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Abstract: The blue economy contributes significantly to the creation of the Atlantic Area’s identity.
In addition, the search for outdoor experiences after the COVID-19 lockdown suspensions has re-
newed the popularity of nautical tourism in this area and in the world. Despite the negative effects
of the economic crisis on tourism, evidence suggests that some tourist destinations in the Atlantic
area are resilient. Thus, whereas some branches of the blue economy face considerable challenges
to increasing competitiveness, others offer opportunities for economic growth and employment. In
this context, investment is necessary to lay the foundations for the sustainable development of nau-
tical tourism. However, regarding the role of investment in productivity and competitiveness in the
context of crisis, there is no consensus among academics. Thus, we investigate whether the invest-
ment contributed to competitiveness in nautical tourism in the Atlantic Area in 2016-2020. We col-
lected data from ORBIS for 29 nautical-tourism companies and performed a quantitative and qual-
itative narrative analysis of competitiveness indicators, enabling comparisons pre and during crisis.
The results highlight the multiplicity of ways in which crisis impacts nautical-tourism firms. The
research fills a gap in the literature by investigating the dynamic capabilities of nautical-tourism
SME:s in periods of recession, with a special focus on restructuring and competitiveness strategies.
Some recommendations are outlined to promote the efficiency of resources and stimulate the com-
petitiveness of companies to allow the regional development of nautical tourism in the territory of
the Atlantic area.

Keywords: Atlantic Area; blue economy; competitiveness; corporate performance; investment;
nautical tourism

1. Introduction

Nautical tourism is the largest of all blue-economy sectors, and is a source of employ-
ment, investment, and income for many countries [1]. In 2016, recreational nautical activ-
ities created around 234,000 jobs in the EU and generated an annual revenue of EUR 28
billion [2] and have contributed significantly to the creation of the Atlantic Area’s identity.
In addition, these activities provide opportunities for the development of the tourism sec-
tor, due to their ease of adaptation to other tourist packages, the lack of seasonality, the
promotion of services, and the incentives to diversify the qualification of coastal infra-
structure [3]. Currently, the nautical sector is very dynamic in promoting related activi-
ties, such as the construction of pleasure craft, services, and coastal urban development
[4]. This stems, for example, from the fact that recreational navigation is growing and
requires sufficient infrastructure [5]. However, countries with relatively similar GDP per
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capita (Spain, France, United Kingdom) show different nautical development (number of
inhabitants/pleasure craft).

Nautical tourism can refer to two types of tourism: recreational and sports activities
and cruise tourism. Whereas the first is motivated by aquatic activities, the second is
closely related to the ship itself [6]. Recreational nautical tourism has grown the most in
popularity, and although cruise tourism has been pointed out as contributing to over tour-
ism, recreational nautical tourism has the advantage of being able to be practiced on wa-
terways far from the coast, an area where there is typically a higher concentration of tour-
ists. In this vein, more projects or programs focused on nautical tourism are welcome be-
cause they require different solutions and management models compared to mass tourism
[7].

Thus, the present study will focus on recreational nautical tourism, which is a source
of quality travel experiences for tourists [8], and the promotion of these activities, which
can bring benefits to economies. A study developed by the United Nations Conference on
the impacts of COVID-19 on the blue economy projected a growth in preferences for out-
door experiences and contact with nature and water [1]. As a result, the expansion of the
boat-rental market worldwide is estimated to grow at 5% per year until 2025 [9]. However,
as tourism is closely linked to international trade, the current economic and financial crisis
is having profound negative effects on the sector. Despite this, the literature shows that,
for example, in Portugal, the most popular tourist destinations, such as islands, are resili-
ent. Thus, in the Atlantic Area, although some branches of the blue economy face consid-
erable challenges to increasing competitiveness, others offer opportunities for economic
growth and employment [10]. As nautical tourism is a promising segment to boost eco-
nomic development, it is necessary to assess the conditions of competitiveness of compa-
nies operating in this segment to assess their ability to compete in global markets.

