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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper demonstrates that different assessments of the tourism attributes of a destination exist 

according to whether the perception of those tourists visiting that destination is that it is 

sustainable or whether, on the contrary, they perceive that it shows problems of unsustainability. 

Consequently, for a destination to be able to advance in terms of sustainability, it is not enough 

just to implement supply policies, but it is also necessary that “its” tourists are involved in this 

process as well; that is, demand policies must be developed that ensure a greater awareness and 

responsibility of tourists in the destinations they visit. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

hough relatively recent, scientific literature on destination image (DI) has been abundant in recent 

years, which proves the growing importance of image in the development of a tourism destination. An 

appropriate image allows making the potential clients aware of the differential aspects of the place, 

which generates competitive advantages, as well as trust in the destination, favouring tourists’ attraction and loyalty. 
 

Moreover, image has a strong influence on the behaviour of tourism demand, not only before travelling, but 

also during the stay, and even in the future. It should be noted that, in general, tourists have a limited knowledge 

about the destinations they have yet to visit, so a strong, positive, distinctive image that is recognizable in the home 

markets of these potential tourists lends significant support to the competitive positioning of the destination. 
 

In recent years, there has been much discussion about how unequivocal the change towards sustainability in 

tourism behaviour is (in line with what most studies show regarding general consumer trends). Some studies show 

that this change is actually taking place and that tourists tend to an increasingly responsible behaviour, while others, 

on the contrary, show that tourists only have a superficial awareness on environmental issues, as they state they are 

concerned, but, in practice, they are reluctant to take personal corrective measures. 
 

What seems increasingly clear is that there is a demand segment which values sustainability and takes it 

into account when choosing a destination to enjoy their holidays. In other words, there is a market for those products 

and/or destinations that make a serious commitment to sustainability as a distinguishing feature and are able to 

convey an image of being “sustainable”, which must later coincide, of course, with the perceptions that customers 

get when visiting the destination. 
 

It is therefore essential to know how tourists understand sustainability and whether they are able to identify 

values related to sustainability in a destination. The key question is determining whether, based on their 

consideration of the sustainability of a destination, tourists show a different assessment of the attributes of the image 

that it conveys (both in their expectations and their perceptions). Put another way, do tourists really know what 

sustainability implies for a destination? What do they expect from a destination, depending on what they consider 

sustainable or not? Are tourists who value sustainability as a basic attribute of the destination more demanding? 

T 
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In this context, the hypothesis suggested in the present analysis is that there is a different assessment of the 

tourism attributes of the destination analysed (the Western Costa del Sol) depending on whether the perception of 

tourists who visit it is that they are visiting a sustainable destination or, on the contrary, that problems of 

unsustainability exist there. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Tourism marketing should not only be regarded as a tool for attracting more visitors, as it has been the case 

for most destinations. Instead, marketing should be used as a strategic mechanism in coordination with planning and 

management rather than a sales tool, to achieve strategic objectives that ensure the sustainability of the destination. 

 

In this context, image occupies an increasingly prominent position, as it conditions the results of any 

marketing strategy. In fact, image is one of the attributes of the destination that has been most extensively studied by 

research. Thus, the mere conceptualisation of DI has been one of the main challenges for researchers (Chon, 1990; 

Echtner & Ritchie, 1991; Henderson, 2007; Hunt, 1975; Kim & Richardson, 2003; among others).  

 

DI has been extensively studied over the years, so many and different conceptual approaches exist 

(Crompton, 1979; Echtner & Ritchie, 1991; Kim & Richardson, 2003; Kotler, et al., 1993; Morgan et al., 2012; 

Murphy et al, 2007; among others). In summary, DI can be considered as a general impression or as the set of 

tourists’ individual impressions of a particular tourism destination or, more specifically, the set of expectations and 

perceptions that a potential tourist has about a destination. 

 

It has been widely accepted in the literature that DI influences tourists’ behaviour (Bigné et al., 2001; Chen 

& Tsai, 2007; Cooper et al., 1993; Fakeye & Crompton, 1991). Moreover, DI directly influences tourists’ intention 

to revisit and recommend a destination to others (Alcaniz et al., 2005; Bigné et al., 2001; Qu et al., 2011). 

