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Abstract 
 
Globally, many initiatives are set up to make tourism a more sustainable industry in which the positive 

developments it can contribute outweigh its negative impacts on environment and society. 

International and national policies have incorporated this plan and are calling for greater participatory 

approaches in tourism planning and development. This research investigates the demands policies 

place on sustainable tourism development at regional and local levels and focusses on the importance 

given to stakeholder involvement and the barriers which currently block participatory planning at the 

destination level and thus are also hindering sustainable development. The selected methodological 

approach based on action research along with stakeholder focus groups, questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews was applied to ensure that the obtained results were relevant to fostering 

tourism planning now and in future. A disconnect in understanding between national and European 

level policy and local implementation was found. Poor communication, lack of accountability and 

stark differences in stakeholder awareness levels on the topic of sustainability often prevent 

successful participatory planning and thus also hindering sustainable development in tourism. While 

stakeholders are needed to ensure the results of planning processes reflect current and specific 

regional needs, conflicts of interest and low awareness continue to be central barriers to the 

participatory process. Action research showed that participatory processes can be conducted even 

with large stakeholder groups but must take the time to address different levels of awareness and 

conflicts of interest. Barriers can be overcome by applying efficient participatory methodology, 

including manuals and guidelines and allowing for feedback loops within the development process of 

sustainable tourism strategies. Incorporating communication strategies and setting focal points to 

ensure that all participants can contribute meaningfully to the planning process are further factors of 

success when bridging the gap between policies and local level implementation.  

 

Keywords: participatory planning, stakeholder involvement, sustainable tourism, tourism policy, rural 

tourism 
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Kurzfassung 
Weltweit lassen sich Initiativen erkennen, die versuchen den Tourismus nachhaltiger zu gestalten und 

dafür zu sorgen, dass die positiven Wirkungen für Umwelt und Gesellschaft überwiegen. Die 

internationale und nationale Politik unterstützt diesen Weg und fordert partizipative Ansätze in der 

Tourismusplanung und -entwicklung. Diese Dissertation untersucht die Anforderungen, die die Politik 

an eine nachhaltige Tourismusentwicklung auf regionaler und lokaler Ebene stellt, und konzentriert 

sich auf die Bedeutung der Beteiligungsprozesse auf Destinationsebene. Durch die gewählten 

Untersuchungsmethoden wie Aktionsforschung, Fokusgruppen, Fragebögen und Leitfaden gestützte 

Interviews wurde sichergestellt, dass die Resultate auch in der Praxis anwendbar sind. Die Ergebnisse 

zeigten eine Diskrepanz zwischen der Tourismuspolitik auf nationaler und europäischer Ebene und 

der lokalen Umsetzung vor Ort. In der Praxis verhindern häufig mangelnde Kommunikation, fehlende 

Verantwortung und Unterschiede im Bewusstsein der Akteure für die Nachhaltigkeit verhindern eine 

erfolgreiche partizipative Planung und damit auch eine nachhaltige Entwicklung im Tourismus. Zwar 

werden lokale Akteure involviert, um sicherzustellen, dass die Planung die aktuellen und spezifischen 

regionalen Bedürfnisse berücksichtigt, doch verhindern vielfach bestehende Interessenskonflikte und 

ein geringes Bewusstsein zum Planungsinhalt eine nachhaltige Entwicklung. Die 

Forschungsergebnisse zeigen weiterhin, dass partizipative Planung auch mit großen Stakeholder-

Gruppen durchführbar ist. Man muss jedoch Zeit einplanen um den unterschiedlichen Wissensstand 

und mögliche Interessenskonflikte einzugehen zu können. Solche Barrieren können durch effiziente 

partizipative Methoden, Arbeitshilfen und geplanten Feedbackschleifen als Teil des 

Entwicklungsprozesses nachhaltigerer Tourismusstrategien überwunden werden. Weitere 

Erfolgsfaktoren zur Überbrückung der Defizite zwischen Politik und Implementierung sind die 

Einbeziehung von Kommunikationsstrategien und die Konzentration auf lokal relevante Ziele, die 

sicherstellen, dass alle Beteiligten einen sinnvollen Beitrag zum Planungsprozess leisten können.  

 

Keywords: Partizipative Planung, Stakeholder, nachhaltiger Tourismus, Tourismuspolitik, ländlicher 

Tourismus 
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1. Introduction 
There is a plan for tourism. A plan to make tourism a more sustainable sector. The labor intensity and 

reliance on natural resources have brought the sector into focus for international organizations and 

national governments alike. Tourism can be perceived as a positive tool for economic and regional 

development (Ashley et al., 2001; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). However, it is also accompanied by words 

of warning and caution on the lack of sustainable tourism development approaches and the dangers 

this can have for nature and society (Schulz et al., 2021).  

Tourism is a very carbon intensive industry and accounts for 8% of all global greenhouse gas emissions 

(Lenzen et al., 2018). The greatest percentage of these contributions are attributed to transport 

emission and are influenced by distance and mode of transportation (Neger et al., 2021). Tourism can 

also be responsible for the destruction of habitats and loss of biodiversity through large scale 

infrastructure projects and developments, which may ultimately lead to uneven wealth distributions, 

gentrification and precarious employment situations (Rein & Strasdas, 2017; Steinecke, 2011). 

However, with adequate strategies, tourism can also become a source of improvement for the 

regional economy, provide high-quality employment and training to increase livelihood locally or even 

reduce disparities and increase quality of life and expand infrastructure which benefits locals as well 

as tourists (Rein & Strasdas, 2017; Schulz et al., 2021; Steinecke, 2011). Tourism can contribute 

towards upholding cultural heritage such as dances, festivals and craftsmanship, but simultaneously 

must avoid commodification to remain authentic (Kim et al., 2019) and create a greater sense of 

regional identity (Neumeier & Pollermann, 2014). Additionally, it can also drive local nature 

conservation efforts (Arnberger et al., 2012; Imran et al., 2014; Schulz et al., 2021). 

Therefore, the plan is for tourism to enhance its positive impacts by contributing to regional 

development in a manner which will benefit local populations and regions. Thus international, 

national and regional development policies should reflect these aims and goals for the tourism sector. 

At the highest levels, the United Nations (UN) works through the World Tourism Organization 

(UNWTO), a UN agency working specifically on global development of responsible, sustainable and 

accessible tourism (UNWTO, 2021a).  With the launch of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

in 2016 at Habitat III, the UN has also connected sustainable development to clear indicators. The 

European Union’s (EU) work is slightly subtler, as tourism is not an official competence field and thus 

its development officially lies with the member states. However, they too have developed tourism 

policies and the European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS) to link sustainable goals with collectable 

data (European Commission, 2016).  

These policies and guidelines strongly recommend bottom-up approaches in planning. Involving local 

stakeholders in tourism development to ensure that regional needs are met and interest represented 

are a core element of how social sustainability is understood by the UN and EU (European 

Commission, 2010; United Nations, 2015). Participation in planning and development are called on to 



2 

 

encourage greater ownership and improved acceptance of tourism planning outcomes (Hartley & 

Wood, 2005). 

Europe already boasts a well-developed tourism sector, well situated in the international market. 

However, these developments are generally concentrated in specific regions in western and southern 

areas of the continent (Pröbstl-Haider, Wanner, et al., 2021). In central and south-east Europe, there 

are many rural regions interested in developing tourism based on their unique natural and cultural 

heritage. Strengthening rural regions is part of the EU strategy to diversify tourism across the 

continent (European Commission, 2010).  

There is a clear and shared vision by the UN and the EU, that tourism can and must become not only 

more environmentally sustainable but economically and socially as well (European Commission, 2010; 

UNWTO, 2021b). The policies see tourism as a tool to overcome social and regional inequalities. The 

literature strongly supports the idea that tourism is an instrument for development in rural areas 

(Ashley et al., 2001; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). This includes goals such as investing in generating 

employment opportunities that are more than seasonal positions, greater gender balance, improved 

infrastructure, avoiding overtourism, ensuring resource efficiency, renewable energy and of course 

nature conservation, to name but a few (Balsalobre-Lorente & Leitão, 2020; Rein & Strasdas, 2017; 

Surugiu & Surugiu, 2015). Nonetheless, the greater the development of tourism, the greater the 

emissions, thus also increasing the carbon footprint in the region (Balsalobre-Lorente & Leitão, 2020; 

Lenzen et al., 2018), an important aspect to consider as tourism is not only a contributor to climate 

change, but also greatly impacted by it (Pröbstl-Haider, Mostegl, & Damm, 2021).  

Tourism can have many benefits specifically for rural regions. Rural tourism is a tool for economic 

diversification through this and by joining local stakeholders into a strong destination network, it may 

even function as a pull factor to prevent further emigration (Baković, 2020; Cvijanovic & Gajic, 2021). 

Rural regions oftentimes rely on nature-based activities and cultural landscapes to develop tourism 

products, and so conservation aspects of social and environmental sustainability are especially 

important to them as the basis on which they build tourism (Pröbstl-Haider, Mostegl, & Damm, 2021). 

The list of what is to be achieved is long, and rightly so. International organizations have provided 

policy and indicators for the tourism sector, yet struggles with their implementation in rural areas 

persist. There is an urgency to sustainable development that the industry does not seem to be 

reacting to, even though they are in a prime position to contribute to nature conservation and climate 

change mitigation. Therefore, this cumulative dissertation is dedicated to investigating how the 

implementation of sustainable tourism can be achieved; with a special focus given to rural 

destinations. To achieve this, the general aims and goals of sustainable tourism must be considered. 

Although the policies and organizations often use terms such as sustainable, sustainable tourism, and 

rural tourism, the terminology is often fuzzy and lacks concise and clear description. Therefore, to lay 

a common foundation of terminology, the following definitions are used to form a common 

understanding of sustainable rural tourism:  



3 

 

“Rural tourism is a type of tourism activity in which the visitor’s experience is related to a wide range 

of products generally linked to nature-based activities, agriculture, rural lifestyle / culture, angling and 

sightseeing” (UNWTO, 2019, p. 34). This definition continues by elaborating that rural tourism 

activities occur in non-urban areas which are characterized by a low population density, landscapes 

dominated by agriculture and forestry and communities with traditional social structures and 

lifestyles.  

In agreement with Rein and Strasdas (2017) as well as Bandi Tanner and Müller (2019), sustainable 

tourism is increasingly seen as more of a direction of development than a static condition which is 

concluded with its achievement. There is, therefore, no simple state of sustainable tourism, but a 

recurring strive to improve and develop rural tourism to continuously become more sustainable. The 

UNWTO states that sustainable tourism should: 

“1. Make optimal use of environmental resources that constitute a key element in tourism 

development, maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to conserve natural heritage 

and biodiversity. 

2. Respect the socio-cultural authenticity of host communities, conserve their built and living cultural 

heritage and traditional values, and contribute to inter-cultural understanding and tolerance. 

3. Ensure viable, long-term economic operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all 

stakeholders that are fairly distributed, including stable employment and income-earning 

opportunities and social services to host communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation.” 

(UNWTO, 2021c). 

Indirect implications of tourism in regards to environmental sustainability include the sensibilization 

of people for sustainability – appreciating an idyllic landscape, cultural individuality and diversity, high 

recreational quality, and even landscape preservation through agriculture (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 

2019).  

Sustainable rural tourism is therefore a form of tourism activity taking place in areas of low population 

density, which respect and conserve both the traditional social structures and lifestyles as well as the 

agricultural and forestry landscapes which define the host communities, while ensuring long-term 

and fair economic conditions and benefits for all stakeholders. Management is the core of sustainable 

tourism, which is responsible for anchoring economic, ecological and social aspects of sustainable 

development into tourism strategies, destination management, policy development, stakeholder 

involvement processes and implementation (BTE Tourismus- und Regionalberatung, 2017).  

Tourism is often considered an economic driver for rural regions and the positive effects are praised, 

while possible negative effects such as poorly paid employment or commercialization of culture are 

often overlooked  (see Table 1). Steinecke (2011) describes that if not developed within a sustainable 

and organized strategy, tourism can change the landscape and townscape, leading to sprawl and 

destruction of the very landscapes attracting visitors. Ecologically speaking, recreational activities can 

endanger plant and wildlife and disturb game in protected areas. He continuous by stating, as other 
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authors like him (Ehmer & Heymann, 2008; Mayer & Job, 2016; Pröbstl-Haider, Lund-Durlacher, et al., 

2021b), that climate change will also continue to impact tourism and related recreational activities. 

The impacts climate change has and will continue to have on tourism need to be actively addressed 

in planning both to mitigate climate change and in reaction to it to create a tourism sector that is not 

only sustainable but also resilient.  

While international and national policies can set goals and indicators, it is the destination level that is 

the appropriate scale to tackle sustainability effectively, if they are capable of acting strategically (BTE 

Tourismus- und Regionalberatung, 2017; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). Rein & Strasdas (2017) continue by 

affirming the importance of stakeholder participation and the use of appropriate indicators to 

measure successful development. Policy and academia agree on these two factors being important. 

Table 1: An overview of main positive and negative effects of tourism on rural destinations (based on Rein & 
Strasdas, 2017; Steinecke, 2011) 

    Economic        Social       Ecological 

Negative effects 

 Poorly paid 

employment 

 Seasonal work 

 Uneven distribution of 

economic advantages 

 Gender 

 Few management 

positions 

 

 Commercialization of 

culture 

 Increased crime 

 Gentrification 

 Increased cost of living 

 urbanization 

 

 Impact on biodiversity 

in sensitive areas 

 Loss of biodiversity 

 Adverse effects of 

infrastructure 

landscape 

 Sealing 

 Activity-related effects: 

destruction  and 

disturbance of habitats 

Positive effects 

 Employment 

opportunities 

 Job diversity 

 Regional economic 

boost, foreign 

exchange, multiplier 

effects 

 Expansion of 

infrastructure 

 Reduction of disparities 

 Preservation of 

traditions and culture 

 Appreciation of 

traditional art and crafts 

 Preservation of 

vernacular architecture 

and monuments 

 Strengthening local 

identity 

 Co-financing 

conservation areas 

 Valorization of 

landscape, species and 

nature for conservation 

 Environmental 

education 

 

Therefore, active management, strategy development and implementation are vital components for 

destination development. It is the destination level that is responsible for planning, developing and 
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most importantly, implementing an appropriate tourism strategy, as only they can balance regional 

needs and positive effects of tourism with the potential negative effects of Table 1.   

An appropriate tourism planning strategy which can address the rural destination’s unique selling 

points will benefit the region as a whole (Hartley & Wood, 2005). In order to do so, the destination 

management organization (DMO) must act sustainably under the following success factors, according 

to Rein and Strasdas (2017, pp. 293): 

 Economic and social developments under consideration of ecological limits 

 Economically oriented in accordance with the community’s social needs 

 Incorporate the local stakeholders in participatory planning processes 

 Uphold the unique cultural dynamics 

 Institutions provide information and engage in participatory planning 

They argue that the DMO has a double task: on one hand it is responsible for the destination’s 

sustainability, but on the other hand also for the sustainability of the products and providers it 

coordinates, leads and positions in the international market. The aim is for it to become a self-

organized and efficient instrument of communication, coordination and cooperation which serves the 

local population first and foremost to ensure long-term sustainable development (Rein and Strasdas, 

2017, pp.294). 

