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Abstract  

This empirical study consists of two parts. The first goal of this study is to learn more about tourists’ 

understanding of sustainable tourism. The empirical survey with 6,000 respondents in eight countries 

identifies the most relevant aspects of sustainable tourism from a tourists’ perspective. Overall the 

perception is balanced over the different dimensions. Furthermore, five different types regarding tou r-

ists’ understanding of sustainable tourism are identified in a cluster analysis and a potential market 

size of sustainable tourism of 22% of all tourists can be identified. A choice experiment with almost 

5,000 Swiss respondents is conducted in the second part. It shows that tourists principally favour 

sustainable tourism products. Although there are clear preferences in favour of sustainable products, 

it can be shown that the respondents are only willing to pay a small premium for the inclusion of spe-

cific attributes in most cases.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keywords  

Sustainable tourism, understanding of sustainable tourism, clustering, demand, empirical survey, 

choice model, choice experiment, conjoint  

Citation 

Wehrli, R., H. Egli, M. Lutzenberger, D. Pfister, J. Schwarz, and J. Stettler (2011): „Is there Demand 

for Sustainable Tourism? – Study for the World Tourism Forum Lucerne 2011―, ITW Working Paper 

Series Tourism 001/2011, short version, Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts. 

 

 

Study conducted by Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts in collaboration 

with IPK and sponsored by Kuoni  

mailto:roger.wehrli@hslu.ch


  

Luzern, 07/04/2011 

Page 3/32 

ITW Working Paper Series, Tourism 01/2011, short version  

 
 

 

 

Management Summary 

 

The first goal of this study is to learn more about tourists’ understanding of sustainability, because 

everybody talks about sustainability – including in the tourism sector. But what exactly is sustain-

able development from a tourist’s perspective, how do tourists interpret the term sustainability 

and how do tourists assess the importance of sustainable development in tourism? To clarify these 

questions, an empirical survey confronts travellers from eight countries with different statements 

which describe variable attributes of sustainable tourism.  

 

In general, tourists are well informed about the important aspects of sustainable tourism. The 

main descriptive findings of the first empirical phase on tourists’ understanding of sustainable 

tourism are:  

 The overall perception is balanced over the different dimensions. There is no clear prior i-

tisation of a dimension. The share of people agreeing to the statements about sustainable 

tourism is only below 50% for some economic attributes and for the attributes ―prolonged 

stay‖ and ―CO2-compensation‖.  

 The attribute ―upkeep of a scenic view and the cultural heritage‖ is assessed as most sus-

tainable. Generally, attributes referring to local products, local community and local cul-

ture are judged as most sustainable.  

 Tourists rate what they can see, and/or experiences directly at the destination as more rel-

evant for sustainable tourism in the ecological dimension.    

 For 22 % of the respondents, sustainability is among the top three influencing factors 

while booking vacations. This group of tourists, the so-called sustainability aware tourists, 

presents an interesting target group. 

 

Five different types regarding tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism are identified:   

 The balanced type seriously observes all three dimensions and has above average shares 

of agreement in all dimensions. 33% of the respondents belong to the balanced type.  

 The sceptic has a critical attitude and rates all attributes clearly lower. 25% of the re-

spondents belong to the sceptic type. 

 The socio-economic type considers the social and economic dimension in particular. 12% 

of the respondents belong to the socio-economic type.  

 The localised type rates especially the attributes related to local aspects of sustainability 

and to culture as relevant for sustainable tourism. 15% of the respondents belong to the 

localised type.  

 The ecological type considers in particular ecological aspects to be relevant for sustaina-

ble tourism. 15% of the respondents belong to the ecological type.  

 

The second goal is to empirically investigate if there is a potentially interesting market for sus-

tainable tourism products. The preferences of tourists and also the willingness to pay a premium 

for sustainable products are identified by employing a choice experiment. The choice experiment 

was conducted with almost 5000 respondents in Switzerland. Generally, the choice experiment 

shows that tourists would principally like to buy sustainable tourism products. The respondents 

consistently favoured the more sustainable levels of the proposed attributes. Although there are 

clear preferences in favour of sustainable products, it can be shown that the respondents are not 

willing to pay a substantial premium for the inclusion of specific attributes. However, there is 

some evidence that potential customers of sustainable tourism products demand completely sus-

tainable products and they are less price sensitive for such a product.  

 

Although customers are not willing to pay a significant premium, this study concludes that offer-

ing sustainable tourism products could be a successful differentiation strategy in order to gain 
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additional market shares. There is an interesting market segment with a target group of 22% sus-

tainability aware tourists who consider sustainability as important when booking a holiday.  

 

Finally, the understanding of sustainable tourism mostly does not influence the behaviour of tour-

ists. Nevertheless, the identified types of tourists are important for providers of touristic offers 

because it helps to understand how to approach the potential customers of sustainable products.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Sustainability is becoming a more and more important issue in the tourism sector. Nowadays, it 

is well known that sustainability is an important subject for the tourism sector: On the one 

hand, natural and social resources such as landscape, flora and fauna, local culture, traditions, 

etc. are essential input factors for tourism. On the other hand, tourism often (over-)stresses 

these resources. In the worst case, this overstraining can lead to the self-destruction of tourism. 

Therefore tourism cannot only use these resources, but has to manage them carefully. 

 

Nowadays, more and more sustainable tourism products are developed. However, often they 

are still niche products which are offered in the luxury segment. In order to have a greater im-

pact, sustainable tourism products should also be offered in the mass market. Despite existing 

products, it is not really clear who belongs to the target group, how large the target group is 

and what the typical characteristics of customers of sustainable tourism products are. Further-

more, it is not well known what the potential customers’ understanding of sustainable tourism 

is, i.e. what characteristics are important for them and should be considered when designing a 

new sustainable product in order to meet the needs of potential customers. Budaneau (2007) 

states that the knowledge about tourists’ preferences is incomplete and hinders sustainable pro-

gress in the sector. Finally, the question remains whether tourists actually demand these prod-

ucts and if they are even willing to pay more for sustainable products compared to standard 

products. This study tries to give some answers to these fundamental questions.   

 

There are several reasons why sustainable tourism is believed to become important in the fu-

ture. A recent study of the SNV Netherland Development Organisations (SNV 2009) lists 

―generational shifts‖, ―urbanisation‖, ―need to connect with nature‖, ―going green‖, ―demand 

for authenticity‖, ―search for fulfilment‖ and ―emergence of experiential tourism‖ as lifestyle 

trends that favour responsible travel. There are a lot of studies which try to measure the poten-

tial of sustainable tourism or for eco-tourism. Adlawarth (2010) finds that 33% of the German 

travel active households are Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)-interested and that 50% of 

the CSR interested travellers would spend up to 5% more money and the remaining 50% up to 

even 10-15% more. Most of the other studies only look at the demand for eco-tourism or eco-

logical aspects of sustainable tourism. Examples are TripAdvisor (2010), travelhorizons 

(2009), Lonely Planet (2007), Deloitte (2008) and Rheem (2009). However, these studies, 

which mostly define price premiums for sustainable products, ask only about how much people 

are willing to buy in a simple question. These kinds of studies tend to clearly overstate price 

premiums because only intention is measured without looking at the actual behaviour or with-

out making comparisons with other goods or prices.
1
 In order to check for the behaviour, 

Adlawarth (2010) looks at the travel patterns for holidays of CSR-interested travellers and 

compares them with the pattern of non-CSR interested. For example, CSR-interested travellers 

choose significantly more frequently train travel and bus.  

