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Entry Point for Assessing Sustainability in Ecotourism:  

Insights from Costa Rica 

 
Abstract: Tourism is a rapidly growing industry and the prospect of development in small 
communities from opening ecotourism enterprises is attractive to many. Increasingly, tourists 
are interested in visiting places for their natural beauty and adventure opportunities. 
Frameworks of assessment for the sustainability of ecotourism projects exist, but there is an 
absence of broader criteria meant to act as an entry point into the on-going process of 
sustainability assessment. In order for assessments to be more useful and easily conducted, 
there is a need for a new set of sustainability indicators. Because the ecotourism industry is 
growing rapidly, assessments are important in order to keep the sustainability goals of 
ecotourism from being overlooked. This paper defines ecotourism and sustainability and 
reviews the literature on sustainability indicators recommended for assessing ecotourism. A new 
set of assessment criteria is proposed for implementation in systematic evaluations of 
ecotourism for large-scale use as well as a first step in beginning assessments. An in-depth 
evaluation of the assessment tools used to evaluate ecotourism in Costa Rica is presented in a 
meta-analysis of 8 case studies. Sustainability indicators in the literature can be overly complex, 
so this proposed set of criteria is more user-friendly and can be applied to a broad industry. 
Because it can be applied more widely, it has the potential to have a greater impact on global 
progress towards sustainability in the ecotourism industry. 
 
Keywords: assessment criteria; Costa Rica; ecotourism; sustainability assessment 
 

1. Introduction 

Tourism is the largest and most rapidly growing industry worldwide with over 7 trillion 

dollars in revenue annually and a growth rate of around 25 percent per year, and ecotourism is 

expanding most rapidly within that sector (Cox, 2006; Jones, 2005; Thomas, Williams, & Trotz, 

2014; Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006). Ecotourism draws on people’s desire for adventure and to 

be environmentally friendly. Activities such as hiking to a waterfall, birdwatching, visiting 

indigenous lands, and kayaking are all examples of ecotourism. There has been an increasing 

number of people that are interested in the excitement of exploring nature and this type of 

adventure travel has become highly marketable with the addition of conservation drawing in 

more clients as well (Tsaur, Lin, & Lin, 2006; Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006). In comparison to 

other types of tourism, this new wave of ecotourism is supposed to provide more benefits for 

local communities and their livelihoods, reduce leakage of profits out of the country, and 

promote sustainable development and conservation (Jones, 2005; Lee & Jan, 2018). This has 
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represented a shift from the goal being tourism development to a goal of wellbeing in the host 

community (Gary & Campbell, 2009). Ecotourism is important because it is, in theory, a way to 

protect natural ecosystems while cultivating environmental appreciation and education in the 

local communities as well as in the tourists who come to enjoy the natural beauty. Ecotourism 

locations are now featured in travel guides like large cities have always been, and the national 

identity in places like Costa Rica, Peru, Nepal, and many more has been shaped by the 

environmental appeal (Cox, 2006). 

Sustainability indicators proposed in the literature as tools for assessing ecotourism are 

excellent and thorough forms of assessment, but a starting point that is easy to access, 

implement, and monitor is missing. Choi (2006) as well as Tsaur et al. (2006) emphasized that a 

common framework for assessment does not exist and neither does a shared management tool. 

Choi’s proposed checklist indicators are meant to assist local communities in examining the 

current condition of their resources but they say that the support of both national and 

international government is crucial because local governments often do not have enough 

resources for success (Choi, 2006). Thomas et al. (2014) states that for sustainability indicators 

to be successful they need to be technically and economically feasible in addition to being easy 

to understand. Also mentioned in Thomas et al.’s (2014) study was the possibility of adding 

assessment of political cohesion to future studies, which this paper includes as an important 

aspect in the social indicators. Tsaur et al. (2006) states that additional measurements would be 

needed for locations different from the type in their case study.  

Because ecotourism is supposed to be a more sustainable form of nature-based 

tourism, it must be assessed for its sustainability success. Frameworks of assessment for the 

sustainability of ecotourism projects exist, but there is an absence of broader criteria able to 

systematically assess a wider region or act as an entry point into the assessment process. The 

existing lists of sustainability indicators are far too complex and not applicable to a wide array of 

ecotourism businesses. So that assessments can be more easily conducted there is a need for 
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a new set of sustainability indicators. Since the ecotourism industry is growing rapidly, simple 

assessment tools that can be applied widely are important in order to keep the sustainability 

goals of ecotourism from being overlooked.  