 

Before their visit, tourists develop an image about destinations as well as a set of expectations based on 

knowledge (previous experience, word of mouth, press reports, advertising, and common beliefs), feelings and 

overall perception of a particular destination (Baloglu & Brinberg, 1997; Chon, 1992; Crompton, 1979; Fakeye & 

Crompton, 1991).  

 

In order to gain a competitive advantage, a destination must create and convey a positive image (San 

Martín & Rodríguez, 2008). In fact, destinations compete mainly through the image perceived by potential tourists, 

given that their preliminary idea of the destination determines their decision whether or not to visit it.  

 

Every tourism destination tries to satisfy the desires and expectations of the tourists it hosts and, at the same 

time, to generate expectations in potential tourists’ minds for them to opt for this destination. It is undeniable that 

tourists have evolved and, therefore, so too have their expectations about their experience at the destination, since, as 

Anuar et al. (2012: 108) state, “the changes of tourists' tastes are a factor due to the changes of tourists’ character, 

attitude and lifestyle towards a tourism destination”.  

 

Regarding sustainability, numerous studies on tourism consumer behaviour indicate that there is a growing 

awareness of the environmental, social and cultural impacts that can be generated by tourism activity (Adlwarth, 

2010; Dodds et al., 2010; Hedlund, 2011; Kucukusta et al., 2013). Furthermore, in recent years, a significant number 

of studies have been published that attempt to measure the potential of demand segments with motivations linked to 

sustainability (Deloitte 2008; Lonely Planet, 2007; Rheem 2009; Wehrli et al., 2011). 

 

As noted by Sanchez & Pulido (2012: 250), “one of a destination's main strategic tools to ensure 

improvement in its competitive positioning is its capacity to communicate its attractions and, above all, to adapt 

them to the needs, tastes and expectations of its potential clients”. Therefore, if a country wants to differentiate itself 

in the market as a destination that carries out practices and offer tourism products of a “sustainable” nature - in short, 

as a “sustainable” destination - the image that it conveys will be crucial to encourage more visitors to appreciate and 

value these issues. 
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Thus, the question is, “what are the expectations of a tourist who values the sustainability of a destination?” 

Identifying these expectations is essential for the development of more effective segmentation strategies and for the 

implementation of promotional activities aimed at demand segments that value sustainability as a key factor in their 

destination choice. 

 

Moreover, in the analysis of image, the concept of perception has a special interest - image includes the 

personal perception of the multiple components of the tourism destination. That is, tourists cannot really confirm 

their expectations until they reach that place and live the experience (Gopalan & Narayan, 2010). In fact, as argued 

by Gómez et al. (2012), the image perceived by visitors may be different from the expectations prior to the visit, as a 

result of their lived experiences. 

 

The expectations of tourists before visiting a destination and what is actually enjoyed once the trip has 

ended are two key aspects for the consolidation of a destination brand, its image and tourists’ loyalty for future visits 

(Folgado et al., 2012). 

 

It should be noted that this article does not intend to analyse all the possible dimensions of the DI (as seen 

in Sánchez & Pulido, 2012), but to give an approximate picture of it from a set of initial attributes that allow the 

assessment of the destination as a whole and, especially, of issues related to sustainability.  

 

Therefore, in this article, the analysis of DI, focussing on the Western Costa del Sol, is based on the 

comparison between individuals’ initial expectations and their subsequent perception, after the tourism experience, 

distinguishing between two initial groups of tourists: i) those who think that the destination is sustainable and ii) 

those who consider that the destination is unsustainable. Thus, the analysis reveals whether or not the experience 

lived in the destination exceeds the expectations that tourists had when they opted for it, making a distinction 

between those who think they are in a sustainable destination and those who, on the contrary, consider it 

unsustainable. In fact, disconfirmation of expectations is a very common method in the study of satisfaction in many 

sectors - health, hotel, automotive, etc. (San Martin, 2005) - in which prior beliefs are understood as the standard for 

comparison, after the visit, in the disconfirmation judgement (Szymanski & Henard, 2001). 

