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1. Introduction 
 
The development of the concept of sustainable tourism over the past 25 years has had a clear and 
direct focus on the sustainability of tourism activity at a destination level as distinct from considering the 
broader sustainability of tourism at national or global levels. In this context, tourism destinations have 
commonly been conceptualized as relatively small, local areas such as cities or small islands. Using this 
small spatial area perspective, the sustainability discussion and related measurement and indicator 
activity is focused on encompassing and finding balance among the three dimensions of sustainable 
tourism – the economy, the environment and society. 
 
As described in Framing Sustainable Tourism1 this small spatial area perspective is very distinct from 
the broader national perspective that has been the focus of official tourism statistics. The significant 
statistical developments of the International Recommendations on Tourism Statistics (IRTS) and the 
Tourism Satellite Accounts: Recommended Methodological Framework (TSA:RMF) in 2008 provide an 
excellent platform for measuring tourism activity but both documents have a national and global focus 
and do not provide a basis for sub-national or destination level measurement. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to describe how a bridge can be built between these two perspectives – the 
smaller scale sustainable tourism perspective and the larger scale official tourism statistics perspective. 
In effect, the paper seeks to describe the ways in which spatial scale may be considered a fourth 
dimension in the measurement of sustainable tourism and be seen as an essential consideration in 
integrating the three standard dimensions of sustainable tourism, namely the economic, environmental 
and social dimensions.  
 
It is important to recognize however that building a bridge is not simply a case of examining the extent 
to which currently available national level data can be “downscaled” to provide information at a 
destination level. Or whether the type of data desired at a destination level can be collected using 
statistical processes. Rather, the ambition here is to describe how both detailed spatial data and 
national level data may be best integrated to provide a “single best picture” of tourism activity that is of 
most use to decision makers and other stakeholders at different scales.  

                                                           
1 Discussion paper drafted or the Meeting of the Working Group of Experts on MST, Madrid, 20-21 October, 2016 
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Compiling a single best picture does not imply that all economic, environmental and social information is 
available at every spatial scale. This would not only provide an endless compilation challenge but also 
likely produce a substantial volume of data that are not useful. Rather the ambition should be that the 
information set compiled is both appropriate for the spatial level of analysis and use, and coherent with 
information at other spatial levels. For example, estimates of visitor movements at national level should 
align with estimates of visitor nights in accommodation at destination level. 
 
The relevance of coherence emerges from a policy perspective as it is recognized that decisions made 
at each spatial scale – destination, regional, national, global – are not independent. Choices made at 
destination level will have impacts on broader regions and national and global policies will influence 
outcomes at a destination level. These inter-connections are best understood and interpreted when the 
data organized at each level tells a consistent and coherent picture of the structure of tourism activity 
and the change over time.  
 
There are some data that may seem relatively non-spatial in nature. For example, visitor perceptions, 
migrant labour movements and climate change indicators. It is certainly the case that the way in which 
these types of indicators connect to locations is less direct than, for example, indicators of visitor 
consumption on accommodation and restaurants. However, this paper starts from the general premise 
that “everything happens somewhere” and hence connection to spatial areas is meaningful for all types 
of measurement. Thus, visitor perceptions will concern a location or set of locations and the visitor will 
be resident somewhere. Climate change is a globally diffuse phenomenon but actions that contribute to 
climate change can be spatially located and the impacts of climate change occur in specific locations.  
 
It is not the aim of this paper to describe which data might be most relevant at different spatial scales. 
The role of this paper is to articulate a way in which different spatial scales and spatial areas might be 
defined or delineated in a consistent manner within a country. This will support all stakeholders, but 
particularly statisticians, to work towards a common approach within their country for the collection and 
use of data at different spatial scales with relevant stakeholders. 
 
The paper comes from the perspective of official statistics in the sense of imagining the potential for a 
nationally coordinated, internationally comparable, set of information. However, the paper aims to 
highlight the important perspectives of many other areas of expertise and to suggest ways in which 
these different perspectives may be integrated to better support decision making. 
 
