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The To CARE MED project aims to support Mediterranean ecotourism
destinations in tackling over-tourism by transferring and applying the Tourism
Carrying Capacity Limit (TCCL) tool, originally developed under ALTERECO PLUS.
Many of these destinations lack mechanisms to monitor tourism pressure or
coordinate multi-actor governance. This guidance outlines how partners can
activate, coordinate, and sustain stakeholder involvement to co-develop
sustainable tourism strategies rooted in carrying-capacity principles.

The approach provides a structured, repeatable framework for identifying
relevant actors, mobilizing them through inclusive outreach, and establishing
Destination Working Groups (DWGs) as the central bodies for co-creation.
Through participatory workshops, focus groups, and joint data-collection efforts,
DWGs generate evidence-based actions that reflect local priorities. A validation
step ensures broad agreement and strengthens the legitimacy of the resulting
strategies.

To amplify the benefits of local engagement, the project integrates a strong
transnational dimension. Partners participate in thematic workshops, peer
reviews, study visits, online webinars, and methodological sessions designed to
encourage mutual learning and harmonize TCCL application across MED
destinations. These exchanges help refine approaches, share best practices, and
reinforce capacities for sustainable tourism management.

Long-term sustainability is supported through formal cooperation mechanismes.
Each pilot area will establish a local Memorandum of Understanding defining
roles, commitments, and data-sharing protocols among stakeholders. At the
wider MED scale, a joint Transnational Declaration of Commitment will affirm
partners’ dedication to promoting ecotourism
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1.1 From “sustainable development” to sustainable tourism: origins and
global policy frameworks

The concept of sustainable tourism is rooted in the broader paradigm of sustainable
development, which gained worldwide visibility with the Brundtland Report — Our
Common Future - published by the World Commission on Environment and
Development in 1987. In that report, sustainability is understood as a commitment across
generations that seeks to meet present needs without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet theirs.

In tourism, this framing helped shift attention away from short-term performance
indicators, such as arrivals or revenue, toward the longer-term conditions that allow
destinations to remain liveable and resilient, including environmental quality, social
cohesion, and the capacity of local systems to absorb change over time (United Nations
Environment Programme & World Tourism Organization [UNEP & UNWTQO], 2005). It is
widely recognised that, while tourism can diversify local economies, support employment,
and foster appreciation of cultural and natural heritage, it can also intensify pressure on
ecosystems and infrastructure (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005). Specifically, tourism can
contribute to the commodification of neighbourhoods and cultural products, gradually
weakening their distinctive character. Paradoxically, growing demand for traditional and
“authentic” products and experiences often stimulates a parallel increase in the supply of
commodified and less original cultural elements (Coskun, 2021). Tourism may also
intensify gentrification dynamics and reshape everyday life — for instance through the
conversion of housing to visitor accommodation and associated displacement pressures
in tourist cities (Cocola-Gant, 2016). More broadly, the costs and benefits of tourism are
frequently distributed unevenly among visitors, businesses, and residents, and the
visibility of resident discontent and perceived overcrowding has become a central issue in
urban tourism governance debates (UNWTO et al, 2018). In heritage and urban
destinations, these pressures may trigger self-reinforcing dynamics, in which congestion,
the rise of day-trippers, and the progressive simplification of tourism supply mutually
reinforce each other, producing what has been described as a “vicious circle” of tourism
development (Russo, 2002). As the field matured - especially from the 1990s onward -
these downsides became increasingly evident.

In recent years, the debate on sustainable tourism has increasingly been shaped by the
issue of overtourism, used to describe situations where tourismm growth generates
perceived or experienced pressures — overcrowding, noise, strained infrastructure, and
resident dissatisfaction — that challenge the social legitimacy of tourism in everyday life.
This framing reflects the growing recognition that contemporary tourism unfolds within
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complex socio-spatial systems that are often not exclusively tourism-oriented, where
impacts are experienced and interpreted simultaneously by visitors and residents
(Camatti et al, 2020). UNWTQO's report ‘Overtourism’? Understanding and Managing
Urban Tourism Growth beyond Perceptions (2018) explicitly frames the issue as one of
managing tourism flows “to the benefit of visitors and residents alike,” emphasising
residents’ perceptions and the need to situate tourism within the wider urban agenda
(UNWTO et al, 2018). UNWTO defines overtourism as a destination situation in which
tourism “excessively influences” residents’ perceived quality of life and/or visitors'
experience quality in negative ways (UNWTO, 2018a). A similar governance message
appears in the WTTC-McKinsey report Coping with success (2017), which argues that
overcrowding is often concentrated in specific hotspots and time windows, and that
destinations need a solid fact base, long-term planning, stakeholder involvement, and
funding to prevent the degradation of local qualities. Importantly, overtourism should not
be reduced to occasional “excessive crowding” alone: it is often described as a more
consistent and persistent presence of tourists that places continuous pressure on local
residential activities, services, and facilities, thereby reshaping everyday life and
intensifying conflicts over urban functions and resource allocation (Butler, 2018). In this
sense, overtourism functions as a practical stress-test for sustainable tourism, bringing
distributional questions to the foreground — who benefits, who bears the costs, and which
trade-offs are considered acceptable — highlighting that sustainability is not only an
environmental goal but also a matter of governance, equity, and quality of life (UNWTO et
al, 2018).

Taken together, these tensions contributed to a gradual reframing of sustainable tourism.
While early debates often treated sustainable tourism as a relatively “green” niche -
closely associated with alternative forms of tourism rather than with mainstream tourism
(Liu, 2003) — over time it came to be understood increasingly as a planning and
governance challenge. As researchers and policymakers confronted the cumulative and
unevenly distributed impacts of tourism —environmental stress, socio-cultural change,
and conflicts over liveability — sustainability was progressively reframed as a question of
how tourism is planned, regulated, monitored, and governed within destinations,
including how trade-offs are negotiated and how benefits are distributed over time
(UNEP & UNWTO, 2005; Bichler, 2021; Reinhold et al., 2023; OECD, 2024).

International organisations have been central in translating sustainability from a general
principle into a more actionable policy agenda for tourism. A key milestone is the UNEP-
UNWTO guide Making Tourism More Sustainable: A Guide for Policy Makers (2005), which
explicitly supports governments and destination managers in operationalising
sustainable tourism through objectives, policy instruments, and collaborative governance
arrangements (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005; UNEP, 2005). In practice, policy-oriented
frameworks such as UNEP-UNWTO's translate “sustainable tourism” from a general
aspiration into a place-based agenda for destinations’ decision-making. They encourage
destinations to define what should be protected (environmental and social conditions),
whose needs and rights must be taken seriously, and which trade-offs are acceptable,
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and how to link these priorities to instruments (planning, regulation, incentives, visitor
management) and to monitoring systems that make progress observable over time
(UNEP & UNWTO, 2005; UNWTO, 2004). This is also why much of the academic debate
treats sustainable tourism as a governance challenge, linked to institutions’ capacity to
set objectives, negotiate legitimacy, coordinate stakeholders, and steer tourism
development through evidence, monitoring, and accountability mechanisms (Hunter,
1997; Sharpley, 2000; Bichler, 2021; Farsari, 2023; Reinhold et al., 2023).

1.2What “sustainable tourism” means: authoritative definition and core
dimensions

In institutional terms, one of the most widely used definitions is associated with UN
Tourism (formerly UNWTO) and is reproduced by UNESCO: sustainable tourism is tourism
that “takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental
impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host
communities” (UN Tourism, n.d.; UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). This definition is
influential because it anchors sustainable tourism in three core ideas.

First, sustainable tourism is explicitly multi-dimensional. Aligned with the sustainable
development paradigm, it calls for a balanced integration of environmental, economic,
and social dimensions in the planning and management of tourism. In addition to these
dimensions, sustainable tourism also entails a cultural dimension that includes
safeguarding host communities’ authenticity, conserving built and living cultural heritage
and traditional values, and fostering intercultural understanding (Zhang et al, 2025).
Second, sustainable tourism is future-oriented, recognising that many impacts are
cumulative and long-term and therefore require ongoing monitoring and corrective
action over time. Third, it is stakeholder-based: sustainability is framed in relation to
multiple interests — visitors, industry, host communities, and the environment — making
governance and accountability central.

Hence, international guidance stresses that sustainable tourism is not a niche form of
tourism; rather, it is an aspiration for all forms of tourism, including mainstream and mass
tourism, to become more sustainable by improving planning, management, and policy
coordination (UNEP & UNWTOQO, 2005; UN Tourism, n.d.).

1.3From principles to implementation: how sustainable tourism
becomes governable

If sustainable tourism is widely endorsed as a goal, the central question becomes how it is
translated into decisions that can be planned, implemented, and evaluated over time.
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Sustainability requires moving beyond general commitments toward clear policy aims,
practical strategies, and institutional coordination, acknowledging that tourism impacts
often cut across administrative boundaries and policy domains (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005;
UNEP, 2005). This emphasis resonates with academic work that frames sustainable
tourism not as a fixed blueprint, but as a context-dependent and adaptive paradigm
shaped by trade-offs and competing objectives (Hunter, 1997; Sharpley, 2000), and more
recent governance research that highlights how sustainable tourism policymaking
increasingly operates through networked arrangements, often interacting with resilience
and complexity perspectives (Farsari, 2021; Sharpley, 2022).

In practice, sustainable tourism becomes operational when three elements are aligned: (i)
goals and desired conditions (e.g., resource efficiency, biodiversity protection, cultural

integrity, residents’ quality of life, equitable distribution of benefits), (ii) instruments
(planning and zoning, regulation, economic incentives, standards and certification, visitor
management tools, monitoring systems), and (iij governance arrangements

(coordination across sectors, accountability, legitimacy, and mechanisms to negotiate
trade-offs) (UNEP & UNWTO, 2005). Governance is therefore the arena in which
sustainability priorities are defined, trade-offs are negotiated, and decisions gain (or lose)
legitimacy among stakeholders (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). Recent work further emphasises
that these negotiations are shaped by the scalar politics of tourism - i.e, by tensions
between local needs and values and wider national or global agendas and market
pressures (Sharpley, 2022).

1.4 Measuring sustainability: indicators and accountability

Measuring sustainable tourism is challenging because tourism is a complex phenomenon
and its sustainability cannot be captured through a single universal metric. As the
literature shows, indicators are useful because they help make the broad and often
ambiguous idea of sustainable tourismm more tangible for policymakers and destination
managers, simplifying and organising information in ways that can support evidence-
informed decisions. At the same time, measurement is never neutral: the choice of
indicators reflects priorities, values, available data, and the scale at which tourism is being
analysed (Miller, 2001; Miller & Torres-Delgado, 2023; Marinello et al., 2023).