This paper reviews the literature on ecotourism, sustainability, and indicators of 

sustainability while providing definitions of said topics and then propose a new set of simple 

criteria (see Table 1) for systematically assessing the sustainability of ecotourism in an entire 

region and for use as an entry point into the on-going assessment process. This new set of 

criteria is based on an analysis of sustainability indicators in the literature and the examination 

of 8 ecotourism case studies from Costa Rica (see Table 2). Finally, this paper discusses the 

application of the proposed assessment criteria using the example of three case studies (see 

Table 3).  

 

2. Background Information 

2.1 Sustainability 

Sustainability is a commonly used term that has a widely agreed upon definition, but 

there is variance in the way that the definition is implemented. Ko (2005) spoke of sustainability 

as a fluid term that signifies something happening or not. They also suggested that because 

there is such a wide range of factors within ecotourism practices, it could be impractical if not 

dangerous to use only one definition of sustainability (Ko, 2005). This is where indicators of 

sustainability are used to create specialized ways of defining whether the broad definition of 

sustainability is being met for individual locations. Within the fundamentals of sustainability, a 

consensus has mostly been reached in defining the term. The World Commission on 

Environmental Development defined sustainable development as “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (Choi, 2006). Choi (2006) in agreement with the United Nations (2002, Chapter IV, 

Section D) suggested that cultural and natural resource degradation and depletion should be 



ENTRY POINT FOR ASSESSING SUSTAINABILITY IN ECOTOURISM 6 

subtracted from GDP because they are typically taken for granted at the expense of economic 

growth (Choi, 2006). Similarly, Tsaur, Lin and Lin (2006) proposed that complete sustainable 

development should consider the economic as well as environmental and social aspects of 

development with the objective to create a healthy balance where all three are preserved. 

 

2.2 Ecotourism 

With the rise of ecotourism as a sector of the massive tourism industry, defining what 

constitutes ecotourism is important. There is already an extensive amount of literature 

suggesting assessment frameworks and evaluating case studies related to the sustainable 

development of tourist locations and most have defined what elements were used in their 

assessment of ecotourism. One of the most widely accepted definitions of ecotourism, as 

defined by the World Conservation Union’s (IUCN) Commission on National Parks and 

Protected Areas, is:  

“Environmentally responsible travel and visitation to relatively undisturbed natural areas, 

in order to enjoy and appreciate nature (and any accompanying cultural features – both 

past and present) that promotes conservation, has low visitor impact, and provides for 

beneficially active socio-economic involvement of local populations.” (Choi, 2006; Jones, 

2005; Kiss, 2004; Lee & Jan, 2018; quote from Thomas et al., 2014; Tsaur et al., 2006)  

Ecotourism is popular as a way of supporting the local community and biodiversity conservation 

especially in developing countries (Kiss, 2004; Lee & Jan, 2018; Tsaur et al., 2006). 

Fundamentally, ecotourism has three elements: environmental, economic, and social 

sustainability (Tsaur et al., 2006). Social sustainability applies to the livelihoods of the local 

people and the benefits they draw from participation in creating ecotourism enterprises (Kiss, 

2004; Thomas et al., 2014). In order to apply this definition of ecotourism to an activity, all the 

community and economic benefits have to be continuous with environmental protection and low 

impact on the ecosystem (Thomas et al., 2014). 
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2.3 Components of Sustainability in Ecotourism 

Buckley (2012) suggested that the basic premise of defining ecotourism relies on the 

literature of sustainability rather than that of tourism because it applies the key components of 

sustainability to tourism. The three elements mentioned above in the definition of ecotourism are 

revisited in this section to address their relationship to the sustainability of ecotourism. First, the 

environmental sustainability of ecotourism lies in the ability to recognize that natural resources 

and the environment are finite and must be protected in order for future generations to enjoy the 

benefits they provide us (Choi, 2006). Ecotourism is used as a method of conservation and 

sustainable development because the industry would not be able to exist without the continued 

ability of tourists to see and experience the natural beauty that the world provides (Tsaur et al., 

2006). Second, the economic feasibility of an ecotourism operation must be realized, because 

tourism at its base is an economic activity (Choi, 2006). In order for the economic sustainability 

to be in line with the definition of ecotourism there must be an emphasis on distribution of 

benefits throughout the local community as well as taking into consideration the limits of the 

destination environment (Choi, 2006). Third, in order to be socially sustainable, ecotourism 

enterprises must benefit local community and respect local cultures (Choi, 2006). Fostering 

pride and cohesiveness within the community as well as designating all leadership roles and 

decision-making processes to the local community helps the people take control of the success 

of an ecotourism enterprise through personal connection to the benefits of preserving the 

environment (Choi, 2006).  