Stakeholders in tourism are very diverse (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). The most predominant 

stakeholders at the local level include tourism service providers involved in specialized transportation, 

accommodation, health and wellness facilities, conference centers, recreation, and gastronomy 

(Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019). However, stakeholders are by no means limited to those directly 

involved in the tourism industry, but also cross sectoral stakeholders who influence tourism (Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017). This group of stakeholders includes the local population, those employed by 

providers, business owners, part-time employees, those without direct connection to the tourism 

industry, local administration and politics, NGOs, and development experts (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 

2019; Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). 

Sustainable rural tourism is complex and multifaceted. From a planning perspective the complexity is 

heightened through the juxtaposition of top-down policies and bottom-up stakeholder participation. 

In these processes, the planner has been morphing from sole leader of development processes to an 

advisor or moderator in incrementalistic planning together with stakeholders as the importance of 

participation grows (Schulz et al., 2021). There is a plan for tourism to become more sustainable in 

accordance with policy goals and indicators, yet stakeholders seem to be struggling to implement this 

plan. 

Considering the call for sustainability, change in planning philosophy, the new role of and increased 

influence by participation policy, this dissertation aims to investigate what is blocking rural tourism 

regions in central and southeast Europe from becoming more sustainable and what the factors for 
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success to improve participatory sustainable tourism planning are. To answer this question, the 

following sub-questions are posed:  

1. What demands do policies make for sustainable tourism planning at local and regional 

level? 

2. Why and how are stakeholders needed? 

3. How can barriers to participatory planning be overcome? 

The hypothesis being tested is that there is a disconnect in understanding between high level policy 

and actual local level implementation which is preventing successful participatory tourism planning 

in rural regions. The first aim is to identify where and why this disconnect between policy and 

implementation is occurring. The second aim is to produce practical solutions to overcome barriers 

identified as being a hindrance to sustainable tourism planning at a local level in rural tourism regions.  

Remembering that policy on sustainable tourism by both the UN and the EU and their corresponding 

indicator systems are well established and their implementation has been lagging, the practice-

oriented approach of this research will contribute to improving rural regions’ abilities to meet policy 

goals and contribute to wider sustainability in tourism and regional development. 
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2. Theoretical foundation 
Tourism is often described as a complex system with many influencing factors (Gazoni & Da Silva, 

2021; Leiper, 1979; Mill & Morrison, 2009; Sedarati et al., 2019) and while there are many ways to 

investigate tourism as a result of this complexity, the case at hand examines rural tourism under 

consideration of tourism from a planning perspective as a segment of this system. Currently, the 

systems approach is not broadly applied to tourism development according to studies conducted by 

Sedarati et al. (2019) and Gazoni & Da Silva (2021). However, both studies argue that the approach 

would benefit sustainable tourism development. According to Leiper (1979) in its most basic 

geographic system, tourism can be seen spatially divided into three regions: tourist generating, transit 

and tourist destination. From a planning perspective it is the destination out of these three which is 

of most interest, as the destination and its DMO influence the priorities of tourism products, typically 

organizes the planning process and related stakeholder involvement1. However, all planning 

processes by the DMO should follow or are embedded into regional or national tourism policies. 

Therefore, policies are considered as influencing factors on the destination (Farsari, 2012; Roxas et 

al., 2020; Sedarati et al., 2019) and stakeholders are vital participants in this system who can be found 

within many relationships within the tourism system (Bramwell, 2011).  

The following sections will begin with a discussion of current literature on tourism policies influencing 

sustainable tourism development in central and southeast Europe. It discusses the influence of 

international, European, national and regional policies on tourism development and investigates how 

these policies influence destinations and destinations’ incorporation of stakeholders into 

participatory planning approaches. Analysis of international and national policies will show how the 

plan for a more sustainable future for tourism is communicated and where the divisions in tasks are. 

It will show which demands and responsibilities are currently placed on destinations to assist in 

achieving sustainable tourism.  

 Considering the importance of tourism destinations as a hub between policy and stakeholders, this 

section concludes with an investigation of current literature and case studies on stakeholder 

involvement in sustainable tourism, why stakeholders are needed and the factors for success and 

failure of participatory planning for sustainable tourism development. While there is a top-down 

influence by policies, stakeholders also influence destination development from within through 

bottom up processes, as illustrated in Figure 1. The literature review shows that significant 

stakeholder involvement and participatory approaches are called for and highlighted in planning and 

implementation phases, but are not properly anchored in destination management in practice. This 

                                                           
1 Tourism was heavily impacted by travel restrictions and lockdowns as of March 2020 due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Because this dissertation focuses on tourism from a planning and supply side, the influences of the 
pandemic will be limited in the long-run as full recovery of the tourism sector is expected (Balas et al. (2020); 
Casado-Aranda et al. (2021); Everingham and Chassagne (2020). Therefore, the COVID-19 the pandemic is not 
discussed.  
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is contradictory, as it is policies and DMOs who strongly recommend participatory processes in the 

first place.  

 

Figure 1: Intensity of call for participation in guidelines and recommendations opposed to actual stakeholder 
involvement (own illustration) 

2.1. Tourism policy 

2.1.1. Background 

The tourism system is framed by the policies which surround it. Policy aims to provide a direction for 

sustainable development often clearly addressing sustainability (Rein & Strasdas, 2017). Generally 

speaking, they set standards and expectations, in some cases even concrete targets to be achieved. 

Tourism policy is “a progressive course of actions, guidelines, directives, principles, and procedures 

set in an ethical framework that is issue-focused and best represent the intent of a community (or 

nation) to effectively meet its planning, development, product, service, marketing, and sustainability 

goals and objectives for the future growth of tourism” (Edgell et al., 2008).  

Climate change is an excellent example for the interconnectedness of various policies: There are 

national and international policies addressing climate change. However, since tourism is 

interconnected with a variety of sectoral policies (Hall & Page, 2014) and therefore, policies 

addressing sustainability influence tourism both directly and indirectly at multiple planning levels.  

Furthermore, tourism not only contributes to climate change (OECD, 2011) but is also influenced by 

it (Pröbstl-Haider, Lund-Durlacher, et al., 2021a; Pröbstl-Haider, Wanner, et al., 2021) many tourism 
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policies address climate change and include adaptation as well as mitigation strategies (Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017).  

Much of the tourism policy literature concentrates on pro-poor policies contributions in developing 

nations (Andriotis, 2001; Dieke, 2003; Roe et al., 2004)  and granted, tourism policies’ objective is to 

improve  regional citizens’ lives (Biederman et al., 2008). However, developments of late are 

beginning to lay a stronger concentration on policymaker’s (Stevenson et al., 2008) and stakeholder’s 

(Albrecht, 2010; Anastasiadou, 2008; Wanner et al., 2021) perspectives. Another main subject of 

policy related literature is the look at regional policies and the comparison of various national policies. 

Policies for the Nordic countries, for the alpine chain or eastern Europe are examples this kind of 

policy related research (Anastasiadou, 2008; Halkier, 2010; Hughes & Allen, 2005). Anastadiadou 

(2008) however, highlights the research gap in central-eastern European tourism policy analysis.  

Intergovernmental institutions face challenges in institutionalizing tourism policy (Estol et al., 2018). 

Majone (2014) argues that as policy is developed, it needs to move away from a purely territorial 

approach and more towards functional approaches which would imply inter-jurisdictional 

competition. Bell et al. (2007) for example, investigate forest functions across Europe in regard to the 

connection between tourism and outdoor recreation. The comparative research revealed significant 

differences between policies and implementation within the European regions. Cooperation becomes 

less interesting to regions however, if they face competition between one another (Schumacher et 

al., 2016). 

Along this line, several authors (Bousset et al., 2007; Zimmermann, 2018) address that policy also 

needs to call for bottom-up and participatory approaches which can address values, capabilities and 

needs of the local population. As the local population and actors learn and improve capabilities, they 

need to be able to respond to socioeconomic and environmental changes through policy instruments 

provided (Bell et al., 2007; Ooi et al., 2018), especially if the region is working in rural and nature-

based tourism. 

2.1.2. International policies 

In the following section, international and European policies relevant to the research conducted are 

presented. These policies are the framework for sustainable tourism development in central and 

south-east Europe. Internationally, Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have 

set global sustainability goals and although officially, tourism only plays a minimal role in this 

document, there are many aspects to which tourism can contribute productively. This is recognized 

through Tourism4SDGs. At a European level, the EU’s policies concentrate on cohesion across 

member states in order to raise and maintain standards and increase sustainability of tourism across 

their territory. The most relevant international tourism policies for central and south-east Europe, 

their influence and current states of research will be discussed in the following segments. 
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2.1.2.1. Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

The United Nations General Assembly approved the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which 

included the SDGs (Figure 2) and explicitly mentions tourism in SDGs 8 (Decent Work and Economic 

Growth), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and 14 (Life Below Water) (United Nations, 

2015). A supplementary document lists 231 indicators to measure the 169 corresponding targets set 

out to be achieved through the SDGs (United Nations, 2021).  

Tourism goals and linked indicators in the SDGs are the following (United Nations, 2021): 

 8.9. By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates 

jobs and promotes local culture and products. 

o Indicator: 8.9.1. Tourism direct GDP as a proportion of total GDP and in 

growth rate 

 12.b Develop and implement tools to monitor sustainable development impacts for 

sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local culture and products. 

o Indicator: 12.b.1. Implementation of standard accounting tools to monitor 

the economic and environmental aspects of tourism sustainability 

 14.7 By 2030 increase the economic benefits to small island developing states and least 

developed countries from the sustainable use of marine resources, including through 

sustainable management of fisheries, aquaculture and tourism. 

o Indicator: 14.7.1 Sustainable fisheries as a proportion of GDP in small 

island developing states, least developed countries and all countries 

Agenda 2030 and the SDGs have come to be seen as crucial for implementing sustainable 

development and have significant influence on national development strategies worldwide (Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017).  The UNWTO, is responsible for the coordination of the tourism sector, policy 

development, topical conferences as well as conducting studies and collecting statistics (UNWTO, 

2021a). The agency continuously links its policies and works towards the achievement of all SDGs 

(shown in Figure 2) and not only to the SDGs tourism is explicitly mentioned in. As a result 

Tourism4SDGs was brought to life (UNWTO, 2021b) which acknowledges that as a major driver of 

regional and economic development, tourism can contribute to all SDGs. It recognizes travelers, 

providers, international organizations and public bodies as contributing stakeholders. In regard to 

policy, Tourism4SDGs importance of creating policy to foster partnerships, dialogue and participatory 

planning at regional and international levels take focus. However, the SDGs and Tourism4SDGs are 

non-binding, meaning that while nations, cities or communities pledge to join and follow the goals, 

there are no consequences for not adhering to them. Some tourism destinations such as Austria also 

analyses how and in what way tourism has an influence on all the SDGs, highlighting the enormous 

potential influence of tourism (BMWFW, 2017; UNWTO, 2021b).  

While the potential for the SDGs to influence sustainable tourism sounds quite promising, there is still 

little scientific literature investigating the links between SDGs and tourism development. There is 



11 

 

some literature praising the connection of tourism’s ability to contribute to global sustainability in 

regard to employment opportunities, sustainable production and consumption and nature 

conservation (Rein & Strasdas, 2017; Scheyvens & Cheer, 2021). Scheyvens and Cher (2021) expand 

on this thought and see these policies as important to achieve desired goals, especially when 

combining sustainable tourism development with goals such as climate action and nature 

conservation both on land and below water.  

 

 

Figure 2: The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations 2019) 

Literature on the importance of partnerships (SDG 17) for (participatory) tourism develop are more 

common, yet very critical of the policy’s achievements addressing the international policy level’s 

short-comings to assist in long-term sustainable tourism development (Adie et al., 2020; Beisheim & 

Simon, 2018). Beisheim and Simon (2018) determined that while the SDGs set clear goals, the policy 

fails to demonstrate clear responsibilities and thus offers little accountability. This issue is further 

magnified by the UN’s low capacity to coordinate or monitor efforts to achieve the policies they draft. 

Additionally, they state that financial constraints are continuous barriers to implementing the SDGs 

and solutions to this are not laid out in the policy (Beisheim & Simon, 2018). (Adie et al., 2020) 

determined that partnerships, deemed vital to sustainable development under SDG 17, are too often 

only geared at short-term results related to development projects and lack the long-term orientation 

needed for a sustainable future. However, in the context of participatory planning and stakeholder 
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involvement, SDG 17 can be perceived as a clear recommendation for more cooperation, 

participatory planning and inclusive development.  

2.1.3. EU policies 

The European Union does not count tourism as one of its competence fields, and thus nation states 

and regions hold full authority over tourism policy. However, EU policy,  while non-binding to the 

member states, can still coordinate, support or supplement national actions and policies, provide 

financial support or even implement sectoral policies which will influence sustainable tourism 

development (Juul, 2015). 

Policies, networks, initiatives and commission communications are the four non-binding policy 

instruments the EU uses. A summary of these is found in Table 2. Additionally, the EU may use 

financial instruments in the form of project funding through the European Regional Development 

Fund (ERDF), European Social Fund (ESF), Cohesion Funds, Instrument for pre-Accession Assistance 

(IPA) and their development programs such as LEADER and Interreg to fund single or regional tourism 

development projects (Beck, 2018).  

Looking at the policies in Table 2, a strong focus on two aspects can be seen. First, the desire to 

strengthen sustainability can be seen across the actions, initiatives and indicator systems. Although it 

should be mentioned, that the goal is to incorporate economic and social cohesion and increase 

sustainability across the entire EU. Furthermore, the research and thematic networks function as 

knowledge exchange hubs while cross boarder policies aim to break down administrative borders 

when it comes to sustainable regional development. The commission communications are 

predominantly focused on establishing Europe’s tourism economically (increasing stronger 

partnerships, job opportunities and competition in the global market) and also about establishing the 

EU destinations as high-quality and sustainable. It is this desire to be viewed as sustainable which 

links the communications to the introduction of certification systems (EMAS, Eco-Label and ETIS) 

(Cismaru & Ispas, 2015). Second, the EU tries to strengthen participatory approaches through all their 

policy instruments (Jiricka & Pröbstl, 2009).  

Beck (2018) summarizes that sectoral policies and commission communications, such as those 

concerning waste, energy, transportation or biodiversity to name a few examples, also affect tourism 

development even though they do not explicitly mention tourism. As described by Anastasiadou 

(2008), The EU’s policies in this regard are supplementary or secondary. According to Estol et al. 

(2018) “the extension of regulations on the environment and social cohesion, amongst other areas,  

have added value to the long-term sustainability of the tourism industry“ in the European Union. 