1.1. Goals and design of the study 

 
The general research question is:  
 

Is there demand for sustainable tourism? 
 

                                                        
1 Rheem (2009) asks ―how much of a premium would you be willing to pay for any environmentally friendly travel choices when 

travelling for leisure?‖ She presents different options to the respondents, as for example ―travel (in general)‖, ―air travel  op-

tion‖, ―train travel option‖, etc. and lists the willingness to pay for each option. This method is called contingent valu ation.   
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The study consists of two parts. The first part investigates what tourists really understand by 

the term or concept of sustainable tourism. The second part looks in detail at whether tourists 

actually book sustainable products and are willing to pay more for such products. The corre-

sponding goals and the design of these two parts are briefly presented in section 1.1.1 and sec-

tion 1.1.2.  

1.1.1. Understanding of sustainable tourism  

 
The first goal of the study is to learn more about tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism, 
because everybody talks about sustainability – including in the tourism sector. But what exact-
ly is sustainable development from a tourist’s perspective, how do tourists interpret the term 
sustainability and how do tourists assess the importance of sustainable development in tour-
ism? These questions are hardly ever addressed in the scientific literature on sustainable tour-
ism and therefore this study adds important new insights to the literature.  To clarify these un-
answered questions, an empirical survey confronts tourists from eight countries with different 
statements which describe variable attributes of sustainable tourism. 
 
It is important to note that the goal of this study is not to discuss the correct definition of sus-
tainable tourism from a theoretical point of view. We are mainly interested in how travellers 
perceive and define sustainability. The empirical evidence should help in gaining a better un-
derstanding of the relevant aspects that should be considered when designing a new sustainable 
product. It is important to recognise the relevant aspects because first of all the fulfilment of 
the needs of sustainable tourists is essential for the success of a sustainable product on the 
market.   
 
In a second step, and based on the results of the above mentioned empirical survey, different 
types of tourists relative to their understanding of sustainable tourism are identified. This ty-
pology puts tourists with a similar understanding of sustainable tourism together into one clu s-
ter. With the help of this typology and the shares of each type, interesting insights for tour op-
erators, hotels and other companies who want to develop sustainable products can be derived, 
because knowledge about the importance of different types of customers and their understand-
ing of sustainability is gained. This helps to address the needs of the customer in an efficient 
and more goal-oriented way, and to identify the most interesting group of potential customers 
for a specific new product. The methodology of this first empirical part of the study is ex-
plained in more detail in section 3.1.  

1.1.2. Choice experiment: Do tourists book sustainable tourism?   

 
The second goal is to investigate empirically if there is a potentially interesting market for sus-
tainable tourism products. The preferences of tourists and also the willingness to pay a premi-
um for sustainable products are identified by employing a choice model. This methodology 
allows the design of products which include specific characteristics of sustainable tourism and 
the ability to determine the preferences of customers relative to the different included charac-
teristics of sustainable tourism. To our knowledge, there does not exist a study in the scientific 
literature which uses choice models to address questions related to preferences towards sus-
tainable tourism products which consider all dimensions of sustainability. Only the influence of 
ecological aspects or aspects not related to sustainability has been determined in most of the 
existing studies which use choice models. Furthermore, most of the existing studies which look 
at the demand for sustainable tourism products in general use contingent valuation and related 
methods. Therefore, the second part of the study adds to the existing literature a more detailed 
derivation of the preferences and willingness to pay for sustainable tourism. Additionally, 
choice models overstate the willingness to pay less than the often used method of contingent 
valuation. The choice experiment was conducted with almost 5000 respondents in Switzerland. 
Its methodology is explained in more detail in section 4.1. 



  

Luzern, 07/04/2011 

Page 9/32 

ITW Working Paper Series, Tourism 01/2011, short version  

 
 

 

 

1.1.3. Structure of the article 
 
The article is structured as follows: The attributes describing sustainable tourism which are 
selected for the first part of the empirical survey are presented in section 2. Section 3 presents 
the empirical survey and its results regarding tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism. 
Furthermore a ranking of factors influencing the booking decision is presented. This allows an 
initial insight to be gained into the market potential of sustainable tourism. Section 3 finishes 
with the presentation of the typology of tourists. This is followed by the presentation of the 
most important finding of the second empirical part, i.e. the choice experiment in Swi tzerland 
in section 4. At the beginning of section 3 and section 4 the relevant literature for the respec-
tive empirical phase is presented. Finally the conclusions are discussed in section 5.  
 
This article is a short version of the whole study which only shows the most important results. 
The long version with more and more detailed results, more elaborated explanations, more re f-
erences to the existing literature, etc. can be downloaded from the Homepage of the Institute of 
Tourism of Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts.

2
 

 
 

2. Attributes describing sustainable tourism 
 

There are a lot of different definitions and interpretations of sustainable tourism in the litera-

ture. The definition of sustainable tourism from the Word Tourism Organization UNWTO 

states that sustainable tourism is tourism that ―meets the needs of present tourists and host r e-

gions while protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future. It is envisaged as leading to 

the management of all resources in such a way that economic, social and aesthetic needs can be 

fulfilled while maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological divers i-

ty and life support systems‖ (UNWTO, 1995, cited in Miller, 2003).
3
 This definition is used for 

this study firstly because it is near to the famous sustainability definition of the Brundtland 

report (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987), secondly, focuses on the 

key element of sustainability, i.e. the "the needs of the present without compromising the abil-

ity of future generations to meet their own needs", and thirdly addresses the three dimensions 

economy, ecology and society in which the attributes of this study are also grouped. 

 

The attributes describing sustainable tourism used for the first part of the empirical investiga-

tion have been derived in an interdisciplinary way including most departments of the Lucerne 

University of Applied Sciences and Arts.
4
 The participating departments derived the relevant 

attributes from their specific perspectives, e.g. the department of social work proposed socio-

cultural and social attributes, etc. These proposals are based on an extensive literature research 

and on existing indicator systems for sustainable tourism. The major guideline to identify these 

attributes was the definition of sustainable tourism from the Word Tourism Organization UN-

WTO as presented above. The respective results were discussed in a workshop with all in-

volved researchers. The approved result of this workshop is a list of 23 attributes to be included 

in the survey. These attributes are considered as most important and relevant for tourism and 

represent all dimensions of sustainability. In this chapter, they are briefly presented. First, the 

ecological attributes will be introduced before presenting the social and economic attributes. 

The explanation why the attributes mentioned below are chosen is presented in the long version 

of the article.  

                                                        
2 http://www.hslu.ch/wirtschaft/w-outside-navigation/itw/w-itw-ueber-uns-2/w-itw-publikationen/w-itw-berichte-mobilitaet.htm 
3 We do not use the conceptual definition from the UNWTO (2004), because unfortunately this elaborate and long definition loses the 
clear focus from the definition presented above.  
4 The departments involved are the department of business, social work, engineering and archit ecture, and art and design.  
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2.1. Ecological attributes 

 

1. Sustainable tourism is characterised by a good provision of public transport to and from, 

and at the destination. 