 

CASE AND DATA COLLECTION 

 

This analysis has been conducted in the Western Costa del Sol (Andalusia, Spain), which stands out as a 

typical mature and obsolete sun-and-sand tourism destination (Agarwal & Shaw, 2007; Bramwell, 2004; Navarro, 

2005, 2006, 2010; Pulido & López, 2013; Vera & Rodríguez, 2010) in need of renewal of its tourism development 

patterns.  

 

Since tourism began to develop in Malaga in the mid-fifties, this activity has become a powerful driving 

force for the transformation and modernisation of its entire coastline. However, this process has generated a strong 

pressure on the land which, in turn, has radically changed the character of the coast (Navarro, 2005). The massive 

occupation of spaces has caused a serious impact on the landscape that has resulted in a new reality, more complex 

from a territorial and sustainable point of view. 

 

During the last fifty years, and especially in the last decade, the processes of urbanisation along the coast of 

Malaga have been developed at a rapid pace, which has not only exhausted much of the areas of higher tourism 

quality, especially the strip of land closest to the sea, but also conditioned significantly the future of tourism activity. 

Specifically, as stated by Galacho (2009: 38), “95% of this coastline, from Torremolinos to Manilva, was already 

developed in the early eighties.” 

 

This has led to a chaotic tourism development model that requires the implementation of new tourism 

policies supported by a planning action based on sustainability criteria. Nonetheless, the general feeling that urban 

development has already saturated all the territory, or that there is no alternative, does not reflect the reality of the 

situation since there is still considerable leeway to redefine a more desirable future for the Western Costa del Sol. 
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The aim is precisely to take advantage of this margin to implement the Plan Qualifica
1
, whose ultimate goal is to 

achieve a profound change in the 'Costa del Sol' traditional tourism model, changing from a development model 

based on growth to a new one based on quality, innovation and sustainability. 

 

It is, therefore, an appropriate tourism destination to carry out this research, the aim of which is twofold: 1) 

to analyse the role of tourists in the management of a tourism destination that seeks to focus on sustainability and 2) 

to determine whether a sustainable tourist, to whom sustainability policies can be oriented, actually exists in this 

type of destination or whether, on the contrary, it is necessary to change the demand, as Miller et al. (2010) stated. 

To this end, a survey was conducted in the municipalities that are part of the tourism destination under study (see 

Table 1). Given the impossibility of identifying the target population (tourists visiting the Western Costa del Sol) 

due to the lack of adequate statistical information, a simple random sampling was conducted, carrying out 818 valid 

surveys with domestic and foreign tourists who stay overnight at any of the cities that make up this destination. 

 
Table 1: Survey Data Sheet 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

Regarding the structure of the survey, it should be noted that only a few specific issues have been analysed 

in this study since the full survey is very long and distinguishes four main sections: 1) characterization of tourism 

demand, 2) characterization of tourism demand in terms sustainability, 3) tourists’ perception about destination 

sustainability, and 4) tourists’ willingness to pay for a more sustainable destination. Specifically, the questions used 

in this work belong to the third section, complemented by some questions from the second section that make it 

possible to complete the information. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The data from the survey conducted in the Western Costa del Sol show that seven out of 10 tourists visiting 

this destination (70.17%) consider it sustainable, compared to three out of 10 (29.83%) who consider that they are 

visiting an unsustainable destination. To understand these data, the different interpretations of the term sustainability 

(see Table 2) must be previously analysed. This information is essential to determine whether respondents actually 

understand the real value and meaning of a destination being considered and promoted as sustainable. Therefore, 

some of the options include actions directly related to the basic pillars of sustainability (social equity, economic 

efficiency and environmental conservation). 