However, the literature also warns against reducing sustainability to measurement alone.
Indicator systems can improve monitoring, structure debate, and support learning, but
they should not be treated as ends in themselves. Their value help destinations clarify
objectives, monitor change over time, and make decision-making more transparent and
accountable. At the same time, evidence remains limited that indicators by themselves
generate substantial policy change, which is why recent research stresses the need to
connect measurement more directly to governance processes, local capacities, and actual
decision-making (Font et al, 2021; Torres-Delgado et al., 2021; Miller & Torres-Delgado,
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2023). At the institutional level, some indicator frameworks have become particularly
influential because they provide shared and recognised reference points for destinations.
Miller and Torres-Delgado (2023) highlight, in particular, the UN and UNWTO guidance on
sustainable tourism indicators, the UNWTO guidebook for tourism destinations, the
European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS), and more recent efforts to build greater
comparability through the Statistical Framework for Measuring the Sustainability of
Tourism and the International Network of Sustainable Tourismm Observatories. These
initiatives are important because they offer common structures, core indicators, and
methodological guidance that can support monitoring, benchmarking, and policy
coordination across destinations (UN, 2007; UNWTO, 2004; European Commission, 2016;
UNWTO, 2020; Miller & Torres-Delgado, 2023).

Alongside these institutional frameworks, the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC)
has also become an influential point of reference by providing internationally recognised
sustainability criteria for destinations, industry actors and attractions. While GSTC is more
standards-based than indicator-based in a strict statistical sense, it contributes to
structuring assessment and benchmarking practices across destinations.

1.5 Conceptual evolution in the literature: five major strands (1997-2021)

Over the past decades, sustainable tourism research has consolidated into several
recurring thematic strands. Based on a co-citation analysis of Scopus-indexed
publications (1997-2021), Prerana et al. (2024) identify five major clusters that represent
distinct, but interrelated, knowledge bases within the field.

Cluster 1 - Reconceptualisation and criticism. This strand centres on foundational debates
and critiqgues about what “sustainable tourism” means and why implementation and
measurement remain contested, drawing on revised definitions and critical assessments
(e.g., Gbssling et al, 2002; Liu, 2003; Saarinen, 2006), alongside influential critiques of
definitional ambiguity and inconsistent practice (Butler, 1999) and broader discussions of
the theoretical divide and practical implementation challenges (Hunter, 1997; Sharpley,
2000).

Cluster 2 — The role of residents. This cluster consolidates research on residents’
perceptions and attitudes toward tourism impacts (e.g., Jurowski et al., 1997; Andereck et
al., 2005; Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004), with later work emphasising resident involvement in
tourism development processes (Choi & Murray, 2010), empowerment as a pathway to
sustainability (Scheyvens, 1999; Boley et al,, 2014), and more recent attention to residents’
attitudes within contemporary sustainability debates (Obradovic et al., 2021).

Cluster 3 — Eco-labelling and the role of stakeholders. This strand examines certification
schemes, eco-labels, and the broader role of stakeholders in promoting more sustainable
tourism practices. It links early work on tourism’s environmental impacts (Gdssling, 2002)
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to studies that interpret eco-labels as environmental management tools that should be
supported by public policy and regulatory frameworks (Buckley, 2002). At the same time,
this strand explores how certification works in practice from the demand side: whether
tourists recognise eco-labels, trust them, and allow them to influence their choices (Font,
2002). Related research also connects certification to corporate social responsibility
strategies in tourism businesses (Ayuso, 2007) and highlights the role of tourists as
potential drivers of change, while also showing the limits of relying on individual
consumer behaviour alone (Miller et al., 2010; Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). More recent work
further suggests that certification needs to move beyond a niche or symbolic tool and
become a more integrated and mainstream business practice within the tourism sector
(Spenceley, 2019).

Cluster 4 — Community-based tourism (CBT). Here the literature treats CBT as a route to
sustainability and community livelihoods, while stressing the institutional and political
conditions required for participatory models (Tosun, 2000; Tosun, 2006) and drawing on
diverse empirical studies across contexts (e.g., Jones, 2005; Blackstock, 2005; Manyara &
Jones, 2007; Zapata et al, 2011). This strand also highlights the need to move from
idealised participation toward more consistent and implementable sustainability
measures (Butler, 1999; Choi & Sirakaya, 20006).

Cluster 5 — Sustainability indicators and effective governance/policymaking. This cluster
foregrounds governance capacity and the indicator infrastructures needed to support
policymaking, recalling work on governance and sustainability (Bramwell & Lane, 2011;
Hall, 2011) and the growing role of governments in destination planning (Ruhanen, 2013),
alongside shifts from government-centric decision-making toward participatory and
collaborative governance (Beaumont & Dredge, 2010; Barandiaran et al,, 2019) as well as
methodological contributions on indicator systems and composite/systemic approaches
(Clarke, 1997; Schianetz & Kavanagh, 2008). In this cluster, studies exploring practical
barriers such as ambiguity and data limitations are also considered (Torres-Delgado &
Saarinen, 2014).

To sum up, Prerana et al. (2024) highlight a clear shift in the literature. Although
conceptual critique remains a key foundation (Cluster 1), increasing attention has been
given to issues of social licence, legitimacy, and participation (Clusters 2 and 4), as well as
to the standards, indicators, and governance arrangements needed to turn sustainability
from a broad principle into more credible policy and management practice (Clusters 3
and 5).

1.6 From sustainable tourism to regenerative tourism: why the frame is
shifting

In recent years, the sustainable tourism debate has expanded toward regenerative
tourism, often framed as a response to perceived limits of sustainability-as-mitigation.
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While sustainable tourism is commonly associated with reducing negative impacts and
balancing trade-offs, regenerative tourism asks whether tourism can contribute to net-
positive outcomes by strengthening the capacity of places — ecologically and socially — to
thrive (Bellato et al, 2022). This shift is often linked to practice-led, systems-oriented
traditions in regenerative development and design and to resilience thinking and
planning approaches that emphasise adaptive capacity under socio-economic and
climate pressures (Mang & Reed, 2012; Lew, 2014).

Bellato et al. (2022) frame regenerative tourism as an approach grounded in living-
systems thinking and in practitioners’ place-based knowledge, proposing a conceptual
framework meant to help destinations move from regenerative intent to concrete
decisions about development and management over time. Dredge (2022) adds that
regeneration cannot be achieved through technical fixes alone: it depends on mindset
shifts, systems change, and collaboration that crosses sectoral and institutional
boundaries. From a policy perspective, Becken and Kaur (2022) argue that “tourism value”
should be assessed according to broader social and ecological wellbeing rather than
primarily through growth metrics, illustrating how regenerative principles might be
embedded in public decision-making. At the same time, the literature highlights a
practical challenge: regenerative tourism still lacks widely shared indicators and
operational standards, which makes implementation and evaluation uneven across
destinations (Bellato et al., 2022; Dredge, 2022).

Conceptually, sustainable tourism - reflecting dominant institutional definitions — aims to
account for economic, social, and environmental impacts across time and stakeholders
and to balance these dimensions for long-term viability (UNESCO World Heritage Centre,
Nn.d.; UNEP & UNWTO, 2005). Regenerative tourism, by contrast, prioritises transformation,
place-based relationships, and regenerative capacity, but remains an evolving paradigm
whose definitions and operational indicators are still under development and risk
becoming another umbrella label if not translated into measurable, context-sensitive
governance commitments (Bellato et al.,, 2022; Dredge, 2022).

1.7 From sustainable tourism to ecotourism

Within the broader sustainable tourism debate, ecotourism can be seen as one of the
clearest attempts to translate sustainability principles into practice, since it translates
general sustainability principles into tourism activities centred on natural environments,
low-impact use, environmental interpretation, and the pursuit of conservation and
community benefits (UNEP, 2002; Buckley, 2009). For this reason, ecotourism is not
simply a form of nature tourism, but a more normatively defined approach whose
legitimacy depends on whether it effectively contributes to biodiversity protection, local
wellbeing, and responsible governance, rather than merely capitalising on “natural”
settings (Scheyvens, 1999; Buckley, 2009).
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Recent scholarship has further reinforced this connection by showing that ecotourism is
increasingly framed as a key arena in which sustainable tourism objectives are
operationalised and tested, particularly through questions of community participation,
visitor management, ecological limits, and the governance of protected and sensitive
areas (Zhang et al,, 2022; Zhang et al.,, 2025).
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2.1 Ecotourism as a normative subset of sustainable tourism

Ecotourism is generally understood as a normative subset of sustainable tourism, rather
than simply tourism taking place in natural environments. What distinguishes it is not
only the setting, but the expectation that tourism activities should be intentionally
organised to minimise environmental degradation, support conservation, generate
benefits for host communities, and foster learning and interpretation among visitors
(UNEP, 2002; Fennell, 2020; Leung et al., 2018). In this sense, ecotourism translates broad
sustainability principles into a more specific tourism model centred on nature,
responsibility, and stewardship.

This normative dimension is crucial because it shifts ecotourism from a descriptive
category to a claims-based form of tourism, whose legitimacy depends on whether
conservation and community outcomes are actually pursued and, ideally, demonstrated.
Ecotourism emerged precisely from attempts to reconcile tourism development with
biodiversity protection and local wellbeing, especially in contexts where conventional
tourism had proven environmentally and socially problematic (Diamantis, 1999; Weaver,
2007; Stronza et al., 2019).

2.2 Definitions of ecotourism

Recent literature and institutional definitions of ecotourism broadly converge on a set of
core features: a nature-based setting, conservation aims, low-impact practices, learning or
interpretation, and tangible benefits for local communities. Ecotourism is therefore
understood not simply as tourism taking place in natural areas, but as a more specific
form of nature-based tourism expected to contribute to environmental protection, visitor
awareness, and local wellbeing. This understanding is consistent with recent academic
discussions, which continue to treat conservation, education, ethics, and community
involvement as defining elements of ecotourism (Fennell, 2020; Torsney et al,, 2025). It
also aligns with current institutional definitions. The International Ecotourism Society
defines ecotourism as responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment,
sustains the wellbeing of local people, and involves interpretation and education, while
UN Tourism describes it as a type of nature-based tourism centred on observing, learning,
and appreciating nature and traditional cultures, generally organised in small groups and
designed to minimise negative impacts while supporting conservation and host
communities (TIES, 2015; UN Tourism, n.d.).

At the same time, the literature has long noted that there is no single, universally
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accepted definition of ecotourism. Diamantis (1999) shows that definitions range from
more passive understandings, focused mainly on visiting relatively undisturbed natural
areas, to more active ones, in which ecotourism is expected to contribute directly to
conservation and local development. Other authors argue that, if the term is applied too
broadly and used to encompass almost any form of nature-based tourism, it risks
becoming a generic label for almost any supposedly “green” tourism product, losing both
analytical precision and practical usefulness (Fennell, 2020; Weaver, 2001).

This is also why several authors warn against the overuse of the label. Honey (2008) and
Stronza et al. (2019) note that ecotourism is often presented in policy and public discourse
as a solution capable of simultaneously supporting conservation and local development.
In practice, however, many initiatives only partially meet its stated principles. The
conceptual problem, therefore, is not only the variety of definitions, but also the gap
between eco-claims and operational reality.

2.3 Visitor profiles in ecotourism

Ecotourism is also shaped by the kinds of visitors it tends to attract. Fennell (2020)
characterises ecotourists as travellers with a primary interest in the natural history of a
destination, which makes observation, learning, and interpretation central to the
experience. In this perspective, ecotourists are not simply consumers of scenery, but
visitors whose motivations are expected to align, at least in part, with conservation-
minded forms of travel.