This paper considers a range of materials examining the current state of play with regard to spatial 
information for tourism, describes some principles and definitions, outlines the key challenges and 
issues and provides some suggestions of ways to take forward this area of work. It builds on a range of 
work including the statistical guidance of the IRTS and the TSA:RMF, the spatial accounting in the 
System of Environmental-Economic Accounting Experimental Ecosystem Accounting (SEEA EEA) (UN 
et al, 2014b), and work on sub-national and sustainable tourism of the UNWTO and the INRouTe 
network, among a number of other materials. The paper is intended to provide a starting point for 
discussion. It does not provide a definitive and final word on this topic. 
 
 
2. Terminology with respect to spatial areas 
 
Discussion of the topic of defining spatial areas immediately suffers from the choice of language and 
wording to describe the different scales of measurement and analysis that different stakeholders are 
considering. The section proposes some terminology that will be applied in the remainder of the paper. 
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The broadest scale is considered the global scale encompassing both all countries and all marine areas.  
 
The national scale is the most common level of statistical measurement and is the level of government 
that sets the overarching legislative and policy frameworks and engages with other countries.  
 
The regional scale is used to refer to the level of administrative unit directly below the national level. 
This use of the term is the same as applied in the recent INRouTe document (INRouTe, 2016) and 
corresponds to the NUTS 2 level in the EU territorial classification scheme (although it is noted that 
compilation at the NUTS 1 level may also be relevant) (Eurostat, 2015). Countries may also use the 
terms state, province, county, etc. It does not refer to aggregations of countries. 
 
The municipal or city-region scale is used to refer to the level of administrative units corresponding to 
local but relatively large populations. Large cities may have a number of municipalities. In rural areas, 
the municipal scale may encompass both some urban and agricultural areas. 
 
The local scale is used to refer to the areas or zones within a given municipality that exhibit particularly 
concentrations or clusters of commonly purposed or aligned activities and businesses. In the context of 
this paper the focus is on concentrations of tourism activity but other activities may also be of particular 
interest. It is not expected that administrative units would be defined at this spatial level. 
 
The term sub-national is used to refer to the three spatial scales below the national level. In different 
countries and contexts some of these scales may merge or there may be additional scales within the 
five scales described here. However, these five scales are considered sufficient for the purposes of 
discussing the relevant concepts in this paper.  
 
The term tourism destination might refer to any of these scales (except perhaps global). Thus a 
destination might be a country, a region, a municipality or a location. In the discussion of sustainable 
tourism, the concept of a tourism destination appears to be most commonly associated with spatial 
areas defined at the local or municipal level and, when the term destination is used in this paper it is this 
smaller conception of tourism area that is being applied.  
 
The intent in the MST is to integrate economic, environmental and social data. For many of these data, 
it is appropriate to consider that the scales listed above would be appropriate, in the sense that data 
should be able to be attributed to a location and hence to the other, larger scales. The important 
exception to this will be cases where large ecosystems, for example forests, agricultural areas, etc., or 
other environmental scales, for example water catchments, national parks, etc., cross municipal, 
regional or national boundaries. The appropriate approaches for integrating data in these situations will 
be discussed later in this paper. 
 
 
3. The statistical challenge2 
 
The need for coherent spatial boundaries 
 
From a statistical perspective, the methodological challenge is to develop the structure and tools to 
support providing relevant information for policy and analysis at the appropriate spatial scale. As noted 
above, most commonly, the starting point for statistical measurement is the national scale. Thus, 

                                                           
2 The focus in this discussion is on methodological issues surrounding spatial data. In addition, it should be recognized that there are likely 
to be significant institutional challenges to be faced in developing spatial data sets including establishing co-ordination and management 
across levels of government and ensuring appropriate data sharing and use arrangements are in place.  
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national statistical agencies will tend to focus primarily on the collection and dissemination of economic, 
social and environmental data at national level. This reflects their primary role as providing a service to 
national governments. 
 
At the same time, many countries operate statistical systems that are federated in nature. That is, 
national level data are compiled using information collected at the sub-national level. Thus there are 
commonly regional and sometimes municipal level statistical processes and outputs.  
 
While both national and sub-national level data sets are commonly produced, a standard feature of a 
statistical approach to spatial data is to ensure consistency and coherence across spatial scales. Thus, 
for any given data set, a national level aggregate must be consistent with the results obtained for the 
component regions or municipalities.  
 