Halkier (2010) similarly recognizes that the EU’s influence on tourism is not as passive as it may at 

first appear and also recognizes sectoral policies as having a great influence on European tourism, 

especially for developing tourism in areas of the continent where until recently, it had been an 

insignificant economic activity. These areas include portions of central and southeast Europe.   
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The ambition to have an influence on tourism development is also visible in the lists of tourism related 

actions and initiatives in Table 2. One of these actions with an increasing influence is ETIS (European 

Commission, 2016). ETIS was an approach by the EU to introduce a form of benchmarking or 

development tool. “The development of sustainability indicators is a process of both scientific 

knowledge production and political norm creation” (Cannas 2019:110). Therefore, the creation of 

ETIS is an approach by the EU to introduce the aims laid out in their policy documents in an applicable 

and practical indicator system that demonstrate to destinations, where priorities for future 

development should lie. These indicators can also be used politically to justify policy or to kick-start 

debates about important planning content and goals (Gasparini & Mariotti, 2021; Wanner et al., 

2020).  

The European Union has attempted to create an indicator system which is described as a 

management and information tool for destinations, as it is not a certification system or required 

statistic (European Commission, 2021). The tool kit lists 43 core indicators divided into:  

 Destination management 

 Economic value 

 Social and Cultural impact 

 Environmental impact 

With supplementary indicators for maritime tourism, accessible tourism and transnational cultural 

routes (European Commission, 2016: 21-24). ETIS serves as a tool to create evidence-influenced 

policy, aims to give destinations the ability to assess tourism impacts and assists destinations by 

providing a set of indicators that goes beyond the usual economically oriented indicators used in 

tourism such as duration of stay or spending (Font et al., 2021). 

As already mentioned, ETIS stands out from other indicator systems through its call for stakeholder 

participation and awareness raising and underlines the high relevance of participation from a 

European perspective (European Commission, 2016). ETIS also encourages a heightened 

understanding of sustainable tourism planning content, divides responsibilities among local 

stakeholders and encourages greater long-term sustainability by encouraging information based 

decision making among stakeholders (Cannas, 2019; Gasparini & Mariotti, 2021; Modica et al., 2018; 

Tudorache et al., 2017). Gasparini & Mariotti (2021) argue, that ETIS greatest achievements are not 

the indicators per se, but the social learning and awareness raising on sustainable development issues 

amongst tourism stakeholders in destinations which it generated during implementation.  
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Table 2: Examples of European tourism policies (Beck, 2018) 

Commission Communications: 

 Basic Orientation for the Sustainability of European Tourism 

 A renewed EU Tourism Policy: towards a stronger partnership for European Tourism 

 Agenda for a Sustainable and Competitive European Tourism 

 A European Strategy for more Growth and Jobs in Coastal and Maritime Tourism 

 Europe, the world’s No.1 tourist destination – a new political framework for tourism in 

Europe 

Actions and Initiatives: 

 European Destinations of Excellence (EDEN) 

 European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in Protected Areas 

 Funding for Sustainable Transnational Tourism Products 

 European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS) 

 EU Eco-Label 

 Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) 

Research and thematic networks: 

 European Research Network on Sustainable Tourism (ERNEST) 

 Network of European Regions for a Sustainable and Competetive Tourism (NECSTouR) 

 Knowledge Networking Portal for Sustainable and Responsible Tourism (DestiNet) 

Cross Border Policies: 

 Alpine Convention 

 Carpathian Convention 

  

One of the central challenges of measuring sustainability in tourism development is that there is such 

a variety of definitions and plethora of indicators which are not comparable (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 

2019). Amongst the indicators that are used, the literature finds that economic indicators tend to be 

easily available, while social and environmental indicators are less easy to find (Bandi Tanner & 

Müller, 2019; Becken et al., 2020; Modica et al., 2018). And this is also where the greatest criticism of 

ETIS can be found:  Since its creation the European Commission has done little else with this promising 

tool and has not secured finances to assist regions or created a central digital platform to collect the 

data for further benchmarking or influential use (Font et al., 2021). Transferable indicator collection 

techniques are  lacking, making the use of ETIS for local stakeholders difficult (Modica et al., 2018; 

Tudorache et al., 2017). This is a serious deficit, considering the importance EU policy gives to 

participatory planning and the involvement of stakeholders as essential elements of European policy 

(Jiricka & Pröbstl, 2009). 
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International Organizations such as the United Nations influence tourism policy through 

supranational policy such as the SDGs. While these lay the groundwork for what is to be achieved by 

2030, they are often vague in nature and do not include indictors appropriate for regional tourism 

development. The EU works in a non-binding fashion on tourism, although the influence they have 

through sectoral policies is not to be underestimated. With ETIS, a management approach exists, that 

is aimed at assisting regions in implementing long-term sustainable tourism. However, it is not widely 

used. Tourism policy continues to be a member state competence, yet is structured differently 

between the nations; some anchoring tourism at a national level while others anchor it at a regional 

level. Tourism policy in central and southeast Europe as well as the influence the SDGs and higher-

level policies have on regional implementation and development of sustainable tourism remain an 

under-researched area in tourism studies.  

2.1.4. National and regional policies 

The SDGs were written to be further developed, framed and managed at national level (Ferrer-Roca 

et al., 2020). Taking a closer look at the individual countries, on which tourism policy responsibilities 

in Europe lie, it is clear that even within Europe, there is great diversity amongst the policy structures 

at national level among the member states. While some nations have a more centralized approach, 

leading tourism from a national ministry for example Bulgaria and Romania, others have tourism 

policy anchored at state or regional level such as Germany, Belgium, Austria and Spain (Anastasiadou, 

2008). Although differences in prominence of tourism policy may also depend on the importance 

tourism plays for a nation (Becken et al., 2020). Ferrer-Roca et al. (2020) state that this should be 

taken as an opportunity for central governments to break thinking purely along administrative 

borders and to support peripheral and rural regions in their tourism development. To do this, and to 

comply with UN and EU policies, stakeholder participation in tourism development is needed.  

Over past decades, there appeared to be an assumption that introducing policy to decentralize 

European nations, for example by reducing the numbers of municipalities through amalgamation, 

would lead to improving local public services (Ladner et al., 2016; Morpeth & Yan, 2015; Vries, 2000) 

and encourage more democratic and inclusive participation processes (Andrews & Vries, 2007; van 

Houwelingen, 2018; Vries, 2000). In a study conducted by Ladner et al. (2016) it was found that local 

governments of Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia have developed greater local autonomy since 1990. 

However in a European comparison, southeastern Europe still shows lower levels of autonomy at the 

local level compared to central and western European nations (van Houwelingen, 2018).  

The autonomy given to municipalities is generally based on policies which allocate tasks for social 

assistance, and, most importantly for tourism, on land use to municipalities (Ladner et al., 2016). So 

while UN, EU and even national policies set sustainability goals, much of the responsibilities are 

ultimately found at the regional or local level. Additionally, van Houwelingen (2018) has found that 

the smaller a municipality is, the greater citizen engagement is, as the opportunity to actually 
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influence policy and regional developments are felt more by the participants. Thus, not only is 

responsibility allocated to municipalities, it is here at the local level that policies also wish to promote 

stakeholder participation processes. 

However, the literature suggests that successful participation is usually due to local competence and 

the ability to identify demands and increase efficiency (Andrews & Vries, 2007). With slight trends 

towards local autonomy declining (van Houwelingen, 2018), it is therefore not mere a matter of 

political structure or policy, but more importantly a matter of competence that must be examined at 

the destination level.  

2.2. Tourism destinations 

The destination is situated at regional and local planning levels and is a central scale to investigate in 

tourism planning as the DMO or similar coordinating organization at this level are responsible for 

individual tourism development to build on strengths and incorporate stakeholders while complying 

with national laws and policies and striving to fulfill the international development goals. They are 

strategic units responsible for (Bandi Tanner and Müller, 2019, pp.152):  

 Coordinating goods and services for select target groups 

 At least one shared brand 

 Qualified and competent management  

 Quality control 

 Sufficient management and human resources to fulfill their task, especially 

communication with relevant markets 

Bandi Tanner and Müller (2019) state that destinations do not stop at town or municipal limits, but 

are larger regional units, considering the tourism chain itself goes beyond local administrative bounds. 

Meaning that planning approaches must incorporate cross-border cooperation across municipal 

boundaries, sometime even across national borders if necessary and appropriate.  

At this level destination marketing, cooperation, visions and strategies are developed. Cooperation 

can take place not only up and downstream of the tourism chain but also across sections (Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017; Roxas et al., 2020). For example, this means that within tourism system, a rural 

destination can be strengthened by linking tourism and agriculture to increase income, market local 

products or landscape conservation  for example (Steinecke, 2011). The literature highlights the 

crucial importance of cooperation with different stakeholders and stakeholder groups to achieve this; 

such as those from local economy or agriculture chambers (Fraser et al., 2006; Prell et al., 2007). 

Considering the links between tourism and other sectors at destination level, it is important to 

recognize that the DMO’s responsibilities go beyond purely tourism related tasks and are strongly 

linked to other areas of regional development (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). 
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The authors suggest embedding tourism in planning, economy, environment and socio-cultural 

developments.  

Linking tourism to planning, Bandi Tanner & Müller (2019) suggest that stakeholder development at 

DMO level should include institutions which might be supportive when developing visions and 

strategies as well concepts for stakeholder participation, indicators for measuring success of 

implementation and sustainability. Furthermore, links between non-tourism related development 

plans of the municipality must be established and the shared use of infrastructure, public transport 

and multi-model transportation offers addressed.  

Partnering with economic stakeholders such as local businesses, entrepreneurs and chambers of 

commerce should bond together to develop sustainable offers and the use of local products (Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017). To further economic development, the DMO can also work with partners for 

marketing, public relations, sales promotion, communication activities and sponsoring opportunities 

(Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019; Steinecke & Herntrei, 2017).  On the topic of marketing, the DMO 

should also organize joint information and a reservation platform for sales purposes (Bandi Tanner & 

Müller, 2019).  

Linking tourism to environmental partners can be achieved by working with protected area 

management, environmental NGOs and the community. The aim of working with these partners is to 

combine forces to conserve outstanding landscape beauty and natural integrity, maintain regionally 

specific architecture and landscape, use natural resources wisely and integrate visitor management 

schemes to enhance visitor experience and reduce environmental impacts (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 

2019; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). 

Social and cultural partners such as health institutions, child care, museums, cultural associations, and 

communities are often overlooked as tourism partners but link to tourism by providing information 

about culture, protecting cultural assets and coordinating between providers, attractions and 

management (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019). They strengthen regional identity and customs and 

uphold immaterial heritage of the region.  

Tourism is not purely an economic activity. As the aforementioned listed partners and activities 

indicate, there are many opportunities to use a participatory approach to contribute to sustainable 

development including the improvement of transportation and sanitation infrastructure, economic 

sustainability resource management and efficient and positive effects on livelihoods and quality of 

life for citizens. It is perceived as the destination’s responsibility to ensure that tourism is used as an 

economic regional driver and a tool for sustainable development for the region as a whole (Andriotis, 

2001; Ashley et al., 2001; Dieke, 2003). 
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2.3. Stakeholder involvement in tourism 

Including stakeholders in planning processes can benefit regions by rising awareness, generating 

innovative collaborations for managements and products or strengthening bonds to overcome times 

of crisis and create a more confident future-oriented approach among stakeholders (Steinecke & 

Herntrei, 2017). It can also lead greater acceptance of planning results and understanding for 

outcomes by increasing transparency of the planning processes (Hartley & Wood, 2005). A 

stakeholder is "any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 

organization's objective." (Freeman, 1984, p. 46). In this case, the definition can be made more 

precise: Stakeholders are people who are interested in and may profit from their region’s 

development in a direct or indirect way (Waligo et al., 2013). Tourists are excluded from this definition 

of stakeholders. This follows Murphy’s Community Approach (Murphy, 2013) which underlines that 

beneficial partnerships are vital to tourism planning. Murphy (2013) highlights the importance of 

recognizing stakeholders and taking their differing perspectives on issues into account to ensure 

sustainable tourism development.   

Additionally, stakeholders must be drivers and active participants of the planning process (Waligo et 

al., 2013). It is the local stakeholders and not the visitors or tourist who need to be empowered 

through the opportunity to discuss issues that influence their daily lives and quality of life (Norton, 

2007; Wall & Mathieson, 2007). Main regional and local stakeholders described by the literature are 

listed in Table 3. The definition includes a great variety of stakeholders involved in sustainable rural 

tourism development, ranging from administration to accommodation providers, associations to 

mountain rescue, politicians to local population. 

While Table 3 provides a general overview of who stakeholders in tourism may be at this level of 

planning, the individual constellation and composition of relevant stakeholders will vary from 

destination to destination. Selection of stakeholders who are relevant to the planning process is 

required and must be conducted  by means of analysis and categorization (Ford et al., 2009; Reed et 

al., 2009). In certain situations non-tourism related residents may be included in the selected group 

(Kantsperger et al., 2019). Not all stakeholders need to be involved in every decision as some may be 

more relevant to certain planning stages or content, or are more strongly affected by certain 

outcomes of planning the planning process.  

The literature shows that benefits of participation are well studied and have been determined to be 

generating trust and understanding between stakeholders, which becomes instrumental in 

developing and implementing tourism strategies (Reed et al., 2009). The generated understanding 

does not only apply among stakeholders but also between stakeholders and planners to assist in 

understandings regionally specific issues and power dynamics (Tosun, 2000). Such cooperation is 

crucial for tourism development in rural or peripheral areas, as their locations often hinder strong 

connections to higher level institutions and require them to build strong and effective development 
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partnerships locally (Hall, 2007; Zillinger, 2007). By including stakeholders in rural development, local 

institutions are strengthened and decisions and activities are led by locals (Schulz et al., 2021).  

Table 3: Summary of relevant stakeholders and their influences on and tasks within tourism (based on (Bandi 
Tanner & Müller, 2019; Rein & Strasdas, 2017; Steinecke, 2011) 

Level Stakeholders Planning influences and tasks 

Destination Regional State level government 

DMO 

Tourism associations 

 

Strategy development 

Marketing 

Coordination 

Communication 

Cooperation 

Monitoring 

Local Local government and 
administration 

Providers (e.g. gastronomy, 
accommodation, conference 
facilities, transportation, 
recreation and sport, health and 
wellbeing, parks) 

Indirect providers (e.g. involved 
in land management, cultural 
activities) 

Local population 

Infrastructure management 

Providing tourism goods and 
services 

Represent local interests 

 

To reap the benefits of participatory planning, the planner must actively integrate stakeholders into 

planning processes. In such scenarios, the planner is no longer functioning as an expert influencing 

the decision maker, but becomes more of a moderator or guide for the planning process (Fürst, 2008; 

Schulz et al., 2021). By taking this position, the planner is responsible for creating a planning process 

that will ensure long-term sustainable tourism development in a manner that is well accepted, fair 

and transparent but must also navigate the difficult task of ensuring awareness is raised, capacity is 

developed, trust is built and expertise provided. 