Earlier work differentiated between hard and soft ecotourists, or between deep and
shallow ecotourism, highlighting that ecotourism demand is not homogeneous and that
visitors vary in their commmitment to nature, tolerance for physical effort, and acceptance
of stricter conditions of access and use (Laarman & Durst, 1987; Acott et al., 1998; Weaver,
2001). More recent research confirms and updates this insight by showing that ecotourists
can also be segmented according to more differentiated motivational profiles, including
nature-centred visitors, mixed-motive segments, and groups driven by escape, reward, or
self-development, while contemporary “new ecotourists” may combine environmental
interest with more hedonic and socially oriented expectations (Carrascosa-Lopez et al,
2021; Chin et al., 2023).

2.4Distinguishing ecotourism from adjacent forms of tourism

A persistent issue in the literature is how to distinguish ecotourism from related forms of
tourism that also take place in natural or rural settings. Most authors agree that nature
tourism is the broader category, while ecotourism represents a narrower form that adds
explicit commitments to conservation, local benefit-sharing, education, and responsible
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management (Goodwin, 1996; Ceballos-Lascurain, 1996; Weaver, 2001; Fennell, 2020).

This distinction becomes clearer when ecotourism is compared with other adjacent
tourism forms that may share similar settings but differ in their primary logic and
operational commitments. Adventure tourism may occur in similar environments, but it is
usually organised around challenge, activity, and risk rather than conservation outcomes
(UNWTO & ATTA, 2014). Rural tourism and agritourism may support local livelihoods, local
products, and landscape valorisation, but they do not automatically include biodiversity
protection or interpretive learning as core requirements (Crillini et al,, 2023). Likewise,
slow tourism may overlap with ecotourism in its emphasis on lower-impact and more
place-sensitive experiences, but it does not necessarily require conservation support,
protected-area stewardship, or community-based governance as defining elements
(Heitmann et al,, 2011). Ecotourism therefore differs in its underlying logic: natural settings
are necessary, but not sufficient in themselves (UNEP, 2002; Weaver, 2001; Fennell, 2020).

2.5Ecotourism and conservation: promises, evidence, and recurring
limitations

One of the core promises of ecotourism is that it can create a positive relationship
between conservation and development. The idea is that tourism revenues, if properly
designed and governed, can support protected areas, provide incentives for local
communities to conserve biodiversity, and reduce dependence on more extractive land
uses (Honey, 2008; Stronza et al., 2019). More recent reviews continue to frame ecotourism
as a potentially transformative mechanism for sustainable development, but also stress
that its success depends heavily on governance quality, local participation, and
institutional capacity (Cossengue et al., 2025; Hassan et al., 2026).

The empirical record, however, is more mixed than the normative discourse often
suggests. Stronza et al.'s (2019) review shows that ecotourism research frequently suffers
from three recurring limitations: it is often conflated with other forms of nature-based
tourism or recreation; studies tend to assess either social or ecological effects, but rarely
both together; and time-series data are often missing, making it difficult to understand
long-term impacts on biodiversity, livelihoods, governance, or ecosystem integrity. Other
recent reviews also highlight that positive outcomes are more robust where ecotourism is
embedded in participatory governance and where local communities retain meaningful
influence over development trajectories (Cossengue et al,, 2025; Hassan et al., 2026).

At the same time, Stronza et al. (2019) identify four major pathways through which
ecotourism may support conservation: support for wildlife and protected areas,
diversification of local livelihoods, environmental interpretation and ethics, and
strengthened resource management institutions. This remains especially useful because
it helps move beyond generic claims and specify the mechanisms through which
ecotourism may or may not work. More recent work on protected areas likewise
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reinforces the importance of governance structures, institutional integration, and local
engagement in shaping whether tourism actually supports conservation objectives
(Matovic et al., 2025).

2.6Core principles and what they imply operationally

International guidance and much of the academic literature converge on a relatively
consistent view of ecotourism: it is not enough for tourism to take place in natural
settings; it should also contribute to conservation, remain low-impact, generate
meaningful benefits for local communities, and foster forms of learning and
interpretation that support more responsible relations with place (Wallace & Pierce, 1996;
UNEP, 2002; Honey, 2008; Leung et al,, 2018). More recent contributions continue in the
same direction, while placing even greater emphasis on the role of community
participation, local knowledge, and governance arrangements able to connect ecological
and socio-economic goals (Zainal et al., 2024; Hassan et al., 2026).

This makes ecotourism a particular way of organising and governing tourism. In practice,
this means that its credibility depends on the presence of management arrangements
capable of regulating access and visitor behaviour, monitoring impacts over time, and
ensuring that tourism revenues are redistributed or reinvested in ways consistent with
conservation and local development goals. In this respect, recent comparative work on
protected areas confirms that ecotourism outcomes depend above all on governance
quality, institutional coordination, and the degree of local engagement, rather than on
the attractiveness of the setting alone (Buckley, 2004, Leung et al,, 2018; Matovic et al,,
2025).

2.7 Experience design, certifications and verification

Much of ecotourism’s credibility is decided at the level of experience design. Guided visits,
small groups, site-sensitive infrastructure, behavioural rules, and interpretation help keep
tourism compatible with ecological and cultural protection (Leung et al,, 2018; Fennell,
2020). Interpretation is particularly important because it helps translate restrictions into
meaningful visitor experiences rather than in rules perceived as empty. Recent work on
interpretation services and ecotourism guide roles further suggests that high-quality
interpretive experiences can strengthen pro-nature attitudes and conservation-oriented
behaviour among visitors, reinforcing the behavioural dimension of ecotourism rather
than treating interpretation as simple information delivery (Huynh et al., 2025; Paul & Roy,
2023).

This also explains why the literature places increasing emphasis on standards,
certification, and verification. Because ecotourism is vulnerable to greenwashing, several
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authors argue that eco-claims need to be linked to indicators, stakeholder-approved
criteria, and, where possible, independent assessment (Honey, 2008; Buckley, 2004). More
recent research on tourism certification and greenwashing supports this view, showing
both the growing relevance of eco-certification in tourism and the continued risk that
sustainability claims become merely symbolic unless transparency, comparability, and
accountability are strengthened (Tkaczynski et al,, 2025; Onur et al., 2026). Without such
mechanisms, ecotourism risks functioning as a vague label rather than a robust category
of practice.

2.8 Monitoring and governance of ecotourism

Monitoring is essential because ecotourism makes explicit claims about long-term
outcomes, such as reduced environmental impact, increased environmental awareness,
support for conservation, and benefits for local communities. Assessing whether these
outcomes are actually achieved requires systematic observation over time. Guidance for
tourism management in protected areas therefore recommends monitoring multiple
domains, including ecological conditions, visitor numbers and behaviour, and tourism
infrastructure (Leung et al, 2018). At the destination level, broader tourism indicator
frameworks emphasise structured monitoring processes that include stakeholder
engagement, the identification of key issues, the selection of appropriate indicators, the
definition of thresholds, and periodic evaluation cycles (UNWTO, 2004; Fromont et al,,
2024). More recent work moves in the same direction by developing management-
effectiveness indicators for protected areas and biosphere reserves, reinforcing the idea
that monitoring frameworks need to be adapted to specific social-ecological contexts
rather than treated as universally applicable tools (Hoc et al., 2024; Diaz-Rodriguez et al.,
2024).

Recent bibliometric work also shows that ecotourism research has evolved from earlier
concerns with ecological preservation and residents’ interests toward broader themes
such as tourist behaviour, climate-related impacts, engagement, and emerging
governance tools, including technological applications for monitoring and management
(Khanra et al.,, 2021; Ding et al,, 2023; Zhang et al,, 2024). Khanra et al. (2021) explicitly point
to underexplored opportunities and challenges around advanced technology applications
(e.g., big data analytics, blockchain, cognitive computing) in ecotourism management
and governance. The authors argue that these tools could be extremely useful in
ecotourism contexts, specifically for monitoring, compliance, visitor-flow management,
transparency of benefit-sharing, and adaptive decision-making. A complementary source
of management-relevant information comes from online platforms and trip-reporting
communities, where visitors document their experiences in natural areas. Analysis of this
user-generated content can reveal how recreation norms are constructed and
maintained, how different groups perceive and use outdoor spaces, and which social
dynamics shape inclusion and exclusion within visitor communities — insights with direct
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implications for equitable and adaptive visitor management (Armstrong et al,, 2022).

Within Europe, and especially in Mediterranean protected areas, ecotourism is
increasingly treated as a practical policy instrument for aligning local development with
conservation and visitor management. EU-level communication around Natura 2000
highlights how Interreg initiatives such as MEET, DestiMED and DestiMED PLUS have
developed and refined criteria and indicators to assess the quality and sustainability of
ecotourism products and services in protected areas, explicitly linking product design to
environmental and socio-economic standards. These initiatives evaluate issues such as
local ownership, fair employment, guest experience, and broader sustainability
performance, thereby framing ecotourism not simply as a niche market segment, but as
a managed product embedded in governance and monitoring systems. At programme
level, DestiMED PLUS has aimed to strengthen the integration of regional tourism and
conservation policies in Mediterranean protected areas by developing ecotourism
itineraries through collaborative planning, testing, and impact measurement. In this
sense, ecotourism is treated as part of a wider destination-management approach,
supported by standards, monitoring tools, and capacity building for public authorities and
local stakeholders.

This policy framing is especially relevant for research on tourism carrying capacity and
thresholds, because it explicitly links ecotourism strategies to the management of
environmental and socio-cultural pressures generated by visitor flows. Being ecotourism
often concentrated in ecologically sensitive areas, its operational logic implies that visitor
use cannot be unlimited. Monitoring, indicators, thresholds, and adaptive management
become therefore part of ecotourism’s internal logic as a conservation-oriented tourism
model (Buckley, 2004; Leung et al., 2018; Stronza et al,, 2019). Recent empirical work on
carrying-capacity estimation and protected-area governance confirms this relevance,
showing renewed attention to integrated indicator systems, adaptive management, and
context-sensitive thresholds for fragile destinations (Skiniti et al., 2024; Xu et al., 2025).
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3.1 Tourism carrying capacity beyond the "maximum number" idea

Tourism carrying capacity (TCC) has traditionally been understood as the maximum
number of visitors that a destination can accommodate without generating
unacceptable impacts. While this interpretation remains influential, contemporary
scholarship increasingly considers it insufficient to capture the complexity of tourism
systems. Rather than a fixed numerical threshold, carrying capacity is now more robustly
conceptualised as a governance and monitoring framework aimed at maintaining
desired environmental, social, and experiential conditions over time (Interagency Visitor
Use Management Council, 2016; Leung et al,, 2018).

This shift reflects a broader evolution in the literature. Early work had already warned
against overly simplistic interpretations: O'Reilly (1986) argued that carrying capacity is
better understood as a planning concept rather than a strictly measurable limit. This
perspective was already consolidated in standards-based approaches such as the Limits
of Acceptable Change framework (Stankey et al., 1985) and has been further strengthened
by more recent measurement and monitoring frameworks (UN Tourism, 2024).

Recent contributions further clarify that carrying capacity cannot be reduced to a single
universal value. Kennell (2024) highlights how the concept has evolved into a
multidimensional and context-dependent framework, particularly in response to
contemporary tourism pressures. Importantly, even when a maximum number can be
identified, it does not necessarily coincide with the optimal level of tourism. Economic
modelling shows that the socially optimal number of visitors may be lower than the
theoretical carrying capacity, due to trade-offs between economic benefits and
environmental or social costs (Marsiglio, 2017). This reinforces the idea that capacity is not
only a technical threshold but also a normative and strategic decision.