Importantly, this does not imply that for every data sets, precisely the same sub-national boundaries 
must be used. For example, data on water is likely best considered in terms of water catchments at sub-
national level. Given this potential variation there are two challenges to consider, the first is ensuring 
that for each data set the spatial boundaries are internally coherent and second is determining which 
spatial boundaries should be use to facilitate comparison across data sets. 
 
This requirement for internal coherence should ensure that there are mutually exclusive and exhaustive 
spatial boundaries – i.e. the different spatial scales are defined or delineated in such a way that all 
areas within a country are included and no areas are covered more than once.  
 
This requirement for the delineation of spatial areas such that there is complete and non-overlapping 
coverage within a country poses a quite different challenge to the situation in which measurement is 
being designed for a single region, municipality or location. Thus, if there is a focus on only one spatial 
area, it can be defined without consideration of neighbouring areas.  
 
Unfortunately, this area specific approach limits the potential to compare data between similar types of 
spatial area, since they may be delineated in overlapping ways, but more significantly, limits the 
potential to compare data across spatial scales. Thus unless there is an agreed and nested structure to 
spatial areas it is not possible for national level analysis to easily integrate information available at 
smaller municipal and local type scales if these have been defined in alternative, non-nested ways.  
 
Thus, for the purpose of official statistics, it is important that a set of commonly agreed spatial 
boundaries are delineated for different datasets. This is not to say however that the process of reaching 
such a common set of spatial boundaries must be top-down. Instead, it will be essential that those 
working at the various sub-national levels are involved in the discussion and their insights into how 
spatial areas are defined can generate information that are suitable for analysis and policy at those sub-
national level. One pathway forward in reconciling top-down and bottom-up perspectives may be the 
delineation of spatial areas at very fine levels that can then be aggregated to form different intermediate 
spatial areas for analysis. 
 
The application of statistical and accounting principles 
 
A statistical framework for the measurement of sustainable tourism will incorporate a range of statistical 
and accounting principles concerning for example, the definition of data to be collected, approaches to 
aggregation, the time of recording to be adopted, appropriate measurement units and valuation 
principles. The appropriate and consistent description of these principles across the economic, 
environmental and social dimensions of sustainability is the broad ambition of the MST project. The 
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majority of these principles have already been established for specific areas of tourism, economic or 
environmental measurement, for example.  
 
In the context of spatial areas, all statistical standards clearly specify the geographical boundaries for 
the collection, compilation and dissemination of data but these boundaries are almost exclusively 
related to national scales of measurement. As a consequence the general understanding is that 
statistical standards pertain primarily to the compilation of national level data sets. This extends, for 
example, to the expectations concerning the appropriate measurement of the substantial global value 
chains that exist in tourism and other sectors. Statistical standards will tend to consider these chains in 
terms of linkages between countries rather than as linkages between (or within) businesses for specific 
goods and services. 
 
In fact, statistical and accounting principles are independent of scale. By way of example, the national 
accounting principles outlined in the System of National Accounts (SNA) apply equally to a large and 
diverse economy of the United States and the small island nation of Tonga. Most definitely, the 
measurement of the national accounts will be a more involved task in the United States and in both 
countries different types of data are likely to be used but the principles applied are the same. The same 
logic applies in sub-national situations since the essential difference between national and sub-national 
scales is one of size. 
 
Often it is imagined that there are quite fundamental differences in measurement principles at sub-
national scales. In fact, the differences lie in the application of the principles and hence in developing 
sub-national level statistics, the important considerations are primarily of feasibility (i.e. are resources 
available to measure national level statistics at finer spatial scales) and relevance (i.e. should all 
national level data be compiled at finer spatial scales). These two questions are considered in the 
following sub-section. 
 
Nonetheless, there are two specific conceptual challenges that are significant in the context of tourism 
that should be noted. The first concerns the recording of information on transport and visitor movements 
at a sub-national level and the attribution of production activity, particularly of transport companies. This 
is no doubt a challenging measurement issue. However, recognizing that conventions have been 
established to deal with such issues between countries then, at least in principle and assuming 
unlimited resources, it would be conceivable that each location or municipality within a country could be 
considered a separable area for transport purposes and all movements and production allocated using 
the national level treatments.  
 