The ideal participatory process is well described in the literature: It must be interactive and allow 

stakeholders to join in in analysis, take initiatives themselves and shift existing power structures 

(Schulz et al., 2021). They should be involved wherever possible to ensure better accepted results and 

to generate greater understanding for planning content among the local population (Bramwell & 

Lane, 2005; Hartley & Wood, 2005). Involving a diverse group of stakeholders will bring various 

vantage points and views together to create a  fair and equitable participation process; an important 
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aspect of social sustainability in planning and regional development (Hull & Huijbens, 2016; Rein & 

Strasdas, 2017; Schulz et al., 2021). 

But the great diversity of interests which can be the strength of participatory approaches is also its 

greatest weakness (Prell et al., 2007). This complexity can lead to various forms of participation which 

(Arnstein, 1969) is summarized along a ladder of participation (Figure 3). In this model meant to give 

a measure of participation, participation can range from non-participation over tokenism to degrees 

of citizen power. The aim for sustainable development is to reach a degree of citizen power.  

There are many possibilities to design the process, depending on the goals to be achieved. To develop 

a joint sustainable tourism strategy and vision, classic forms of participatory process design are found 

in options such as workshops, focus groups, world cafés, discussion forums, consultations, surveys 

and statements, courses, master classes, training session, and round tables (Hull & Huijbens, 2016; 

Jaansoo, 2019; Schulz et al., 2021). Content may include discussion of issues and goals for tourism 

development in the region but also solutions and next steps. Results are often written down in 

minutes, or collected by a moderator (e.g. during a world café) for later use. The outcomes of these 

forms of stakeholder participation can generally be used to develop strategic documents and 

influence tourism development (Rein & Strasdas, 2017). Strong forms of citizen power may also 

include establishing official partnerships and councils (Schulz et al., 2021), although these may not be 

very interactive and are limited to the inclusion of a more select group of stakeholders. 

 

 

Figure 3: Ladder of Participation (own illustration based on Arnstein, 1969) 
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Depending on the topic, options for the use of geographic information systems (GIS) and mapping 

may be used as an interactive way to visualize and position aspects important for planning (Hull & 

Huijbens, 2016; Verutes et al., 2020). Planners may even opt to use gamification (Seiffert-Brockmann 

et al., 2018), virtual reality (Schauppenlehner et al., 2018) or citizen science (Schauppenlehner et al., 

2021) methods to engage the tech-savvy stakeholders. Both of these methodologies engage 

stakeholders in digital, interactive formats aimed at increasing their interest in the process, while 

simultaneously gathering important information about the region and stakeholders’ perceptions and 

knowledge about a variety of relevant issues and regional specificities. However, digital and 

technologically intense engagement options may be costly and be of more interest to stakeholders 

for the fun experience rather than interest in contributing to the planning process (Schauppenlehner 

et al., 2021).  

Involving stakeholders from the beginning to the end of the planning process, from vision 

development to strategy implementation will increase acceptance of strategies and results among 

the community. It ensures transparency and increases equity in decision making (Hartley & Wood, 

2005; Kadi et al., 2015). By structuring and organizing participatory planning approach in an effective, 

fair and strategic way, non-participation, tokenism and more importantly conflicts can be avoided 

(Kadi et al., 2015; Rein & Strasdas, 2017). 

Hartley & Wood  (2005) identify 10 criteria to achieve stakeholder participation:  

 Communication 

 Fairness 

 Timing 

 Accessibility 

 Provision of information 

 Influence on the process 

 Competence 

 Interaction 

 Compromise 

 Trust  

Participatory planning approaches are most effective when applied to strategy and monitoring 

development at the destination level (Rein & Strasdas, 2017). In these stages they must be 

incorporated in a manner that evokes citizen power during which their participation fully involves 

them in decision making and the influence can be seen in the resulting output (Fraser et al., 2006; 

Hartley & Wood, 2005). Only then will the content become relevant for policy makers.  
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Figure 4: Benefits of stakeholder participation (own illustration based on Hartley & Wood, 2005; Kadi et al.  
2015) 

Hartley and Wood (2005) and Kadi et al. (2015) identify factors for successful stakeholder 

participation, which as shown in Figure 4, affect different segments of the planning processes. Some 

of these factors must be implemented at the beginning to lay a solid foundation for participatory 

approaches, such as the incorporating marginalized groups, budgeting enough time or accessibility to 

needed information. During the process, trust, fairness and compromise are built to ultimately 

generate equity in decision making and accepted strategies and results. The factors for success are 

interlinking and must all be incorporated into the planning process to achieve the wanted results 

(Hartley & Wood, 2005). 

2.4. Barriers faced by stakeholders 

Involving stakeholders in the planning process is not without its pitfalls, and the difficulties facing the 

application of a participatory approach are not only the diversity of the stakeholder group itself. If 

poorly managed, the process can face a multitude of barriers planners need to be aware of. Only if 

planners are aware of the barriers which usually occur, can the processes be conducted in an efficient 

and meaningful way to ensure success. The following barriers effecting the practical implementation 

of participatory planning approaches are identified by Tosun (2000) as: 
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Table 4: Barriers to stakeholder involvement (based on Tosun, 2000) 

Operational Barriers Structural Barriers  Cultural and Personal Barriers 

Centralized administration  Attitudes Lack of participatory experiences 

Lack of coordination Expertise Limited capacity of the poor 

Lack of information Domination by elite Apathy 

 Legal system Low awareness 

 Human resources  

 Lack of financial resources  

 

Hartley and Wood (2005) investigated barriers which are less about the functionality of the process 

and more about those felt by stakeholders themselves. They agree with Tosun (2005) on regulatory 

constraints, lack of information and low awareness but also add the following barriers: 

 Mistrust 

 Failure to influence the process 

 Poor execution of the method 

 Poor access to legal advice 

 NIMBY (not in my backyard syndrome) 

These two sets complement each other and can be summarized as a full list of barriers to stakeholder 

participation for tourism planning as shown in Table 5. 

Table 5: Barriers to stakeholder involvement for tourism planning in rural destinations (based on Tosun, 2000; 
Hartley & Wood 2005) 

Operational Barriers Structural Barriers  
Cultural and Personal 
Barriers 

Lack of information on planning and 
legalities  

Poor legal framework & regulatory 
constraints 

Low capacity of poor 

Weak administration  Lack of access to resources Apathy 

Poor coordination Lack of expertise Low awareness 

Poor execution  Lack of training Mistrust 

Failure to influence process High costs Domination by elite 

  NIMBY 
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Current case studies in tourism investigated barriers and have found that they continue to persist. 

The greatest barriers in these case studies were found to be under operational and structural barriers 

(Akama, 2002; Dodds, 2007; Hatipoglu et al., 2016; Ladkin & Bertramini, 2002; Zarakosta & 

Koutsouris, 2014). The most dominant issues are poor coordination, failure to influence the process, 

lack of expertise and training. Stakeholders feel the failure to communicate or failure to influence the 

planning processes strongly. Poor coordination and lacking financial instruments are further barriers 

in operation of stakeholder involvement. Lack of knowledge and leadership are final structural 

barriers that continue to exist according to the case studies.  

Cultural and personal barriers highlight the commitment, time and willingness to engage that is 

required of stakeholders. Conflict of interest was grouped under domination by elite and continues 

to be a barrier which must be countered and requires proactive planning process approaches. 

Mistrust, lack of resources, low capacity and poor execution were not identified as serious barriers in 

case studies (Blackstock, 2005; Dodds, 2007; Dogra & Gupta, 2012; Hatipoglu et al., 2016; Ladkin & 

Bertramini, 2002).  

Moving beyond the barriers of Tosun (2000) and Hartley and Wood (2005) the investigation of the 

case studies highlighted the influence of an outcome versus process-oriented approach, in that the 

type of approach influences both politicians’ and stakeholders’ ability to address long-term 

sustainability goals while following short-term aims. It is important that a process-oriented approach 

is taken when involving stakeholders. 

It cannot be negated, that the planner themselves can become a barrier if their role begins to become 

conflicted between planner or expert and their role as a moderator of the stakeholder involvement 

process. Fürst (2008) is adamant that planners must acknowledge their role as a moderator of the 

process to ensure a fair stakeholder involvement process.  

The literature not only identified barriers, but also suggested ways to overcome them. Hartley and 

Wood (2005) provide the recommendation that stakeholders should be involved early and effectively, 

be provided with easily accessible and understandable information (documents, discussions, public 

options) and most importantly that the results should be taken seriously and be considered in the 

outcome of the processes. They finalize their recommendations by stating that the involvement 

processes should be simplified and more transparent to increase the interest in participation. This 

would naturally also need to coincide with policy changes to allow for sufficient time and financial 

resources to support participatory planning processes, their collaboration and coordination and to 

understand the power structures hindering processes locally (Blackstock, 2005; Dogra & Gupta, 2012; 

Hartley & Wood, 2005; Hatipoglu et al., 2016; Kunjuraman & Hussin, 2016).  Furthermore, decision-

makers and planners need to change their frame of mind towards participatory planning and actively 

and deliberately apply this approach throughout the process to overcome barriers to participation 

(Tosun, 2000). How successful these suggestions are has not been addressed by literature and is 

therefore a research gap to be filled through the research at hand.  
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3. Methodology  

3.1. Overview 

In order to understand the role of stakeholders at different levels, the application of several methods 

was necessary. The foundation of the research is built on international and national policy analysis 

and action research, which include the use of manuals and guidelines to assist stakeholders 

throughout the tourism planning process. Stakeholders were assisted in analyzing the policies which 

build the framework in which they are meant to locally develop sustainable tourism.  Investigating 

the influences of international and national policies on local level planning and stakeholder 

involvement processes requires methodology which recognizes the influence of policy, while also 

focusing on how stakeholders and planners incorporate these in local planning processes. Therefore, 

a combination of action research, policy analysis, focus groups, questionnaires and interviews was 

required. These methods complimented each other by bridging shortcomings: For example, 

stakeholder focus groups were useful for working on tourism policy. To incorporate specific 

stakeholders however, an individual approach was needed at first, provided through semi-structured 

interview and questionnaire methodology. Through the results gained from these methodologies, 

later stages of the participatory planning process were enhanced through stakeholder focus groups 

which incorporated insights from interviews and enhanced the participatory nature of later planning 

stages.  The opportunity for a multi-methodological approach to achieve improvements within the 

planning process are the greatest strength of action research to ensure applicable outcomes for both 

research and practitioners. Questionnaires and interviews assisted action research, but were valuable 

stand-alone methodologies to understand stakeholders’ motivations and contributions to tourism 

development in their regions. The interlinking of the methodologies is shown in Table 6. 

Table 6: Interlinking and complementing methodologies applied 

 Policy analysis Action research 

  
Stakeholder focus 

groups 
Questionnaires and 

surveys 
Semi-structured 

interview 

Tourism policy and 
strategies 

x x   

Participatory 
planning process 

 x x  

Incorporating 
specific 
stakeholders 

  x x 
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3.2. Policy analysis 

Policy analysis collects information on and evaluates government measures on their effectiveness 

(Knill & Tosun, 2015). Here, tourism policy at national and regional level is investigated on its 

effectiveness to develop sustainable rural tourism destinations.  

The analysis was based on evaluations conducted by stakeholders in the study areas in accordance 

with manuals provided (Beck, 2018; Meyer & Pröbstl-Haider, 2018). This was done to overcome 

language barriers and investigate policies which were regionally relevant to those responsible for 

tourism development. Furthermore, such qualitative data collection can be used to identify the 

relationships between policy outputs and policy impacts (Knill & Tosun, 2015).  The documentation 

and evaluation, recorded in assessment templates were further complimented by round table 

discussions, which explained the assessments. Conducting policy analysis in this manner, which is 

described by Knill and Tosun (2015) also links to the importance of collaboration in action research 

(see next section on action research; McNiff, 2013). The obtained data was then analyzed to 

investigate the intended and unintended effects current tourism policy has on local implementation.  

3.3. Action research 

Action research is a practice led and practice based methodology (McNiff, 2013; Reason & Bradbury, 

2006). It is a collaborative methodology and relies on working with others as colleagues and learning 

partners as opposed to subjects. It is a cyclical process, which allows for revision of based on what 

has been learned and does not aim for consensus but for collaboration, negotiation and 

understanding (Jones & Bryant, 2016; McNiff, 2013; Morales, 2016). As tourism planning involves a 

variety of stakeholders and often involves navigating numerous conflicts of interest, using this 

methodology effective in obtaining data and results from the study areas. Complying with McNiff 

(2013) data was gathered through record sheets, templates, surveys and round tables (focus groups) 

during INSiGHTS and in work with the Ecomodel Achental. The literature recommends the use of 

action research to develop tourism with and for destinations (Goebel et al., 2020). This is meant to 

create greater commitment among stakeholders (Eelderink et al., 2017) and produce results which 

are relevant to local needs (Jones & Bryant, 2016; Morales, 2016). Furthermore, action research aims 

to empower stakeholders to address local issues and needs (Datta et al., 2015).  However, Goebel et 

al. (2020) note, that participatory action planning has not yet been researched much in the context 

of sustainable tourism development. 

Tourism studies must go beyond pure theory, as the results are to be used in real world situations if 

sustainability in rural tourism regions is to be achieved and therefore action research was chosen as 

the most appropriate methodological approach. INSiGHTS (Integrated sustainable green healthy 

tourism strategy) was an Interreg Danube Transnational Programme Project which ran from 2017 – 

2019. Its aim was to develop sustainable tourism strategies and corresponding sustainable tourism 
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products in eight regions in central and south east Europe (see section study area for locations of 

these regions). Partners located in the regions were public institutions actively involved in tourism 

planning; municipal councils and regional development agencies. In Germany, the project partner was 

a tourism association. The regions were accompanied by so called knowledge providers who worked 

closely with project partners by providing planning tools, assessment tools and information to achieve 

the project goals. Working as a knowledge provider enabled the perfect opportunity to conduct action 

research: analyzing the overall processes and interactions between project partners and with their 

stakeholders.  

Conducting this work in nine regions in parallel added further depth to the research. Each region 

worked within a different national policy framework and with a different constellation of 

stakeholders, depending on regional specificities and tourism focus. Thus, the research investigated 

the different approaches and content of co-development and decision making in nine different 

tourism development processes in nine different regions. 

Action research was used during INSiGHTS by providing guidelines, templates and master classes in a 

step-by-step planning approach with local stakeholders (Meyer & Pröbstl-Haider, 2018; Pröbstl-

Haider & Meyer, 2017a, 2017b). Within these steps, questionnaires and focus groups after Matthews 

& Ross (2010) were used to collect further in-depth information from local stakeholders participating 

in tourism planning when needed. In later stages, the partners conducted round tables with the 

established stakeholder groups which ranged from 25 to 50 representatives of everything ranging 

from ministries to sports clubs, local government to enterprises and regional development 

associations. Each region had a different compilation of stakeholders in their group which reflected 

their unique offers, needs and desires. Data gathered from these meetings and the meeting minutes 

were analyzed by knowledge providers. Systematically collecting data through all stages complies 

with action research data collection requirements (McNiff, 2013). 

Action research is not only observatory but also reacts to findings and in this case, steers processes 

towards more sustainable outcomes. Analysis of the planning process and incremental outcomes by 

participating with stakeholders truly underlines this methodology’s practice-based nature and the 

true collaboration between researchers and stakeholders. It is this collaboration which allowed 

stakeholders to become participatory observers themselves, learning how to reflect on previous 

planning stages to improve those ahead. 