3.2 Carrying capacity, sustainable tourism, and the overtourism debate

The renewed attention to carrying capacity is closely linked to the overtourism debate.
Overtourism is generally understood as a condition in which tourism pressure exceeds
the capacity of a destination to absorb it without generating negative impacts on
residents, visitors, or the environment (UNWTO, 2018; Peeters et al,, 2018). In this sense, it
can be interpreted as a situation in which one or more capacity thresholds are surpassed.

However, recent literature emphasises that overtourism cannot be reduced to excessive
visitor numbers alone. Rather, it emerges from the interaction between tourism flows,
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spatial concentration, governance arrangements, and local socio-economic dynamics
(Milano, 2024). Pressure is often unevenly distributed, concentrated in specific hotspots,
time windows, or infrastructures, rather than across the destination as a whole.

This has important implications for how capacity is conceptualised. While the overtourism
debate has revived interest in limits, it has not led to a simple return to “maximum-
number” thinking. Instead, it has reinforced the need for more nuanced approaches
based on thresholds, bottlenecks, and adaptive governance (Koens et al.,, 2018; Kennell,
2024). Empirical research also shows that overtourism can be detected not only through
visitor counts but also through qualitative indicators such as visitor dissatisfaction,
negative emotions, or declining experience quality, which can be measured through
emerging data-driven methods such as sentiment analysis (Tokarchuk et al,, 2022).

3.3 Definitions of carrying capacity

Early definitions of carrying capacity tended to emphasise the maximum number of
visitors that could be accommodated without unacceptable deterioration of the physical
environment or of the tourism resource itself (Getz, 1983; O'Reilly, 1986). This perspective
reflected a predominantly physical and ecological understanding of capacity, focused on
measurable limits and environmental thresholds.

Subsequent research progressively broadened this interpretation by incorporating social
and perceptual dimensions. In particular, studies on recreation and tourism have
highlighted how crowding, user conflict, resident attitudes, and visitor satisfaction play a
central role in defining what constitutes an acceptable level of use (Shelby & Heberlein,
1986; Saveriades, 2000). As a result, carrying capacity came to be understood as a
multidimensional concept, encompassing, besides the physical and ecological
constraints, also social, experiential, and behavioural factors (Kennell, 2024).

Other recent contributions further emphasise that carrying capacity is inherently
normative. What constitutes “acceptable” conditions depends not only on measurable
impacts but also on values, expectations, and tolerance levels among both residents and
visitors (Bertocchi et al,, 2020). This introduces a political dimension to carrying capacity:
thresholds are not purely technical outputs, but negotiated outcomes shaped by
governance processes, stakeholder interests, and policy priorities.

Institutional frameworks reflect this conceptual evolution. The European Commission
(2019), for instance, defines carrying capacity in heritage and tourism contexts as a
conditional maximum, explicitly linked to the preservation of environmental and cultural
values as well as to the maintenance of satisfactory visitor experiences. This reinforces the
idea that capacity is not a fixed limit, but a dynamic and context-dependent construct,
influenced by management objectives, monitoring systems, and societal priorities.
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3.4Multiples dimensions of carrying capacity

Carrying capacity is inherently multidimensional. Hence, it encompasses several
interrelated dimensions that together define the Ilimits of acceptable tourism
development.

These typically include physical or spatial capacity (related to congestion, infrastructure,
and safety), ecological capacity (linked to environmental thresholds and degradation),
social or experiential capacity (related to crowding, satisfaction, and conflict), and
managerial or governance capacity (referring to the ability to monitor, regulate, and
manage tourism effectively) (Leung et al., 2018; Peeters et al,, 2018).

Recent contributions further refine this framework. Kennell (2024) highlights additional
dimensions such as economic, perceptual, and political capacity, reinforcing the idea that
capacity is shaped by multiple interacting systems. Empirical studies also show that these
dimensions do not operate independently: increasing capacity in one domain may
generate pressure in another. For example, expanding infrastructure may alleviate
congestion but intensify environmental impacts or reduce perceived authenticity (Skiniti
et al,, 2024).

Urban applications make these dynamics particularly visible. In their analysis of Venice,
Bertocchi et al. (2020) model carrying capacity as the outcome of several interdependent
subsystems — including accommodation, mobility, food services, waste management, and
access to major attractions — each of which can become a limiting factor. In this
perspective, tourism pressure does not stem simply from the total number of visitors, but
from the way different visitor flows use these subsystems simultaneously and unevenly.
Carrying capacity therefore emerges as a multidimensional balance shaped by the
interaction of these constraints.

This perspective has important theoretical roots. Canestrelli and Costa (1991)
conceptualised carrying capacity in Venice as an optimal use-level problem, explicitly
recognising the role of infrastructure constraints, congestion, and the distribution of
tourism benefits and costs. Their approach already suggested that capacity should be
understood as a system of interacting limits rather than a single threshold.

Other work builds on this insight by developing more detailed, data-driven approaches.
The ESPON (2020) methodology, for example, proposes a flexible framework that
combines territorial analysis, indicator systems, and stakeholder validation to assess
capacity at different spatial scales. Similarly, Bertocchi et al. (2020) show how analysing
subsystems and bottlenecks can provide a more realistic basis for intervention,
particularly in complex urban destinations affected by overtourism.

This systems perspective is particularly important because it shifts the focus from
aggregate visitor numbers to the specific mechanisms through which pressure is
generated and experienced, ultimately allowing for more targeted and adaptable
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Mmanagement strategies.

3.5Measuring and monitoring carrying capacity

Given its multidimensional and dynamic nature, the literature identifies a range of
different and in some cases complementary approaches that can be used to measure
and monitor TCC.

A first approach consists in regulating access through numerical visitor limits, permits,
guotas, or timed-entry systems applied to specific sites or periods. Such measures are
generally adopted where ecological sensitivity, conservation needs, safety requirements,
or clearly identifiable bottlenecks make stricter control of visitor use necessary (Leung et
al., 2018; Interagency Visitor Use Management Council, 2016).

A second approach involves standards-based frameworks, such as the Limits of
Acceptable Change (LAC) system, which define desired conditions, identify indicators,
establish standards for acceptable conditions, and trigger management action when
monitoring shows that those conditions are being exceeded or degraded (Stankey et al,,
1985).

A third approach includes model-based optimisation techniques, which seek to estimate
tourism levels by balancing benefits, environmental constraints, and other destination-
specific trade-offs. In this line of work, Marsiglio (2017) shows that the optimal number of
visitors does not necessarily coincide with carrying capacity, since the two depend on
different modelling assumptions and policy objectives.
A fourth and increasingly important approach is data-driven and indicator-based
monitoring. Recent work shows how digital traces, online reviews, and other large-scale
datasets can be used to assess tourism pressure, perceived crowding, and experience
quality. Tokarchuk et al. (2022), for instance, use sentiment analysis of online reviews to
capture visitor perceptions of overcrowding and overtourism, illustrating how innovative
data sources can complement more traditional approaches to capacity assessment.

In practice, effective capacity management typically combines these approaches,
integrating quantitative limits with monitoring systems and adaptive decision-making.

In order for carrying capacity to become operational, indicator systems are essential for
the monitoring process. They are needed because they link management objectives to
measurable variables and they enable the detection of changes over time.

The UNWTO guidebook on sustainable tourism indicators established the foundations of
this approach by emphasising the importance of selecting destination-specific indicators
and integrating monitoring into planning processes (World Tourism Organization, 2004).
More recent frameworks extend this logic by emphasising adaptive management, where
policies are continuously adjusted based on observed outcomes (Interagency Visitor Use
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Management Council, 2016). The SF-MST framework further strengthens this direction by
promoting integrated measurement systems that connect environmental, economic, and
social dimensions of tourism (UN Tourism, 2024). This reflects a growing recognition that
carrying capacity is not static but evolves in response to changing external conditions.

3.6 Policy instruments to operationalise tourism carrying capacity

Carrying capacity is ultimately translated into policy through instruments that regulate
access, influence behaviour, and redistribute tourism flows. These include direct controls
such as permits, quotas, and timed-entry systems; spatial and temporal measures such as
zoning and seasonal restrictions; economic tools such as pricing; and behavioural
instruments such as communication, interpretation, and digital information systems.
Current management approaches emphasise combining these tools within adaptive
frameworks based on monitoring, indicators, and iterative decision-making. In this
perspective, stricter controls are used selectively, while softer interventions aimed at
guiding behaviour and redistributing use are also essential to maintaining acceptable
conditions over time (Leung et al., 2018; Interagency Visitor Use Management Council,
2016). TBC

Carrying capacity debates become especially concrete in protected areas because
conservation objectives establish non-negotiable constraints and because sensitive zones
often exhibit nonlinear impacts. For this reason, protected area governance has been a
major incubator of standards-based visitor management approaches and capacity
thinking, providing transferable lessons for other destination types (Leung et al., 2018).

3. 7ANNEX:

THE TOURISM CARRYING CAPACITY CALCULATION TOOL OF THE TO CARE MED
PROJECT

The Tourism Carrying Capacity Limit (TCCL) tool is designed to help destinations manage
tourism growth within the limits of their territory. It supports decision-making by
assessing tourism pressure in relation to the capacity of local infrastructure, services, and
ecosystems.

The tool considers the destination as a system composed of interconnected subsystems.
Instead of analysing tourism impacts only at an overall level, it evaluates how tourism
affects key components of the destination such as attractions, restaurants, mobility
systems, accommodation, and environmental services.
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The TCCL framework is based on the idea that tourism pressure does not affect only
natural areas or accommodation capacity, but the entire destination system. If one of
these subsystems becomes saturated, it can constrain the functioning and sustainability
of the whole destination.

For this reason, the tool aims to:
¢ segment the destination into different tourism subsystems;
¢ measure how different types of visitors interact with and use each subsystem;
¢ identify which subsystem reaches its capacity first.

The subsystem that reaches its limit first represents the operational constraint for tourism
development and helps define the maximum level of tourism pressure that can be
sustainably managed.

STEP-BY-STEP USE OF THE TOOL

The Tool works through a sequence of steps that allow destinations to assess tourism
pressure in relation to their operational, environmental, and service capacity.

Step 1. Define the tourism subsystems. The first step is to divide the destination into
functional subsystems as:

e Attractions: natural sites, cultural heritage, trails, beaches, visitor centre etc;
¢ Accommodation (in beds): hotels, B&Bs, agritourism, guesthouses;

e Food and beverage facilities: restaurants and cafés;

¢ Transportation: parking capacity and public transports.

Each subsystem may represent a potential weak point of the destination where tourism
pressure can exceed sustainable limits.

Step 2: Classify visitor profiles. Visitors are grouped according to how they interact with
the destination:

e Hotel Tourists (H) — overnight visitors in hotels;
e Non-Hotel Tourists (NTH) — overnight visitors in B&Bs or Airbnb;
e Day Visitors (E) — excursionists without overnight stays.

These profiles are essential because they consume resources differently: for example, day
visitors often generate high pressure on transport and attractions subsystems, while
overnight tourists exert more pressure on accommodation and restaurants subsystems.