Second, again at least in principle, it should be possible to estimate the allocations to tourism activity 
that are required to calculate, for example, tourism gross value added. In practice this can be 
challenging at national level and is likely to involve additional issues in finding appropriate data at a sub-
national level. Conceptually as well, the allocation of data for a single business operating across 
multiple locations within a country is not straightforward. A key issue therefore is establishing which data 
should be compiled at which spatial scales. This is discussed directly in the following section. 
 
 
4. The feasibility and relevance of compiling sub-national data 
 
Although statistical and accounting principles could be applied at all spatial scales, the reality is that this 
does not take place and generally there will be far less data available at sub-national scales than at 
national scales. This reality arises for two key reasons. First, the available resources for statistical 
collection are generally allocated so as to optimize the compilation of national level estimates and this 
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means that finer level detail is generally either not produced or is of relatively poor quality (e.g. very high 
standard errors).   
 
Second, there are commonly different decisions made at national levels compared to regional and 
municipal levels and hence there are different types of data that are relevant. For example, detailed 
data on the performance of the financial markets is not of relevance at sub-national levels.  
 
These two points provide an explanation for the most common situation of a lack of standardized 
coverage of spatially detailed official statistics. For national level decision making, this may be 
satisfactory for macro-economic management, but it is generally unsatisfactory for many other areas of 
policy and decision making where understanding the location and context is imperative. Put differently, 
relying on national averages is often likely to be misleading and ignore important variations among 
different areas within a country. 
 
At sub-national level, the immediate demand for standardized spatial areas from decision makers may 
be less clear since they will have a focus on data for their own spatial area. However, there may be 
significant benefits in being able to discuss policy and other issues with other sub-national areas and 
with national level decision makers on the basis of a common understanding of the different spatial area 
within a country. 
 
The case for extending and improving sub-national statistics is very apparent in considering sustainable 
tourism. Sustainable tourism requires the integration of data across the environmental, economic and 
social dimensions and assessing sustainability across these dimensions really is only possible at finer 
spatial scales. The need to consider sustainability at these fine spatial levels is evident in the almost 
complete focus on destinations in the conceptual and policy work on sustainable tourism. The case for 
sub-national statistics for sustainable tourism is made strongly by INRouTe; in Discussion paper #4 to 
the Working Group of Experts on MST (Obst, 2016b); and in a recently released summary of sub-
national tourism projects around the world by the OECD (OECD, 2016).  
 
Although the case for sub-national level data is strong and, as explained in the previous section, 
statistical principles can, in principle, be applied equally at sub-national level, it is not the case that the 
logical ambition is to replicate national level statistical outputs at all sub-national spatial scales. Aside 
from the potential cost, since the types of decisions made at different spatial scales vary, not all data will 
be equally relevant at all scales. Indeed, some data may be most relevant at finer scales and not 
relevant or meaningful at national scales, e.g. data on traffic congestion. 
 
Further, it is noted that while the focus of this paper is statistical in nature, it would be relevant to 
consider other approaches to the gathering of data at sub-national level and the implications that these 
approaches may have for the delineation of spatial areas. Other approaches include, for example, the 
compilation of destination level indicator sets for sustainable tourism; the collection of data required for 
the estimation of carrying capacity for specific destinations; and cases where the focus is on the 
collection of qualitative rather than quantitative data.  
 
 
5. The current state of play 
 
From a statistical perspective, there is little standardized advice on sub-national tourism statistics. The 
IRTS has a brief mention of the need for sub-national tourism statistics but provides no guidance on how 
sub-national areas might be delineated. The TSA:RMF does not consider sub-national measurement.  
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The concept of a tourism destination is not defined from a statistical perspective although it has been 
defined by UNWTO for tourism management purposes (see Box 1). Unfortunately this definition, while 
clearly linked to a spatial concept, does not provide the means by which a standardized approach to 
delineating sub-national tourism areas can be established within a national context.  
 

Box 1: Destination management definition  
A Tourism Destination is a physical space with or without administrative and/or analytical 
boundaries in which a visitor can spend an overnight. It is the cluster (co-location) of products 
and services, and of activities and experiences along the tourism value chain and a basic unit of 
analysis of tourism. A destination incorporates various stakeholders and can network to form 
larger destinations. It is also intangible with its image and identity which may influence its 
market competitiveness. (UNWTO, 2016). 