The aim of action research is to produce improvements to practice and communicate these 

recommendations well (McNiff, 2013; Reason & Bradbury, 2006). By working with all eight regions 

and providing standardized and transferable guidelines and templates comparable data was 

collected. The guidelines were developed to assist the regions with each planning step, from setting 

goals to developing visions and strategies. In an incremental process, if issues were identified, they 

could be addressed or accounted for in the following steps. “Action research is not a thing itself; the 

term always implies a process of people interacting together and learning with and from one another 
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in order to understand their practices and situations, and to take purposeful action to improve them” 

(McNiff, 2013: 25).  

3.4. Stakeholder focus group 

A focus group is a qualitative method in which relevant participants are brought into a setting in which 

they can discuss thoughts and perspectives on a certain topic (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014).  There 

are several benefits to focus groups including being able to observe group dynamics, how the group 

works together and how they interact (Eelderink, 2018). Most importantly for action research is how 

focus groups generate more input and ideas and lead to social learning (learning from each other) 

(Chiu, 2003). A moderator leads the discussions to ensure participants remain engaged and empowers 

the participants to lead an engage (Kumer & Urbanc, 2020). This methodology has been used in a 

variety of fields from medical to social science and thus, the intended outcomes of the aims can vary 

greatly.   

Stakeholder focus groups were used for the national policy analysis and in later stages again for the 

development of tourism visions and strategies. For these groups, tourism boards or DMOs such as the 

Ecomodel region were brought together with local tourism stakeholders. In other focus groups, 

regional representatives from different participating regions discussed their experiences with 

participatory planning approaches.  The methodology was used to both generate data on planning 

content (policies and strategies), as well as, as a method to compare planners experiences in the 

implementation of planning steps across central and southeast Europe.  

3.5. Questionnaires and interviews 

For research based in the Achental region, a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews afterwards 

(Matthews & Ross, 2010) were conducted with alpine farmers. The questionnaire contained factual 

and background information concerning farm operations and answers were given either as quantities 

or chosen from a list of possibilities. The answers obtained were collected in a standardized table for 

evaluation and did not need further coding.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in-person based on an interview guideline which could 

be introduced in a manner appropriate for the interviewee and allowed them to expand on topics 

most relevant to them in their answers. The aim of the interviews was evaluation (Matthews & Ross, 

2010 pg. 224) of their relationship to and current developments of regional tourism. Not all 

participants wished to be recorded, so answers were transcribed during the interviews. The 

transcriptions were indexed and coded in accordance with relevant topics (e.g. recreation and 

tourism, benefits, alpine farming, etc.) and summarized in a table. (More information on 

questionnaire and interview content can be found in Wanner et al., 2021). 
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4. Study areas 
The study areas focused on central and south east Europe and included nine regions which are shown 

at the EU NUTS 3 level in Figure 5. The investigated areas were based on initial work within the 

Interreg  project INSiGHTS (Interreg Danube, 2021), gathering information on stakeholders, policy and 

sustainability indicators while completing the task of developing regional sustainable 

tourism strategies in the Danube Transnational Programme area. These study areas were further 

expanded to include the Eco Model Achental region (Traunstein, Germany; in blue in Figure 5) in 

which further in-depth stakeholder investigations and policy analysis was conducted. The nine 

investigated regions, shown in Figure 5 were:  

 Plovdiv, Bulgaria  

 Central Istria, Croatia 

 Traunstein, Germany (blue) 

 Ulm/Neu Ulm, Germany 

 Zala County, Hungary 

 Harghita County, Romania 

 Komárom, Slovakia/Hungary border 

 Central Sava, Slovenia 

 Šumadja and Pomoravlje, Serbia 

 

 

Figure 5: Study area: Regions investigated shown at the NUTS 3 level (Wanner, 2021) 

The selected study areas included regions in nations such as Germany and Slovenia which have been 

long time members of the EU and newer members of the EU such as Slovakia and Hungary (joined in 
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2004) and Bulgaria and Romania (joined in 2007).  Croatia is the newest EU member, as they officially 

concluded the accession process in 2013. Serbia is a potential candidate nation. Therefore, a broad 

spectrum of national policy and planning approaches could be investigated. It also meant that the 

influence of EU policy based on how long a country had been a member could be explored. All regions 

are lesser developed tourism destinations in their nations. 
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5. Results 

5.1. Overview 

This chapter elaborates the results obtained through the previously described methodologies during 

the research conducted in the studies areas. First, the results on investigating tourism policies, 

originally published in Wanner et al. (2020) are outlined. This section highlights the most important 

results on national policies obtained, including similarities and differences which resulted in policy 

recommendations described in section 5.2.4.  

This is followed by section 5.3, the description of results from Wanner et al. (2021), in which the 

tourism destination level is investigated regarding relevant and important stakeholders. It highlights 

the need to incorporate marginalized or overlooked stakeholders in planning processes. The section 

finishes with recommendations obtained during action research and highlights how stakeholder 

involvement was applied in planning practice in the study areas. 

In the final section of the results, section 5.4., barriers to stakeholder participation as identified in 

Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider (2019) are described. Although participation was introduced early and 

effectively into the planning processes, conflicts of interest between economic and social and 

ecological development goals remained. It also became evident, that the awareness levels of 

stakeholders concerning sustainability and sustainable development aims varied across the regions 

and within stakeholder groups.   

5.2. Tourism policy 2 

5.2.1. Introduction 

The international and EU policies which affect tourism development introduced in section 2.1 are a 

framework in which national and regional policies are developed. National policies are supposed to 

incorporate international policies in a regionally applicable manner and integrate sustainability aims 

set for tourism in both industry and development. Action research used policy assessment by local 

stakeholders to better understand national tourism and sectoral policies and to understand how 

effective national policies are to support sustainable tourism developments in the investigated 

regions. In focus groups, stakeholders were asked to identify short comings of these policies which 

led to policy recommendations being drafted.  

                                                           
2 The results presented in this section can be found in detail in Annex Paper 2; Wanner et al. (2020). 
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5.2.2. National tourism policy analysis 

Building on the stakeholder workshops conducted in the study areas, national and regional tourism 

policies for Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Hungary, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia and Slovenia were 

investigated on five indicators:  

 National strategy time frames 

 Number of accompanying strategic documents 

 Vision versus implementation orientation  

 Extent of adaptability in respective policies 

 Binding versus guiding documents 

As described in detail in Wanner et al. (2020) differences between the nations are evident across all 

five indicators.  

First and foremost, differences in strategy time frames and the number of accompanying strategic 

documents are easily visible among the investigated regions. While some national tourism strategies 

only had a time frame of 4 or 7 years (Croatia, Slovenia and Slovakia) other nations worked with 

policies with much longer timeframes of over 10 years (e.g. Bulgaria, Romania). Germany was an 

interesting comparison from a policy perspective as tourism is based at a state level and no national 

tourism policy document exists in the same way as in other nations. The length of the implementation 

timeframe will influence which goals are set thematically, how they can be achieved, which indicators 

for measuring success will be used and their ability to react to outside influences on the national 

strategy (Wanner et al., 2020). Additionally, transnational and cross-border cooperation can be 

difficult when different sustainability goals are being followed on different timelines with focal points 

for project funding and development shifting with every national policy developed.  

Wanner et al. (2020) show that additional policy documents address all administrative levels. 

Germany, Romania and Bulgaria have very few additional documents (3-5 additional policies). Serbia, 

Slovenia and Hungary work with additional 7 to 9 policy documents. Croatia and Slovakia have the 

most (10 and 11 respectively). In these countries, policy has a broader thematic scope through which 

they must view tourism development. For planning, this means that tourism is embedded in a greater 

sustainable development approach of the nation. These documents also address higher levels of 

administration and allow rural regions in these nations more freedom of interpretation of the 

overarching goals set by the national level, as national policy documents tend to set vague goals to 

ensure all regional differences can be incorporated.  Across all national policies, the communication 

is poor between the planning levels concerning who is responsible for which goals, at which planning 

levels and when, which leads to a lack of accountability.  

Many frameworks for sustainable tourism have been developed over the decades (Hashemkhani 

Zolfani et al., 2015) and amongst them one can differentiate between policies which are 

implementation or management oriented and those that are vision or assessment oriented. Vision 
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orientation seeks to determine a direction in which to development and progress towards, while 

implementation-oriented documents are more of an instruction in how to achieve the goals. 

“Germany and Serbia follow vision-oriented documents, noticeable through the large number of 

strategies and longer implementation periods. Slovakia as well-set clear goals but has few supporting 

concrete implementation documents. Slovenia and Romania are characterized by vision orientation 

with supporting documents and laws suggesting implementation is based on the visions and given 

legal footing. Bulgaria, Croatia and Hungary follow an implementation orientation. This is evident 

through the supporting documents and large number of action plans that can be found amongst their 

supporting documents” (Wanner et al., 2020 pg. 6). 

Aside from following a vision versus implementation orientation, another crucial aspect of policy is 

whether or not feedback loops, adjustment opportunities and monitoring have been incorporated to 

ensure results can be achieved. It was determined that Bulgaria’s national tourism plan (Strategy for 

Sustainable Development of Tourism in Bulgaria) has an accompanying action plan in which 

monitoring and evaluation is integrated.  Action plans are especially valuable for planning, as they 

indicate clear steps, time lines and to some extent also include responsibility. In Bulgaria the action 

plan was set for a three-year period, allowing for feedback loops to be incorporated into the next 

action plans. They are generally non-binding in nature, but show a degree of commitment of 

governments to implement their tourism strategies. This was an exception to the rest of the study 

areas. Slovakia, Slovenia and Serbia indicated that sustainability indictors should be monitored in 

tourism regions, although this is also non-binding and resources are not made available for assistance 

in this task. Croatia, Germany, Hungary and Romania do not have monitoring guidelines included in 

their policies. Central Istria (Croatia) and Zala and Komárom (Hungary) both suggested that the 

introduction of an indicator system such as ETIS would be a valuable addition to their national policies. 

With the exception of Plovdiv (Bulgaria) the national policies are seen as very broad with no 

streamlined monitoring or feedback loops to be incorporated for future policy improvements.  

It is very difficult to determine to what extent the national and additional policy documents are 

binding. Out of the study areas only two, namely Romania and Slovenia, listed a law, order or decree 

as addition to policy documents influencing sustainable tourism development in their regions. It can 

therefore only be stated that these are definitely binding in nature. The other documents which 

included acts, strategies or action plans must be assumed to be guiding in character.  

Through the investigation of national documents, it was determined that many of the goals are vague 

and uncoordinated, making it difficult for destinations to determine which role they are meant to play 

in sustainable tourism development. Vague policies and unbinding documents are also unlikely to be 

used for stakeholder involvement or as a backbone for participatory planning.  
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5.2.3. National policy self-assessment 

After the national policy analysis, stakeholders conducted a self-assessment of their national policies 

across three thematic pillars: integrated sustainable tourism management schemes, smart tourism 

products linked to greenways and the promotion of eco-conscious and healthy lifestyle choices. They 

were asked to conduct a self-assessment of the national tourism policy’s overall goals, desired 

conditions, criteria and indicators. Across the first two pillars the average scores were “little below 

desired conditions” with some variations across the nations. For stakeholders from Germany their 

scoring was considerably lower than average, as no national document exits. All of the countries 

indicated that destination and tourism clusters were well established and integrated into 

management schemes. Hungary and Serbia scored lowest in this section of the self-assessment due 

to lacking clear sustainability goals, low capacity and no destination management organizations. All 

regions indicated that they struggled with poorly developed sustainability criteria, mission statements 

and financial schemes to implement tourism development plans. It became clear, that there was a 

dissatisfaction with the guidance or better said, the lack there of, coming from the national level.  

Concerning smart tourism products, the average was again “little below desired conditions”. Bulgaria, 

Romania and Slovenia scored especially high in product development. This means that they feel their 

tourism products for sustainable tourism are well developed. Critical assessments were made by 

Slovakia, Hungary and Serbia due to not having any DMOs to support sustainable tourism product 

development and lack of initiatives to support local values and culture. Concerning sustainable 

product development there was a desire to link local business, private sector and DMOs in future to 

improve sustainable development.  

The final pillar, promotion of eco-conscious and healthy lifestyle choices, had a broad spectrum of 

results. Slovakia, Bulgaria and Slovenia indicated that the current conditions met the desired 

conditions and that policy in this regard fulfilled their needs. Slovakia indicated that although the 

national level was strong, regional and local levels remained weak and that opportunities for 

education and qualification for tourism employees were not sufficient. Hungary was far below 

average in this pillar and determined that policy was far below the desired conditions on national, 

regional and local levels in supporting specific sustainable tourism marketing, sustainability standards 

or generally positioning itself as a sustainable destination internationally. Furthermore, they too 

states that the national policies were not providing enough support in regard to education and 

learning either.   

In addition to the investigation in Wanner et al. (2020), Wanner et al. (2021) found that stakeholders 

working across sectors in Achental (Germany) found the cumulation of policies concerning building 

regulations, health & hygiene and nature conservation to be too inflexible to meet individual regional 

challenges and currently hinder further tourism development. 

The self-assessment of national policies by stakeholders working at the local and regional destination 

planning level indicated that the vague goals and lacking accountability are due to poor 
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communication between planning levels. Further round table discussions between stakeholders and 

policy makers indicated that regional and local levels were not given the tools they needed to 

strengthen rural regions’ ability to implement the goals. Tools such as strategy development, financial 

means for additional assistance or stakeholder involvement processes do not exist.  

5.2.4. Policy recommendations 

Considering the insights gained during stakeholder-round tables and the self-assessment process it 

became evident that national policies and EU policies fail to meet the needs of local level 

implementers in rural regions of south-east Europe.  

Interpretation of goals set in international and national policies are left to the regions and their 

stakeholders as the formulations are too vague and without clear indicators. Without indicators or a 

division or responsibilities and due to policy documents non-binding nature, it is impossible to hold 

any institutions or stakeholder accountable for failing to achieve sustainable development in the 

anticipated timeframe.  

Communication and coordination between planning levels continues to be poor. This is true for all 

regions investigated. This is also reflected in policies not complimenting each other which makes the 

integration of management schemes into larger policies impossible.  

During the round tables it was also stated that often responsibilities are given to regions or DMOs 

without providing the necessary tools, instruments or financing to implement the development tasks 

they were given. For example, stakeholder participation was recognized as an important part of 

tourism planning, yet no expertise on how to conduct these processes or funding for holding 

workshops were provided. 

Additionally, it was recognized that there was a disconnect between European Union tourism policies 

and frameworks and the local implementation, especially in rural regions and even more so 

concerning sustainability. Upon further examination, the literature on tourism policy in southeast 

Europe was deemed limited and gaps were identified (Anastasiadou 2008, Hughes & Allen 2005, 

Stevenson et al. 2008).  