Step 3: Collect the operational dataset. For each subsystem, the tool requires measurable
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data, such as:

Accommodation: number of beds available (by separating hotels and extra hotels);
Food and beverage facilities: number of seats available that can be served per day;
Transport: parking spots and daily public transport capacity;

Attractions: maximum daily visitors allowed for safety or conservation reasons

Tourism Flow: real daily number of visitors by profile (overnight in hotels, overnight
in extra hotels, and daily visitors);

Daily Expenditure: average spending per visitor type.

This step is fundamental to link the subsystems with the different visitor profiles and their
daily expenditure, in order to balance tourism demand with the destination’s capacity
and maximize sustainability and economic benefits.

REAL TOURISM FLOW

To compare the optime number of users in a destination with the reality, please Fill the three circle with the
corresponding number of tourists and day visitor per day

Hotel B&B, Airbnb Day
tourists tourists visitors

Total 79,612

Step 4: Measure usage rates. The tool calculates how much each visitor profile uses each
subsystem, for example how many parking spaces are used per daily visitors or how many
beds are occupied by hotel tourists. This creates a utilization rate for each subsystem,
showing how close it is to saturation.



MRl Co-funded by
TO CARE MED lElulrgmlEBcu the European Union

TOURISM SUB-SYSTEMS
AND UTILIZATION RATE

Set the limits and the utilization rate of every sub-system
? Accommodation sector - Hotel
1 Hotel tourists 0 B&B, Airbnb tourists 0 Day visitors
Limit X

Step 5: Identify the weak subsystem. The subsystem that reaches its limit first becomes a
carrying capacity constraint for the destination, for instance: if parking and public
transport reach full capacity before attractions do, mobility becomes the limiting factor.
This stage helps identify the weakest components of the destination system and
highlights where investments and policy actions should be focused to achieve the
greatest sustainability impact.

COMPUTE

category Calculated Real hkua‘:{ Result
Hotel tourists 18,400 14,000 0.76 o
B&B, Alrbnb tourlsts 25,500 7,612 0.30 2
Day visitors 1,050 58,000 55.24 i
Total 44,950 79,612 >

| Total revenue =8 517,000 |

Step 6: Run scenarios and simulations. The tool also allows users to test different
management scenarios. By modifying key parameters (such as infrastructure capacity or
visitor flows), it is possible to simulate how tourism pressure changes across the different
subsystems. These simulations help identify potential improvements and support
evidence-based planning and decision-making.
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4.1 Protected areas: definitions, governance and their role in tourism

Protected areas play a fundamental role in global conservation strategies, as they are
established to preserve biodiversity, ecosystems, and cultural heritage. They are
commonly defined as clearly designated geographical spaces, recognised and managed
to achieve the long-term conservation of nature, ecosystem services, and associated
cultural values (Dudley, 2008). This definition reflects a broad understanding of
conservation that goes beyond ecological protection to include social and cultural
dimensions.

To operationalise this concept, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
has developed a widely adopted classification system that distinguishes different
categories of protected areas, ranging from strict nature reserves with minimal human
intervention to areas that allow for the sustainable use of natural resources. These
categories highlight the diversity of management objectives and allowed human
activities within protected areas.

In recent decades, protected areas have also become increasingly important tourism
destinations, attracting growing numbers of visitors seeking nature-based and cultural
experiences. This evolution has reinforced their multifunctional role, positioning them not
only as sites of conservation but also as spaces for recreation, education, and local
development. However, this dual function introduces an inherent tension between
conservation objectives and tourism development. As emphasised in the literature,
tourism can indeed both support and undermine conservation goals depending on how
it is planned and managed (Eagles et al., 2002; Leung et al., 2018).

These trade-offs are further complicated by the absence of full scientific certainty
regarding cause-effect relationships, as well as by the lack of societal consensus on
management priorities, making tourism governance in protected areas inherently
complex and contested (McCool, 2009; Spenceley & Snyman, 2017). Governance plays a
critical role in mediating this relationship. It encompasses decision-making processes, the
distribution of power, and the involvement of different stakeholders (Borrini-Feyerabend
et al,, 2013).

In such contexts, various governance models can be adopted, including governance by
government, shared governance, private governance, and governance by Indigenous
peoples and local communities (Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013). These models differ in
their institutional arrangements and may have different implications for effectiveness,
equity, and conservation outcomes.

Historically, however, many protected areas were established through exclusionary
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conservation models that restricted local access to natural resources, undermined
customary practices, and generated conflicts with resident communities. These
approaches often weakened the social legitimacy of conservation and limited its long-
term effectiveness (Borrini-Feyerabend et al, 2004). More recent perspectives have
instead emphasised the importance of recognising the rights of Indigenous Peoples and
local communities, as well as their role in conservation governance (Borrini-Feyerabend et
al., 2013).

In this context, the inclusion of Indigenous Peoples and local communities has gained
increasing recognition as a key factor for both equitable and effective conservation.
Participatory governance approaches are associated with higher levels of legitimacy and
better long-term outcomes, as they integrate local knowledge and foster shared
responsibility. At the same time, tensions may arise when conservation policies or tourism
development restrict access to natural resources or alter traditional livelihoods (Borrini-
Feyerabend et al., 2004).

Against this background, international organisations such as the IUCN have increasingly
advocated for integrated management approaches that balance ecological protection
with socio-economic benefits. These approaches emphasise the need to consider
conservation, tourism, and local development as interconnected dimensions within a
single governance framework (Dudley, 2008; Borrini-Feyerabend et al., 2013).

4.2Tourism in protected areas: opportunities and challenges

Tourism represents both an opportunity and a challenge for protected areas. On the one
hand, it generates financial resources, supports conservation initiatives, and creates
employment opportunities for local commmunities (Eagles et al., 2002). On the other hand,
tourism can exert significant pressure on fragile ecosystems. As visitor numbers increase,
so do the risks of environmental degradation, including habitat destruction, biodiversity
loss, pollution, and resource overuse (Leung et al, 2018). Environmental impacts are
influenced by multiple factors, such as the intensity of visitor use, the type of activities,
and the resilience of ecosystems.

Empirical studies show that increased tourism pressure is often associated with higher
levels of environmental impact, although the relationship is not always linear (Belsoy et
al., 2012). Moreover, tourism-related benefits and impacts are not evenly distributed across
stakeholders, often reflecting existing power asymmetries and governance structures
(Spenceley & Snyman, 2017).

Furthermore, tourism development may lead to social and economic inequalities,
particularly when benefits are not equitably distributed among local stakeholders. This
highlights the importance of inclusive governance and effective benefit-sharing
mechanisms (Heslinga et al., 2019).
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4.3Visitor management and sustainable tourism strategies

Visitor management is a central component of sustainable tourism in protected areas,
where tourism development must be balanced with conservation goals and the
maintenance of ecological integrity. In this context, management strategies increasingly
emphasise adaptive, evidence-based, and site-specific approaches that combine
ecological monitoring, visitor regulation, stakeholder engagement, and long-term
planning (Leung et al., 2018).

Recent guidelines for protected areas stress that visitor management should not be
reduced to controlling numbers alone, but should instead address the spatial, temporal,
and behavioural dimensions of visitation, as well as the specific vulnerability of
ecosystems and the objectives of each protected area (lbidem). This reflects a broader
shift towards flexible management approaches that rely on continuous monitoring and
adjustments.

Tourism concessions and partnerships have also emerged as important instruments for
strengthening management capacity and generating revenue in protected areas.
However, these mechanisms involve trade-offs between financial sustainability,
conservation objectives, and equity concerns, particularly in contexts where governance
capacity is uneven or local benefit-sharing remains weak (Thompson et al, 2014;
Spenceley et al,, 2017).

- Add institutional level initiatives (protected areas)

4.4 From tourism pressure to sustainability limits

The increasing pressure of tourism on protected areas raises critical questions about
sustainability limits. As visitor numbers grow, the capacity of ecosystems to absorb
impacts becomes a central concern. In this regard, research shows that environmental
impacts tend to increase with the intensity and frequency of use, potentially leading to
thresholds beyond which ecosystems may undergo changes that are difficult or
impossible to reverse (Belsoy et al, 2012). This highlights the need for analytical
frameworks capable of identifying and managing such limits.

The concept of carrying capacity, in this context, provides a useful theoretical and
operational tool to address these challenges. It allows for the identification of thresholds
that balance environmental protection, visitor experience, and socio-economic benefits.
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5.1 Towards an integrated framework

Protected areas are widely regarded as one of the main instruments for biodiversity
conservation worldwide (Eagles et al, 2002). At the same time, tourism has expanded
progressively into natural and relatively remote environments, making these areas
increasingly exposed to visitor pressure and development dynamics (Canteiro et al., 2018).
As a result, the relationship between conservation and tourism becomes central to the
management of many protected areas, since tourism can support conservation and local
development but can also intensify ecological and social pressures if not adequately
managed (Eagles et al.,, 2002; Canteiro et al, 2018). In this context, ecotourism is often
presented as a way of aligning environmental protection with development objectives,
but its potential depends on the existence of mechanisms capable of regulating visitor
use, recognising ecological limits, and defining acceptable conditions of change over
time. From this perspective, carrying capacity becomes especially relevant, as it provides
one of the main conceptual and operational tools for managing tourism pressure in
relation to conservation objectives (Fennell, 2020; Stronza et al,, 2019; Saveriades, 2000;
McCool & Lime, 2001).

Such integrated framework — considering ecotourism, carrying capacity, and protected
areas as closely connected elements - is consistent with socio-ecological systems
thinking, which emphasises the continuous interaction between human activities and
ecological processes (Ostrom, 2009; Liu et al, 2007). From this perspective, ecotourism
can be seen as a model for orienting tourism towards sustainability in protected areas
(Eagles et al., 2002; Fennell, 2020), while carrying capacity provides one of the main tools
for managing tourism pressure and defining the conditions under which visitor use
remains compatible with conservation objectives (Saveriades, 2000; McCool & Lime, 2001).

5.2 Ecotourism operationalises sustainability in protected areas

Ecotourism is widely defined as responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the
environment and supports the well-being of local communities (TIES, 2015; Fennell, 2020).
Ecotourism can generate multiple benefits, including income diversification, conservation
funding, and increased environmental awareness. However, empirical evidence suggests
that these outcomes are highly dependent on governance and management conditions
(Stronza et al,, 2019). Studies focusing on ecotourism development in protected areas
show that, while these areas often possess strong ecological and landscape assets, they
also face significant structural challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, weak
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governance, and limited mechanisms for benefit-sharing (Forje et al, 2021; Forje &
Tchamlba, 2022).

Ecotourism does not inherently prevent environmental degradation. On the contrary,
even low-impact tourism can generate cumulative ecological effects when visitor
numbers exceed ecosystem resilience thresholds (Buckley, 2009; Newsome et al., 2012).
Empirical studies further confirm that excessive tourist pressure can lead to vegetation
loss, habitat disturbance, and biodiversity decline (Sobhani et al., 2022).

These findings support the assumption that ecotourism is not intrinsically sustainable
and highlight the need to embed it within structured management frameworks. In this
sense, ecotourism can be interpreted as an operationalisation of sustainability only when
it is supported by effective governance and tools such as carrying capacity and impact
assessment.