In the tourism industry, where a minimum start-up capital is required and most com-
panies are SMEs, the endowment (and cost) of capital has an impact on their competitive-
ness [11,12], since companies should invest in equipment that incorporates new technol-
ogies in product design and production methods in order to face international competi-
tion for tourist destinations [13]. Because every year tourists have the chance to compare
facilities, attractions, and service standards of various destinations [14], competition be-
tween nautical tourist destinations requires the capacity to acquire competitive ad-
vantages [15]. However, since it involves a wide variety of stakeholders, the competitive-
ness of tourist destinations is difficult to manage [16]. Thus, it is important that the gov-
ernment and entrepreneurs identify tourism-competitiveness factors to manage strategies
and create value for tourists. However, there is no consensus among academics regarding
the role of investment for productivity and competitiveness in crisis contexts. Whereas
some authors recognize physical capital as the most important factor for the productivity
and, therefore, the competitiveness of companies [17,18], others argue that it is not [11-
19]. Counter-cyclical policies are regarded as a key component of national responses to
economic crises [20]. In this context, European regional policy focuses on the role of public
investment as an important instrument of counter-cyclical reaction to the crisis. By con-
trast, private investment has been reduced almost everywhere, indicating a pro-cyclical
response to economic downturns. This topic is particularly relevant in the current context
of the economic crisis insofar as, in this scenario, previous studies have shown that the
best policy is to divest to improve business performance [12]. On the other hand, nautical
tourism comprises a vast and growing number of maritime activities [21], hindering con-
sensus in the academic community on the definition and scope of nautical tourism [22]
and causing a scarcity of information and statistics on the sector, and, as such, of studies
focused on this sector. Thus, we investigate whether the investment contributed to com-
petitiveness in nautical tourism in 20162020 in the Atlantic Area with the aim of identi-
fying managerial, governmental, and academic opportunities to develop the sector and
be able to reap the benefits of tourism for the economies. Specifically, and considering the
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nautical-tourism companies in the Atlantic Area in 20162020, our first research question
is the following:

Q1. Should private investment have a pro- or anti-cyclical behavior?

On the other hand, the empirical literature provides evidence that small nautical-
tourism companies have a good financial performance and economic sustainability [23]
and that the main source of competitive advantage for small companies is cost, provided
by simple and flexible organizational structures [12]. However, if competitive advantages
depend on the ownership of capital investments [24,25], this suggests that larger compa-
nies perform better thanks to greater availability of resources [26,27]. Therefore, firm size
is another factor that influences the performance of the nautical segment. Thus, our second
research question is:

Q2. What is the sign of the relationship between firm size and competitive perfor-
mance?

For this purpose, we collected data from ORBIS for 29 companies operating in (NACE
rev. 2 code 7734) “Rental and Leasing of Water Transport Equipment” for the five coun-
tries of the Atlantic Area. The Atlantic Area comprises the coastal regions of Portugal,
Spain, France, the United Kingdom, and Ireland, as well as the islands of Madeira and
Azores (Portugal) and the Canary Islands (Spain). A quantitative and qualitative narrative
analysis is based on a dataset with competitiveness indicators. We carry out a descriptive
narrative analysis of investment behavior and competitiveness by firm size, country, and
year and calculate the correlation between investment and three competitiveness indica-
tors. The analysis for 20162020 will allow comparisons pre and during crisis.

This article aims to contribute to the resilient discourse, identifying the resilience of
companies in the Atlantic Area and examining the cyclicality of investment policy in con-
texts of economic crisis. In this context, resilience represents both the ability to respond to
a shock and the performance of a company after the occurrence of a shock [28]. This con-
tributes to understanding the heterogeneous impact of the global recession on individual
European countries. The article also aims to make recommendations for the promotion of
resource efficiency and to stimulate the competitiveness of companies to allow the re-
gional development of nautical tourism in the territory of the Atlantic Area. Results high-
light the multiplicity of ways in which crisis impacts nautical-tourism firms. The research
fills a gap in the literature by investigating the dynamic capabilities of nautical-tourism
SMEs in periods of recession, with a special focus on restructuring and competitiveness
strategies.

In what follows, Section 2 reviews the literature on the impact of investment on firm
competitiveness, Section 3 makes a brief description of the supply and demand of nautical
tourism in the Atlantic Area, Section 4 describes the data and methodology, Sections 5 and
6 present and discuss the results, and Section 7 presents the conclusions and implications.

2. Literature Review

This paper addresses topics such as blue economy and sustainability regarding nau-
tical tourism with a focus on the period during the COVID-19 pandemic. These topics
have been addressed by other studies [29-33]

Regarding our first question—Q1. Should private investment have a pro- or anti-cy-
clical behavior? —we wanted to investigate the sign of the relationship between invest-
ment and competitiveness, particularly in contexts of economic crisis. According to Porter
[34], capital is related to the competitiveness of a tourist destination. The capital and pri-
mary infrastructure of a region are the main influences in determining the success of a
tourist destination [10], promoting competitiveness and helping to improve human capi-
tal [35]. Activities in the tourism industry provide an interregional and international flow
of capital [36].