 
The INRouTe document of November 2016 provides a series of classes to support the organization of 
statistical information at sub-national levels. Those classes are shown below in Box 2. The classes are 
placed in two groups - regional and local. The classes are not defined in a hierarchical manner, i.e. they 
are not nested such that smaller areas lie within larger areas, and hence information associated with the 
different classes cannot be meaningfully aggregated or disaggregated. Thus, the classes provided in 
the INRouTe document do not provide a classification as such but rather a typology of different spatial 
areas that may be of interest. This is certainly useful in furthering the understanding of statisticians and 
other stakeholders of the levels at which information is required. However, since there is no specific 
connection between the different classes, particularly between the local and regional levels, it is not 
clear precisely how a coherent set of spatial areas might be defined.  
 

Box 2: INRouTe sub-national classes 
REGIONAL 

 Region 

 Multi-regional (supre-national) 

 Multi-regional (intra-national) 

 Other administrative units 

 Analytical units 
LOCAL 

 Municipality 

 Multi-local 

 Other administrative units 

 Analytical units 
 
Given the statistical drivers for the INRouTe initiative, it is reasonable to assume that they had the aim 
of defining a fully nested set of classes from local to regional to national levels. The fact that such an 
outcome was not achieved suggests there are some challenging issues to overcome. Given this, it is 
worth emphasizing that the ambition of developing a nested set of spatial areas for the organization and 
aggregation of statistical information on tourism should remain the objective but, it is likely the case that 
the resulting set of spatial areas will not satisfy all requirements or analytical demands.    
 
The INRouTe document does however provide insights into how such a set of nested units might be 
defined. Specifically, it describes “tourism spatial areas” which are “small spatial areas where tourism is 
significant”. Within the set of areas listed in Box 2, tourism spatial areas are considered a type of 
analytical unit. It seems the reason for this treatment is that a tourism spatial area will generally be a 
sub-area within an administratively defined region or local area. There seems a general reluctance in 
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the INRouTe document to specify standardized areas for tourism measurement that are not 
administratively defined. 
 
Perhaps the most established approach to sub-national area classification is the European NUTS 
classification (Eurostat, 2015) that was originally established in 1970. It has four levels and two 
additional levels that allow for further disaggregation. The boundaries are established based on the 
three principles of population thresholds, administrative divisions and stability through limited 
amendments over time (http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/principles-and-characteristics). The fully 
nested nature of the NUTS classification scheme perhaps provides a structure within which tourism 
destinations can be identified. 
 
At national level, there are also classifications of areas that may be relevant. In Australia, primarily for 
the purpose of organization of population census information, but also for the organization of other 
socio-economic data, a classification of spatial areas based on concentrations of population has been 
implemented. This works from so-called “mesh-blocks” at the finest level through to a series of larger 
areas known as “statistical areas”. Statistical area boundaries are nested/constrained at the regional 
level but not at the municipal level but through different aggregations of mesh blocks municipal level 
information can be generated. In the UK, at fine level, “neighbourhood” statistics have been developed 
where neighbourhoods are delineated on the basis of census output areas or electoral boundaries 
(electoral wards).  
 
No doubt there are many other examples of national approaches to sub-national classification. The 
majority are likely to have a close link to administrative units. The proposals in this paper should 
therefore be considered in the light of existing national practice. At the same time, it is relevant to 
recognize that administrative boundaries are commonly based upon locations of populations and the 
households they comprise, particularly at finer spatial levels. Using boundaries delineated in this way to 
analyse the behavior of visitors, the productive activities of tourism industries and associated 
environmental stocks and flows may suggest alternative factors need to be considered. 
 
The System of National Accounts briefly discusses the idea of sub-national/regional accounting 
systems, a topic also picked up by Eurostat (2010). The System of Environmental-Economic Accounting 
(SEEA) Central Framework (UN et al, 2014a) focuses almost exclusively on national level statistics 
although recognizes that environmental assets and flows will be recorded in relation to a specific 
location. The SEEA Experimental Ecosystem Accounting (UN et al., 2014b) explicitly takes a spatial 
perspective in defining ecosystem assets and this logic will be considered further below.  
 