2. Sustainable tourism compensates the CO2-emissions caused by the arrival and the return 

journey through the support of climate protection projects which help to reduce CO2-

emissions. 

3. Sustainable tourism encourages people travelling from far away to stay longer at the giv-

en destination. 

4. Sustainable tourism is characterised by the use of renewable energy sources.  

5. Sustainable tourism has an operational concept for its infrastructure and buildings which 

ensures that resources, especially water and energy, are used in an efficient way, avoiding 

the unnecessary waste of resources. 

6. Sustainable tourism optimises resource use (energy, water, building materials, etc.) neces-

sary for the construction and deconstruction of infrastructure. 

7. Sustainable tourism offers products with a level of comfort (food, heating, etc.) which are 

adapted to the local conditions (climate, sea level, etc.). 

8. Sustainable tourism minimises waste output and ensures appropriate waste management 

and sanitation.  

9. Sustainable tourism takes the preservation of biodiversity into account.  

2.2. Social attributes 

 

10. Sustainable tourism does not discriminate against either employees or guests due to na-

tionality, age, gender, religion, disability and/or political beliefs. 

11. Sustainable tourism has fair working conditions regarding working hours, health, safety 

and possibilities for continuing education. 

12. Sustainable tourism enhances a more equal income distribution within the local communi-

ty.  

13. Sustainable tourism involves the local community in the development of tourism. 

14. Sustainable tourism communicates transparently and credibly. 

15. Sustainable tourism provides an insight into the local cultural, social & economic deve l-

opment and into the local community.  

16. Sustainable tourism considers the impact of tourists on the local population and their cul-

ture, respecting the needs and traditions of the local population.  

17. Sustainable tourism places an importance on the upkeep of the scenic view of a place, as 

well as its cultural heritage. 

2.3. Economic attributes 

 

18. Sustainable tourism contributes to the preservation of long-term regional economic well-

being.  

19. Sustainable tourism contributes to the maintenance of regional employment and the devel-

opment of new jobs within the region, which also offer adequate wages. 

20. Sustainable tourism offers a large variety of different and independent products.  

21. Sustainable tourism has a versatile and flexible infrastructure. 

22. Sustainable tourism uses local products and services while paying an adequate and fair 

price for these products and services.  

23. Sustainable tourism contributes to poverty alleviation within the destination.  
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3. Understanding sustainable tourism 
 

Looking specifically at the understanding of sustainable tourism, the definition and understand-

ing of sustainable tourism from a tourist’s perspectives is seldom discussed in the literature. 

Guyer and Pollard (1997) look at environmental quality and find that it is perceived differently 

by each tourist. Furthermore, they find that it differs not only with the individual, but also with 

the destination and the activity undertaken. However, there are no studies defining economic 

and social sustainability from a tourist’s perspective.  

3.1. Empirical Method  

 

To clarify the tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism, an online survey was designed by 

the Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts and was carried out by the research inst i-

tute IPK International in Munich among travellers in eight countries (Brazil, Germany, Great 

Britain, India, Russia, Switzerland, Sweden, USA). The sample in the eight countries is a self-

recruited random sample. The contacted persons are representative regarding the population of 

a specific country. Since only tourists who travel are allowed to answer the questionnaire, the 

sample of people finishing the survey is representative regarding the travelling population of a 

respective country and not of the whole population. Overall, 6,113 tourists answered the ques-

tionnaire completely. These respondents resulted from a random sampling from tourists who 

are over 15 years old.  

 

The respondents were asked to assess the statements describing sustainable tourism as de-

scribed in section 2 on a scale of 1 to 5, where the value 1 means ―I strongly disagree‖ and the 

value 5 means ―I strongly agree‖. Additionally, the usual socio-demographic questions and 

some question about travel behaviour were added.  

 

The empirical phase has shown that most of the attributes are well defined and clearly ex-

plained. Nevertheless, there are some attributes that might have caused difficulties to the re-

spondents such as the attribute which describes the adapted comfort
5
 and the attribute that de-

scribes prolonged stays
6
. They were too complicated for most respondents to understand 

because they try to describe a complex fact in one sentence. Therefore, interpretations regard-

ing these two attributes should be made carefully and in most cases these two attributes are 

excluded from the analysis. Furthermore, it would have been interesting to separate the ―up-

keep of the scenic view and the cultural heritage‖.  

  

One of the goals of this study is to identify different types of tourists related to their under-

standing of sustainable tourism. For this purpose, a cluster analysis with the mean-component-

method (varimax rotation) is conducted to derive a typology of different types with differing 

attitudes towards sustainability in tourism. In the following, some descriptive statistics are pre-

sented before turning to the cluster analysis.  

3.2. Descriptive results 

 

The descriptive results of the rating of the attributes are presented in section 3.2.1 and the fac-

tors influencing the decision to book a holiday in section 3.2.2.  

                                                        
5 Sustainable tourism offers products with a level of comfort (food, heating, etc.) which are adapted to the local conditions (cli-

mate, sea level, etc.). 
6
 Sustainable tourism encourages people travelling from far away to stay longer at the given destination. 
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3.2.1. Rating of the attributes  

 

In the following we will identify the most important aspects by looking at the share of people 

who rate an attribute with either the value 5 (―I strongly agree‖) or 4 (―I agree‖) as shown in 

Figure 1- Figure 3 below. The overall perception is balanced over the different dimensions. The 

share of people agreeing is only below 50% for some economic attributes and for the attributes 

―prolonged stay‖ and ―CO2-compensation‖ The highest share of agreement is recorded for the at-

tribute ―scenic view / cultural heritage‖. This is not surprising because landscape and cultural heri t-

age are often a very important motivation to travel to a certain place and it is in the tourists own 

interest that they are well maintained.  

 

The most important findings in each dimension will be briefly discussed, starting with the eco-

logical dimension, as shown in Figure 1 where the attributes are ordered according to the list 

presented in section 2.  

 

 
Figure 1: Ecological attributes of sustainable tourism products 

 

From an ecological point of view, the attribute ―resource efficiency‖, i.e. the efficient use of 

resources, especially water and energy, avoiding the unnecessary waste of resources, is the 

highest rated attribute, with 63 per cent of the respondents in agreement, together with ―mini-

misation of waste / waste management‖ (63%) and ―adapted comfort‖ (62%), i.e. products with 

a level of comfort (food, heating, etc.) which is adapted to the local conditions (climate, sea 

level, etc.).
7
 These attributes can be regarded as equally important, because the Sidak-T-test 

shows that there is no significant difference in the observed mean values on the 95% signif i-

cance level.
8
 However, the mean values of these three attributes are significantly different 

compared to all other ecological variables, which qualifies these three attributes as the most 

important topics in the ecological dimension. Comparing the characteristic of these top topics 

with the other attributes, we conclude that travellers rate what they can see, and/or experiences 

directly at the destination as more sustainable in the ecological dimension.
9
 The only exception 

is the provision of public transport which also directly influences holiday experiences.  