However, there is no consensus on the relative importance of physical capital in cor-
porate competitiveness. Whereas some authors recognize physical capital as the most im-
portant factor for productivity and, therefore, the competitiveness of companies [17,18],
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others argue that it is not [11,19]. Advocates of capital as the main factor of competitive-
ness argue that it is difficult for companies with lower investments to compete in a highly
competitive market such as tourism, because they may not have the resources to innovate
and invest in new technologies [37,38]. Physical capital is needed to invest in infrastruc-
ture (transport, water, sanitation, communication networks) and facilities.

The literature has found a positive relationship between resources [24,39] and infra-
structure and support services [25] on the competitiveness of tourist destinations. For ex-
ample, one study [26] included finance and venture capital as destination-management
factors that impact competitiveness. In addition, two other studies on Finland and Chile
[27,28], based on interviews with managers and other tourism stakeholders, concluded
that factors that affect destination competitiveness include, among others, services and
supply (connectivity, infrastructure, security, attractions, tours, hotels, restaurants, etc.),
investments in facilities, and willingness to expand the business. Even so, destination
competitiveness is multilevel; that is, different stages of destination development in terms
of competitiveness require different levels of investment [40]. For example, destinations
in the initial phase of competitiveness will benefit more from investments in infrastruc-
ture, training, and qualifications, whereas in more competitive destinations investments
in routes and segments are necessary, namely, in the investigation of new segments and
in the way of adding value to products and attractions, so that these tourist destinations
can maintain or increase their competitiveness. In this second case, tourism management
is more relevant, as it requires actions to promote and develop tourist attractions and
products to improve the positioning of tourism companies in international markets.

The current economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, however, has had a
significant impact on the liquidity and solvency of SMEs [41] and has posed management
challenges to tourism companies. By reducing sales and increasing costs, economic crises
trigger uncertainty among market agents [42]. As a result of the pandemic, companies
were forced to reallocate their resources to respond to reduced demand driven by the
lockdown [43]. Since major performance deficiencies can lead to resource constraints,
companies often use strategic divestment actions to free up resources and as an attempt
to build resilience [44-46]. The recent trend of divestments has been increasing [47]. These
actions are supported by empirical evidence: After the 2008 recession, companies that
made divestments had average returns to shareholders 61.5% higher than companies that
did not divest [48]. Furthermore, companies that divest during recessions earn higher re-
turns than those that divest in the growing economy [49].

On the other hand, SMEs often have considerable resource constraints [50], and strat-
egies such as obtaining short-term financing from a parent company to meet funding
needs are often not accessible to SMEs [51,52].

This brings us to our second research question: Q2. What is the sign of the relation-
ship between firm size and competitiveness?

Research on how SMEs deal with economic crises has intensified since the last finan-
cial crisis in 2007-2008 [53]. According to the Agency Theory of Managerial Discretion,
financing difficulties caused by economic crises put pressure on companies to carry out
the restructuring they had been putting off. However, whereas some studies show that
SMEs see the crisis as a threat [54-56], others show that some SMEs manage to turn it into
opportunities to increase competitiveness [57-59]. Thus, some authors report negative im-
pacts on corporate performance of the crisis [60-62], whereas others report positive im-
pacts [62-65]. In this case and in nautical tourism, opportunities may arise, for example,
from the shift from diving activities to underwater-support services [66].

3. Nautical Tourism in the Atlantic Area
3.1. Supply

According to one study [67], the weight of the maritime economy in the Atlantic Area
changes between 0.8% of GDP in Ireland [68] and 4.2% in the UK [69].
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In developed countries, the development of the nautical sector depends on numerous
factors: predominantly, the price of vessels, the availability of adequate facilities, income
levels, and the legal and fiscal frameworks [70]. It is a sector with large intermediate con-
sumption and high consumption of services. A pleasure boat requires electronic compo-
nents, polymers, motors, generators, and several related industries. Therefore, multipliers
of the recreational-boating sector cause the total employment to be six times the initial
direct effect [71].

