.

Across all the markets Phocuswright looked at in the U.S. and Europe, about 
half of people said that they were more likely to choose a method of transpor-
tation for its carbon footprint than for convenience. This is a promising statistic. 
However, when looked at how people actually chose their last method of trans-
portation for their last leisure trip, based off of the behaviour’s travellers repor-
ted before they knew they were participating in a sustainability study, about 1 in 
10 people, sometimes less, chose transportation based on environmental friend-
liness. And only 3-8% bought carbon offsets on their most recent trip. 

In terms of lodging, around half of people say they are more likely to choose 
an accommodation for environmental friendliness over price. But when those 
travellers were asked how they selected properties of similar price, location, and 
comfort on their last trip … again, a huge drop off. Only 6-13% said sustainability 
was a top factor for choosing lodging among competitive properties that were 
already similar. 

As per destination selection, crowding is a pain point and a sustainability issue 
that affects a trip. Around half say that they would rather visit a place that is not 
well known if it is also less crowded. There is more follow through in this point. 
as up to 28% stayed in a lesser-known area to avoid crowds on the most recent 
trip. 

sustainability are identified, the higher the 
index’s value will be. For this, a wide range of 
concepts are taken into account as part of the 
sustainability of the destination: environmen-
tal respect, cleanliness, clean mobility, local 
culture protection, locals’ welfare, etc.

4. Perception of Tourism Sustainability: 
This index identifies, filters, tags and analyses 
sentiment over spontaneous online mentions 
to any aspect related to sustainability in the 
destination, so the more interactions with 
positive sentiment related to the destination’s 



PHOCUSWRIGHT’S INSIGHT 
Cultural impact, an intuitive approach to sus-
tainable travel

According to Phocuswright’s travel research report Be-
yond Climate Change: Cultural and Economic Sustai-
nability in Travel, travellers usually are not aware about 
the outcome of their purchasing, behavioural or con-
sumption choices in their destinations they visit, either 
sustainable or not. As such impact becomes evident 
in time and not while on holidays, this disconnection 
demonstrates how important is to divulgate on this 
matter, to raise awareness for all former, potential and 
current visitors. 

Phocuswright’s study indicates that cultural aspects are 
strongly evoked as related to sustainable travel choi-
ces: roughly one quarter to a third of travellers consider 
obeying rules about what should not be touched or 
handled and where they are not allowed to go to be part 
of traveling sustainably. In contrast, fewer travellers un-
derstand that obeying laws that forbid the purchase of 
illegal goods like drugs or contraband also contributes 
to more sustainable destinations. 
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USE CASE: SEVILLE 
Engaging sustainability-led promotional plan

Key outcome: +6 points interannual increase of Seville’s Sustainability Per-
ception Index

Named European capital of smart tourism in 2023, Seville deployed an ambitious 
and successful communications strategy aimed at explaining visitors and resi-
dents all the efforts and measures taken by the Andalusian capital to advance 
towards a more sustainable destination and city, that has become a reference for 
many destinations. To this end, Smart Sevilla Office launched a series of initiati-
ves, such as “Smart Streets” (in collaboration with Mastercard), that delve into en-
gaging messages to show travellers and locals the advances and achievements 
in sustainable development. Thanks to it, in 2023, Seville’s Sustainability Percep-
tion Index increased by 6 points, reaching 70 out of 100, more than 7 points abo-
ve Spain’s national average.

messaging, campaigns, and engagement 
strategies for visitors and potential visitors, es-
pecially considering how harmful overtourism 
is for destinations’ reputation and perception.

Perception of travellers is extremely rele-
vant for policy making, either to evaluate its 
effectiveness, relevancy, and actual impact 
among source markets and key segments, 
to plan the use of local resources, or to rethink 

fy the demand in markets, locations and time 
of the year. The index combines air capacity, 
accommodation demand categorized per dis-
tance and source markets, and narrows down 
how travellers are distributed throughout the 
geography of the destination.

7. Seasonality: Many destinations have been 
working for many years to beat seasonality 
and ensure a constant flow of travellers throu-
ghout the year, a challenging task if motiva-
tional diversification is low and dependence of 
origins is high. 

Beating seasonality has positive implications 
in many of the indexes above mentioned, and 
also contributes positively to reducing over-
tourism. Less seasonality improves the quali-
ty of life of locals by creating better working 
conditions, a more stable and well-distributed 
economy, and by reducing pressure on local 
services and resources. This index not only 
focuses on analysing air and accommodation 
demand on a certain timeframe, but also 
spending and cost of stays.

5. Motivational Diversification: The more 
destinations depend on a few activities or 
attractions, the more likely they will depend 
on certain travellers’ segments, which limits 
potential growth, narrows source markets, 
and tends to bear denser tourism areas and 
a stronger seasonal demand, which is likely 
to result in overtourism. This index weighs the 
variety of drivers attracting visitors to a desti-
nation, correlating them to accommodation 
types and length of stay. 

6. Dependence on Origins: The lower depen-
dence on specific origin markets (particularly 
long-haul ones), the more sustainable a desti-
nation is, as this reduces the transport carbon 
footprint. Dependency on certain source 
markets also could be an accelerating factor 
for overtourism in specific areas or during 
specific moments of the year, creating the 
sensation of a too high human pressure for 
the locals in some periods. 

This dependence also reduces the possibility 
of developing new tourism products to diversi-



Conclusion
Overcoming overtourism would be only pos-
sible by addressing all the dimensions of this 
phenomena, and looking beyond it, laying the 
foundations for an industry that attains sustai-
nability, while keeping profitable. 

Profitability is and will be, in the end, is the 
test of time for the travel industry future. Sus-
tainability and profitability are two sides of the 
same coin, minted on a data-centric, measu-
rable and goal-oriented methodology that 
enables policies for a more evenly distributed, 
fair and symmetric growth, endurable in time. 