 

                                                        
7 This result partially confirms the results from TripAdvisor (2010) which finds that the most important factors for a hotel to be 

considered green are energy and water, conservation and the use of recycled paper.  
8 The detailed statistical results of the Sidak T-test and all other statistical tests which are mentioned in this text are available 

upon request from the authors.  
9 The last attribute that is related to the holiday experience is the availability of public transport. The mean value of this attribute 

is not statistically significantly different from the mean value of the three top topics. However, it is not listed among the  top 

topics because the share of respondents agreeing is clearly lower.  
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It is an interesting result that CO2-compensation was rated rather badly: CO2-compensation is 

perceived as not sustainable by 53% of the respondents, although CO2-emission is one of the 

hot topics in sustainability and most of the environmental externalities (i.e. CO2-emissions) are 

caused by the journey to the destination. Another attribute with a high impact on the environ-

ment and which refers to the journey to the destination, i.e. prolonged stays, is also not seen as 

sustainable by most people, although traffic is one of the most important issues in the ecologi-

cal dimension.  

 

The most relevant attribute in the social dimension is ―scenic view and cultural heritage‖ with 

68 % of the respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing,
10

 followed by ―involvement of local 

community‖ (65 %) and ―considering impacts of tourists on locals‖ (64 %) and ―no discrimina-

tion‖ (62%) (see Figure 2). Interestingly, equal income distribution is perceived as the least 

relevant aspect of sustainable tourism.  

 

 
Figure 2: Social attributes of sustainable tourism products 

 

Regarding the economic dimension, the use of local products and services, regional employment 

and long-term regional economic well-being are seen as relevant attributes for sustainable tourism 

by 66%, 64% and 62 % of the respondents respectively. This is not a straightforward result, be-

cause the economic dimension is often the least discussed and we therefore expected that economic 

attributes might not be as relevant compared to ecological and social attributes, since the latter ones 

are more often discussed in the public. The other economic attributes are perceived as less sustain-

able which is in line with our argumentation in section 2.3 of the long version of the article, that all 

other economic attributes than regional economic well-being are secondary economic attributes. 

However, the most important attribute in the economic dimension is the ―use of local products and 

services‖ which supports the goal of a strengthening of the regional economic development. It is 

important to note that it is not a purely economic attribute because it includes social and ecological 

aspects.  

 

                                                        
10 This is confirmed by the Sidak T-test.  
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Figure 3: Economic attributes of sustainable tourism products 

 

In general, it seems that local aspects are the most relevant attributes of sustainable tourism, 

since attributes referring to local products, local community and local culture are judged as 

most sustainable. The attributes referring to local aspects often address more than one dimen-

sion. For example, the use of local products ensures that income remains within the region 

(economic dimension), and lessens negative ecological externalities because they do not have 

to be transported from far away. Sims (2009) finds similar results focusing on the role local 

food can play within the holiday. She argues that ―local food can play an important role in the 

sustainable tourism experience because it appeals to the visitor’s desire for authenticity within 

the holiday experience.‖ Local products link travellers to the region and give them the feeling 

of experiencing the destination and its specialties better.   

3.2.2. Factors influencing the decision to book a holiday   

 

In addition to the understanding of sustainable tourism, the people questioned were also asked 

how important sustainability is among other aspects when they book vacations. Therefore, the 

respondent had to rank eight aspects that are relevant for booking decisions. Before sustainabil-

ity is considered in the decision to book a holiday, other factors are of importance: Tourists 

want to be sure that the weather/climate fits their need, that the price is good, that they can 

easily travel to the destination, etc. Sustainability is consequently second last in the resulting 

ranking:  

 

1. Weather/climate 

2. Price 

3. Accessibility to and from the destination 

4. Local culture 

5. Landscape 

6. Food 

7. Sustainability 

8. Local activities 

 

Looking at the country level, sustainability is always second last or last except for Brazil and 

Russia, where it is ranked 4
th

 and 5
th

 respectively. This result can be explained by the high per-

centage of people with higher education in the samples from Brazil and Russia. Better educated 

people are more aware of the problems associated to the environment, society and economy 

caused by tourism, and are therefore more likely to consider sustainability when booking. More 

highly educated people with a higher income are included in these countries because is a sam-

ple of travellers. Only people from the upper classes can afford to travel whereas in Europe and 

the USA most people travel.   
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In general, the ranking above does not offer evidence for sustainability being important in 

booking decisions. The classical criteria such as ―weather/climate‖, ―price‖, and ―accessibility 

to and from the destination‖ are clearly the most important ones. However, for 22% of the re-

spondents, sustainability is among the top three factors. This 22% of respondents can therefore 

be considered as an important target group for sustainable tourism. This is some initial evi-

dence, that there is potential for sustainable touristic offers. Those tourists which are called 

―sustainability aware tourists‖ in the following are described in more detail in section 3.3.3.  

3.3. Typology of tourists with respect to their understanding of sustainable tourism 

 

It is one of the aims of the study to identify different types of tourists who can be described by 

their different understanding of sustainable tourism. The applied factor analysis, as briefly de-

scribed in section 3.1, leads to a typology of five clusters. An overview of these different types 

shows two major groups: the balanced type and its opposite, the sceptic (57.6 % in total). The 

balanced type has an above average share of agreement (values of 4 and 5) in all dimensions, 

and the sceptic type has below average shares in all dimensions. Furthermore, there are three 

strong minorities: the socio-economic, localised and ecological type (totally 42.4 %) as shown 

in Figure 4. These three types put stronger emphasis on some aspects of sustainable tourism, 

i.e. the ecologists considers ecological aspects to be particularly relevant for sustainable tour-

ism, the localised type considers local aspects and aspects related to cultural attributes as being 

especially important, and the socio-economic type favours the other social and the economic 

attributes proposed in section 2.   

 

 
Figure 4: Types of tourists with respect to their understanding of sustainable tourism 

 

Before explaining these types briefly in section 3.3.2, it is shown which attributes are of im-

portance for which type in the next section.  

3.3.1. Attributes related to the sustainability types 

 

The factor analysis, which was conducted in order to find the sustainability types, assigns the 

attributes to one of three factors. These factors are equivalent to the socio-economic, localised 

and ecological types. There are no factors for the balanced and the sceptic type since the bal-

anced type is characterised by an above average share of agreement in all dimensions. Similar-

ly, the sceptic agrees much less with the statements about sustainable tourism in all dimen-

sions. The greenly shaded areas indicate which attribute is assigned to which cluster.    
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 Socio-

economic  

Localised Ecological 

Ecological Attributes     

Public transport    

CO₂-compensation    

Prolonged stays    

Renewable energy    

Resource efficiency    

Embodied energy    

Adapted comfort    

Minimisation of waste / Waste management    

Biodiversity    

Social Attributes     

No discrimination    

Fair working conditions    

Equal income distribution    

Involvement of local community    

Transparent and credible communication     

Insight into local community and culture    

Consideration of impact on locals and their culture    

Scenic view / cultural heritage    

Economic Attributes    

Long-term regional economic well-being    

Regional employment    

Variety of products    

Versatile, flexible infrastructure    

Use of local products and services    

Poverty alleviation    

Table 1: Assignment of attributes to clusters 

 

Most of the ecological attributes are assigned to the ecological type, as can be seen in  Table 1. 