With a population of 65.5 million, the Atlantic Arc region encompasses 34 Nomen-
clatures of Territorial Statistical Units (NUTs) II belonging to five European countries—
Ireland (Frontier, Midland, Western, Southern, and Eastern), the United Kingdom (Cum-
bria; Cheshire; Greater Manchester; Lancashire; Merseyside; Gloucestershire, Wiltshire,
and North Somerset; Dorset and Somerset; Cornwall and the Isles of Sicily; Devon; West
Wales and the Vales; East Wales; Southwest Scotland; the Highlands and Isles, and North-
ern Ireland), France (Aquitaine, Lower Normandy, Brittany, Upper Normandy, Pays de
la Loire, and Poitou-Charentes), Spain (Andalusia, Asturias, Cantabria, Galicia, Basque
Country, and Navarra) and Portugal (North, Center, Lisbon, Alentejo, and Algarve). Com-
parisons between EU maritime clusters are difficult due to different sectoral nomencla-
tures, heterogeneity, and geographic scales. According to data for the Cluster Maritime
Frangcais region [72], three countries (Spain, France, and Portugal) have a more traditional
economic structure compared to Ireland and the United Kingdom, with a much more
modern organization. However, ports and maritime tourism in Spain are the largest and
most productive sectors of the Atlantic economy.

In France, after coastal tourism (the most important in terms of GVA and employ-
ment, but not in terms of productivity], maritime equipment, fishing, and seaports are the
main activities. For example, in the Brittany region, the supply is concentrated on peaceful
holidays with family and friends, supported by an abundance of different boats for hire
and a well-organized network of rivers and canals over 600 km in length, which makes
the region a recognizable nautical-tourism destination. Although the region does not have
outstanding tourist attractions, there is potential for exploring nature, lifestyle, and tradi-
tional local customs available to nautical tourists. Mooring on any part of the shore is al-
lowed, if the infrastructure allows it, to authentically experience the adventure.

Portugal has the smallest maritime economy of the group. Coastal tourism, ports,
fisheries, and aquaculture products are the most important activities.

The main sectors of the UK’s blue economy are coastal tourism, the navy, marine
equipment, and ports. Freight activities and the strengthening of nautical capacity posi-
tion nautical river tourism at a high level in the tourist activities of Great Britain, whose
organization is in charge of the British Waterways.

The Irish maritime economy is small but has the highest productivity in the Atlantic
area. In this context, maritime transport, tourism, the naval industry, and high-tech ma-
rine products stand out as the main economic sectors. In addition, Ireland has a 300-mile-
long network of rivers and canals as a tourist attraction. For example, the east coast of
Ireland is a region with long-standing maritime traditions that offers the nautical tourist
a diverse tourist package comprising the Wicklow Mountains, coastal towns and villages
with their Celtic charm, and heritage sites of scientific and archaeological relevance. Thus,
Europe is a paradise for nautical tourism —it has 68,000 km of coastline, 4500 marinas with
1.75 million berths, and boat parking for a total of 6.3 million vessels [73]. As part of the
European Union’s Blue Growth strategy, the nautical-tourism sector is expected to con-
tribute significantly to the economy and create more jobs [74].

The European pleasure-boat industry is open and competitive, selling around two-
thirds of production domestically and exporting the rest to traditional markets such as the
United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Thus, prices for new boats have be-
come more competitive and there is a tendency for second-hand boats to be sold at low
prices [75]. However, the problem of financing for the acquisition of vessels necessary for
the provision of nautical-tourism services is still important, considering the credit
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restrictions for small companies. In this context, business networks and government as-
sistance are important for SMEs, as they support the choice of foreign markets and pro-
vide information on international business operations [76]. In addition, brand identity is
recognized as important for the development of nautical tourism by encouraging compa-
nies to respond to export opportunities and improve their market positioning vis-a-vis
their competitors [76,77]. Thus, although differentiation is a key factor in the sustainability
of nautical tourism, managers face several constraints such as limited budgets, lack of
control of weather conditions, and high competition [78].

3.2. Demand

Nautical tourists are regarded as high-value visitors who spend above average [79].
It is estimated that 36 million Europeans participate in nautical activities and possess six
million vessels in Europe [80]. Although historically, recreational nautical activity has
been associated with the higher social classes, currently we cannot assume such exclusiv-
ity [81]. In fact, nautical tourism comprises a growing number of maritime activities [82].
Although studies on the profile of nautical tourists are scarce, the literature has identified,
for example, that the group of nautical practitioners in the central region of Portugal is
55.4% male and 44.6% female, in agreement with what most studies reveal in that nautical
activities are practiced mostly by men [83]. The main age groups are 36-55-year-olds fol-
lowed by 19-25-year-olds. Most of the nautical tourists are residents of Portugal, with the
rest of the nationalities comprising Brazilian, French, English, Australian, Spanish, Cape
Verdean, Russian, and Irish. Most have higher education, are employed, and have a
monthly net income of EUR 1000-1500. Most respondents preferred to practice this type
of activity in rivers, followed by the sea, dams, and lakes.