 
Table 2: Interpretation Of Sustainability (%) 

Being A Sustainable Destination Means … Yes No 

respecting and caring for the environment 94.50 5.50 

local businesses benefiting from tourism 71.39 28.61 

allowing an increase of the number of tourists per year 51.71 48.29 

tourism improving the living conditions of the local population 61.74 38.26 

the destination being able to continue to grow 51.96 48.04 

destination’s residents being able to decide about tourism growth 45.11 54.89 

the destination being able to satisfy all tourists’ needs 60.64 39.36 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

 

                                                 
1 Included in the Requalification Program for Mature Tourism Destinations (Spanish Tourism Plan Horizon 2020).    

Universe Tourists (domestic and foreign) staying overnight at one of the cities of the destination 

Scope 
Torremolinos, Benalmadena, Fuengirola, Mijas, Marbella, Estepona, Casares and Manilva ( Plan 

Qualifica municipalities) 

Type Of Survey Structured questionnaire conducted by personal interview 

Sample Size 818 valid surveys 

Sampling Error  ± 3,4 % 

Confidence Level 95 % (p = q = 0,50) 

Fieldwork Period July and August 2011 
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 As noted, there is a widespread belief that sustainability is directly linked to environmental conservation 

(94.50%), which proves the link, almost exclusively, between sustainability and environmental issues, due to the 

outdated idea that the sustainability of a destination can only be achieved through actions in favour of the 

conservation and maintenance of the environment, the conservation of the biodiversity, the rational use of natural 

resources, etc.  
 

Regarding the social and economic benefits that sustainable management implies for the territory, 71.39% 

of the respondents relate sustainability of the destination to the generation of profit by local businesses and 61.74% 

of them defend the idea that sustainable tourism improves the standard of living of the local population. 

Nevertheless, the percentage falls considerably (45.11%) when it is suggested that sustainability is linked to the fact 

that residents themselves are those who decide about the tourism growth of the destination. 
 

This is significant since it must be taken into account that the destination residents are a crucial part of the 

destination itself. Tourists interact and coexist with residents during their stay and, even though they may be the 

direct beneficiaries of this economic activity, they also suffer the costs and impacts of tourism mismanagement. 

Accordingly, it makes sense for local people to participate in making decisions that have a direct impact on their 

quality of life, but tourists do not give so much importance to this aspect as to environmental and economic issues. 
 

The options included in this study demonstrate a type of tourist who knows the implications of sustainable 

tourism development in some of its dimensions, the most widely accepted of which being its environmental 

dimension (94.50%). However, 60.64% of the respondents consider that the destination must meet all tourists needs, 

regardless of whether they respect (at all times or not) the local resources, character and values, putting the 

satisfaction of his own desires and needs before the respect and care for the host community. 
 

Finally, more than half of the respondents (51.71%) considered that sustainable tourism is that which 

allows an increase in the number of tourists each year or at least allows the destination to continue growing 

(51.96%). However, it is well known that sustainable tourism measures its efficiency in terms of quality and not 

exclusively in terms of quantity. The fact that a tourism destination continues to grow does not implicitly mean that 

the territory will achieve a greater long-term development. On the contrary, the growing environmental and social 

costs may soon outweigh the economic benefits. Some authors (Sahli & Nowak, 2007) even argue that tourism can 

cause economic costs that may become so high as to generate the impoverishment of the resident population. 
 

Despite the clear limitations of some of the respondents with regard to the concept of sustainability – or, 

precisely, as a result of that, as previously noted - 70.17% of respondents declare that the Western Costa del Sol is a 

sustainable tourism destination, compared to 29.83% of them who deny this. 
 

Moreover, advancing towards the characterisation of tourism demand in terms of sustainability, another 

issue raised was whether tourists considered it important to work for the sustainability of tourism destinations, to 

which 90.3% answered yes. Those tourists who responded affirmatively assessed (1=unimportant; 7 = very 

important) some of the reasons why a destination must be sustainable (see Table 3). 
 