Only CO2-compensation, prolonged stays and adapted comfort are not assigned to the ecologi-

cal type. However, it should be noted that the last two attributes should be interpreted carefu l-

ly, as noted before in section 3.1. These three attributes are assigned to the localised type. 

However, it is more important that all attributes of the social dimension which cover cultural 

aspects are assigned to the localised type. The other social attributes and all economic attrib-

utes are allotted to the socio-economic type.  

3.3.2. A brief description of the sustainability types 

 

The balanced type seriously observes all three dimensions and has above average shares of 

agreement in all dimensions: Perhaps it is not possible to respect all three dimensions in every 

single decision of everyday life, but this type tries to find a balance between them in the course 

of time. 33% of the respondents belong to the balanced type.  
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The sceptic type has a critical attitude, and rates all attributes clearly lower, i.e. agrees much 

less with the statements about sustainable tourism in all dimensions. One possible reason could 

be that these people find the proposed attributes not strict enough, i.e. they are not sustainable 

enough for them. Another possible reason is that these people find the idea too complicated or 

too sophisticated. Furthermore some of the sceptics might think that the related problems, for 

example of climate change, are not so dangerous or that one person alone cannot have any ef-

fect on such global problems and that it is the responsibility of politicians and the states. 25% 

of the respondents belong to the sceptic type. 

 

The socio-economic type prioritises in particular the social and economic dimension: These 

people are focused on good relations and partnerships between human beings. It seems to be 

clear that the socio-economic type recognises better than the other types – apart from the bal-

anced type – the links between sustainability and long-term regional economic well-being and 

poverty alleviation. The socio-economic type hopes more than the others that sustainable tour-

ism leads to a more equal income distribution within the local community and in general to a 

fairer society. 12% of the respondents belong to the socio-economic type. 

 

The localised type rates the attributes related to local aspects of sustainability and to culture as 

especially relevant for sustainable tourism. They want to enjoy an authentic holiday experience 

and to consume local products. Sustainable tourism offers interesting cultural experiences 

which are authentic and match with the history and traditional culture of the region without 

simply conserving it. It is important for them that sustainable tourism provides an insight into 

the local cultural, social and economic development and into the local community and that it 

considers the impact of tourism on the local population and their culture, respecting the needs 

and traditions of the local population. Furthermore, the cultural heritage, for example buildings 

and monuments and the landscape should be taken care of. 15% of the respondents belong to 

the localised type. 

 

The ecological type considers the ecological dimension in particular: The relationship between 

men and nature or environment is fragile. Taking care of the environment and better and eff i-

cient management of energy and other resources is crucial.  This type has a remarkably high 

share of agreement with CO2-compensation (67%).
11

 Besides estimating the environment, the 

ecological type also often considers the upkeep of the landscape and the cultural heritage as 

relevant for sustainable tourism and the other two main attributes of the localised type, ―insight 

into local community and culture‖ and ―considering of impacts on locals and their culture‖. 

However, the other social attribute and the economic attributes are judged less relevant for 

sustainable tourism. 15% of the respondents belong to the ecological type. 

3.3.3. The key target group: Sustainability aware tourists 

 

22 % of all respondents rank sustainability among the top three factors influencing their deci-

sion to book a holiday, as already stated in section 3.2.2. These tourists who are called sustain-

ability aware tourists are the key target group, because they consider sustainability when book-

ing holiday. This interesting group is discussed in this section.  

 

If we look at the share of respondents who rank sustainability among the top three factors in-

fluencing their decision to book a holiday at the level of each cluster, the following shares are 

observed: 

                                                        
11 Only the balanced type has with 79% a higher share of agreement with CO2-compensation, whereas only 13% of the cultural 

type, only 12% of the sceptic type and 54% of the social type agree with it.   
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 26 % of the balanced type  

 20 % of the sceptic type 

 21 % of the socio-economic type 

 18 % of the localised type 

 18 % of the ecological type 

This is again evidence that the balanced type has the highest potential to buy sustainable prod-

ucts. It is surprising that a higher share of sceptics rank sustainability among the top three fac-

tors compared to the ecological who are actually more sensitive to sustainable tourism when 

we look at the ratings of the attributes. Some sceptics actually consider sustainability as i m-

portant when booking, but are very critical when assessing if a product is sustainable.  

 

The ranking of factors influencing the decision to book a holiday does not show large devia-

tions from the average over the whole sample:  

1. Sustainability  

2. Weather / climate 

3. Accessibility 

4. Price 

5. Local culture 

6. Landscape 

7. Food  

8. Local activities 

Sustainability is the most important factor. The order of the other factors has not changed, ex-

cept that price is less important than accessibility and no longer belongs to the top three fac-

tors.  

 

In general, the sample of sustainability aware tourists is characterised by a slightly higher rate 

of agreement with the attributes describing sustainable tourism, compared to the sample includ-

ing all respondents. However, the sustainability aware tourists consider mostly the same attrib-

utes as most relevant as the average respondent of the whole sample, as can be seen further 

below. The higher rate of agreement can be explained by the higher share of the balanced type 

compared to the total sample including all respondents (see Figure 5).  

 

Besides the clearly greater share of balanced types, the shares of the sceptic type and the local-

ised and ecological types are slightly lower. However, we cannot identify a typical type which 

is clearly more likely to consider sustainability in his/her booking decision. All types are still 

considerably represented. It can therefore be concluded that the consideration when booking is 

independent of the sustainability type. However it should be kept in mind that different aspects 

of sustainable tourism are important for the different types which will influence their booking 

behaviour when they face a real sustainable tourism offer. An ecological type, for example, is 

more likely to book a product that is sustainable from an ecological point of view but does not 

explicitly consider economic aspects.  
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Figure 5: Types of sustainable aware tourists with respect to their understanding of sustainable tourism 

 

Sustainability aware tourists are also more likely to know sustainable tourism products (50% 

compared to 34% over all respondents) and to book sustainable tourism products (36% com-

pared to 20% over all respondents). It is interesting that it is from the sustainability aware tour-

ists that relatively more persons belonging to the balanced type book sustainable tourism prod-

ucts: 42% have already booked such a product. Again as in the case of the booking behaviour 

of all respondents (see section 3.3.4 in the long version of the article), the balanced type could 

be called the key target group of sustainable tourism, looking at booking behavior in the past.  

3.4. Specifics of countries  

 

In this section, the most interesting differences of the responses of some specific countries 

compared to the average over all countries are presented without going into a detailed interpre-

tation. The detailed analysis for each of the eight countries can be found in the appendix of the 

long version of this article.   

3.4.1. Differences in the assessment of the attributes  

 

Generally, the Germans are most critical and almost all attributes have lower shares of agree-

ments. The British are also more critical than the average: They assess the ecological and the 

social attributes more critically, and it is astonishing that less than 50% judge the upkeep of a 

landscape and the cultural heritage as an attribute of sustainable tourism, because it is one of 

the most important attributes for all other countries. Also the Russians are more critical regard-

ing the presented attributes of sustainable tourism. They are especially critical regarding energy 

related ecological attributes such as ―CO2-compensation‖, ―use of renewable energy‖, etc. The 

answers of the respondents from the USA (and the distribution of the different types) corre-

spond mostly to the average, except that lower agreement rates for ecological attributes are 

observed.  