In lieu of the obtained results the following policy recommendations of all regions were summarized 

(Table 7). The policy recommendations find national and destination level to be the planning levels at 

which most barriers need to be overcome. The international level should hold responsibility to setting 

clear goals and responsibilities, but also provide transparent financing through projects or support 

tools.  The stakeholders felt that national and destination levels have the most room for 

improvement. However, setting clear goals was seen to be more a task of the national level, while 

managing available tools and resources could be improved at destination level to better address 

individual needs. As a whole, communication and coordination is needed at all planning levels. 

Specific new trends were also mentioned as areas in which more support is needed. 



36 

 

The policy recommendations find national and destination level to be the planning levels at which 

most barriers need to be overcome. The international level should hold responsibility to setting clear 

goals and responsibilities, but also provide transparent financing through projects or support tools.  

The stakeholders felt that national and destination levels have the most room for improvement. 

However, setting clear goals was seen to be more a task of the national level, while managing available 

tools and resources could be improved at destination level to better address individual needs. As a 

whole communication and coordination is needed at all planning levels. Specific new trends were also 

mentioned as areas in which more support is needed. 

Table 7: Overview of transnational policy recommendations by implementation level (Wanner et al., 2020 pg. 9) 

Recommendation Level 

International National Destination 

Setting clear goals Select clear sustainability goals x x  

Include climate change goals x x  

Use suitable indicators  x x 

Discuss goals with implementing 
institutions 

 x  

Strengthen weak, rural & alternative 
regions 

 x x 

Communication & 
coordination 

Coordinate, organize & strengthen DMOs   x 

Define clear division of tasks & 
responsibilities 

x x x 

Enhance accountability x x x 

Discuss new trends Sharing economy  x x 

Digitalization  x x 

Available tools & 
financial resources 

Training & care for professionals & 
workforce 

  x 

Stakeholder involvement  x x 

Consideration of locals’ needs   x 

Transparent financing x x x 

 

The recommendations make clear a desire for policy to strengthen the destination level. 

Strengthening the destination should also integrate them into larger management schemes in which 

they are supported by national policy which in turn reflect international goals. While destinations 

want to increase their   capacities, they are also seeking guidance and support, not complete 

independence.  
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5.3. Destinations and stakeholder participation3 

5.3.1. Introduction 

International and national policy bestows the destination with great responsibility to develop tourism 

sustainably. But when policy and strategies are developed top-down without participation, their goals 

and aims do not align with local needs or interests. This will lead to apathy among the local 

stakeholders and ultimately cause poorly accepted results (Tosun, 2000; Hartley and Wood, 2005). 

The literature showed that stakeholders must be involved early in the processes and effectively to 

achieve the best results (Hartley and Wood, 2005).   

Past literature concentrated on the destination and DMO’s tasks from economic perspectives such as 

income generation and employment opportunities (Mayer et al., 2010), or focuses on their position 

as a hub for marketing  (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019; Rein & Strasdas, 2017; Steinecke & Herntrei, 

2017). However, there is an obvious gap in the central role they should be taking to integrate 

stakeholders into participatory planning for sustainable tourism development. Furthermore, 

perspectives on the influence of personal values and quality of life as underlying stakeholder 

motivation is mentioned vaguely, but not put into practice or integrated in the tasks of the DMOs.  

5.3.2. The involved stakeholders 

Under the policy recommendations of Table 7 organizing and strengthening the DMO along with 

participatory planning processes and considering local stakeholders’ need shift a focus onto the 

destination level. Deeper investigation of the destination level revealed that stakeholder participation 

and consideration of the locals’ needs were greater issues than anticipated by DMOs. The 

stakeholders investigated in-depth in the Achental region of Germany, were alpine farmers. In this 

destination they provide important services for the tourism industry in the form of landscape 

management, landscape conservation, local produce and providing food and beverage services.  They 

contribute valuable social and ecological sustainability by strengthening the region through upholding 

culture and functioning as landscape stewards according to Dwyer (2018). All of these “tourism 

services” are seen as daily activities for the farmers without necessarily being linked to tourism, but 

more centrally to their activities as farmers actively working in agriculture. The link to tourism is 

practically given to them by the DMO, as hiking routes pass through their alpine pastures and 

marketing is centered around activities on alpine pastures and linked to local heritage and history of 

alpine farming. They were not asked to join in tourism development, and yet are in the midst of it.  

                                                           
3 The results presented in this section can be found in detail in Annex Paper 3; Wanner et al. (2021). 
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The assumption that planners or DMOs know what stakeholders want or that they are purely 

economically focused is false (Wanner et al., 2021). Stakeholders not directly involved in tourism are 

often overlooked by planning, as the planners often assume that stakeholders are benefitting from 

tourism economically. As significant contributors to tourism through landscape conservation and 

tourism products it was a surprise for the DMO to see that there was no interest by this group of 

stakeholders (alpine farmers) to become more involved in tourism through increased cooperation in 

marketing and product development and they were in fact predominantly not interested in expanding 

tourism offers beyond what they had already established previously, such as limited gastronomy or 

just opening their lands for recreation activities such as hiking and paragliding. The issues these 

sentiments were founded on were “significant legal requirements, poor visitor behavior, 

underappreciation of their work towards landscape maintenance, differing interest in contribution of 

and to tourism and lack of institutional coordination and support” (Wanner et al., 2021 pg.7). The 

DMO underestimated the importance of personal values and interest in quality of life influencing the 

stakeholders’ decisions. Thus, economic incentives for tourism development was falling on deaf ears.  

When a destination relies heavily on stakeholders to jointly develop and embrace tourism, such 

negative or hesitant attitudes can greatly hinder further tourism development. However, they may 

also represent an opportunity to generate greater understanding among stakeholders and ensure 

that economic ambitions are not pushing social and ecological aspects of sustainability to a breaking 

point.  

5.3.3. Consequences and recommendations 

Destinations can tackle issues by recognizing who relevant stakeholders are and by actively 

integrating them into planning. Following the interviews and surveys among farmers, a workshop 

provided the opportunity to address local stakeholders’ needs by providing a forum in which the DMO 

could learn about and address previously unknown issues. An integrated strategy is needed to 

appropriately address (marginalized) stakeholders’ needs to ensure social sustainability in the region. 

Such an integrated strategy needs to be built on five pillars (Wanner et al., 2021):    

- Information: Visitors and locals need to be provided with information which addresses 

not only proper behavior in the region but also generates greater appreciation for local 

tradition, culture and contributions to landscape maintenance.  

- Networks: destinations need to actively organize a network between stakeholders in and 

around tourism to strengthen regional cooperation and support both logistically and in 

administrative tasks. 

- Economic benefits and regional development: Not all stakeholders seek economic gain 

through tourism. While recognizing this, not all products must be commodified for 

tourism and the destination can also provide local population with greater access to 

regional goods and services. Strengthening offers for both locals and tourist.  
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- Resource efficiency: The DMO should function as a hub for finding partners and bringing 

solutions to the region which will assist in overcoming outdated and inefficient use of 

resources to increase ecological sustainability concerning topics of energy, water and 

waste.  

- Visitor management: a small scale and regionally specific spatial zoning concept for 

visitor management should be introduced to respect those who do not wish to be 

involved in tourism.  

The study of Achental showed that the involvement of marginalized stakeholders is important to 

destinations in order to understand the true needs of all local stakeholders and avoid making 

assumptions, such as purely economically oriented mindset. Recognizing the needs of local citizens is 

an important pillar on which social sustainability is built. 

The DMO or generally the destination planning level is an important hub at which an integrated 

strategy for a tourism region can be developed to incorporate all relevant stakeholders, even those 

often excluded in the planning process. In Wanner et al. (2021) interviewed stakeholders indicated 

that they felt there was no central organization they could contact with their tourism concerns. This 

would be a task well suited for a DMO, as they are situated between tourism providers and higher 

regional or national tourism institutions and would therefore be in a position to mediate between 

national goals and local needs.  

Ultimately, the results highlighted that stakeholder participation can be incredibly useful to a 

destination in order to understand which developments will lead them on a sustainable path with the 

local community and stakeholders. Tourism products and strategies were being developed and 

promoted for the benefit of the stakeholders, but the DMO had failed to actually ask what the 

stakeholders wanted.  It was shown that this process may limit tourism development opportunities if 

stakeholders do not share a common vision with planners. However, finding common ground 

between planners and stakeholders are necessary for social sustainability and an important aspect of 

the paradigm shift needed in tourism as described by Dwyer (2018).  

5.4. Barriers to stakeholder involvement4 

5.4.1. Introduction 

Participatory planning processes are complex. Therefore, bringing stakeholders together and 

integrating them into the planning process can come with conflicts and barriers. During the 

investigation of the study areas, structural and operational barriers were lifted, due to the 

                                                           
4 The results presented in this section can be found in detail in Annex Paper 1; Wanner & Pröbstl-
Haider (2019). 
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involvement in a well-funded programme (Interreg Danube Transnational Programme), which 

provided access to needed resources and expertise. During this time, a concentration on how to 

integrate factors for success was applied in drafting manuals and guidelines. By using action research 

within the project INSiGHTS an opportunity arose to analyze and compare eight tourism planning 

processes running in parallel. An analysis of cultural or educational reasons for certain barriers could 

be investigated more closely and the concentration was laid on cultural and personal barriers. By 

investigating cultural barriers in the study areas, it became evident that low awareness and conflicts 

of interest continue to be barriers to the stakeholder process, as discussed in Wanner & Pröbstl-

Haider (2019).  

5.4.2. Low Awareness levels concerning sustainability 

Partners and their local stakeholder groups used a self-assessment manual (Pröbstl-Haider, 2017) to 

determine sustainable tourism development overall goals for their regions set in 5 categories: 

 quality of visitor experience, including the criteria visitor satisfaction, unique selling 

proposition, inclusive offers, improved infrastructure for outdoor recreation in the 

destination and attractive infrastructure for tourists’ outdoor experience and 

environmental education; 

 socio-cultural and built heritage aspects, including the criteria local food, awareness and 

use of cultural hotspots, contribution of tourism taxes to event organization, security, 

socio-cultural disturbance and perception of cultural impacts; 

 socio-economic benefits and regional development, including the criteria economic 

benefits, reduction of seasonality and availability and quality of services; 

 environment and land use heritage, including the criteria reducing resource 

consumption, climate change adaptation and sustainable mobility and climate change 

risk avoidance; 

 destination strategy, cooperation and management structures, including criteria on 

sustainability goals, destination initiatives and destination learning; 

which reflected the goals set by the EU in various central policies and through ETIS (European 

Commission, 2007, 2010, 2016; Tourism Sustainability Group, 2007) and also reflected aims of the 

SDGs.  

The results show that there are substantial differences in awareness levels concerning the content of 

tourism planning and development. Predominantly, it was found that the perception of sustainability, 

landscape conservation and climate change varied. Action research enabled the analysis and 

comparisons of reasons behind these different attitudes. It was found that “sustainability” is 

understood differently by different stakeholders. Furthermore, there is no common consensus or 
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understanding on how tourism fits into the sustainability debate. A common foundation needs to be 

built among stakeholders, before proceeding in the planning process. 

The results showed that the highest levels of awareness were achieved in destination strategy and 

management and socio-economic benefits and regional development, with goals in these categories 

having been given the greatest importance and weighting (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). All 

partners agreed that a tourism strategy was needed and that this strategy must include sustainability 

goals, maintenance and awareness of cultural heritage and aim to achieve high visitor satisfaction. 

Generally, there was a high awareness level among stakeholders on goals concerning socio-economic 

benefits (e.g. reducing seasonality, increasing income, increasing tourism services) and aspects of 

management and strategy. The awareness on quality of visitor experience was mixed across the study 

areas. While half of the partners saw the need to improve infrastructure for outdoor recreation and 

other unique selling points, the regions Harghita (Romania), Zala (Hungary) and Plovdiv (Bulgaria) did 

not prioritize these goals and accepted the current state as sufficient already. Among environmental 

and socio-cultural goals, the following ranked especially low:  

 Climate risk avoidance 

 Reducing resource consumption 

 Contribution to events 

 Gender issues 

 Cultural impact 

This meant that the majority of stakeholders did not recognize these goals as aspects to be addressed 

by tourism development or to be incorporated into their own tourism strategies. They were either 

perceived to be entirely irrelevant or to be the responsibility of other planning institutions. 

The central EU tourism policies (European Commission, 2007, 2010) and ETIS (European Commission, 

2016) describe an approach to sustainability which seeks to develop a European tourism sector which 

is economically, ecologically and socially sustainable. ETIS indicators specifically include core 

indicators on gender equality, social impact, cultural heritage and climate change. Yet by indicating 

that the above listed aspects were irrelevant to their regional goals, it showed that there was a 

disconnect between the EU policy’s understanding of what “sustainability” is meant to be in European 

tourism and how regions understand what their development goals and contributions to 

sustainability are, should or could be.  

The expectation that a longer membership in the EU and thus longer exposure to EU tourism policies 

would influence the understanding of sustainability was false. The regions Zala (Hungary), Central 

Sava (Slovenia) and Šumadja and Pomoravlje (Serbia) showed higher levels of awareness across all 

five categories. Ulm/Neu Ulm (Germany) and Central Istria (Croatia) showed midrange of awareness 

and the lowest levels of awareness on social and ecological topics were seen in Plovdiv (Bulgaria), 

Harghita (Romania) and Komárom (Slovakia). This being said, Wanner and Pröbstl-Haider (2019) 

showed no significant difference in influence or guidance of EU tourism policy when comparing 
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longstanding members (Germany, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia) to newer and non-members (Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Romania, Serbia).  

Perceived deficiencies increase awareness on certain topics and discussions with stakeholders 

illustrated the underlying issues concerning awareness levels. Economic issues such as seasonal 

employment or low overnight stay are represented in stakeholder discussions as main issues to focus 

on, as increasing the number of overnight stays is seen as a solution to increase income generation. 

However, clean energy or waste management are not seen as issues, because they do not affect any 

tangible issues. The lightbulbs will still work and trash will still be collected and disposed of. If the 

awareness for greater ecological issues does not exist, ecological sustainability is not felt as a pressing 

issue to address. So, the constant conflict of economic and ecological interest persists.  

5.4.3. Conflicts of interest in planning 

Awareness on certain topics can be influenced by certain elite stakeholder groups who dominate 

discussions and stand in conflict of interest towards other stakeholder groups. After having chosen 

overall goals, stakeholder groups were asked to self-assess their current performance on the five 

categories mentioned in the previous section. During the self-assessment, all regions saw their socio-

cultural development performance as fair to good. The same was seen for environment (with the 

exception of Serbia). The same is true for destination strategy and management (with the exception 

of Hungary). Socio-economic benefits and regional development along with the category quality of 

visitor experience were viewed far more critically with a greater number of participants seeing 

deficiencies or improvement required.  

Only half of the regions viewed climate change and sustainable transport as important goals, three 

regions are seeking to reduce resource consumption and only one region is looking to following 

climate risk reduction as a goal. Yet six of the regions view their current state of environmental 

development as deficient or fair with improvement required. 