Table 3: Reasons Why Destinations Must Be Sustainable - According To Tourists (%) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

It is important for those destinations to continue growing and creating jobs 1.4 1.2 3.8 7.6 19.8 18.1 48.2 

For my children to be able to continue going on holidays to those destinations  3.4 1.9 5.5 14.6 27.3 17.2 30.0 

The citizens who were born and/or live in those destinations have the right to 

enjoy a good quality of life 
1.2 0.9 3.1 6.6 16.5 24.2 47.4 

Most traditional tourism destinations are seriously threatened 5.4 4.2 8.7 13.7 26.5 20.3 21.2 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

Tourists who believe that destinations should work towards sustainability justify their answer, mainly on 

two issues:  1) for the citizens who were born and/or live in those destinations to enjoy a good quality of life (71.6% 

assess this between important and very important) and 2) to continue growing and creating jobs in those destinations 

(66.3% assess it between important and very important). It should be added that some tourists (18%) proposed other 

reasons linked to environmental issues (protecting the landscape, nature, the coast, etc.).  
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In contrast, regarding the 9.7% of tourists who do not consider that it is important to work towards the 

sustainability of tourism destinations, the main reasons are: 

 

 They do not believe in the “sustainability" of destinations, as it appears to be simply a marketing concept 

(44.3%). 

 They believe that the unsustainable situation of tourism destinations cannot be reversed; it cannot be 

controlled (31.7%). 

 

The survey also reveals that 80.8% do not consider the fact that it was a mass destination to be important 

when choosing their holidays. Moreover, 60.1% are not concerned with the fact that tourism may adversely affect 

the residents of their holiday destination, which leads to tourists being rejected by the local population. These 

questions help to understand that 70.17% of the respondents assess the destination as being sustainable; however, 

their idea of sustainability differs much from the scientific and academically accepted. 

 

After evaluating tourists’ profiles on issues related to sustainability, an assessment of DI has been carried 

out from tourists’ expectations (destination image prior to the visit) and perceptions (destination image after the 

visit), by doing a comparative analysis between those who consider the destination to be sustainable and those who 

do not believe so. In order to identify differences between the two groups, they were all asked to rate (on a scale of 1 

to 7 points where 1 means not at all satisfied and 7 means very satisfied) what they expected to find at the 

destination (expectations) and what they have actually found in it (perceptions). The comparison between 

expectations and perceptions can give very clear guidance on the specific attributes of a destination determining a 

positive (sustainability) or negative (unsustainability) opinion about the destination analysed. 

 

Table 4 shows a hierarchy of the expectations stated by both groups. In all cases, the mean value of the 

eleven attributes analysed in this destination has been calculated and they have been ordered from highest to lowest 

in numerical value. 

 

The first clear conclusion that emerges from the data included in Table 4 is that what a tourist (who regards 

this destination as sustainable) expects to find markedly exceeds what a tourist (who believes that the Western Costa 

del Sol is not a sustainable destination) expects to find. In fact, mean values are higher in the first group than in the 

second group in all attributes analysed.  

 
Table 4: Hierarchy Of Expectations In Relation To The Attributes Of The Destination Western Costa Del Sol 

Destination Regarded As SUSTAINABLE 

(Subsample Size: n=574) 

Destination Regarded As UNSUSTAINABLE 

(Subsample Size: n=244) 

1. Public safety (5.42) 

2. Customer service and care  (5.34) 

3. Good value for money (5.29) 

4. Availability of local products and services (5.17) 

5. Good relationship and attitude of residents towards 

tourism (5.12) 

6. Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, traffic, 

noise, etc.) (5.04) 

7. Quality of the natural environment (5.01) 

8. Accessibility (communication network, acces, ect.) (5.01) 

9. Availability of an urban transport system (4.94) 

10. It is not an overcrowded destination (4.48) 

11. Availability of a cultural programme (4.30) 

1. Good value for money (4.81) 

2. Availability of local products and services (4.75) 

3. Customer service and care (4.73) 

4. Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, traffic, 

noise, etc.) (4.71) 

5. Availability of an urban transport system (4.66) 

6. Public safety (4.66) 

7. Quality of the natural environment (4.57) 

8. Accessibility (communication network, access, ect.) (4.55) 

9. Good relationship and attitude of residents towards tourism 

(4.49) 

10. It is not an overcrowded destination (3.97) 

11. Availability of a cultural programme (3.95) 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

Thus, a tourist who assesses the Western Costa del Sol as a sustainable destination expects to find a high-

quality offer during his stay in that area. If the perception of this tourist meets his expectations about a specific 

tourism service, that service will have little influence on the decision made by this tourist regarding the 

sustainability of the destination. However, if the perception of that tourist (what he has actually found in the 

destination) is better - even than the expectation that he previously created in relation to a specific tourism service - 
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that service will contribute to the fact that the tourist opts for a positive assessment regarding the tourism 

sustainability of the destination. Consequently, it is necessary to compare perceptions and expectations in this first 

group of tourists (those who consider it a sustainable destination) in order to identify those aspects that are 

influencing tourists to consider the Western Costa del Sol as a sustainable tourism destination. 