In relation to Spain, Promotur’s statistics in the Canary Islands indicate that the pro-
file of the nautical tourist is characterized by an average age of 3045 years, high purchas-
ing power, usually traveling with the family (66%), and having an average stay of about
10 days. Some of the main tourist origin markets are Austria, Switzerland, Russia, Poland,
the Netherlands, and Germany. In 2011-2014, the nautical tourist had an average age of
38 years, was male, and had an average stay of 9.6 days [84]. Almost half of the respond-
ents (48%) were employees in high and medium positions and 27.9% were employers,
with an average level of annual personal income of EUR 24,000-36,000, which suggests
tourists with high purchasing power. As far as nationality is concerned, the majority were
German, English, and Spanish. During the COVID-19 pandemic, requests for private
yachts greatly increased because it was considered a safe way to enjoy vacation [85]. At
same time, meeting the growing demand for more comfort in marinas and on-board sail-
boats has required large investments [86].

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Hypotheses

Given that the literature recommends divestment as the best management practice
during a crisis to free up resources and build resilience, we formulated the following hy-
pothesis:

Hypothesis H1. In the context of crisis caused by the pandemic, investment should not
contribute to the competitiveness of nautical-tourism companies. In other words, in the
context of crisis, private-investment policy should be pro-cyclical.

SMEs often experience credit constraints, whereas larger companies typically possess
more financial resources. In addition, although the literature indicates that the consump-
tion of goods and services in nautical tourism is no longer elitist and has become demo-
cratic, the profile of the nautical tourist found in the literature suggests a segment of
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customers with large purchasing power, which, ceteris paribus, potentiates larger turno-
ver and profits for larger firms. Bearing this in mind, our hypothesis is as follows:

Hypothesis H2. The size of the company is directly related to competitiveness in the con-
text of economic crisis.

4.2. Data Collection and Sample

We collected data from ORBIS. The search criteria were as follows: private companies
active in the Atlantic Area operating in NACE rev. 2 code 7734 (Rental and leasing of
water transport equipment). This search delivered 4763 companies. We restricted the
search to companies with at least 10 employees to exclude micro-companies. The reason
for this exclusion is related to the focus of our investigation on the competitiveness of
nautical-tourism companies. Competitiveness also depends on innovation. According to
the literature, companies with fewer than 10 employees are usually labeled as marginal
businesses without innovative capacity [87], and thus studies that investigate the impact
of innovation efforts on competitiveness exclude micro-firms. This is due to the existence
of potential aspects regarding R&D projects that affect micro-enterprises more strongly
than larger companies. First, in R&D investment, initial sunk costs carry greater risks, and
micro-firms, being likely to be first-time innovators, may be more risk averse. Second,
there are information asymmetries between micro-firms and external lenders, leading to
credit constraints [88] and preventing innovation activities. The search that excluded mi-
cro-firms returned 52 results. After the cleaning procedure of firms with missing values,
we were left with 29 firms, which represents 56% of the sample. The objective was to in-
vestigate the dynamic capabilities of nautical-tourism SMEs in periods of recession with
a special focus on restructuring and competitiveness strategies. With this in mind, we
sought to identify the resilience of companies in the Atlantic Area and examine the cycli-
cality of investment policy in contexts of economic crisis. The ultimate objectives are to
contribute to the understanding of the heterogeneous impact of the global recession on
individual European countries and to make recommendations for promoting resource ef-
ficiency and stimulating the competitiveness of companies to enable the regional devel-
opment of nautical tourism in the Atlantic Area territory. To this end, we carried out a
descriptive narrative analysis of investment behavior and competitiveness by company
size, country, and years and calculated the correlation between investment and the three
competitiveness indicators. The analysis for 2016-2020 allowed for comparison pre and
during crisis.

4.3. Competitiveness Indicators

Market share is the percentage that a given company has gained over competitors in
a given period. The greater this share, the more competitive the company is. This indicator
helps managers to grow in the market. Losing market share requires strategic adjust-
ments. However, having a very high market share can also imply a greater risk of facing
more aggressive competition. Consequently, companies must seek a lower-than-desired
market share to avoid being attacked by competitors. The formula is:

Market share = sales/total market sales (1)

If itis low, it is a sign that customers prefer the companies’ rivals. Based on the results
presented by this indicator, it is possible to investigate the causes of low turnover, such as
pricing policy and service quality.