With each tourist destination, there will be differences in the balancing point between 

resource preservation and development, so Tsaur et al. (2006) suggested that different 

sustainability criteria are needed to assess different locations. Choi (2006) proposed that 

legislative reform should help guarantee more responsible corporate behavior, a point not 

commonly made in ecotourism literature. Ecotourism has been found to reduce threats to 
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biodiversity by limiting the expansion of agriculture, the unsustainable harvesting of wild plants 

and animals, and the killing of wildlife that threaten crops or livestock (Kiss, 2004). In a 

successful ecotourism venture, these environmental benefits are often synchronous with the 

economic benefits. There is an incentive of conservation built into ecotourism because of the 

need for natural landscapes and biodiversity to attract tourists who in turn fuel the local 

economy (Kiss, 2004). Ecotourism provides the economic alternative to the environmentally 

destructive uses of land such as in agriculture and livestock production (Kiss, 2004).  

There is some controversy over the effectiveness of ecotourism on the global scale. 

Tsaur et al. (2006) claimed that many ecotourism destinations are labeled as such but are not 

actually practicing conservation because they are more focused on profit and use the 

ecotourism brand just to attract tourists. Tsaur et al. (2006) argued that the wide use of objective 

indicators can be misleading because when measuring quality of life there needs to be more 

qualitative assessment. Using qualitative indicators does not detract from the utility of such 

measurements, but rather gives a broader picture to examine. This matter of assessment in 

ecotourism leads to the question of how it is typically evaluated and what are important 

indicators of sustainability.  

 

3. Frameworks of Assessment: Sustainability Indicators 

There needs to be a framework for assessing sustainability within ecotourism. Numerous 

indicators have been identified as ways of informative measurement to assess and monitor the 

sustainable development or progress towards those goals (Choi, 2006; Thomas et al., 2014; 

Tsaur et al., 2006). Thomas, Williams, and Trotz (2014) suggested that indicators must be 

economically and technically feasible to measure as well as easy to understand or else they 

lose their effectiveness. Thomas et al. (2014) claimed that the sustainability of ecotourism can 

be measured with three core pillars: environmental, societal, and economic (the same three 

aspects mentioned in previous sections). Similar dimensions are used in Choi’s (2006) study. 
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According to Choi (2006), sustainability measurement systems should be treated differently 

from how mass tourism is typically evaluated in a quantitative assessment of economics and 

growth. Instead the sustainability assessment of ecotourism activities should be measured 

through a qualitative approach in order to make improvements (Choi, 2006). Using indicators 

appears to be a quantitative form of measurement in the overall scheme, but the way that each 

indicator is individually assessed can be done in a qualitative fashion. Additionally, there needs 

to be structure and process in the assessment of ecotourism so that the long-term sustainability 

of the location is ensured (Choi, 2006). Thomas et al. (2014) provided a list of benefits resulting 

from good indicators. These benefits include, but are not limited to, lower risks and costs 

through better planning, timely identification of impacts and ability to take early corrective action, 

measurements of performance outcomes, more public accountability, and overall improvement 

through constant monitoring (Thomas et al., 2014).  

There are many similarities in the extensive lists that Choi (2006), Thomas et al. (2014), 

and Tsaur et al. (2006) have each designed with indicators relevant to measuring sustainability 

in ecotourism. These three lists were chosen as a representation of the literature on 

sustainability indicators, and analysis of these specific studies is representative of the broader 

literature available on specific sustainability indicators. Many lists of assessment criteria are 

complex and are not applicable to a wide range of ecotourism projects. These three studies, 

Choi (2006), Thomas et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006), all have themes in the three pillars: 

economy, environment, and community. Choi (2006) has more emphasis on local policy and 

regulation such as land zoning and waste management policies whereas Tsaur et al. (2006) has 

more focus on visitor experience such as “satisfying interpreter service” and “providing excellent 

natural and humanistic experiences” which is not as important in the other two lists of indicators. 

Thomas et al. (2014) uses indicators relating to waste management that neither of the others 

specify such as “energy consumption/demand”. Within the definitions of ecotourism and 

sustainability the theoretical meanings are the same but how they are put into practice is where 
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it diverges. Applying the concepts can be done in numerous ways, and the variance in 

indicators described by Choi (2006), Thomas et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006) shows what 

they believe are most important measurements of achieving the same overall goal of creating 

sustainable tourism.  

The literature on sustainability indicators is missing an important aspect of functionality. 