 

Similarly, among the group of tourists who believe that the Western Costa del Sol is unsustainable, a 

comparison between the expectations and perceptions regarding different attributes of the destination will be 

required, as the view that the destination is unsustainable will probably be based on those tourism attributes in which 

expectations exceed perceptions, since a source of tourists’ disappointment or frustration will be found in them. 

 

Table 5 presents the perceptions of both groups of tourists regarding different attributes of the destination 

Western Costa del Sol, ranked from higher to lower mean score, understanding that the lower in the mean score, the 

greater the degree of dissatisfaction stated by tourists. 

 
Table 5: Hierarchy Of Perceptions In Relation To The Attributes Of The Destination Western Costa Del Sol 

Destination Regarded As SUSTAINABLE 

(Subsample Size: n=574) 

Destination Regarded As UNSUSTAINABLE 

(Subsample Size: n=244) 

1. Public safety (5.62) 

2. Customer service and care received (5.53) 

3. Good relationship and attitude of residents towards 

tourism (5.34) 

4. Availability of local products and services (5.28) 

5. Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, traffic, 

noise, etc.) (5.19) 

6. Accessibility (communication network, access, ect.) 

(5.07) 

7. Quality of the natural environment (4.99) 

8. Availability of an urban transport system (4.90) 

9. Good value for money (4.86) 

10. It is not an overcrowded destination (4.44) 

11. Availability of a cultural programme (4.26) 

1. Customer service and care received (4.78) 

2. Good relationship and attitude of residents towards tourism 

(4.77) 

3. Public safety (4.73) 

4. Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, traffic, 

noise, etc.) (4.73) 

5. Accessibility (communication network, access, ect.) (4.64) 

6. Availability of local products and services (4.63) 

7. Availability of an urban transport system (4.62) 

8. Quality of the natural environment (4.02) 

9. Good value for money (4.00) 

10. It is not an overcrowded destination (3.86) 

11. Availability of a cultural programme (3.84) 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

Likewise, Table 6 shows the results obtained by comparing the sample mean values of expectations and 

perceptions in relation to the eleven attributes analysed in the Western Costa del Sol for the group of tourists who 

consider this destination as sustainable. To do this, a student's t-test of the difference of means (considering equal 

variances or unequal variances, as appropriate) has been used. Statistically significant differences have been set at 

5% level.  

 

Finally, Table 7 is presented, which is identical to Table 6, but which now considers the group of tourists 

describing the Western Costa del Sol as an unsustainable tourism destination. 
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Table 6: T-Test Of Difference Of Means Between The Expectations And Perceptions 

Of The Tourists Visiting The Western Costa Del Sol (Tourists Who Regard The Destination As SUSTAINABLE) 

 
Expectations 

(Mean Value) 

Perceptions 

(Mean Value) 

Difference 

EXP-PER 
t-test 

Signif. 

(Bilateral) 

Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, 

traffic, noise, etc.) (VI) 
5.0418 5.1934 -0.1516 (+) -2.7183 (*) 0.0067 

Accessibility (communication network. 

Access, ect.) (VI) 
5.0070 5.0714 -0.0645 -0.9513 0.3416 

Quality of the natural environment (VD) 5.0105 4.9878 0.0026 0.3933 0.6942 

Availability of local products and services 

(VD) 
5.1725 5.2753 -0.1028 -1.8382 0.0663 

Availability of a cultural programme (VI) 4.2997 4.2561 0.0436 0.7187 0.4725 

Customer service and care  (VD) 5.3345 5.5279 -0.1934 (+) -3.0332 (*) 0.0025 

Public safety (VI) 5.4233 5.6150 -0.1916 (+) -2.9310 (*) 0.0034 

It is not an overcrowded destination (VD) 4.4826 4.4390 0.0436 0.6478 0.5172 

Good relationship and attitude of residents 

towards tourism (VI) 
5.1167 5.3397 -0.2230 (+) -3.3425 (*) 0.0009 

Availability of an urban transport system (VD) 4.9443 4.8955 0.0488 0.8367 0.4029 

Good value for money (VD) 5.2892 4.8554 0.4338 (-) 6.5538 (*) 0.0000 

(VI): t-test of difference of means with equal sample variances (homoscedasticity). 