Productivity: Companies that manage to produce a lot with as few resources as pos-
sible and without compromising the final quality tend to stand out in the market. We used
labor productivity as measured by:

Work Productivity = Turnover/Number of Workers (2)

Retaining talent: As we did not have qualitative data, we used:
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Employment growth rate = N.Employees n— N.Employees n-1/ N.Employees n-1 3)

5. Results

The analysis of standard deviations (Table 1) indicates that, in relation to competi-
tiveness indicators, productivity presented a large variation, whereas talent retention and
market share did not vary as much between companies and countries. Investment, on the
other hand, varied widely among the companies on the panel. On average, there was also
a large dispersion of the sample values, both for productivity and for investment.

Table 1. Basic statistics, 2016-2020. N = 145.

Variable Mean Std. Debt Min Max
product 1825.96 7044.65 13.33 35,460.09
inv 210.83 971.48 —2664 5075
empl 0.64 5.48 -23 14
mshare 39.58 39.86 0.13 100
medsh 36.71 33.97 0.96 100
medprod 3464.49 6300.15 30.76 17,784.76
medempl 0.17 3.28 -10 7
medinv 72.90 138.84 -235 924

Notes. Calculations on Stata 17.0. Prod is labor productivity; inv is investment; employment rate is
proxy for talent retention; mshare is the market share; medsh, medprod, and medempl are the
means of market share, productivity, and talent retention by country and year, respectively.

From Table 2 we can see that Spain had the most companies (55%), followed by the
UK (28%). Portugal and Ireland had a share of 7%, and French companies represented
only 3% of the sample. Using the criterion of the number of employees to establish firm
size, we can see that the nautical-tourism companies in the Atlantic Area were all small.
The single French company had the most employees (25), followed by Spanish companies
(20) and British and Irish companies (19). Portuguese companies had an average of 17
employees, the smallest companies in the sample.

Table 2. Characteristics (averages) of companies by country, 2016-2020.

Country  No.Firms No. Employees Turnover Capitall Investment
Portugal 2 17 861 17 -104
Spain 16 20 2812 20 296
France 1 25 4702 25 176
R. United 8 19 319,791 19 172
Ireland 2 19 2177 18 -20

Notes. Net capital calculated as the difference between tangible assets and depreciation. Values of
turnover, capital, and investment are in Th. USD. Source: own calculations in Stata 17.0.

From the analysis of Table 2, we can see that the UK firms had the highest turnover,
and the Portuguese companies had the lowest. The highest turnovers was then found
among French, Spanish, and Irish firms, respectively. In terms of capital, the French com-
pany, being the largest, also had the highest net capital, followed by the Spanish, English,
Irish, and finally the Portuguese companies. The average levels of capital were very simi-
lar in the countries of the Atlantic Area. In relation to the average investment, the Spanish
companies were the ones that invested the most on average, followed by the French and
English companies. Irish and Portuguese companies, on average, disinvested during the
studied period. Figure 1 shows the evolution of investment and the three competitiveness
indicators over time and across countries.
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Figure 1. Competitiveness indicators (average) between countries, 2016-2020.

Competitiveness indicators showed an uneven evolution in Portugal in 2018 and
2020 regarding the average market share. Regarding productivity, after an increase in
2017, it constantly declined since then. However, in terms of talent retention, in 2019 there
was a positive evolution, but it decreased and became negative in 2020 because of the
pandemic and the subsequent layoffs. As for investment, the period was marked by suc-
cessive divestments, with 2018 and 2020 being the years in which these divestments were
highest. This evolution seems to indicate that the nautical-tourism companies suffered the
effects of the crisis in terms of competitiveness.
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Regarding Spain, the average market share increased until 2018, having decreased in
2019 and increased again in 2020. Productivity also increased until 2018, having decreased
in 2019 and increased again in 2020. The talent retention declined during the studied pe-
riod. There were divestments in 2017 and 2020, and in 2018-2019 there was investment.
This evolution seems to indicate a positive relationship between investment and compet-
itiveness in terms of productivity and market share, but only in 2018 in Spain. In addition,
Spanish nautical-tourism companies do not seem to have suffered as much from the ef-
fects of the pandemic as Portuguese companies.

In relation to France, the average market share remained at 100%, as we had only one
company in the sample. Productivity dropped until 2018 and started to increase from then
on, whereas talent retention constantly decreased until 2019, and in 2020 the fall was not
so sharp. There was an increasing trend of divestments from 2018 onwards. However, in
2020, these were not so sharp, which appears to indicate a positive relationship between
investment and talent retention in France. Results from France suggest that, as the com-
pany was already having problems in terms of competitiveness, when the pandemic
emerged its effects were not felt as strongly as in other companies, and the French com-
pany was able to increase labor productivity in 2020.