“A conflict of interest arises between economic and environmental issues, leading to the domination 

of the regional economic aspects such as socio-economic benefits and product development. Socio-

economic benefits, destination strategy and product development scored low in self-assessment and 

had high levels of awareness. Environment and land-use along with socio-cultural and built heritage 

scored high in the self-assessment and low in awareness” (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019 pg. 13). 

5.4.4. Planning recommendations 

The use of manuals and guidelines in the processes showed that it is important to clarify differences 

in understanding early in the planning process. A universal understanding of planning content or 

definitions of central terms and criteria (e.g. “sustainability”) cannot be assumed. These differences 
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and misunderstandings can hinder the planning process and become barriers for current or future 

participatory planning approaches and the integration of stakeholders into strategy development. To 

counter this issue, courses, master classes or lectures led by experts may minimize differences in 

understanding or perception. However, even this may not be the cure-all for this barrier.  

It is vital for the planning process to recognize and anticipate different understandings and 

perceptions (as they are to be expected anyways with a diverse stakeholder group) and to have a 

strategy on how to incorporate and balance differences in perception and values. 
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6. Discussion 
The results have shown that participatory processes are of relevance within policy, within 

destinations and to stakeholder involvement to achieve sustainability goals in tourism. An 

investigation and discussion of the interplay between these factors enhancing and hindering active 

stakeholder involvement is necessary for long-term sustainable tourism planning in rural destinations.  

6.1. Methodological considerations 

Action research successfully accompanied eight parallel planning processes in eight different 

destinations. In total this means that over three hundred stakeholders were part of the process. The 

side by side analysis of the individual processes allowed a deeper investigation into collaboration and 

communication between stakeholders while creating sustainable tourism strategies and 

corresponding products. The strength of applying this methodology was found in the transferable 

manuals and guidelines which were used for conducting participatory planning. They were found to 

be a successful tool for stakeholder involvement.  

The research conducted here has shown that it is possible to efficiently use stakeholders in complex 

planning processes through the use of standardized tools to increase participation. It was possible to 

gain useful results on policy analysis, goal setting, vision development, self-assessments and strategy 

development across all eight regions. The theoretical foundation has answered the question why 

stakeholders are needed. The literature also identifies barriers and suggests solutions (Blackstock, 

2005; Dogra & Gupta, 2012; Hartley & Wood, 2005; Hatipoglu et al., 2016; Kunjuraman & Hussin, 

2016). These suggested solutions based on identified barriers, however, are not followed up with 

further investigation as to their applicability to real world planning scenarios.  

The application of action research has shown how stakeholders can be incorporated early, effectively 

and in a manner that truly influences planning outcome and is of interest to policy makers, fulfilling 

the conditions set out by Hartley and Wood (2005), Tosun (2000) and Fraser et al. (2006). Precondition 

for successful stakeholder involvement and solutions to overcoming barriers were determined to be 

a methodology which incorporates clearly defined goals, transferable and easy to use guidelines and 

feedback loops which allow for an incremental planning process based on outcomes learned in 

previous planning stages.  

6.2. The role of involvement at the policy level  

Tourism influences both local economy in rural destinations and the destinations’ environment but 

does not hold a prominent role in higher level policies (Anastasiadou, 2008; Ashley et al., 2001; Estol 

et al., 2018). The fragmented approach of European policies pointed out by Anastasiadou (2008) 
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continues to hold true. Halkier identified a “lack of strategic clarity bordering on fuzziness (Halkier 

2010 pg. 103). Tourism policy at European level continues to lack strong goals with clear objectives, 

while bestowing destinations with the responsibility of using sustainability indicators and ensuring 

sustainable tourism development. The research conducted (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019) showed 

that stakeholders are interested in combining tourism development with the development of 

alternative energy or organic products for example but national policies currently do not address their 

interests and do not work in their favor, thus national policies are not strengthening rural regions.  

There is a “discrepancy between the envisaged objectives for development and the actual status of 

implementation” (Wanner et al. 2020 pg. 9). This was shown in Wanner et al. (2020) and Wanner et 

al (2019) through the lack of clear criteria to define sustainability in tourism in an applicable manner. 

Sustainability is recognized as important and named in policy (Wanner et al., 2020) but the task of 

implementation is often left at the international or national policy level and does not wind up as an 

aim of tourism planners and stakeholders at the destination level (Wanner et al., 2019). In this regard 

the literature has been calling for improved coordination and integration for some time (Dieke, 2003; 

Dodds, 2007; Estol et al., 2018; Yeoman et al., 2012), with Dieke (2003) suggesting that policy could 

and should be used to improve human resource skills, management and progress towards 

digitalization in tourism. This is echoed by Wanner et al. (2020) in their call for improved coordination 

and division of responsibilities for a more sustainable tourism development.  

The regional goals set by stakeholders in the investigated regions were not influenced by international 

policy, as the higher-level policy goals were too vague, did not provide accountability. Stakeholders 

have limited awareness of some EU policy instruments such as ETIS, but the UN policy or the SDGS 

had no influence on any tourism planning at all. The lack of any influence of the UN policies and SDGs 

are also why there is no mention of them in the results. No connection between the regions and the 

SDGs were made by either stakeholders or the DMOs. This confirms Estol et al. (2018) that 

intragovernmental organizations struggle to institutionalize tourism policy.  

Furthermore, the stakeholders said communication across all planning levels was poor. In the study 

area, the common perception and high awareness remains focused on product development, socio-

economic aspects of tourism and destination strategy development (Wanner and Pröbstl-Haider, 

2019). Less awareness is paid to environment, land-use and socio-cultural aspects. This contradicts 

European policy, in which environment and socio-cultural aspects, built heritage and land-use feature 

strongly in European policies as factors that are very the very core of European tourism.  

The national policy self-assessment was shown to be a valuable approach to identify clear deficiencies 

among practitioners and add constructive criticism to the debate on why it is that policy is not having 

its intended effect. Seeing well-conducted participatory and bottom-up planning process in action has 

confirmed the literature’s call for stakeholder involvement as a valuable contribution  to address 

values, capabilities and needs of the local population (Bousset et al., 2007; Zimmermann, 2018). 
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Circumstances in regions which are perceived as intact reduce awareness, while awareness for a 

matter is increased, when deficiencies are perceived (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). In practice, 

this means that a region which is looking to increase tourism will focus on economic aspects and 

environmental goals become secondary, if they are considered at all. A national level example  of the 

mismatch between perception and awareness is Austria’s “Plan T” which was developed in a 

participatory process with over 500 stakeholders and is meant as the foundation of sustainable 

tourism development (BMLRT, 2022). Plan T recognizes emission reduction in regard to 

transportation along with energy and resource efficiency by tourism providers as important aspects 

to develop more sustainably in the Austrian tourism industry, yet does not mention how climate 

change adaptation is to take place in Austrian tourism and fails to provide an applicable action plan, 

division of tasks, accountability plan or clear concrete goals (Prettenthaler et al., 2021).  Therefore, 

while sustainable tourism development is mentioned, the statements made in national policy will not 

assist the destination level since it is too vague. Dodds (2007) stresses that short-term economic goals 

must make way for social and environmental concerns to be integrated into long-term tourism 

strategies, if sustainability is to be achieved. The action research conducted here showed that even 

early integration of sustainability was not a simple task.  

Tourism policy is therefore not influencing local level planning in any of the investigated regions. This 

is due to the lack of clear goals, poor coordination and the policies lack of connecting with topics of 

relevance for local stakeholders.  

To answer the first sub-question posed in the introduction: International and national policies place 

demands on destinations to implement and measure sustainable tourism, yet do not provide them 

with clear goals or tools to do so. Thus, the hypothesis has also been confirmed that there is a clear 

disconnect in understanding between high level policy and actual local implementation abilities which 

are hindering sustainable tourism development in rural areas of central and southeast Europe. 

6.2.1. Awareness of sustainability and related indicators 

Initially, it was believed that introducing indicators strongly linked to ETIS and the SDGs as part of the 

vision and strategy development would assist regions in linking local destination development to 

international policies. The plan was that accompanying regions through step-by-step planning 

approaches and manuals for the development of indicator-based strategies conducted in 

participatory planning processes would address deficiencies of indicators systems such as the lack of 

clear collection techniques (Modica et al., 2018, Tudorache et al., 2017) or having too many indicators 

to choose from (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019). In an attempt to strengthen the integration of 

sustainability in tourism planning, indicators were introduced at the goal setting stage of the planning 

process. Stakeholders were asked to link clear indicators to set goals to make goals clear and 

achievable. However, their use across central and southeast Europe was inconsistent and there was 

little interest in applying them (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019).  Agreeing with Font et al. (2021) that 
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the European Commission continues to miss opportunities to support regions and their stakeholders 

in data collections or to centrally and digitally collect data for benchmarking on a European level.  

Wanner et al. (2020 pg. 10) correctly identify the need for “tangible and consistent measures of 

implementation should be developed with practical implementation on national and regional levels 

in mind.” In agreement with Bandi Tanner & Müller (2019), Becken et al. (2020) and Modica et al. 

(2018), the action research demonstrated that even with manuals and guidebooks to assist 

stakeholders in developing strategies including social and environmental indicators, economic 

indicators still remain in focus with stakeholders. With too many indicators to choose from, 

stakeholders chose the path of least resistance so to speak and will opt for indicators they have 

already been collecting (which tend to be the easy to collect economic data for which data collection, 

storage and reporting systems are already in place). Indicators on employment or overnight stays are 

already used in all regions for example. However, some of the indicators are more difficult to collect 

such as those concerning use of renewable energy by tourism providers or use of sustainable 

transport options by guests. In Harghita (Romania) for example, a baseline study in rural tourism 

would be necessary before sustainability indicators could be usefully applied.  

Contributing to answering sub question 1, policies place the demand for sustainable tourism indicator 

collection at local and regional level. However, this is not a demand tourism destination can currently 

fulfill. The observations on use of indicators based on ETIS in the investigated regions concur with 

Font et al. (2021) that the greatest achievement of ETIS remains their ability to raise awareness and 

increase social learning among stakeholders. It is not enough to solely raise awareness, if the 

awareness among stakeholders is not applied towards generating more sustainable planning and 

development. The differences in awareness levels between stakeholders led to conflicts of interest 

during the planning process. ETIS, designed as a transferable tool was a good basis for the manuals 

and guide lines and can be used to introduce sustainability indicators to stakeholders. However, it 

does not account for differences in perception and awareness on sustainability and climate change 

attitudes and understandings among stakeholders. Through workshops and master classes these 

differences could be discussed and awareness levels among stakeholders were raised which also laid 

a foundation for understanding the use of sustainability indicators among tourism stakeholders in the 

study areas. 

Furthermore, ETIS is not being used as a tool for evidence-influenced policy (Font et al. 2021). 

Therefore, there is a lack of understanding among stakeholders as to why the time and effort should 

be allocated towards the collection of data which neither they themselves nor others seem interested 

in. If Gasparini & Mariotti (2021) are correct in saying that indicators are used politically to kick-start 

debates about planning content and goals, then more efforts need to be made by the EU to ensure 

that data collected through sustainability indicators actually influence policy development and would 

present an opportunity to create policy in consideration of planning practices occurring in rural 

tourism destinations.  
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6.3. Barriers at destination level 

The lack of coordination and clear goals, identified in higher-level policies, clearly transfer to the 

destination level. European frameworks may influence national policies, however Wanner et al. 

(2020) showed that they are not influencing regional implementation; regardless of whether the 

country was a long-term member of the EU, a newer member or in pre-accession.  The trickle down 

of barriers onto the destination level were seen to be caused by two factors. The first being the lack 

of coordination across planning levels. In rural regions especially, this means uncertainty which 

national policy goals they are meant to be implementing in rural areas. This in turn means destination 

management schemes cannot be integrated as they require established cooperative, coordinated 

governance systems. The second factor causing a rift between European policy and destination 

planning is the lack of applicable indicators which leads to poor monitoring and evaluation abilities 

for regional sustainable tourism policies.  

Content of national policies is interpreted differently at regional levels, and although not intended 

this causes decentralization or a diffusion between which goals are being followed by which regions. 

Deficiencies in division of responsibilities or setting clearly defined goals to be achieved by rural 

tourism planning were directly addressed as barriers in round tables in Serbia, Hungary and Romania 

(Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). Poor coordination and cooperation were determined to be barriers 

in Bulgaria, Croatia, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. The reason for this is the issue of 

determining what is meant by “sustainability”, what the term constitutes and whose responsibility it 

is to implement sustainability goals. The general consensus among all regions was that national policy 

needs to improve their definition of sustainability and road map the steps to be taken, so that rural 

regions’ responsibility become clearer. Furthermore, the regional responsibilities need clearly defined 

tasks and adaptive management schemes to compensate for rural tourism regions lack of expertise, 

financial and human resources (Wanner et al., 2020). This would assist local planning authority’s 

ability to prioritize tasks and provide an improved environment for private sectors investments.  

Policy improvements will only assist regions in becoming more sustainable to certain extent. The rural 

regions self-responsibility needs to be increased. Wanner et al. (2019) successfully shifted awareness 

in the planning process through participatory approaches to address that sustainability goals do not 

necessarily have to be handed down by a national government or other policy. It can be a choice a 

region actively makes for itself. The literature (Reed et al., 2009; Tosun, 2000) was put into practice 

and the research confirmed, that stakeholder participation should be used to educate and generate 

greater understanding for planning content in order to achieve more sustainable planning outcomes. 

Generating greater understanding is important to decentralizing sustainable tourism development 

and allowing destinations to adapt to regionally specific needs.  

This would also strengthen alternative tourism destinations. Wanner et al. (2020) identified several 

specific needs: Komárom (Slovakia/Hungary), for example, had great interest in cross-border 

cooperation for adventure tourism products and tourism products centered around the cultural 
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heritage. To achieve this, financial resources would need to be improved both on the Slovak side as 

well as for their Hungarian counterparts.  The investigated regions in Hungary and Bulgaria both aim 

to reduce seasonality and increase the length of stay in their destinations. Policies can assist these 

ambitions by targeting alternative target groups for example (Anastasiadou, 2008). The investigated 

region in Hungary plans to develop their profile to highlight unique cultural aspects to shape into 

sustainable tourism products. They reflected Dieke (2003) in the recognition of involving local 

residents as stakeholders to embrace and implement these tourism development goals if greater 

social sustainability is to be achieved.  

DMOs and stakeholders such as communities, private sector companies and investors, and NGOs 

need to be strengthened. The local level needs to be assisted by ministries and DMOs to cooperate in 

promoting sustainable tourism (Wanner et al., 2020). Improvements in policies are needed which 

reflect the needs of the stakeholders to properly influence the planning process and 

recommendations were made. Destinations cannot fulfill the demands of international and national 

policies, as the goals are too vague on the one hand and they are not provided with sufficient tools 

on the other. Participatory planning approaches were shown to assist regions in becoming more 

sustainable destinations, if the destination is provided with the tools and funding to introduce a 

stakeholder involvement process (Wanner et al., 2021; Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019). It is 

therefore not enough to simply provide the framework for participation to take place in (such as time, 

reasons, rooms, code of conduct), as the literature seems to suggest. Continuous and active planning 

are needed, including setting communication methods, designing inputs for the process, inviting 

stakeholders and deciding on content focus points. This becomes even more important when applying 

more innovative forms of participation such as gamification or virtual reality (see section 2.4.).   