5.3 Carying capacity as a governance tool for protected areas

Studies on protected areas show that their ability to accommodate tourism is shaped not
only by ecological constraints, but also by infrastructure, institutional capacity, and the
effectiveness of management systems (McCool & Lime, 2001; Sobhani et al., 2022).

Empirical research highlights the importance of distinguishing between different
dimensions of carrying capacity, particularly physical, real, and effective capacity. These
categories reflect the progressive incorporation of environmental constraints,
infrastructural limitations, and management capacity into the assessment of tourism
pressure. In practice, effective carrying capacity is often considerably lower than physical
carrying capacity, showing that governance and operational capacity are themselves key
limiting factors in the sustainable management of visitor use (Sobhani et al, 2022). In
protected areas, tourism pressure does not affect all dimensions equally. Environmental
and physical impacts, such as habitat degradation, vegetation loss, soil erosion, and
biodiversity disturbance, tend to be particularly significant in ecotourism settings,
especially where ecosystems are fragile and ecologically sensitive (Canteiro et al., 2018;
Sobhani et al,, 2022). This suggests that carrying capacity cannot be reduced to a question
of how many visitors a site can receive, but must also consider under what conditions
tourism remains compatible with conservation goals.

For this reason, carrying capacity is best understood as a governance tool rather than a
purely technical calculation. Its application requires decisions about which indicators
matter, what kinds of change are acceptable, and when management intervention
becomes necessary. Carrying capacity is hence seen as a framework for monitoring
conditions and pressures, and adjusting management responses over time (McCool &
Lime, 2001).
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5.4The role of governance: integrating conservation, tourism and local
development

While carrying capacity provides a framework for regulating tourism pressure, its
practical effectiveness ultimately depends on governance structures. In protected areas,
governance represents the mechanism through which conservation objectives, tourism
development, and local socio-economic dynamics are coordinated and assessed.

Empirical evidence highlights that weak governance structures can significantly limit the
sustainability potential of ecotourism. In particular, issues such as limited coordination,
insufficient monitoring, and low levels of stakeholder participation are associated with
unsustainable tourism outcomes and reduced conservation effectiveness (Forje et al,
20271, Sobhani et al,, 2022). In contrast, participatory and adaptive governance approaches
tend to enhance both ecological and socio-economic outcomes, especially when local
communities are actively involved in decision-making processes (Stronza et al., 2019).
Benefit-sharing mechanisms are particularly relevant in this regard. When local
communities perceive tangible benefits from tourism, they are more likely to support
conservation initiatives and comply with management regulations. Conversely, unequal
distribution of benefits can generate conflicts, reduce local support, and ultimately
undermine both tourism sustainability and conservation goals (Honey, 2008; Stronza et
al., 2019).

In this context, governance plays a critical role in operationalising carrying capacity. As a
result, the effectiveness of carrying capacity depends on institutional capacity,
stakeholder engagement, and the ability to reconcile competing objectives.

55From theory to practice: key instruments and strategies

The integration of ecotourism principles, carrying capacity frameworks, and governance
systems is operationalised through a range of practical instruments and management
strategies. These tools translate theoretical concepts into concrete actions aimed at
regulating visitor use, monitoring impacts, and supporting adaptive decision-making.

Among these, Tourism Impact Assessment (TIA) represents a particularly relevant
approach. It provides a structured methodology for identifying tourism-related activities,
evaluating their effects on environmental components, and supporting evidence-based
management decisions (Canteiro et al, 2018). By integrating ecological, social, and
economic indicators, TIA enables a comprehensive understanding of tourism impacts and
supports the identification of critical pressure points within protected areas.

Carrying capacity assessments also play a key operational role, particularly when
articulated through frameworks such as physical, real, and effective carrying capacity
(PCC, RCC, and ECC). These approaches provide quantitative benchmarks that can guide
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visitor management, infrastructure planning, and policy interventions (Sobhani et al,
2022). However, their effectiveness depends on continuous monitoring and the ability to
adapt thresholds over time.

In practice, these tools are often combined with a broader set of regulatory measures.
Spatial strategies, including zoning and the differentiation of use areas, help distribute
visitor pressure and protect sensitive ecosystems (Eagles et al,, 2002). Temporal measures,
such as seasonal closures or time-slot systems, can further reduce peak pressure and
improve visitor experience.

Importantly, no single instrument is sufficient on its own. The literature consistently
emphasises that effective management requires the integration of multiple tools within
coherent governance frameworks. This includes aligning regulatory measures with
monitoring systems, ensuring stakeholder involvement, and maintaining the flexibility to
adjust strategies based on observed outcomes. This integrated approach is essential for
achieving long-term sustainability in protected areas facing increasing tourism pressures.
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6.1 Introduction

“But in every walk with Nature one receives far more than he seeks.” (Muir, 1918, p. 56).
Experiences in natural landscapes provide benefits that go far beyond simple recreation,
offering opportunities for relaxation, reflection, and personal renewal. In the context of
tourism, this connection has received growing attention as more travellers seek
destinations and activities that support health, balance, and meaningful engagement
with nature. Nature-based tourism therefore not only allows visitors to explore diverse
landscapes and ecosystems but also contributes to their physical, mental, and emotional
well-being.

The desire to encounter nature through travel has deep historical roots. From the
sixteenth century, the Grand Tour established travel as a practice of self-discovery and
inner enrichment through direct experience of the ‘other’, representing an emancipation
from the constraints of everyday life (Chard, 1999; Sweet, 2012). By the nineteenth century,
Romanticism had decisively reframed the relationship between the traveller and the
natural world: landscapes previously perceived as hostile — above all mountains — were
reconstituted as spaces of the ‘sublime’, where fear and attraction coexisted, and where
physical and emotional engagement with nature became a path to self-knowledge and
freedom (Scaramellini, 1996; Bainbridge, 2020). The Romantic ‘tourist gaze' as theorised by
Urry and Larsen (2011) privileges solitude, privacy, and an intimate — almost spiritual -
relationship between the individual and the landscape: a mode of experience that
continues to shape the imaginaries of contemporary nature-based tourism. The desire for
unspoilt nature, wilderness, and direct sensory encounter with the non-human world that
today drives millions of visitors to forests, mountains, and coastlines is, in this sense, a
cultural inheritance as much as a psychological need.

In recent decades, tourism has become one of the most significant global industries, and
the Mediterranean region remains one of the most visited destinations worldwide (UN
Tourism, 2026). Its unigue combination of coastal landscapes, forests, mountains, rich
biodiversity, and cultural heritage attracts millions of visitors each year (GRID-Arendal,
2025). However, the rapid growth of traditional mass tourism has also contributed to
environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, and increasing pressure on local
communities and ecosystems (UNEP & Mediterranean Action Plan, 2015).

In response to these challenges, ecotourism has emerged as an important approach to
sustainable tourism development, promoting responsible travel that conserves the
environment and supports local communities (Fennell, 2021). At the same time, research
in Environmental Psychology highlights the positive effects of nature exposure on human
well-being: interaction with natural environments has been shown to reduce stress,
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improve mood, enhance cognitive functioning, and strengthen emotional resilience
(Jimenez et al., 2021).

This chapter explores the relationship between nature and human well-being in tourism
within the broader framework of sustainable tourism and ecotourism. It introduces key
concepts, discusses different types of tourism activities that promote well-being,
examines the benefits of nature-based experiences, and presents case studies from
Mediterranean and global contexts.

6.2 Concepts and definitions

Well-being: hedonia, eudaimonia, and the two-tradition framework. Any investigation into
the relationship between tourism and well-being should start with a clear conceptual
framing. Two broad philosophical traditions provide the main reference points for
contemporary research. The ‘hedonic’ tradition identifies well-being with the experience
of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. In modern psychology this is operationalised
through Subjective Well-being (SWB), defined as encompassing high positive affect, low
negative affect, and life satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2008). The ‘eudaimonic’ tradition, rooted
in Aristotle, offers a contrasting understanding: well-being is not a matter of feeling good
but of living well — realising one’s potential and pursuing what is genuinely meaningful
(Smith & Diekmann, 2017). As Ryff's (1989) foundational model of Psychological Well-being
synthesises, eudaimonic well-being encompasses purpose in life, personal growth,
autonomy, environmental mastery, positive relationships, and self-acceptance.

Although often presented as competing paradigms, contemporary research increasingly
treats hedonia and eudaimonia as complementary dimensions. Deci and Ryan (2008)
note that eudaimonic living tends to produce hedonic enjoyment, while not all hedonic
pleasure derives from eudaimonic engagement. This dual perspective has been explicitly
adopted in tourism research, where scholars argue that understanding the full range of
benefits tourism can provide requires moving beyond hedonic enjoyment toward the
broader psychological dimensions that eudaimonia captures (Su et al, 2020; Bagheri et
al., 2024).

Nature-based tourism and well-being A complementary and increasingly influential
conceptualisation of nature-based tourism focuses on its restorative function for human
health and well-being. Qiu et al. (2021), in a systematic review of 34 empirical studies,
propose a conceptual framework of restoration through nature-based tourism grounded
in ‘human-nature interaction’. Restoration refers to the process of renewing physical,
psychological, and social capacities that become depleted in everyday life. It can be seen
as the physiological and cognitive basis for both hedonic and eudaimonic experiences. In
this regard, Qiu et al. (2021) describe nature-based tourism as a ‘public wellness product’,
highlighting its restorative outcomes, which range from improvements in physical health
and psychological well-being to psychosocial development and spiritual enrichment.
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A further emerging definitional strand concerns the concept of biodiverse aesthetic
quality, defined as the subjective perception of the aesthetic attributes of species diversity
and landscape diversity in nature-based destinations. A study by Chen and Cheung (2025)
demonstrates that the perceived aesthetic quality of biodiversity is not merely a
background feature of the nature-based tourism experience but an active stimulus that
shapes visitors' benefit perceptions, satisfaction, and pro-environmental behaviour. This
implies that the quality of the natural environment - including its species richness,
landscape variety, and ecological authenticity — directly shapes the psychological and
behavioural outcomes that nature-based tourism can produce.

Su et al. (2020) empirically traced the differential trajectories of hedonia and eudaimonia
over the course of a holiday, showing that both dimensions increase compared to
baseline, but that eudaimonic well-being rises more slowly and also declines more slowly
after the trip ends. This ‘delayed effect’ suggests that the most enduring well-being
benefits of tourism are linked to eudaimonic dimensions such as personal growth,
meaning, and positive relationships. Smith and Diekmann (2017) propose a spectrum
model in which different forms of tourism are positioned according to the duration and
depth of their well-being effects: from purely hedonic sun-and-sand holidays at one end,
to deeply transformative spiritual and ecotourism experiences at the other. Nature-based
tourism occupies a strategically important position in this spectrum, as it can engage
both dimensions depending on how it is designed and experienced.