In the UK, the market share was around 50% in the first two years, having dropped
to 1% in 2018 only to return to 50% in 2019 and in 2020 to 99%, which represents a sub-
stantial increase. In terms of productivity, it dropped significantly until 2018, increased in
2019, and decreased slightly in 2020. As for talent retention, it decreased in 2018, increased
in 2019, and decreased again in 2020, being negative, suggesting layoffs due to falling
demand during the pandemic. In terms of investment, it decreased in 2018 and in 2019,
the year in which there was divestment, and in 2020 the investment recovered. These re-
sults suggest that in the UK investment and market share were positively related, except
in 2019.

Finally, for Ireland, market share remained at 100% from 2018 to 2020, productivity
constantly dropped, and talent retention fell in 2018-2019, but during the pandemic it re-
covered to 2017 levels. These results seem to indicate that in Ireland companies did not
suffer as much from the effects of the pandemic, with a positive relationship between in-
vestment and talent retention. The correlation matrix (Table 3) shows positive (weak) and
significant correlations between investment and competitiveness indicators (in medians).

Table 3. Correlation matrix.

medsh medprod medempl medinv
medsh 1.0000
medprod 0.3723 * 1.0000
(0.0000)
medempl 0.1801 * 0.2043 * 1.0000
(0.0552) (0.0292)
medinv 0.3049 * 0.0723 * 0.1213 * 1.0000
(0.0010) (0.4446) (0.1985)

Notes. Statistical significance at the 5% level is denoted with *. Calculations on Stata 17.0, medsh,
medprod, medempl, and medinv are the medians of market share, productivity, talent retention,
and investment by country and year, respectively. p-values are between parentheses.

The analysis of correlations by country and year was statistically insignificant, except
for a weak and significant positive correlation between productivity and market share for
Spain (0.2554, p < 0.05), but was strong for the United Kingdom (0.8166, p < 0.05). This
suggests that companies in Spain and especially the UK with higher market share re more
productive because they can rationalize costs through economies of scale.

Regarding the correlation analysis by years, only in 2020 was there a strong positive
correlation between investment and productivity (0.5568, p < 0.05) and talent retention
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(0.5073, p <0.05). This suggests that, in the Atlantic Area, during the pandemic, investment
may have brought productivity benefits and allowed the retention of talent, thus
contributing to the competitiveness of nautical-tourism companies, which is contrary to
our H1.

Table 4 summarizes the evolution of investment and the three competitiveness
indicators per country in 2020. We compared the evolution of investment and
competitiveness to verify whether H1 holds.

Table 4. Evolution of investment and competitiveness in the Atlantic Area in 2020.

Talent
Country Investment Market Share Productivity 2 et.l Competitiveness  Relationship
Retention

Portugal - - - - - +
Spain - - - - - +
France + - + + + +
United

+ + - - - -
Kingdom
Ireland + = + + + +

Notes. + and — denote increases and decreases in 2020 relative to the previous year, respectively. The
sign = stands for constant evolution. The column of competitiveness shows the sign of the 3 indica-
tors, whereas Relationship denotes the sign of the relationship between investment and competi-
tiveness. Source: own calculations in Stata 17.0.

In short, and according to Table 4, there seems to be a direct relationship between
investment and competitiveness in the Atlantic Area during the crisis, except in the UK.
Bearing in mind that, on average, UK companies had a much higher average turnover
than companies from other countries and that they were among those that invested the
most. On average, the loss of competitiveness in 2020 seems to be related to layoffs and
loss of productivity. Taking this result into account, our research suggests that private
investment policy should be counter-cyclical to counteract the effects of the crisis on com-
petitiveness. Therefore, H1 does not hold.

Regarding H2, considering that the French firm was, on average, the largest in the
Atlantic Area and that Portuguese companies were the smallest, it appears that the size of
the companies was related to competitiveness. In this way, our hypothesis H2 is validated.
However, considering the small size of the sample, the results need to be corroborated by
a study with a larger sample and through regression analysis.

6. Discussion

Nautical tourism has become a very popular tourist niche, but COVID-19 has hit the
travel and tourism sector hard [89]. Facing a crisis, the European boating industry has
quickly taken steps to find new markets beyond the traditional ones (Europe, North
America, Australia/New Zealand) and invested in new models and new technological
measures to promote innovative products, reduce production costs, and defend its posi-
tion as a world leader [90].