These long lists of indicators previously discussed are thorough but not applicable to a broader 

area or systematic review of a country’s ecotourism industry because of their complexity and 

specificity. They all have upwards of fifteen different indicators, and some, such as “air quality 

index” (Choi, 2006) and “destroying public security” (Tsaur et al., 2006) are irrelevant to small 

communities just beginning ecotourism enterprises. The following proposed set of sustainability 

indicators is meant to fill this gap and be flexible so that it can be applied to a wider range of 

ecotourism ventures and help start the process of assessing sustainability at a more accessible 

point.  

Based off the three sets of sustainability indicators from Choi (2006), Thomas et al. 

(2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006), that are representative of other lists of sustainability indicators in 

the literature, and 8 case studies of ecotourism projects in Costa Rica (see Table 2 for 

summary), I have created a simplified list of sustainability assessment criteria. This is meant for 

use as the first step in getting an assessment started, providing access for communities to be 

able to begin the on-going assessment process with a simple assessment that covers the most 

important aspects of sustainability in ecotourism. Other, more extensive assessment measures 

are still important for furthering assessments.  

The following list has been synthesized from common indicators in Choi (2006), Thomas 

et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006) as well as key findings in the 8 case studies. I propose the 

use of the following simplified assessment measures in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Proposed assessment criteria 
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Economic 
Diversity in economic enterprises 

Local employment and revenues kept in local community 

Social 
Community communication and cohesion 

Training and educational opportunities for locals 

Environmental 
Long-term growth plan for waste and carrying capacity 

Environmental appreciation and consciousness in locals and visitors 
 

4. Research Design 

The literature shows a gap in tools for beginning the sustainability assessment process. 

This paper proposes a set of indicators based off analysis of those in research from Choi 

(2006), Thomas et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006) to serve as a large-scale framework for 

sustainability assessment that can be used as an entry point for evaluation of ecotourism 

projects. Costa Rica has a broad array of case studies featured in the literature on ecotourism 

and is a prime example to study the use of indicators as an assessment tool for ecotourism in 

Costa Rica as a whole country. It has been understood through studies by Choi (2006), Thomas 

et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006) that indicators are important to sustainability, so assessing 

the ecotourism in Costa Rica to see which indicators are being used and which are relevant in 

assessments is important in the process of creating a new framework of indicators that is 

standardized and easy to implement.  

This paper specifically looks at 8 case studies in the literature on ecotourism in Costa 

Rica (Cusack & Dixon, 2008; Driscoll, Hunt, Honey & Durham, 2011; Gary & Campbell, 2009; 

Howitt & Mason, 2018; Matarrita-Cascante, Brennan, & Luloff, 2010; Sanchez, 2018; Stem et 

al., 2003 & Stem, Lassoie, Lee, & Deshler, 2003; Weinberg, Bellows & Ekster, 2002) and 

examines the types of assessments being used in each study. The 8 case studies were 

selected through key word searches on Google Scholar and Academic Search Complete 

(EBSCO). Key words used were ‘ecotourism’, ‘sustainability’, ‘assessment’, and ‘Costa Rica’. 
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The 8 were selected because they each have a significant assessment of an ecotourism 

enterprise, though not all of the case studies represent the entire research paper.  

Important assessment criteria were synthesized from these 8 case studies with 

consideration of the indicators proposed by Choi (2006), Thomas et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. 

(2006) to create a large-scale assessment framework. The case studies were important to the 

understanding of how ecotourism in Costa Rica as a whole has been assessed and were used 

in this research in order to perform a meta-analysis of ecotourism assessment in Costa Rica. 

Using the information gained from this analysis as well as the current literature available on 

indicators of sustainability in ecotourism, a new set of assessment criteria is proposed to be 

used as an entry point into the assessment process by way of being user-friendly and applicable 

to a wide range of ecotourism enterprises.  

The 8 case studies were examined for their use of the proposed assessment criteria 

(Table 1). Depending on the extent to which each proposed indicator was assessed, they were 

marked in three categories: sufficiently mentions assessment of sustainability indicator, 

mentions to some extent, and does not mention. The category for sufficiently mentioning the 

assessment of an indicator was determined by whether a case study gave information directly 

about the proposed indicator. When a case study mentioned something similar to the indicator 

but not quite the same, a description of the similar assessment was given. When a case study 

did not mention anything similar to the proposed indicator, that was noted. After each proposed 

indicator was assessed for each case study, the case studies were divided into three 

categories: high, medium, and low congruence with the proposed assessment indicators. ‘High 

congruence’ means that all the indicators were mentioned at least to some extent with at least 

three sufficiently mentioning the indicator. ‘Medium congruence’ has fewer than three sufficiently 

mentioned or two or fewer that are not mentioned at all. ‘Low congruence’ has more than two 

indicators that are not mentioned at all in the assessment. 
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5. Area Context 