 

There are generally higher shares of agreement from Brazilian respondents and there is a high-

er agreement with social attributes from Indians. The attribute ―equal income distribution‖ has 

an especially higher share of respondents from Brazil and also India agreeing. This is not sur-

prising, since poverty is a more relevant issue in these developing countries , and the respond-

ents are therefore more sensitive to it compared to the respondents in the richer western indus-

trialised countries.  
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There are interesting differences in the assessment of the sustainability of CO2-compensation 

in the different countries (see Figure 6): If we compare the outcome in the different countries, 

the Germans are most critical, with 65% of the respondents who do not assess it as sustainable.  

The US-Americans and Russians are also very critical with respect to CO2-compensation. The 

assessment of the Russians is especially interesting, since they rate it very badly and are clearly 

more critical compared to the other ecological attributes (70% of respondents do not agree). 

The same holds for the attribute ―use of renewable resources‖ with which 67% of respondents 

do not agree.  

 

 
Figure 6: Rating of CO2-compensation 

 

3.4.2. Differences in the distribution of the types of tourists  

 

If the representation of the five identified types in the eight countries is compared, the follow-

ing country-specific results can be observed:
12

  

 The different types have more or less the same proportions in Sweden and the USA, 

and do not heavily deviate from the average over the whole sample.  

 Brazil and India have the greatest percentage of balanced types. In Brazil more than 

half of the respondents belong to the balanced type group. However, these two coun-

tries differ in importance regarding the other types: In Brazil, the ecological type is the 

second most important type (22%) whereas in India, the sceptic is the second most im-

portant type (22.5%) and the ecological type plays a minor role.  

 Germany has the biggest number of sceptics, and in Great Britain, the sceptic is also 

the most important type.   

 Russia has the highest share of the localised type. It amounts to 38% and is the most 

important type in Russia.  

 Russia and India have the lowest share of the ecological type.  

 Switzerland has the highest share of the ecological type, whereas the balanced type is 

still the most important type. 

 

 

4. Do tourists book sustainable products? – A choice experiment 

 

The question remains if sustainable products are actually bought by tourists and if they are 

willing to pay more for sustainable products, because often sustainable products are more cos t-

ly. To answer this question, a choice experiment with 4,796 Swiss travellers was conducted.  

                                                        
12 The graphics related to these findings can be found in the long version of this article. 
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4.1. Empirical method  

 

A choice experiment is employed in this second empirical phase because there is not enough 

real data from the tourism market to measure the demand of tourists regarding sustainable tour-

ism products. Questions related to the booking of sustainable tourism products and to the will-

ingness to pay can therefore only be answered by employing so-called ―stated preference‖ 

methods. A choice model is used in this study because it is best suited for analysing the influ-

ence of characteristics of a product (the so-called attributes) on demand for a product.  

 

Two surveys using different offers were conducted in Switzerland. The first one is regarding a 

safari in South Africa, lasting two weeks, as offered by Kuoni during winter 2011. The guided 

safari leads the tourists through the unique landscapes of South Africa, starting in the North in 

the famous Kruger National Park, further through Swaziland and the Hluhluwe National Park 

and finally following the famous Garden route to Cape Town. The minimum standard for all 

overnight stays is a four star hotel. The basic offer costs 4,900 Swiss Francs ($ 5,440). This 

price is all inclusive, also including the flight from Switzerland to South Africa. The second 

basic product is a two week beach holiday in a bungalow in the Maldives with a price of 3,300 

Swiss Francs ($ 3,663), as offered by Kuoni. The choice experiment using the example of 

South Africa is discussed first in the following. Subsequently, only the differences of the Mal-

divian example compared to the example of South Africa are presented.  

 

The basic products described above are altered in the choice experiment: Some attributes de-

scribing sustainable tourism are added to the normal description in the Kuoni prospectus in 

order to compare different products on different sustainable levels. However, i t is impossible to 

include all 23 attributes of the first phase of the understanding of sustainable tourism. There-

fore, the most relevant attributes of the first phase were identified and the following attributes 

of sustainable tourism are used in the choice experiment:  

 Use of local products 

 Environmental management (energy, water and waste) 

 Working conditions  

 CO2-compensation 

 

During the choice experiment, the respondents had to make 14 choices. Each choice was com-

posed of two products which considered the included attributes of sustainable tourism differ-

ently and a zero option. Table 2 presents the attributes and a detailed description of the levels 

of the attributes.
13

 Please note that the prices for the experiment using the example of South 

Africa are listed and that the lowest price is the official price in the catalogue of Kuoni. With 

each higher price level, the price increased again by 50 Swiss Francs ($ 55.5).   

 

300 different questionnaires with different selections of products and choice sets were created 

by using the Choice Based Conjoint (CBC) software of Sawtooth. Each questionnaire consists 

of 14 choice sets and questions related to travel behaviour and socio-demographics. Two of the 

14 choice sets are fixed choice sets which are presented to every respondent, whereas the other 

twelve choice sets differed according to the 300 generated questionnaires. The link to the 

online survey was sent to a total of 29,123 customers of Kuoni and Helvetic Tours, two Swiss 

tour operators. Half of them received a link to the choice experiment with the safari in South 

Africa and the other half the experiment with the beach holidays in the Maldives. The response 

rate of completed surveys was 16%. 

                                                        
13 Some screen captures of some pages of the original online survey in German are shown in Appendix A1 in order to allow for a 

clearer picture of what the survey looked like. 
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Variable name Level Description 

Price 4’900 CHF   

 4’950 CHF  

 5’000 CHF  

 5’050 CHF  

 5’100 CHF  

 5’150 CHF  

 5’200 CHF   

CO2-compensation No CO2-compensation   

 CO2-compensation The CO2-emissions caused by the arrival and 

the return journey are compensated through 

the support of climate protection projects. 

Local products Almost no local pro-

ducts 

Almost no local products are used. 

 Local food There are predominantly meals made from local 

products on the menu.  

 Local food and local 

building material 

There are predominantly meals made from local 

products on the menu and the hotel was built by 

using mainly local building material.  

Environmental 

management 

No measures Waste lies partly around, there are no sewage 

plants, and the energy use is not controlled.   

 Some measures No waste lies around, sewage does not flow 

without treatment into the sea and first 

measures towards an efficient use of energy 

are taken as for example the use of energy-

saving lamps.  

 A lot of measures Waste is minimised, separated, composted 

and recycled, sewage is completely treated in 

sewage plants and the energy is used effi-

ciently. 

Working conditions Unclear working condi-

tions 

The working conditions were not controlled.  

 At least fair wages Fair wages are paid. The other working con-

ditions were not controlled.  

 High international 

standards 

Fair wages are paid and the working condi-

tions satisfy international standards.  

Table 2: Attributes and levels used in the choice experiment “South Africa”  

 

4.2. Result of the choice experiments  

 

The results of the choice experiment are presented in this chapter. The case of the safari in 

South Africa is discussed in detail. The results of the case of the Maldives are presented only if 
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there are some major deviations and new insights compared to the South African case.
14

 Gener-

ally, the two experiments deliver quite similar results.  