(VD): t-test of difference of means with unequal sample variances (heteroscedasticity). 

(+) Perceptions significantly higher than expectations.  

(-) Expectations significantly higher than perceptions.  

(*) Difference statistically significant at 5% significance level 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

By analysing Tables 6 and 7 as a whole, it is observed that tourists defining the Western Costa del Sol as a 

sustainable tourism destination go home feeling highly satisfied as far as quality of the urban environment, attention 

and care, public safety, and good relationship and attitude of residents to tourism are concerned. Regarding these 

four aspects, it has been empirically verified that the experience of tourists has exceeded their expectations. 

Conversely, in the group of tourists who believe that the Western Costa del Sol is not a sustainable destination, 

perceptions exceed prior expectations only in the case of good relationship and attitude of residents to tourism. This 

particular aspect has also been observed in the first group of tourists. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 

friendliness and hospitality of the people living in the Western Costa del Sol have pleasantly surprised tourists 

visiting this destination. This attribute has generated a complex image, significantly better than the induced image 

that tourists had before travelling to the Western Costa del Sol. However, it does not allow for establishing 

differences between tourists (those who consider it as a sustainable destination or those who do not consider it as 

such).  

 

This is not the case, however, with other aspects analysed. Therefore, it can be said that the perception of 

the tourism sustainability of the Western Costa del Sol has been based mainly on three main aspects: 

 

 the high quality of its urban environment 

 the good service and treatment that tourists visiting the destination receive 

 the high degree of public safety that tourists perceive 
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Table 7: T-Test Of Difference Of Means Between The Expectations And Perceptions  

Of The Tourists Visiting The Western Costa Del Sol (Tourists Who Regard The Destination As UNSUSTAINABLE) 

 Expectations 

(Mean Value) 

Perceptions 

(Mean Value) 

Difference 

EXP-PER 
t-test 

Signif. 

(Bilateral) 

Quality of the urban environment (cleanliness, 

traffic, noise, etc.) (VI) 
4.7090 4.7336 -0.0246 -0.2440 0.8073 

Accessibility (communication network. 

Access, ect.) (VI) 
4.5451 4.6434 -0.0984 -0.8423 0.4000 

Quality of the natural environment (VI) 4.5656 4.0164 0.5492 (-) 5.3452 (*) 0.0000 

Availability of local products and services (VI) 4.7500 4.6270 0.1230 1.3044 0.1927 

Availability of a cultural programme (VI) 3.9467 3.8361 0.1107 1.0274 0.3047 

Customer service and care (VI) 4.7336 4.7828 -0.0492 -0.4301 0.6673 

Public safety (VI) 4.6598 4.7336 -0.0738 -0.6422 0.5211 

It is not an overcrowded destination (VD) 3.9631 3.8607 0.1025 0.8723 0.3834 

Good relationship and attitude of residents 

towards tourism (VI) 
4.4918 4.7746 -0.2828 (+) -2.4111 (*) 0.0163 

Availability of an urban transport system (VI) 4.6598 4.6189 0.0410 0.4301 0.6673 

Good value for money (VD) 4.8074 4.0041 0.8033 (-) 6.6354 (*) 0.0000 

(VI): t-test of difference of means with equal sample variances (homoscedasticity). 

(VD): t-test of difference of means with unequal sample variances (heteroscedasticity). 

(+)Perceptions significantly higher than expectations.  

(-) Expectations significantly higher than perceptions.  