5.1 Costa Rica 

Costa Rica is a hotspot for ecotourism and has been a leading force in the movement to 

protect the environment through tourism (Rodriguez, 2016). In 1992, Costa Rica was named 

“the number one ecotourism destination in the world” by the U.S. Travel Society and was 

receiving more than 1 million tourists by 2000, a significant number of visitors to a country of 

only 4 million people (Sanchez, 2018). Currently, Costa Rica receives more than 2 million 

tourists annually, and the number is constantly growing (ICT, n.d.) Costa Rica has the most 

stable government and the highest standard of living in Latin America, contributing to the appeal 

to tourists (Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006). In this biologically diverse country, there are lots of 

opportunities for nature-based tourism. Costa Rica makes up only 0.5 percent of the world’s 

land area, roughly the size of West Virginia, but boasts more than 5 percent of the world’s 

biodiversity, making it the area with the highest concentration of biodiversity on the planet 

(Rodriguez, 2016; Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006). There are a wide range of ecosystems 

throughout the country with temperatures ranging from 30 degrees Celsius in tropical forests to 

places in the Talamanca mountain range that are freezing (Sanchez, 2018).  

Recent in Costa Rica’s history, there was a significant loss of forested area because of 

unfortunate rural development policies, but due to innovative strategies, the country was able to 

stop deforestation and increase forest cover again (Rodriguez, 2016). Now, Costa Rica’s US 

$2.5-billion ecotourism industry relies on the biodiversity and protected areas all around the 

country (Rodriguez, 2016). With the increase of tourism, there has been an increase in 

consciousness around protecting the environment (Mok, 2005). It was not a quick process to 

convert the economy to what it is now, but over more than 25 years of hard work, Costa Rica 

has tripled its GDP while also doubling the size of its forests (Rodriguez, 2012; Rodriguez, 

2016). Some of the strategies that have been used in Costa Rica for conservation have been 

“public protected areas management, designation of private conservation areas, reforestation 
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programs, watershed protection, scientific research, and standards of environmental sustainable 

performance applied to the hotel industry” (Mok, 2005; quote from Sanchez, 2018). One of the 

successful programs for reforestation and conservation on private land is the financial incentive 

from the Payment for Environmental Services (PES) program established in 1996 (Howitt & 

Mason, 2018). The natural wonders of Costa Rica have become essential to the economy, 

bringing in more money since the early 1990s through ecotourism than through the top crop 

exports (bananas, pineapple, and coffee) (Rodriguez, 2016; Sanchez, 2018; Van Tassell & 

Daniel, 2006). Sixty percent of tourists visiting Costa Rica were driven to go there because of 

the protected areas, ecotourism, and nature-based attractions (Sanchez, 2018). Because of 

Costa Rica’s prominence and success in the ecotourism industry it is a valuable country to use 

to assess different case studies of how indicators of sustainability in ecotourism have been 

utilized in the assessment of ecotourism ventures. 

 

Figure 1. Map of Costa Rica with ecotourism case study locations 
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5.2 Benefits and Drawbacks of Ecotourism in Costa Rica 

Ecotourism provides the opportunity for communities to offer traditional handicrafts and 

cultural tradition demonstrations to outsiders which can be beneficial for both the tourists 

cultural understanding and for the local peoples’ social bond (Sanchez, 2018). In Sanchez’s 

study (2018) on the Caribbean coast, it was found that ecotourism has helped revive social 

bonds and culture in the indigenous Bribri populations because more community members are 

able to make a living locally rather than having to emigrate to find work elsewhere like has 

happened in the past.  

One criticism of ecotourism as a sustainable community development tool is the process 

that occurs of commodification of nature and local culture for the consumption of tourists (Gary 

& Campbell, 2009). Communities usually have the ability to enter into the ecotourism business if 

they wish, but they are not forced into it. It could be considered economic force if it is the only 
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available option for an income, but they are choosing to incorporate ecotourism into their 

livelihood, so this criticism is more relevant to foreign enterprises that develop tourism outside of 

their own community. In a study done by Stem et al. (2003), most respondents did not view 

ecotourism on the Osa Peninsula as the most important factor in environmental conservation. 

Rather than being an almost instant influence like new legal restrictions, changes in 

conservation practices stemming from ecotourism take longer to emerge in society because 

they are based off shifts in values and attitudes (Stem et al., 2003).  