 

The preference shares, which show how often a single level of an attribute has been chosen 

relative to the other levels of the same attribute, show a clear picture: The more sustainable 

levels of all attributes are chosen significantly more often. Looking at the attribute ―environ-

mental management‖ for example, the level ―a lot of measures‖ has a preference share of 

44.3%, ―some measures‖ 41.2%, whereas the completely non-sustainable level ―no measures‖ 

has only 14.4%.
15

  

 

In order to derive the marginal willingness to pay (MWTP), first, an empirical estimation of a mod-

el which describes the probability of choosing a given product as a function of its attributes is 

made. For this purpose, a logit model was estimated, as presented in Table 3. If a higher price is 

expected to lead to a lower demand, i.e. a lower probability of choosing a specific product, then the 

estimated coefficient should be negative. If more sustainable levels of a product are expected to 

increase the probability of choosing a product, the estimated coefficients for the attributes should be 

positive. Price is linearized in this estimation, because the price steps between the levels are 

constantly $ 55.5 (CHF 50).   

 

Coefficient t ratio 

 

Attribute 

 Test for significance of the model: Chi-Square: 11860     

-0.02752 -5.54540 

 
Price 

 

     0.24331 27.09240 

 
CO2-compensation 

     

   
Local products 

0.25550 19.05440 

  

Local food 

0.40047 29.89110 

  

Local food and building material 

     

   
Environmental management  

0.47919 35.88900 

  

Some measures 

0.60838 45.38630 

  

A lot of measures 

     

   
Fair working conditions 

0.22090 16.68810 

  

At least fair wages 

0.58993 44.15830 

  

High international standards 

     -0.03818 -2.63260 

 
None 

 Table 3: Results from the logit model  

 

Each coefficient significantly has the expected value: Price has a negative influence on the 

probability of buying a product, i.e. the higher the price, the lower is the demand for a specific 

product. The attributes which describe aspects of sustainable tourism all have positive coeffi-

cients. This indicates that the more sustainable a product is, the higher is the probability that 

customers will buy the product.  

 

                                                        
14 The detailed results and tables from the case of the Maldives are presented in the appendix of the long version of this study  

report.  
15 The tables showing the preference shares for each attribute can be found in the long version of this study report.  



  

Luzern, 07/04/2011 

Page 24/32 

ITW Working Paper Series, Tourism 01/2011, short version  

 
 

 

 

The marginal willingness to pay for an increase in the level of an attribute is calcula ted by di-

viding the coefficient of an attribute i and the coefficient of the price  

iMWTP





 

This calculation leads to the following marginal willingness to pay for the attributes as present-

ed in Table 4.    

 

Attribute 

MWTP in US 

dollar
16

 

MWTP in per-

cent of price 

CO2-compensation 9.8 0.18% 

Local products   

 Local food 10.3 0.19% 

 Local food and building material 17.3 0.32% 

Environmental management   

 Some measures 20.6 0.38% 

 A lot of measures 26.2 0.48% 

Fair working conditions   

 At least fair wages 8.9 0.16% 

 High international standards 23.7 0.44% 

Total (sum of highest level of each attribute) 77.0 1.42% 

Table 4: Marginal willingness to pay (MWTP) for selected attributes (in US dollars) 

 

The MWTP for the attributes is between $ 8.9 and $ 26.2. The respondents are only willing to 

pay $ 9.8 for CO2-compensation of the journey to and back from the destination. CO2-

compensation from MyClimate
17

 for a return flight to South Africa costs 138 US dollars (My-

Climate, 2011). This is a large gap and their willingness to pay is clearly lower and clearly 

below the market price. This explains why only a small number of tourists actually compensate 

CO2-emissions of the journey as mentioned in Broderick (2008). Furthermore there is a con-

tinuing discussion and criticism about the credibility and effectiveness of CO2-compensation 

(Broderick, 2008). Therefore a lot of consumers are not willing to buy CO2-compensation.  

 

The MWTP for the other attributes are also low, although a preference for more sustainable 

levels of the attributes was found. In total, the sum of the MWTP for the highest level of each 

attributes leads to a total willingness to pay of $ 77.1. This value is comparable  to other stud-

ies. Casey et al. (2010) find in a choice experiment a mean willingness to pay for a ―coral fund‖ 

in the Riviera Maya region of Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula of $55, and Brau and Cao (2008) find 

in a choice experiment a mean willingness to pay 64.65 Euros for environmental quality at the 

beaches in Sardinia. However, Brau and Cao say that this high WTP exists only where losses 

with respect to original conditions are expected.   

 

The fact that people would prefer aspects of sustainability to be included in the product but are 

not willing to pay a significant mark-up is a common finding in the literature of sustainable 

consumption (Priskin, 2009). Vermeir and Verbeke (2006 and 2008) looking at food consump-

tion find evidence for this so-called ―attitude – behaviour gap‖. They even find that a lot of peo-

ple with a positive attitude towards sustainability do not intend to buy such products.   

                                                        
16 The prices in the experiment are in Swiss Francs. The exchange rate of 1 CHF = 1.10979 USD from March, 18, 2011 is used to 

calculated the prices in US dollars.  
17 MyClimate is one of the leading providers of CO2-compensations in Switzerland (see www.myclimate.org).  

http://www.myclimate.org/
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The absolute values of the MWTP for all levels of all attributes are higher in the experiment for 

South Africa (see Table 4) compared to the respective value in the experiment for the Mal-

dives. The values are between $ 5.8 and $ 19.0 in the case of the Maldives. The MWTP is 

again lowest for ―CO2-compensation‖ and the highest value is observed for environmental 

management. Although the absolute values of MWTP are higher in the case of South Africa, 

the relative values are almost the same since people are willing to pay almost the same relative 

MWTPs in both experiments. The price of the baseline offer of beach holidays in the Maldives 

lasting two weeks was $ 3,663, as offered this season by Kuoni, whereas the price of the base-

line offer of safari vacations in South Africa was $ 5,430. Therefore, using these base prices, 

relative MWTP for sustainable aspects are calculated in Table 4. The only remarkable differ-

ence between the two experiments is that the respondents are willing to pay a higher relative 

premium for environmental management (―a lot of measures‖) in the case of the Maldives.  

 

The willingness to pay for sustainable tourism products is low compared to the willingness to 

pay for ―green‖ food. Galarraga et al. (2004) find that consumers are willing to pay 0.003 Euro 

(11.26%) per gram of coffee more due to the inclusion of green characteristics and Loureiro et 

al. (2005) find a maximal MWTP of $3 per pound of coffee for an organic and fair trade la-

belled coffee. There are two main reasons for these higher MWTPs compared to this survey. 

First, the above mentioned studies in the food market also state that this high level premiums 

are only realized in this small niche markets, whereas this study considered the whole tourism 

market and not only the niche market of sustainable tourism. Second, consumers are less will-

ing to behave sustainably during holidays than during their everyday life. They want to forget 

their daily life, enjoy their holidays without privations and don’t want to think about the effect 

of their behaviour (Becken, 2007, Weaver, 2008). 