6.3Nature and human well-being

Theoretical foundations: why nature matters. Two theoretical frameworks from
environmental psychology provide the most influential explanations for the restorative
and well-being effects of nature. Attention Restoration Theory (ART), developed by Kaplan
and Kaplan (1989), proposes that natural environments facilitate recovery from directed-
attention fatigue through qualities such as fascination, a sense of extent, compatibility
with individual inclinations, and being away from ordinary environments. Stress Recovery
Theory (SRT), proposed by Ulrich et al. (1991), draws on evolutionary psychology to argue
that humans have a biologically prepared affinity with natural environments that
promotes rapid physiological and psychological recovery from stress. The concept of
‘biophilia’ (Wilson, 1984) complements these frameworks by describing an innate human
need for connection with other living systems, and has shaped the scientific framing of
practices such as forest bathing. Recent frameworks in outdoor recreation research
reinforce this perspective by moving beyond the study of negative visitor impacts toward
a more integrative understanding of recreation as an ecosystem of mutual benefits —
where natural environments, visitor experiences, and community outcomes are co-
produced and influence eachother (Miller et al., 2022; Morse et al., 2022).

Psychological and physiological benefits: empirical evidence. A substantial body of
empirical research documents the positive effects of natural environment exposure



MRl Co-funded by
TO CARE MED IElulrtﬁflrEBcs the European Union

across multiple dimensions. Time in nature is associated with reduced anxiety, lower
rumination, improved mood, and greater positive affect (Williams, 2017). Research on
forest bathing in Japan has demonstrated measurable reductions in cortisol, blood
pressure, and heart rate, as well as increases in Natural Killer (NK) cell activity associated
with enhanced immune function (Li, 2018). These physiological effects are attributable at
least in part to airborne phytoncides. In the cognitive domain, even brief exposures to
natural settings can replenish directed attentional capacity. Growing evidence also
highlights the restorative effects of ‘blue spaces’ — coastal and aquatic environments —
including improvements in life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Volker &
Kistemann, 2011).

Building on these foundations, Qiu et al. (2021) identify four distinct categories of
restorative benefit from nature-based tourism: physical health (cardiovascular
improvements, fitness enhancement), psychological wellness (attention recovery, stress
relief, positive affect, life satisfaction), psychosocial development (strengthened social
bonds, social cohesion), and spiritual upliftment, described as a transformative process
through which visitors develop new values, increase personal awareness and empathy,
and in some cases reorient their relationship to the natural world. Their systematic review
also synthesises a motivational hierarchy from physiological health needs at the base,
through psychological needs, to spiritual motivations at the highest level — a structure
with direct implications for tourism product design.

Eudaimonia, awe, and pro-environmental behaviours. Encounters with impressive natural
phenomena (e.g., mountains, oceans, ancient forests, starry skies) can produce states of
awe characterised by a sense of vastness and an expansion of perspective. Research has
linked awe to increases in connectedness with others and with nature, and greater
openness to meaning and purpose — all dimensions associated with eudaimonic well-
being (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Knobloch et al. (2017), studying whale watching, found that
participants described feelings of connection with something greater than themselves,
strongly resonant with eudaimonic well-being (Pritchard et al., 2020). Bagheri et al. (2024)
identified spirituality and mindfulness as a significant dimension of eudaimonic well-
being derived from tourism experiences. The study participants reported that time in
nature strengthened their sense of connection with the universe, fostered mindful
awareness of the present moment, and instilled a sense of awe at the beauty and order of
the natural world.

These psychological dynamics are not historically new. Urry and Larsen (2011) theorise the
‘romantic gaze' as a mode of tourist experience that privileges solitude and an intimate,
semi-spiritual relationship between the individual and the landscape. This gaze, whose
roots lie in Romantic-era aesthetics of the sublime, continues to shape how visitors seek
out and interpret natural environments today. Toresson (2025) further argues that
contemporary social media representations of natural environment frequently reproduce
Romantic aesthetic conventions — sublimity, solitude, idealised wilderness — without
engaging with the material vulnerability of those environments. As a result, while such
representations strengthen the appeal of nature, they can also lead to more superficial
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engagements, limiting deeper forms of connection and pro-environmental attitudes
while experiencing forms of nature-based tourism. This is confirmed by a study by
Maclnnes et al. (2025) that found that hedonic motivations are not commonly associated
with pro-environmental behaviour in the tourism context. On the contrary, eudaimonic
motivation was positively related to the five pro-environmental behaviours measured in
the study, including recycling, energy conservation, water conservation, and food waste
reduction.

6.4Nature-based activities that boost well-being

Not all nature-based tourism activities produce the same well-being outcomes.
Challenging activities that require effort, specific skills, and engagement with perceived
risk produce higher eudaimonic well-being gains than relaxing ones (Su et al, 2020;
Knobloch et al,, 2017). Active, high-intensity nature-based experiences extending over
multiple days are associated with a significant positive influence on life satisfaction,
whereas passive experiences and beach vacations do not produce the same lasting effect
(Vroegop, 2024).

Hiking, trekking, and mountain tourism. Hiking combines the restorative effects of nature
exposure with the mood-enhancing effects of exercise, producing significant reductions
in anxiety, depression, and rumination, and increases in positive affect and self-esteem. In
Mediterranean contexts, forest hiking has been specifically shown to support mental
health during periods of heightened stress, with forest environments offering particularly
effective restorative settings (Muro et al, 2023). Mountain tourism more broadly -
encompassing hiking, mountaineering, biking, and snow sports — attracts diverse year-
round visitors (Romeo et al, 2021). The desire to engage physically with mountain
landscapes has deep cultural roots in the Romantic tradition, where the experience of
challenge, awe, and exhilaration prefigures what current research identifies as the most
durable sources of eudaimonic well-being gain (Bainbridge, 2020; Scaramellini, 1996; Su et
al., 2020; Knobloch et al., 2017).

Agritourism. Agritourism — farm-based tourismm combining agricultural activities with
hospitality — represents a distinctive and underexplored category of nature-based tourism
with significant well-being potential. Visits to working farms offer direct engagement
with food production, seasonal rhythms, and rural landscapes, providing experiences of
authenticity, connection to place, and meaningful activity that align closely with
eudaimonic well-being (Kuo et al,, 2006; Choo & Jamal, 2009). Agritourism experiences
often incorporate active participation — animal care, harvesting, cooking with local
produce - rather than passive observation, and this active dimension is associated with
the acquisition of new skills, personal satisfaction, and genuine encounters with local
cultures (Naidoo & Sharpley, 2016; Martinus et al,, 2024). In mountain regions such as the
Tyrol-Trentino Euroregion, agritourism farms frequently combine sustainable organic
production with hospitality, creating an offer where the quality and authenticity of the
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environment are directly experienced by visitors (Grillini et al., 2025).

Forest bathing and immersive nature experiences. Shinrin-yoku - forest bathing -
involves slow, mindful immersion in forest environments through all five senses, explicitly
oriented toward sensory quality and present-moment awareness. Scientific research has
demonstrated measurable improvements in physiological stress indicators and immune
function (Li, 2018), and its emphasis on mindfulness and living-environment connection
corresponds closely to the contemplative and spiritual dimensions of eudaimonic well-
being (Bagheri et al., 2024).

Wildlife watching and marine tourism. Encounters with wildlife engage particularly deep
dimensions of well-being. Whale watching, for example, can produce profound emotional
responses such as awe, a sense of connection with something greater than oneself, that
go well beyond hedonic pleasure and create lasting impressions (Knobloch et al,, 2017). In
Mediterranean contexts, marine experiences including cetacean watching, snorkelling,
and diving in protected areas engage these same dimensions while contributing to
environmental awareness.

Adventure, wellness retreats, and volunteer tourism. Adventure activities such as rock
climbing or mountaineering create the conditions for mastery and achievement most
associated with eudaimonic well-being. The shared challenge among participants also
tends to strengthen interpersonal bonds — one of the six dimensions of eudaimonic well-
being identified by Ryff (1989), alongside personal growth, purpose in life, autonomy,
environmental mastery, and self-acceptance. Nature-based wellness retreats combining
yoga, meditation, and mindfulness engage participants in existential reflection and
personal transformation (Smith & Diekmann, 2017). Nature-based volunteer tourism -
where visitors participate directly in conservation activities such as habitat restoration,
wildlife monitoring, or protected area management — represents perhaps the clearest
case of tourism designed around eudaimonic engagement through active contribution,
skills development, and values-alignment (Wearing, 2001).

6.5Examples of nature and well-being tourism: case studies

The types of tourism experiences described above find concrete expression across diverse
geographical contexts. The cases below illustrate the range of mechanisms through
which nature-based tourism contributes to restorative, hedonic, and eudaimonic well-
being.
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Japan: forest bathing as preventive medicine. Japan’s Shinrin-yoku is the most thoroughly
documented example of institutionalised nature-based well-being tourism. The Japanese
Forestry Agency has designated more than sixty certified forest therapy trails, and forest
therapy has been integrated into the national preventive healthcare system as an
evidence-based practice (Li, 2018). This case demonstrates how scientific evidence for the
health benefits of nature exposure can be translated into scalable tourism products that
serve public health, conservation, and economic development simultaneously.

Figure 1- Example of a shinrin-yoku (forest bathing) experience in Japan, illustrating immersive engagement
with natural environments. Photo: Todd Fong.
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Finland and Sweden: forest and wellness culture. The European Nordic countries offer a
model rooted in centuries-old traditions of engagement with forests, lakes, and
wilderness. The concept of friluftsliv — literally "free-air life, a Scandinavian philosophy
emphasising an unconditional connection with nature rather than its consumption as a
resource or spectacle — underpins a tourism offer combining forest immersion, sauna
rituals, wild swimming, and silence retreats (Gelter, 2000). Soft adventure rooted in
friluftsliv has been identified as one of the nature-based tourism trends with the greatest
commercial potential internationally (Haukeland et al., 2023), demonstrating how deeply
embedded cultural traditions of nature engagement can become competitive wellness
tourism products without losing their restorative authenticity.

o N

Figure 2 - Floating wood-fired sauna on a lake in Smdland (Sweden), illustrating the integration of thermal
practices and natural immersion in Nordic wellness experiences. Source: Go Nature Market.
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Tyrol-Trentino Euroregion: agritourism and mountain well-being. The alpine regions of
Trentino, South Tyrol, and the Austrian Tyrol offer a well-developed model of farm-based
nature tourism in which agricultural landscapes, mountain environments, and authentic
rural hospitality combine to create distinctive well-being experiences. In 2021, the region
counted nearly 6,500 agritourism farms across Italy and Austria, offering a range of
activities from farm stays and local food experiences to outdoor recreation in high-
altitude landscapes (Grillini et al,, 2025). The combination of organic production, locally
sourced food, physical engagement with mountain terrain, and immersion in working
rural communities creates the conditions for both hedonic satisfaction and eudaimonic
engagement — particularly the dimensions of authentic self-development, meaningful
connection, and values-alignment identified by Bagheri et al. (2024).