Nevertheless, in Matarrita-Cascante, Brennan, and Luloff’s study (2010), they found that 

respondents in La Fortuna claimed to have had positive changes in their environmental attitudes 

since the rise of tourism, driven by the visitors’ interest in their home environment and by 

learning from them about the uniqueness of the area. A result of this enhanced appreciation for 

the environment is an increase in protection for the natural beauty, which in turn propels the 

economic benefits of tourism by creating an environment that even more ecotourists want to 

visit (Matarrita-Cascante, Brennan, & Luloff, 2010). Similar results are mentioned in other case 

studies in Cost Rica (Cusack & Dixon, 2008; Howitt & Mason, 2018; Stem et al., 2003).  

Because tourism is seasonal, with many people coming during summer vacation or other 

holidays, there is the potential for problems to arise from the inconsistencies in revenue during 

the entire year (Mok, 2005). A similar concern also appears in Cusack and Dixon’s study (2008) 

where they noted the potential of economic dependence on ecotourism in small rural 

communities, compromising economic sustainability because of the fluctuating nature of 

tourism. With the increasing number of tourists visiting Costa Rica, there is concern for the 

environmental sustainability of ecotourism ventures because of lacking carrying capacity 

regulation (Sanchez, 2018; Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006). When there is potential profit from 

more visitors, carrying capacity is often overlooked (Van Tassell & Daniel, 2006).  

 

6. Results: Assessing Ecotourism 
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6.1 Analysis of Ecotourism in Costa Rica  

Many different indicators of sustainability are used in the 8 Costa Rican case studies 

analyzed here. Most address economics, local employment, and environmental impact, the 

three pillars of ecotourism, but there is little use of indicator frameworks as proposed by Choi 

(2006), Thomas et al. (2014), or Tsaur et al. (2006). This section will give a summary of the 8 

case studies used in analysis (Table 2) and further explain the selection of three as examples 

that use the proposed assessment criteria in Table 1. 

 

Table 2. Summary of the 8 case studies analyzed in this paper 

 Location Authors of Case 

Study Report 

Assessment Methods and Categories 

1 Talamanca – 

indigenous Bribri 

community 

Cusack & Dixon, 

2008 

Interviews and observations. Sustainability 

indicators in three categories: community 

organization, community & environment, 

and political. 

2 Osa Peninsula – 

Drake Bay and 

Puerto Jiménez 

Driscoll, Hunt, 

Honey & Durham, 

2011 

Interviews with ecolodge employees and 

owners, tourists, and residents. Key 

findings in interviewee perceptions 

presented in 7 categories.  

3 Grandoca Gary & Campbell, 

2009 

Interviews with NGO staff, local hosts, and 

ecotourist volunteers. Comparison of 

aesthetic, economic, and ethical values 

between interviewees.  
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4 Pérez Zeledón, 

Chirripó 

Howitt & Mason, 

2018 

Surveys, interviews, and observation. 

Perspectives of sustainability, ecotourism, 

and agricultural production.  

5 La Fortuna Matarrita-Cascante, 

Brennan, & Luloff, 

2010 

Interviews with key informants in the 

community and observations. Table of 

sustainable practices achieved in three 

categories: economic, social, and 

environmental. 

6 3 Caribbean 

locations – 

Tortuguero, Cahuita, 

Yorkin (Bribri 

community) 

Sanchez, 2018 Interviews with 3 individuals, one from 

each location. Assessment of pros and 

cons in each location with no specific 

categories. 

7 3 Osa Peninsula 

locations – La 

Gamba, Drake Bay, 

Cerro de Oro 

Stem et al., 2003 & 

Stem, Lassoie, 

Lee, & Deshler, 

2003 

Interviews and surveys with residents and 

direct observation. Effects on conservation 

and community development. 

8 Monteverde Weinberg, Bellows 

& Ekster, 2002 

Interviews with owners/managers, 

workers, government officials, property 

owners, and community members. 

Ecological, economic, and social criterial 

for successful ecotourism.  

 

Different types of ecotourism assessments in Costa Rica (see Table 2) include, 

providing a list of sustainable practices, using sustainability indicators, analyzing the perceptions 
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of residents via interviews, discussing the pros and cons, and comparing sites to similar rural 

areas without ecotourism. All of the 8 case studies used interviews as a form of collecting data, 

some with a wide variety of respondents including visiting tourists and locals who were not 

working in the ecotourism business, and some with just a select few interviewees.  

From the La Fortuna case study (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2010) it is evident that 

fostering community agency is a notable method of building the foundation for successful 

community communication and action. Environmental sustainability came after the initial 

economic development of the area and was able to progress out of the economic success of La 

Fortuna. This shows that sustainability is not always a linear process and that goals should be 

worked towards even if other steps are needed before focus can be placed on conservation.  