 

The low MWTPs in this study indicate that there is not much potential to substantially increase 

prices due to the inclusion of a specific aspect of sustainable tourism in a product. However, 

two fixed choice tasks were proposed to all respondents in order to concretely observe if tour-

ists are willing to buy a specific product. In both choice sets, a variant with all attributes on the 

unsustainable level is compared with a more sustainable product. In the first case, the more 

sustainable product included CO2-compensation and the use of local product and building ma-

terials, in the second case, the levels of all attributes are set  on the most sustainable value. The 

fully sustainable product is clearly preferred to the basic product. 85% choose the perfect sus-

tainable product compared to the basic product. This indicates that people have a strong prefer-

ence for a completely perfect sustainable product and that in this case, their price sensitivity 

might be lower.   

 

 

5. Conclusions 

 

In the first part of the study, tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism has been investigat-

ed with over 6,000 respondents from eight countries. In general, tourists are well informed 

about the important aspects of sustainable tourism. The main descriptive findings of the first 

empirical phase on tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism are:  

 The overall perception is balanced over the different dimensions.  There is no clear pri-

oritisation of a dimension. The share of people agreeing to the statements about sus-

tainable tourism is only for some economic attributes and for the attributes ―prolonged 

stay‖ and ―CO2-compensation‖ below 50%. 
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 The attribute ―upkeep of a scenic view and the cultural heritage‖ is assessed as most 

sustainable. Generally, attributes referring to local products, local community and local 

culture are judged as most sustainable.  

 Tourists rate what they can see, and/or experiences directly at the destination as more 

sustainable in the ecological dimension.    

 For 22 % of the respondents, sustainability is among the top three influencing factors 

while booking vacations. 

 

Five different types regarding tourists’ understanding of sustainable tourism are identified:   

 The balanced type seriously observes all three dimensions and has above average 

shares of agreement in all dimensions. 33% of the respondents belong to the balanced 

type.  

 The sceptic has a critical attitude and rates all attributes clearly lower. 25% of the re-

spondents belong to the sceptic type. 

 The socio-economic type rates in particular the social and economic dimension. 12% of 

the respondents belong to the socio-economic type.  

 The localised type rates especially the attributes related to local aspects of sustainabi l-

ity and to culture as relevant for sustainable tourism. 15% of the respondents belong to 

the localised type.  

 The ecological type considers in particular ecological aspects to be relevant for sustain-

able tourism. 15% of the respondents belong to the ecological type.  

 

A gap between thinking and acting can be observed in the choice experiment undertaken in 

Switzerland. Generally, the choice experiment shows that tourists would principally like to buy 

sustainable tourism products. The respondents consistently favoured the more sustainable lev-

els of the proposed attributes. Although there are clear preferences in favour of sustainable 

products, it can be shown that the respondents are not willing to pay a substantial premium for 

the inclusion of specific attributes. The range of the premium for a specific attribute is between 

$ 5.8 and $ 26.2. These small premiums for the inclusion of a specific aspect of sustainable 

tourism indicates that from a financial point of view it is not profitable to include only some 

selected attributes of sustainable tourism in an existing product. There is some evidence that 

potential customers of sustainable tourism products demand completely sustainable products 

and they are less price sensitive for such products. This indicates that there is only a potential 

market for a completely sustainable product. People are only willing to pay substantially more 

if they know that their vacations are sustainable in all dimensions. Some respondents also re-

ported as a qualitative feedback that they do not understand why they should pay more for a 

product which is not completely sustainable.  

 

The understanding of sustainable tourism does mostly not influence the behaviour of tourists. 

There are only some differences regarding the share of tourists who have already booked a 

sustainable product. More of the balanced type (26%) and the localised type (23%) have al-

ready booked a sustainable product. However, not only the past behaviour but especially the 

potential customers for the future should be considered, i.e. the sustainability aware tourists 

considering sustainability as important factor when booking a holiday. The distribution of the 

types among the 22% sustainability aware tourists does not differ largely from the average dis-

tribution, since the importance of sustainability during the booking process is ranked in a simi-

lar way by all types. Furthermore, it was not possible to identify large differences during the 

choice experiment. Therefore, no group with a higher preference for sustainable products 

and/or a higher willingness to pay can be identified. Nevertheless, the above presented types of 

tourists are important for providers of touristic offers because it helps to understand how to 
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approach potential customers of sustainable products. The different types could be approached 

as follows:  

 A product which should be advertised to the balanced type should be balanced over all 

dimensions of sustainability.   

 The sustainability of a product should be documented clearly and traceably in a product 

which has the sceptic type among its target groups, because they are sceptical and need 

information in order to be convinced.  

 A product for the ecological type should especially include ecological aspects.  

 A product for the localised type enables the enjoyment of an authentic holiday experi-

ence, focusing on local and cultural aspects of sustainable tourism. It especially consid-

ers local products and the involvement of the local population, and allows for insights 

into the local community. Finally cultural aspects are emphasised.   

 A product for the socio-economic type should in particular include aspects of the social 

and economic dimension.  

 

This study concludes that sustainable tourism is an interesting market segment with a target 

group of 22% sustainability aware tourists. These tourists consider sustainability as important 

when booking a holiday. Typically, these customers are well-educated and have a high income. 

But there is no large market for products with high premiums because the willingness to pay 

for attributes of sustainable tourism is low. However, offering sustainable tourism products 

could be a successful differentiation strategy. The diversification of the existing array of prod-

ucts by developing sustainable products could help to increase the market share of a company 

relative to its competitors, because the preferences in this study indicate that tourists strongly 

prefer sustainable products. Hence customers are expected to switch to sustainable offers as 

long as these products are not substantially more expensive than the non-sustainable or less 

sustainable products of the competitors.   

 

Although this study offers new insights, there remain still a lot of questions for further re-

search:  

 First of all it would be interesting to observe the changes of the share of sustainability 

aware tourists, of the tourists’ understanding of sustainability and of their willingness 

to pay for it over time.  

 Furthermore, 66 % of all respondents have no knowledge of sustainable tourism prod-

ucts. But 55% of those who know a sustainable tourism product have already booked 

such a product. It would be interesting to analyse whether these tourists who have al-

ready booked such a product think differently and behave differently compared to tour-

ists who have not.  

 The sustainability aware tourists could not be identified in the choice experiment be-

cause in order to keep the questionnaire shorter, the relevant question was not asked. It 

would be interesting to investigate if sustainability aware tourists have a higher will-

ingness to pay a premium for the proposed attributes describing sustainable products.   

 There is some evidence that tourists are less price sensitive when a completely sustai n-

able product is offered. Hence, it would be interesting to make a new choice experi-

ment with products that are either completely sustainable or do not mention sustainabil-

ity in the description of the product to verify this guess.  
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Appendix A1 The basic products and a screen capture of a choice set 
 

The following screen captures show the basic offer of the Safari in South Africa (see Figure 7) 

and the beach holidays in the Maldives (see Figure 8) as offered by Kuoni. The last Figure 9 

shows a screen capture of the online survey with a representative choice set.  

 

 
Figure 7: Catalogue page with the safari in South Africa 
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Figure 8: Catalogue page with the offer in the Maldives 
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Figure 9: Screen capture of a representative choice set  