6.4. Barriers to stakeholders 

Stakeholder involvement is more challenging in rural areas than in urban environments. Reasons for 

this can include employment which will influence their time availability, education levels, and 

destination leadership. Livestock farmers, for example, may have evening work in the stables and 

could not attend meetings later in the day. When developing participatory processes, it is therefore 

important to carefully consider your stakeholder’s background and availability. Furthermore, 

participation processes cannot be too academic and must reflect the stakeholders’ world of 

experiences and be relevant and interesting to participants. This would include recognizing that most 

stakeholders have limited if any experience in tourism development, regional development and most 

of them lack hospitality training. It is important to consider that destination leadership in rural tourism 

regions may not necessarily be organized through a DMO or tourism focused institution but through 

conservation organizations or national parks for example. Recognizing alternative institutions shaping 

tourism development can be an additional challenge when developing rural tourism. Considering 

these circumstances, it is not only important to recognize who the stakeholders in rural areas are, but 
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also to weigh the pros and cons of different participatory planning methodologies and chose the type 

of engagement which will be the most effect (Reed et al., 2009). 

Stakeholders are needed not just their participation but their motivation and willingness to engage in 

tourism are needed for economic growth and sustainable tourism development (Mayer et al., 2010). 

Sustainability goes beyond neo-liberal economic growth and socio-cultural aspects for quality of life, 

happiness and content are needed to increase long-term sustainability (Dwyer, 2018). This was also 

proven true in Wanner et al. (2021).  

Low awareness and conflicts of interest seen to be barriers in the literature (Blackstock, 2005; Dodds, 

2007; Zarakosta & Koutsouris, 2014) were also confirmed to be difficult barriers to overcome in 

practice (Wanner et al., 2019). Unlike operational or structural barriers, which are more easily 

overcome by providing access to financial and/or human resources to some extent, the cultural 

barriers require greater time investments and educational approaches. It also came as no surprise 

that these barriers were evident in the investigated regions, as the policy issues (poor communication 

and vague goals) flow into these barriers as well. Action research provided an opportunity to 

investigate eight regions in parallel step-by-step planning approaches. The actual implementation of 

transferable planning guidelines across diverse stakeholder groups was in line with Hartley & Wood’s 

(2005) call for early involvement in the planning process to overcome barriers.  

However, even with manuals and guidelines provided, low awareness and conflicts of interest were 

identified early in the process. Corresponding with action research’s incremental approach, time was 

taken to educate the involved DMOs, regional authorities and other stakeholders on important 

aspects of environmental sustainability. Especially in Zala (Hungary), Šumadja and Pomoravlje 

(Serbia), Harghita (Romania) and Plovdiv (Bulgaria) where environmental indicators were not being 

collected.  

A process-oriented approach proved to be successful in incorporating stakeholders in the planning 

process and adapting their inputs into the final sustainable tourism visions and strategies, with extra 

attention also given to environmental factors previously overlooked (Wanner et al. 2019). The use of 

transferable and adaptable guidelines and manuals greatly assisted in overcoming structural and 

operational barriers. While they showed some effect on overcoming cultural barriers, it was the extra 

time and resources put into education and awareness raising that showed the most effect in 

overcoming cultural barriers dealing with planning content.  

6.4.1. Rural context  

Tourism trends indicate that visitors are looking for “unspoiled environment” and “natural 

conditions” (Bandi Tanner & Müller, 2019; Sand & Gross, 2019) and thus rural regions are gaining 

importance for tourism in Europe. With growing interest and expected visitor numbers, it becomes a 

pressing issue to develop tourism products for rest and relaxation, adventure and nature-based 
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activities now and not wait until it is too late to set a sustainable foundation for tourism development. 

It was already mentioned in the section on barriers at the destination level that rural areas 

concentrate on economic benefits, destination management and product development, while socio-

cultural and environmental impacts of growing tourism “could remain unconsidered, overlooked and 

underdeveloped” (Wanner et al. 2019 pg. 14). To overcome this barrier, the socio-cultural aspects 

and environmental impacts to the region need local stakeholder input. Those directly and indirectly 

involved in tourism need to be brought together (Wilson et al., 2001) to avoid conflicts of interest and 

include regionally relevant planning concerns (Kadi et al., 2015).   Mayer and Job (2010) add to this, 

saying that rural regions in which outdoor recreation is central to tourism are dominated by an 

understanding of cultural landscapes which are also home and working environments for 

stakeholders. Practice oriented and relevant stakeholder input will make the content more relevant 

for policy makers, a current deficit in planning pointed out by Fraser et al. (2006).  

The strong connection of rural tourism to the cultural landscape were central in the development of 

sustainable tourism in the investigated regions in central and southeast Europe. Zala (Hungary) and 

Šumadja and Pomoravlje (Serbia), as areas with the least developed tourism offers at the moment, 

displayed higher interest in bringing together stakeholders. Harghita (Romania) and Plovdiv (Bulgaria) 

on the other hand, have well established DMOs and their round tables and stakeholder meetings held 

higher interest in creating content relevant for policy makers. All regions were aware that by being 

rural, their natural environments and unique historical aspects which shape their cultural landscape 

were their greatest asset which they were both seeking to use and protect. Each region reflected their 

unique cultural aspects in their strategies, as they grew to understand that the combination between 

culture and natural conditions would be the center of their sustainable tourism strategies.  

In past studies (Aigner & Egger, 2010; Arnberger et al., 2006; Kirchengast, 2008; Mayer & Job, 2010) 

on tourism in rural areas, statistical analysis and expert interviews were used to determine the 

strategies and developments needed. But Wanner et al. (2021) clearly showed that these approaches 

are not sufficient for creating participatory tourism planning for more sustainable destinations. When  

stakeholders not directly involved in tourism are not included, their voices are taken; reinforcing 

barriers (Hartley & Wood, 2005; Tosun, 2000) and leading to non-participation or degrees of tokenism 

at best (Arnstein, 1969). Making assumptions about stakeholders without understanding their 

motivations, which are not purely economically oriented, blocks social sustainability in rural regions. 

The survey and semi-structured interviews of Wanner et al. (2021) clearly illustrated that 

stakeholders’ interests are not always evident. The actual challenges stakeholders are faces often 

differ from those the policy makers assume. In this example, it was clear that aside from a general 

disinterest in tourism as a source of economic gain, strict policies on hygiene and construction were 

blocking farmers from expanding their tourism offers. The restrictions of these policies and their 

effects on being farmers’ willingness to renovate or develop tourism infrastructure on their alpine 

pastures had not been evident before the participatory planning approaches were introduced.  
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The rural context in tourism development is important for sustainability due to the number of 

stakeholders who are indirectly involved in tourism and the importance of the cultural landscape 

plays in tourism offers. 

6.5. Strategies to overcome barriers in stakeholder 
involvement 

Multiple barriers have been identified as blocking rural tourism planning from becoming more 

participatory and therefore also more sustainable destination. Under the EU’s call for greater 

participation the foremost barriers are found in the exclusion of marginalized stakeholders and those 

not directly linked to tourism, and the belief that stakeholders are solely economically focused. If 

stakeholders are not brought into the planning process, there is a lack of understanding for the 

planning content, low awareness of sustainability goals and poor access to resources and expertise 

on sustainable development. There is also a conflict of interest which continues to pull the processes 

towards economically focused goals and strategies and exclude social and environmental aims.  

Considering the call for sustainability indicators and participation, what is blocking rural tourism 

regions in central and southeast Europe from becoming more sustainable and what are the factors 

for success to improve participatory sustainable, rural tourism planning? To answer this question, 

Table 8 summarizes the barriers identified in this study as those hindering sustainable tourism 

planning in the investigated regions. The table also summarizes the factors for successful sustainable 

tourism planning as determined through action research in the course of the research.  

It has been demonstrated here, that the barriers are already found at the policy levels, where a 

vacuum of clear goals and strategies hinder sustainable participatory tourism planning. There is only 

very limited coordination across all planning levels, regardless of location of the nation or the time 

they have spent as an EU member.  

While the EU and the UN call for participatory planning, the bottom-up approaches are not as efficient 

as they could be and are not picking up the slack of high-level policies’ lack of sustainability action. 

The bottom up approaches do not give sustainable development a central role in practical 

implementation, because they do not understand the content. This has been shown at a European 

level in research presented (Wanner & Pröbstl-Haider, 2019; Wanner et al., 2020).   

There is a mismatch between the policies provided and the content that would actually address the 

support that stakeholders need to contribute to sustainable tourism development, be these 

developments on tourism products, tourism infrastructure or tourism strategies (Wanner et al., 

2021). Therefore, a disconnect is being witnessed: there is policy development without demand, 

because policy is being developed without proper incorporation of stakeholders. This in turn 

reinforces the operational and structural barriers which are preventing stakeholders from influencing 

the planning process or being incorporated early and effectively.  
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In an ideal world, policy would be based on input provided through participatory processes. It would 

allow for locals to jointly conceptualize and accept foundations that incorporate social aspects such 

as quality of life and happiness and environmental sustainability alongside economic goals. It would 

allow for strategies which focus on the conservation of natural and cultural landscapes which define 

local tourism products. 

Table 8: Barriers and success factors for sustainable rural tourism development 

Barriers Success factors 

Vague goals Clear achievable indicators 

No accountability Divide tasks & responsibilities 

Lack of tools Strengthen rural regions abilities to use 
planning methods: strategy development, 
stakeholder involvement 

Selection of suitable methods 

Poor communication Transparency  

Information tools tailored to stakeholder 
groups 

 Define sustainability in a usable & applicable 
way 

Marginalized stakeholders Transparency and participation will produce 
well accepted results 

Belief stakeholders are solely economically 
focused 

Social aspects ensure greater happiness and 
social sustainability 

Stakeholders not directly linked to tourism are 
overlooked 

Networks create understanding, awareness, 
acceptance and confidence in planning choices 

Lack of understanding for planning content Step-by-step planning approach 

Low awareness Clarify responsibilities and provide tools to fulfill 
these 

Conflict of interest Involve stakeholders early, continuously and 
give the opportunity to discuss  

Access to resource and expertise Clarify “sustainability” 

 Introduce process-oriented planning 

 

Sadly, the reality is different. Support and funding are linked to policies, set in timeframes that vary 

between international and national frameworks. The concentration on specific topics for set 

timeframes ensure that regions are specifically seeking out how to obtain funding for projects that 
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may not even actually address their needs or desires. The vacuum or financial and human resources 

in rural regions drive DMOs to orient themselves economically and in accordance to current funding 

opportunities policy provides. 

Tourism policy across Europe builds strongly on the cultural landscape. The cultural landscape is seen 

as the core which makes Europe interesting, unique, and attractive. However, the aims laid out are 

not understood or cared about by stakeholders (Wanner et al., 2020). Social aspects including local 

values must be respected and integrated in order to achieve the goals the EU lays out. More effort 

needs to be made to unify rural sustainable tourism development in central and southeast Europe. 

This requires information preparation, redrafting of policy, education and training for leaders in the 

regions.  

The research has also shown that there is no harmonization of sustainability indicators across Europe. 

While having a solid foundation in the SDGs for general sustainable development and ETIS specifically 

for European tourism development, these indicator systems are drastically under-utilized. If baseline 

studies were implemented through the assistance of the EU, with common data collection 

methodology and central digital data storage, the indicators have great potential. By anchoring EU 

policies to benchmarks linked to indicators, stakeholders may be able to contribute more effectively 

to sustainable tourism development.  

Tourism policies need to be developed with stakeholders in mind. This requires recognizing the 

current shortcomings: not addressing stakeholders needs, not providing financial, educational or 

training support to rural regions and not deploying the current indicator system to its full potential.    
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7. Conclusion 
This study investigated rural regions developing sustainable tourism through participatory planning 

processes. The focus on study areas and processes in southeast and central Europe contributed to 

filling current research gaps on tourism policy development of these regions and on stakeholder 

involvement processes. First the relevance of policies for local planning processes was analyzed. The 

results show that current policies place demands to coordinate, implement and measure tourism 

development on the local level yet does not provide the responsible institutions such as DMOs or 

local governments with the tools or means to do so. Although the international policies are non-

binding, tourism destinations want to become more sustainable. However, the vaguely formed goals 

and lacking accountability, transparency and division of tasks are preventing the implementation of 

sustainable rural tourism as described in policy. Ultimately, the research has shown that EU policies 

and SDGs were found not to influence implementation of sustainability goals at the local level. The 

call of the SDGs and the EU to include participation is being heard by tourism destinations. An 

investigation into lesser researched aspects of central and southeast European tourism policy showed 

that the issues of international policies (vague goals, lack of coordination) are transferring to the 

national level policies as well. To overcome this deficiency, rural regions should be strengthened in 

their financial means available, abilities to develop sustainability strategies, and their competence in 

stakeholder participation methodology in planning processes.  

The inclusion of stakeholders will incorporate their values, capabilities and needs. They must be 

included to increase social sustainability and avoid making assumptions about their motives. Action 

research proved to be an effective methodology to apply to sustainable tourism development, as it 

provided an opportunity to work together with stakeholders to identify underlying issues and 

influence the planning process and planning outcomes. Further use of action research in other 

tourism planning settings should be investigated in future to determine how this methodology may 

be used to strengthen regions across Europe in their ability to work with stakeholders.  

While perceptions of sustainability, landscape conservation and climate change may vary between 

stakeholders, this is a barrier that must be overcome before progressing in the planning process. Tools 

such as educational courses, master classes, lectures or involving experts should be used. Destinations 

must take initiative to identify issues and tackle them as they arise. The research here has shown that 

awareness raising at an early stage was successful in overcoming barriers to participatory planning. 

In agreement with current scientific literature, early and effective involvement, easy access to and 

understanding information will contribute to participatory planning processes which are transparent 

and truly influence planning results. In order to influence policy however, improved communication 

and coordination across planning levels are necessary. Greater efforts need to be made in research 

to identify how exactly international policy can be developed to strengthen rural regions effectively. 

Precondition for successful stakeholder involvement and solutions to overcoming barriers were 

determined to be a methodology which incorporates clearly defined goals, transferable and easy to 
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use guidelines and feedback loops which allow for an incremental planning process based on 

outcomes learned in previous planning stages. Continuous planning efforts must be made including 

inviting stakeholders, setting communication methods, designing inputs for the process and deciding 

on regional focus points to ensure that participatory planning will effectively contribute to sustainable 

development in rural tourism regions in central and southeast Europe and beyond. To improve policy 

and increase sustainability, stakeholder motives must be considered and not assumed, or else policy 

will not address the barriers in place. The research has made evident that participatory planning is 

the key to bridging the issues between policy goals and practical implementation of sustainable 

tourism strategies. To achieve sustainable tourism, we as researchers must contribute to educating 

and encouraging stakeholders to become engaged and effective participants in the joint creation of a 

more sustainable future.  
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