All interviewees in Grandoca recognized that tourists bring economic benefits to the 

area, but some respondents perceived the entire motivation behind the ecotourism enterprise to 

be based on the revenue generated by the project, not on the desire for environmental 

preservation (Gary & Campbell, 2009). Similarly, in other places tourism is linked to 

conservation only because of the economic benefits. In Pérez Zeledón, many men who 

transitioned from working in agriculture to being mountain guides saw the tourism work as a 

better option because they could earn significantly more money, not because they were 

interested in environmental preservation (Howitt & Mason, 2018).  

All of the case studies mentioned the employment of locals in the analysis. In Grandoca, 

most of the staff and hosts are from the local community while park guides are from other 

villages in Costa Rica (Gary & Campbell, 2009). On the Osa Peninsula there is a higher rate of 

employment of locals in the tourism industry in comparison to non-tourism jobs (Driscoll et al., 

2011). Locals own the majority of ecotourism businesses in La Fortuna as well (Matarrita-

Cascante et al., 2010). In Talamanca, an organization called ANAI is largely responsible for 

helping to promote sustainability in the ecotourism businesses in the region (Cusack & Dixon, 

2008). This organization is able to facilitate connections between other local NGOs and 
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community members as well as developing training and educational programs for locals 

involved in ecotourism projects (Cusack & Dixon, 2008). This case in Talamanca shows a 

connection between a larger regional NGO and the local communities working together for 

sustainability promotion through ecotourism.  

Environmental appreciation and conservation grew in most of the case study 

communities, but the extent of conservation varied. In Pérez Zeledón it was noted that 

environmental practices such as recycling, composting, and greywater management were 

taking place in hotels and restaurants, but not in the near-by villages (Howitt & Mason, 2018). 

Many of the case study locations have experienced a shift from agriculture to ecotourism. With 

this shift in income, more and more natural areas were able to reforest when not being cleared 

for agricultural purposes and when the incentive of providing areas of natural beauty for tourists 

was present.  

When reviewing the case studies that did not implement detailed sustainability indicators 

in their assessment, there is not always a specific mention of each sustainability area: 

economic, social, environmental. In these cases, it is hard to be sure if the aspects not 

mentioned in the report were indeed assessed and not found to be significant or if they were not 

part of the assessment. Three case studies (La Fortuna, Pérez Zeledón, Chirripó, and 

Talamanca – indigenous Bribri community) displayed the highest congruency between their 

assessment and the indicators in the proposed assessment criteria (Table 1). They are further 

discussed in in the next section (6.2) as examples of how to apply the proposed assessment 

criteria.  

6.2 Applying Proposed Assessment Criteria 

The proposed set of assessment criteria (Table 1) is intended for initial evaluation work 

to give sustainability access to all ecotourism operators. Extensive lists of indicators already 

exist, but those lists are not easily applicable to a wide range of ecotourism enterprises and 

assessment ability levels. This assessment plan can be used as the first tool to get a process of 
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assessing sustainability practices started. The proposed assessment criteria (Table 1) is more 

approachable and practical due to it being simplified from the sustainability indicators previously 

discussed from Choi (2006), Thomas et al. (2014), and Tsaur et al. (2006). Because of its user-

friendliness, it can be more wide-spread and have a greater impact on global progress towards 

sustainability in the ecotourism industry.  

The proposed set of sustainability indicators are not able to be quantified in numbers, 

but rather need a qualitative approach. Multicriteria analysis using indicators in economics, 

opinions from locals and tourists, and ecosystem analysis are all options that could be used for 

the assessment of each criteria. Similar to the Delphi technique used in Tsaur et al.’s (2006) 

selection of sustainability indicators, a consensus of multiple people could be used in a similar 

fashion where community members are the experts on their enterprise. “The Delphi technique is 

a unique method of eliciting and refining group judgment based on the rationale that a group of 

experts is better than (one) expert when exact knowledge is not available’’ (Tsaur et al., 2006). 

This is a subjective form of measurement, but by using the input from many people, the 

outcome should be less biased. The World Tourism Organization stated that subjective 

sustainability indicators that are not quantifiable should not be overlooked and still hold 

significant information in the assessment of sustainability in tourism (Tsaur et al., 2006).  

After reviewing the 8 case studies in the development of assessment criteria for an entry 

point into the on-going assessment process, it is evident that three show assessment (to some 

degree) of all of the proposed assessment criteria from Table 1. Through these three ‘high 

congruence’ case studies (see Table 3), examples of the assessment of the proposed criteria 

can be examined. Table 3 displays the three case studies and gives a brief explanation for the 

indicators that are only partially assessed using ideas similar to the proposed criteria. The 

checks indicate the criteria for which the case studies mention assessment sufficiently similar to 

the proposed criteria. Table 4 shows the rest of the case studies (yellow for ‘medium 
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congruence’ and red for ‘low congruence’), using an X to show when the proposed assessment 

criteria was not mentioned at all.  