(*) Difference statistically significant at 5% significance level 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration 

 

Finally, two issues that should be subject to debate by the tourism stakeholders of Western Costa del Sol 

must be highlighted - good value for money and quality of the natural environment. The expectations that tourists 

had brought regarding these two issues have been ruined after the tourism experience. This has resulted in tourists 

having a poorer perception of the destination Western Costa del Sol as compared to that derived from their induced 

image. The first issue (good value for money) has been observed in those tourists considering this destination 

sustainable as well as in those perceiving it as unsustainable, both groups with a statistically significant positive 

difference between the mean value of expectations and the mean value of perceptions. By contrast, the second issue 

(quality of the natural environment), which should lead to reflection when looking for a sustainable tourism 

destination, is exclusive of tourists who believe that the Western Costa del Sol is nowadays not a sustainable tourism 

destination. Therefore, it seems quite clear that the perception of a destination as unsustainable is based 

predominantly on a negative assessment of the environmental quality of the natural environment of the Western 

Costa del Sol. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The results obtained have allowed the validation of the hypothesis set at the beginning of this research. 

There is, indeed, a different assessment of the tourism attributes of the destination analysed (the Western Costa del 

Sol) according to the perception of the tourists who visit it. This assessment will depend on whether they consider 

that they are visiting a sustainable destination or, on the contrary, that there are problems of unsustainability at the 

destination.  

 

The survey that has been carried out is the first to analyse the phenomenon of sustainable tourism in the 

Western Costa del Sol from a demand perspective. The results show that the hospitality of the local population, the 

high level of public safety, the environmental quality of the cities of the Western Costa del Sol, and the 

improvement of the environmental quality of the natural environment of this destination constitute the pillars on 

which any strategy, public or private, seeking a greater comprehensive sustainability of the Western Costa del Sol 

should be based.  

 

All studies and reports conducted have shown that the Western Costa del Sol is an unsustainable 

destination. That is also perceived to be so by the entrepreneurs, as well as policymakers and managers of the 

destination who initiated an ambitious restructuring program. However, it is striking that a good part (70.17%) of the 
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tourists who enjoy their holidays there consider it sustainable. This confirms the serious lack of awareness by 

tourists currently visiting this destination of what sustainability means and involves. 

 

Tourists describing this destination as unsustainable show perceptions lower than expectations in six of the 

eleven attributes analysed. In four of the five attributes in which their perceptions exceeded their expectations, the 

difference in value has been minimal. By contrast, tourists who describe the destination as sustainable have shown 

perception values higher than the mean value of their expectations in six attributes (presenting higher differences 

between perceptions and expectations than those in the previous group). 

 

In short, tourists considering that this destination is sustainable have higher expectations, so they are more 

difficult to satisfy. When their actual perception is lower than their expectations, this difference is very low (except 

for good value for money). However, when their actual perception exceeds their expectations, this difference is 

higher than in the previous case (there are four out of the eleven items analysed in which perceptions show a 

statically significant difference compared to expectations). Conversely, tourists considering that the destination is 

not sustainable show lower expectations than the previous group and their perceptions do not differ significantly 

from those expectations, since only a couple of attributes exist in which their dissatisfaction is noteworthy - good 

value for money and quality of the natural environment. 

 

Therefore, an important question arises: “Is it possible to progress in sustainability of the destinations if 

tourists visiting them do not behave sustainably?” The answer seems to be clear. For a destination to advance in 

sustainability, it is not only enough to implement supply policies, but it is also necessary that “their” tourists are also 

involved in this process; that is, they must value (both ethically and economically) these issues. As Mazilu (2012: 

96) states that raising awareness with regard to sustainability and ethics can facilitate the emergence of tourists’ 

individual responsible attitudes and practices. Therefore, demand policies should be also implemented. 

 

Finally, the authors should admit that a limitation of this research could be the fact that not all tourists 

surveyed had spent the same amount of time at the destination and, therefore, their perception may be different. It is 

possible that especially for those tourists who spent less time than others at the destination when they were surveyed 

were still unaware of some of the aspects included in the study. However, 50.98% of tourists already spent more 

than three days at the destination when surveyed and 78.73% spent a minimum of two days, which seems to be 

enough time to have a strong opinion about most of the issues they were asked about. 
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