Overall, there are a number of examples of statistically based classifications of sub-national spatial 
areas. On the whole, aside from the ecosystem accounting approach, the approaches used start from 
administratively defined areas and have a nested delineation of progressively smaller areas. At the 
same time, complementary areas may also be defined for the purposes of being able to present 
statistics in reference to different spatial areas. There is no immediately obvious pathway forward for the 
analysis of sustainable tourism but the following section suggests a possible approach.  
6. Possible approaches for delineating sub-national areas for tourism 
 
Finding a pathway forward will require reconciling the general motivation of statisticians to provide data 
based on administratively defined spatial boundaries and the reality that the spatial areas of most 
relevance for the analysis of sustainable tourism do not conform to these boundaries. There is thus a 
balance to be found between feasibility on the one hand and relevance on the other.  
 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/principles-and-characteristics
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Ultimately, in this situation, the proposal made in this paper is that relevance must take the highest 
priority and methodologies should be developed that support implementation. Providing data at a spatial 
scale that is currently most feasible but which is not relevant for decision making and analysis, would 
not represent a good return on investment. Nonetheless, to the extent that the provision of data on the 
basis of administrative areas is relatively more tractable it is then important that these spatial areas 
retain an important place in the proposed structure. Discussion of the types of data for which 
administratively based areas would be most appropriate is relevant in this context. 
 
This provides a more “top-down” way of thinking. The next step is to consider how areas of relevance 
for the analysis of sustainable tourism might be delineated. The INRouTe work gives a useful starting 
point with its description of tourism spatial areas, indeed it notes that these might be labeled Small 
Tourism Destination Areas (STDA).  
 
Conceptually, STDA could be delineated on the basis of reflecting areas in which tourism is significant. 
The notion of defining areas on the basis of significant functions or roles is a generally reasonable 
proposition. It reflects the type of approach that underpins the delineation of social-ecological systems 
(see, for example, Leslie et al., 2015) and the way in which ecosystem accounting (described in the 
SEEA EEA) delineates between different ecosystem assets. In short, the idea that different spatial 
areas could be delineated on the basis of different concentration of tourism activity – i.e. between 
tourism and non-tourism areas, is reasonable. 
 
The approach may be further enhanced by recognizing that the factors that determine tourism 
concentration may be different for different data sets. For example, the factors used to determine the 
tourism concentration of hotels will be different from the factors used to determine the tourism 
concentration of a national park. 
 
In the context of sustainable tourism, this is precisely the idea presented by research in the Canary 
Islands (Hernandez-Martin et al., 2014) who have defined micro-destinations being, in general, sub-
areas within small administrative areas. 
 
The proposal here is to adopt this same concept of micro-destinations for the purposes of a statistical 
area for measurement of sustainable tourism. In terms of selecting a term for this area, a number are 
possible. Micro-destination (MD) might be suitable, also using the hierarchy of areas listed in section 2, 
a suitable term might be local tourism areas (LTA). For this paper, but definitely open for further 
discussion, the term from INRouTe has been used -Small Tourism Destination Areas (STDA).  
 
Methodologically, the primary issue in delineating STDA within a country is determining which factors or 
characteristics should be considered to determine whether tourism is significant in a particular location. 
Hernandez-Martin et al. (2014) provide a useful summary of different approaches that have been used 
to delineate boundaries at small spatial scales. Their review is particularly useful since it highlights that 
the challenge of establishing these types of activity based borders at fine spatial scales has not really 
been confronted from a statistical perspective.  
 
Interestingly, this same finding has emerged in the development of the SEEA Experimental Ecosystem 
Accounting. In this work the ambition from a statistical perspective is to delineate spatial areas which 
are considered as statistical reflection of ecosystems. These areas represent the underlying units of 
measurement in the same way as business/economic unit underpin economic statistics. While there is 
much ecological guidance on measurement there is no clear consensus on how these areas might be 
delineated in a way that ensures comparison over time and across different areas in a mutually 
exclusive and comprehensive manner. The application of a statistically based approach to delineating 
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these areas is an important aspect in the development of environmental information and the same 
finding applies in the content of sustainable tourism. 
 