In all the case studies, social factors and long-term growth plans were not assessed as 

frequently as environmental appreciation and economic aspects. Six of the 8 case studies 

mentioned assessment of environmental appreciation and consciousness in locals and visitors 

sufficiently and the other two mentioned similar themes. None of the case studies assessed 

both of the social sustainability indicators, and only half assessed just one. This trend shows 

that there is a lack in social sustainability assessment, one of the three pillars of sustainability in 

ecotourism. Without assessment in all three areas (economic, social, and environmental), there 

is not a complete picture of the sustainability of an enterprise. 
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Table 3. Proposed assessment criteria in case studies – High congruence 
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Table 4. Proposed assessment criteria in case studies – Medium and low congruence 
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7. Conclusion 

It is important to have a useful set of criteria as a framework for assessments. This 

framework can be used to systematically assess the ecotourism industry in a given region or as 

an entry point into the on-going assessment process, both tools that have not been widely 

accessible. Because ecotourism is a rapidly expanding development strategy for many 

communities, making sure sustainability is achieved in the economic, social, and environmental 

spheres throughout the industry is important. Critics might say that there are already more 

extensive lists of sustainability indicators available for wide-spread use, but those lists are not 

easily applicable. With a beginning to the on-going assessment process that is user-friendly and 

simpler, it will make the industry as a whole more aware of certain key elements that contribute 

to economic, social, and environmental sustainability. 

Not considered in this assessment are policies, laws, and regulations that govern states’ 

tourism industries and sustainability practices. There are other factors that affect the 

sustainability of ecotourism besides just using an assessment system but being able to assess 

an enterprise independently from other factors could lead to more conscious efforts in social, 

economic, and environmental sustainability. The easy-to-understand assessment criteria 

proposed in this paper could also help small, emerging ecotourism businesses assess their own 

program right from the start rather than an outside entity doing so well into the life of the 

enterprise.  

If a community is involved in ecotourism, it does not mean it is successful or even that it 

has potential to be. It seems that many of the rural ecotourism enterprises in Costa Rica most 

likely lack the infrastructure and technological specialties needed for an abundance of tourists. 

Communicating with prospective visitors and answering questions they might have is important 

to making a specific rural location the destination someone chooses when there are so many 

options. Internet appearance, accessibility, price, available options, and the quality of service 

are all factors in a location being recommended to future visitors. Where there is little impact 



ENTRY POINT FOR ASSESSING SUSTAINABILITY IN ECOTOURISM 26 

from tourism positively, often because of very few tourists in general, there is little negative 

impact as well, but if there are not enough tourists to make an enterprise successful 

economically, it will be hard for the community to focus on sustainability in other areas related to 

environmental conservation. When communities are dependent on natural resources for their 

livelihood, such as with ecotourism, there is more incentive to conserve the environment. Howitt 

and Mason (2018) wrote that under these circumstances, “one can afford the luxury of looking 

at nature in a different way”. However, there is not always a linear approach to sustainability, 

sometimes lacking fully sustainable efforts from the start of an enterprise as seen in La Fortuna, 

but the goal of sustainability must be kept in sight. With the rise of ecotourism, a user-friendly 

tool for assessment is needed so that the industry is more aware of key elements that contribute 

to economic, social, and environmental sustainability.  

Without using sustainability assessments to stay focused on the goal of ecotourism, 

precious ecosystems could be damaged by mismanaged tourist enterprises. It is more difficult 

to revert damaged ecosystems to their natural state than protect them from being damaged in 

the first place.  

 

8. Further Research 

More research into the effects of assessments on ecotourism and whether they prove to 

be successful when done by outsiders is necessary in understanding the complete picture. It is 

unclear what happens to ecotourism assessments after they are conducted. More research is 

needed to see how improvements can be made after an assessment has shown the areas of 

need, and whether assessments are useful in affecting any governmental policy surrounding 

sustainability. Another area for continued investigation is exploring whether it is beneficial or 

functional for communities to assess their own enterprises using these provided indicators or if 

an assessment needs to be conducted by an outside party in order to be more critical. This 

paper has provided a new set of entryway sustainability assessment criteria, but more research 
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is needed to see whether, if used, it will actually have an effect on the increase in sustainable 

practices in ecotourism worldwide.  
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