Figure 3 - Alpine farm stay (Thalhofer Hof, South Tyrol, Italy). Source: Thalhofer Hof website.
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Costa Rica: eco-retreats and biodiversity-based well-being. Costa Rica has explicitly
integrated biodiversity conservation, community development, and visitor well-being. Its
extensive network of national parks and protected areas provides the ecological
foundation for a tourism offer combining active wildlife observation, yoga and meditation
in rainforest settings, and immersive experiences in ecosystems of exceptionally high
biodiversity, developed around evidence of visitor well-being outcomes and
environmental learning (Hunt, 2015).
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Figure 4 - Playa Nicuesa Rainforest Lodge (Osa Peninsula, Costa Rica). Source: Nicuesa Lodge gallery.
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Australia: Indigenous bush therapy. Australia’s model of nature-based well-being tourism
is grounded in Indigenous knowledge and the deep connection between Aboriginal
peoples and Country. Through guided bush walks, smoking ceremonies, storytelling, and
traditional plant knowledge, visitors are invited into a deeply relational engagement with
the natural world (Tourism Australia, 2024; Outdoor Health Australia, 2024). These
encounters engage meaning-making, connectedness, and spiritual upliftment -
dimensions closely aligned with the restorative and transformative outcomes identified
by Qiu et al. (2021).
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Figure 5 - Arrernte women preparing bush medicine at the Akeyulerre Healing Centre (Alice Springs,
Australia). Source: ABC News (Photo: Emma Haskin).
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Spain: Mediterranean wellness landscapes. In the Catalan region, the Maresme area and
the Parc del Montnegre i el Corredor near Barcelona integrate forest bathing, coastal
mindful walking, and wellness practices in a mild Mediterranean climate that allows year-
round outdoor programming, with the potential to redistribute tourism flows away from
coastal hotspots toward less visited interior landscapes. In Mallorca, rural wellness retreats
such as Finca Serena and Cal Reiet Holistic Retreat combine farm-based settings, organic
locally sourced food, and nature immersion with yoga, meditation, and mindfulness
programmes (Cal Reiet, 2024, Finca Serena, 2024; Mallorca Daily Bulletin, 2025). In lbiza,
pine forests, coastal paths, and farm-to-table wellness retreats such as Six Senses Ibiza
engage younger travellers seeking balance and self-care through self-reflection, present-
moment awareness, and values-alignment (Discover lbiza, 2025; Six Senses, 2024).

RS

Figure 6 - Cal Reiet Holistic Retreat (Santanyi, Mallorca). Source: ABC Mallorca.
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Santorini, Greece: volcanic landscape and nature healing. Santorini's caldera cliffs,
panoramic sea views, and geological distinctiveness create a powerful setting for
therapeutic tourism. Volcanic spa treatments, sunrise yoga overlooking the caldera, and
the island's mineral-rich hot springs combine physiological and psychological benefit s
(Santorini Paradise, 2024; Mystique Hotel, 2025; NOUS Santorini, 2024). The strong
influence of sunlight, sea air, and awe-inspiring scenery aligns with research on the
restorative potential of blue spaces (Volker & Kistemann, 2011) and the role of awe in
eudaimonic well-being (Keltner & Haidt, 2003).

Figure 7 - Santorini Hot Springs (Palea Kameni, Greece). Source: Santorini Paradise.
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Vamvakou, Greece: community-based nature tourism. The revitalisation of Vamvakou, a
formerly depopulated mountain village in the Peloponnese, illustrates how well-designed
nature-based tourism can simultaneously support biodiversity conservation, cultural
heritage preservation, commmunity livelihoods, and visitor well-being (Goutou & Karachalis,
2024). Combining hiking, forest immersion, traditional craft workshops, and community
engagement, the experience engages the full spectrum from hedonic pleasure to
eudaimonic purpose.

Figure 8 - Vamvakou village and Ruga of Vamvakou Homes (Mount Parnon, Laconia, Greece), Source:
Vamvakou Revival / Ruga of Vamvakou.
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Austria and Bavaria: certified forest health tourism. In the Alpine Forest regions of Austria
and Bavaria, sustainable models for nature-based health tourism have been developed in
collaboration between tourism operators, medical institutions, and forest management
authorities, translating scientific evidence for the health benefits of forest environments
into certified, medically validated products (Markov et al., 2024). The terpene composition
of forest air has been identified as a key differentiating factor in this market (Bachinger et
al, 2024).
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Figure 9 - Healing Forest initiative in Austria. Source: Healing Forest Certification.
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6.6Sustainability and best practices

If nature-based tourism is to function as a lasting vehicle for human well-being, it must be
developed and managed in ways that protect the ecological and social systems on which
both conservation and well-being depend. It is worth noting that sustainability in
recreation and tourism is itself a fluid concept, defined differently depending on
geography, institutional context, and management objectives - a complexity that
destination managers need to navigate in practice (Cerveny, 2022).

This section outlines the key conditions for this to happen, moving from the quality of the
natural environment, to the role of local communities, to the design of visitor experiences,
and finally to the governance arrangements that hold everything together.

The natural environment as a foundation. The starting point is ecological integrity. When
visitors perceive a destination as rich in biodiversity and landscape quality, they report
higher satisfaction, stronger environmental values, and greater willingness to behave in
pro-environmental ways (Chen & Cheung, 2025). This means that if the natural
environment degrades - through, for instance, habitat loss, biodiversity decline, or
landscape simplification - the qualities that make a destination restorative and
meaningful for visitors disappear with it. Protecting ecological integrity is therefore not
only a conservation obligation, but a direct precondition for nature-based tourism to keep
delivering well-being benefits over time. This connects directly to the carrying capacity
framework developed in Chapter 3: managing visitor flows sustainably is simultaneously a
conservation strategy and a well-being management strategy. Managing visitor use in
parks and protected areas is most effective when approached as a social-ecological
challenge - recognising that ecological conditions, visitor behaviour, and governance
systems are deeply interconnected domains (Ferguson et al.,, 2022).

Local communities and socio-economic sustainability. Ecological quality alone is not
sufficient. Sustainability in nature-based tourism also requires attention to the socio-
economic well-being of local communities. A systematic review covering 89 papers from
33 countries shows a consistent pattern: while most reported benefits to local people are
economic (i.e.,, employment, business opportunities, income) most reported costs are
socio-cultural, such as the gradual loss of traditional lifestyles and practices (Thapa et al,
2022). This asymmetry — individual economic benefits but collective cultural costs - is a
structural challenge that destination managers and policymakers need to address
explicitly, rather than assuming that economic benefits automatically translate into
community well-being. At the same time, health and sustainability are emerging as the
two leading trends with commercial potential in nature-based tourism over the next
decade, alongside soft adventure, digitalisation, and professionalisation (Haukeland et al,,
2023), signalling that responsible travel and authentic local experiences are becoming
market differentiators as well as ethical obligations.

Designing experiences that generate lasting outcomes. Beyond protecting the
environment and supporting communities, the design of the visitor experience itself is a
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critical sustainability lever. The quality of guided and educational experiences at the
destination is the most consistently effective lever for producing positive visitor outcomes:
rather than simply transmitting factual knowledge, effective interpretation creates
emotional connections with specific species or ecosystems, cultivates eco-centric values,
and offers opportunities for personal reflection and post-visit follow-up (Ardoin et al., 2015).
Visitors who genuinely appreciate the natural world for its own sake — rather than for the
recreational benefits it offers them — are more likely to behave in pro-environmental ways
(Chen & Cheung, 2025), and the same holds for those driven by eudaimonic motivation —
the desire for meaning, personal growth, and active contribution (Maclnnes et al.,, 2025).
Destination managers may therefore find more leverage in designing for meaning,
challenge, and connection than in managing only through rules and restrictions.

Governance as the enabling condition. All of the above ultimately depends on
governance arrangements that align conservation objectives, visitor experience quality,
community benefit, and long-term resource integrity — the integrated framework
developed in Chapter 5. Certification systems such as those developed by the DestiMED
and DestiMED PLUS programmes in Mediterranean protected areas (discussed in
Chapter 2) provide a concrete mechanism for ensuring that nature-based well-being
tourism delivers on its promises. Importantly, the visitor experience should not be treated
as ending at the destination gate: well-being and sustainability outcomes are significantly
enhanced when visits are supported by post-visit resources and engagement activities,
from digital platforms to citizen science and community-based conservation networks
(Ardoin et al., 2015).

6.7 Recommendations

Drawing on the theoretical frameworks, empirical evidence, and practical examples
reviewed in this chapter, the following recommendations are offered for destination
managers, tourism operators, policymakers, and educators working in the field of nature-
based tourism and well-being, with particular relevance to the Mediterranean context.

For destination managers and protected area authorities.

1. Protect and actively manage biodiversity as a well-being resource. Biodiversity loss and
habitat degradation do not simply reduce conservation value: they undermine the
restorative, hedonic, and eudaimonic benefits that attract visitors and motivate pro-
environmental behaviour. Maintaining ecological integrity should be treated as a
strategic well-being management priority, and biodiversity monitoring should be
integrated into destination performance frameworks.

2. Design visitor use regulations as well-being management tools. Carrying capacity
limits, zoning arrangements, and seasonal restrictions are conservation instruments, but
also well-being management tools: visitor densities and the degradation of natural
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settings reduce the restorative and aesthetic qualities that generate visitor well-being. A
well-being-oriented framing of conservation restrictions can strengthen their public
acceptance.

3. Invest in the quality of interpretive programming. Investment in the training and
professional development of interpretive guides - ensuring ecological knowledge,
communicative skill, and reflective capacity to facilitate meaningful visitor experiences —
is among the most effective sustainability and well-being management strategies.

4. Prioritise eco-centric over anthropocentric interpretive framing. Interpretive
programmes and marketing communications should foreground the intrinsic value of
the natural environment and foster pro-environmental behaviours rather than focusing
exclusively on the hedonic and recreational benefits nature provides for human visitors.

For tourism experience designers and operators.

5. Design products that incorporate active visitor engagement, social connections with
local communities, interpretive learning programmes, and opportunities for reflection —
namely, the eudaimonic motivation. Such products generate deeper, longer-lasting well-
being outcomes and are more strongly associated with pro-environmental behaviours.
Therefore, small group sizes, extended duration and interpretive programming should be
treated as quality standards.

6. Leverage the intensity and duration of nature engagement. Multi-day, active,
immersive nature experiences produce more durable effects on life satisfaction and
eudaimonic well-being than brief, passive, or superficial encounters (Vroegop, 2024; Qiu
et al,, 2021).

7. Develop post-visit engagement strategies. The end of the on-site visit should be treated
as an opportunity to sustain and deepen effects, not the conclusion of the product.
Partnerships with environmental NGOs, conservation organisations, and local community
groups can provide the infrastructure for ongoing engagement (Ardoin et al., 2015).

For policymakers and educators.

8. Integrate nature-based tourism into public health and well-being policy frameworks.
The evidence reviewed in this chapter justifies treating nature-based tourism as a public
wellness resource with potential implications for preventive health policy. Policymakers in
the Mediterranean region should explore opportunities to formally integrate nature-
based wellness tourism into regional health promotion strategies, building on models
from Japan, Austria, and Bavaria.

9. Use certification and quality standards to ensure well-being and sustainability
alignment. Certification systems for nature-based tourism products — such as those
developed within the DestiMED framework — provide a governance mechanism for
ensuring that well-being claims are grounded in ecological integrity, interpretive quality,
and benefits for local communities.
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10. Support research on well-being outcomes of nature-based tourism in the
Mediterranean context. While the global evidence base is substantial, the Mediterranean
context is significantly underrepresented in empirical research. Research programmes
examining the specific well-being outcomes of Mediterranean nature-based tourism
would strengthen the evidence base for policy and help differentiate the region’s tourism
offer in an increasingly competitive global market.
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