It should be noted that the choice of characteristics for delineation is not an independent process but 
rather needs to be conducted by involving all stakeholders such that the resulting statistics are 
meaningful for policy and analysis at all levels to the greatest extent possible. In this regard, it should be 
accepted that the delineation of spatial areas for statistical purposes will not result in spatial areas that 
are considered ideal for all purposes. However, the alternative of applying different spatial boundaries 
for every project and in every context significantly limits the potential to compare across projects, across 
dimensions of sustainability and over time. It is a focus on improving the potential to compare that is at 
the forefront of efforts to measure sustainable tourism.  
 
Characteristics of significance for delineating STDA 
 
Given the multi-faceted nature of tourism that is encompassed by tourism statistics there are two 
perspectives to be considered – (i) a tourism supply perspective in which the focus is on the location 
and concentration of tourism industries and (ii) a visitor demand perspective in which the focus is on the 
places visited.  
 
The supply perspective is perhaps the most tractable pathway to delineating an STDA. As described in 
Hernandez-Martin et al (2014) this would involve using information on the location of tourism 
characteristic industries and determining a boundary around particular concentrations of these 
industries. In many cases it is likely that such areas are relatively well known and evidenced by known 
concentrations of hotels and associated restaurants. In some areas it may be a concentration of, for 
example, theme parks and similar entertainment. For statistical purposes, it would be useful to provide 
methodological guidance on how relevant concentration thresholds may be estimated at sub-national 
and national levels (as distinct from proposing universal standards to be applied which would not be 
appropriate). For the purposes of this paper, however the intention is to provide a pathway for 
discussion and such guidance is not covered here. 
 
Delineation from the perspective of visitor demand will, in many cases, overlap with a delineation based 
on tourism supply. That is, in cases where the visitor receives goods and services from a tourism 
business, the relevant location is the same in both perspectives. However, there will also be instances 
where visitor activity takes place away from, or at least adjacent to, the location of tourism businesses. 
Particular examples will be national parks, beaches, reefs, cultural sites, etc. In addition there will be 
many exchanges between visitors and non-tourism businesses. Taken together both the demand and 
supply perspectives should enable a description of the set of STDA within a country. 
 
A few important points and proposals should be noted in establishing a set of STDA for a country. First, 
it is proposed that all STDA are no larger than the relevant municipal or city-region level within a 
country. For some analytical and policy purposes, the municipal level may represent an important scale 
for tourism, and in the logic envisioned here, a suitable range of tourism statistics would be available 
across all municipal areas of a country.3  
 
Second, STDA should only be delineated in municipalities where it is relevant to do so. From a statistical 
perspective this is important since it is not the ambition to delineate all areas of a country into spatial areas 
smaller than the municipal level. Rather, within each municipality, the relevant areas of tourism 
significance should be identified, noting that within a municipality there may be more than one STDA. 

                                                           
3 It is noted that some exceptions may need to be considered, for example, large national parks. 
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Third, and distinct from Hernandez-Martin et al, it is proposed that STDA should be contained within 
existing municipal boundaries and other larger administrative boundaries. Thus, if the relevant area for 
analysis crosses an administrative boundary, separate STDA should be delineated. There is likely 
legitimate concern that this approach ignores the common reality that areas of interest for tourism will 
cross such administrative boundaries. However, the logic suggested here is that these larger areas can 
be formed by aggregating the relevant smaller STDA to form spatial areas for analysis and presentation 
of statistics. Setting the spatial areas up in this manner, provides a greater opportunity to utilize 
statistics and administrative data that are generated based on municipal boundaries.  
 
Fourth, it would be expected that there will be some changes in the boundaries of STDA over time. Both 
additions and reductions in the area of each STDA might occur, new STDA may emerge and existing 
STDA might cease. However, such changes should not be expected to be included in tourism statistics 
immediately and changes should be assessed on an ongoing basis. 
 
Finally, STDA will not be contiguous areas across a country or within a municipality. Rather they will be 
“dotted” across a country. Because of this it is possible to consider each as a separate and somewhat 
independent case. However, the STDA are not isolated areas within a country that visitors are restricted 
inside. In fact, visitors will engage with businesses in all areas of a country and indeed tourism 
businesses will be found in non-STDA areas. It is essential therefore that STDA are seen in this broader 
light of non-tourism areas such that an integrated approach to tourism statistics can be developed at the 
municipal, regional, national and global level. 
 
Application of the STDA concept to tourism statistics 
 
Earlier in this paper it was noted that statistical and accounting principles and approaches can be 
applied at any scale. Thus, it would be conceptually possible to compile a comprehensive set of tourism 
statistics for a single STDA, encompassing economic, environmental and social data. It is certainly true 
that many data can be validly and meaningfully collected or attributed to the STDA level. 
Accommodation is perhaps the most obvious example and it would be expected that information on all 
aspects of accommodation including, for example, relevant environmental flows such as water and 
energy use, would drive the compilation of statistics at STDA level.  
 
However, for a number of aspects of tourism statistics, the STDA level will be less meaningful. For 
example for non-local transport statistics the visitor movements will not be contained within an STDA. 
Also, estimates of visitor expenditure will not be solely contained within STDA boundaries. As a 
consequence, compilation of all a full set of tourism statistics and accounts for each STDA, while 
conceptually possible, will not be useful or complete. 
This finding is important since it provides a basis for a discussion on which tourism statistics should be 
compiled at which level of detail. It should not be seen as an opportunity to justify why some data do not 
align or provide different pictures of the structure or changes in tourism activity. For example, if 
accommodation statistics are compiled at STDA level these same statistics should underpin the 
compilation of a national level TSA. 
 
The relationships among different STDA and between STDA and other non-tourism areas will be 
important in providing a complete picture of tourism activity. Clearly defined STDA may provide an 
important agreed starting point for capturing information on visitor movements – for example by 
providing standardized areas for inclusion in visitor surveys or for the attribution of geo-referenced 
datasets (e.g. mobile phone data). 
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For environmental and social data it will also be important to understand activity within STDA as part of 
a broader context. For example, data on water use within an STDA should be assessed against the 
availability of water that would commonly be assessed at a water catchment type level. Further, social 
indicators on the perspectives of the local community concerning tourism activity will need to take into 
consideration views of residents both inside the STDA and in neighbouring non-tourism areas. 
 
Finally, it is noted that the generation of spatially enabled data sets for economic, environmental and 
social data for sustainable tourism should also, as appropriate, consider temporal factors such as 
seasonal variation and, in some cases, daily data may be relevant. Ongoing discussion among 
stakeholders and data providers is essential to ensure that the best combination of different data is 
collected and maintained. 
 
 
7. Conclusions 
 
This paper is intended to provide a starting point for further discussion on the delineation of spatial 
areas for tourism statistics and for the analysis of sustainable tourism in particular. The main thrust of 
the paper is that a coordinated system of spatial areas is needed and this will require delineation of 
areas below the municipal level to define Small Tourism Destination Areas (STDA). These areas will not 
encompass all tourism activity but are highly relevant for policy and analysis, since they will be focal 
points for recognizing tourism activity’s pressure on economic, environmental and social systems.  
 
Beyond the description of the approach outlined in the section above, there are a number of important 
points for discussion and integration. These include (i) describing the relationship between the STDA 
and the concept of “usual environment” that underpins tourism statistics; (ii) developing suitable criteria 
for determining tourism significance for application in delineating STDA; (iii) considering with particular 
care the application of the STDA concept in large cities where tourism activity will be important but one 
of many activities taking place; (iv) understanding the extent to which the delineation of STDA raises 
questions of maintaining confidentiality in the release of statistics; and (v) appropriately integrating 
environmental and social data at the STDA level. 
 
Unfortunately, in practice, it is not possible to draw a neat conceptual model in which STDA are at the 
centre and are part of nested economic, social and environmental systems. In such a neat model, the 
logic of attributing all information to an STDA level would be relatively clear. The reality requires a more 
nuanced and integrated approach that organizes information at the scales of most relevance for policy 
and analysis and which involves extensive and ongoing discussions between data providers and data 
users.  
 
This may seem to argue against delineating STDA in any standardized manner, since whether or how 
they are delineated would not appear to make an important difference. However, many tourism statistics 
are highly relevant at the STDA level and, without a common approach, the potential to ensure high 
quality, integrated statistics is reduced and, more importantly, there is significantly less chance that 
national and regional level policy makers will be able to see how different STDA fit into an overall 
picture. Ultimately, the ambition should be to place all of the different aspects of sustainable tourism into 
a meaningful single picture. 
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