For companies in the recreational nautical sector, unlike companies in other sectors,
their proximity to raw materials and infrastructure, the opportunity to explore an existing
need, and proximity to other companies in the same business or related activities are cru-
cial factors. In this context, the location in the immediate vicinity of marinas and piers is
crucial. In Europe, due to the intrinsic relationship between the pleasure-boating sector
and economic development, the economic crisis led to a significant contraction in the de-
mand for pleasure craft. As a result, companies had to cut their costs, including the budg-
ets allocated to training, innovation, and design activities. Likewise, companies have re-
duced the prices of their services, infrastructure, and equipment. On the other hand,
COVID-19 has resulted in growth in tourists’ preferences for “coastal areas in search of
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contact with nature, outdoors, and water” [1]. As nautical tourism has the capacity to at-
tract and retain segments of tourists with greater purchasing power, the increase in de-
mand for nautical activities may induce high potential for profitability in the sector [91].

Normative economic theory predicts countercyclical policy reactions to the business
cycle as a catalyst for recovery [20]. However, empirical research provides evidence that
policies at the national and regional levels are pro-cyclical to the business cycle [92]. The
results of this study point to a direct relationship between investment and competitive-
ness in the Atlantic Area in the context of crisis. In other words, it calls for anti-cyclical
private-investment policies, like the one prescribed for public investment. This contradicts
our H1 hypothesis.

In 2020, during the pandemic, investment seems to have contributed to increasing
productivity and avoiding layoffs, thus contributing to the competitiveness of nautical-
tourism companies. These results for nautical tourism in the Atlantic Area corroborate the
results of [57-59]. In short, it appears that in situations of decreased demand in nautical
tourism, the solution to increasing competitiveness is to invest in the business to attract
tourists and diversify the offer, taking advantage of opportunities. Still, different stages of
destination development in terms of competitiveness require different levels of invest-
ment. Whereas destinations in early stages of competitiveness benefit more from invest-
ments in infrastructure, training, and qualification, more competitive destinations require
investments to promote and develop tourist attractions and products to improve the po-
sitioning of tourism companies in international markets. Because tourism management is
more relevant in this case, it appears that the relationship between investment and com-
petitiveness does not depend on the number of resources invested, but on their strategic
orientation. Furthermore, regions with high levels of competitiveness attract investors and
citizens [93]. However, the share of investment and capital available in the tourism indus-
try can inhibit the positive socio-economic effects of tourism development at the regional
level [94]. For example, investing in capital-intensive services to increase competitiveness
can reduce job opportunities [95,96]. Business competitiveness based on investment can
have an adverse effect, generating unemployment and compromising the social sustaina-
bility of tourism companies in favor of economic sustainability. However, competition can
be an obsession that can cause careless investments and lead to protectionism and poor
public policies [97]. Thus, governments must approach the issue of competitiveness with
care, safeguarding aspects of social sustainability under penalty of creating significant im-
balances in the economy.

The literature suggests that investments provide competitive advantages for nautical
tourism companies [24,25] and therefore that larger companies are more competitive
thanks to a greater availability of resources [26,27]. The results of our study support this
assumption.

Limitations. Although the tourism-development challenges of various destinations
are focused on the nautical sector, there are not enough data, studies, or information avail-
able [98]. Therefore, the present study lacks a more in-depth characterization of the sector
and the corresponding demand. The work carried out in this study shows how difficult it
is to characterize nautical tourism in the Atlantic Area, given the diversity of situations
encountered and the still-poor knowledge of nautical-tourism supply and demand. To
produce statistics, it is necessary to define the scope of the tourist sector and its delimita-
tion in the country. For example, it is difficult to distinguish between international tour-
ists, residents, and domestic tourists, and to distinguish tourism from leisure activities.
Moreover, detailed statistical data on variables that may exert an impact on the interac-
tions between investment and competitiveness are lacking. In addition, this study com-
prises only a short term (five years), making it difficult to draw conclusions on the rela-
tionships between variables. On the other hand, the development of effective relationships
with consumers; the search for innovation, competitive prices, products, services, and
highly qualified staff; and marketing campaigns affect firms’ competitiveness [99]. How-
ever, there is no evidence in the literature on how marketing and internationalization
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plans and customer satisfaction surveys impact the competitiveness of nautical-tourism
companies in the Atlantic Area. Even so, it is expected that the proper structuring of tour-
ist services and differentiation strategies can increase the demand and competitiveness of
nautical-tourism companies [100].

7. Conclusions

Tourism activities can have positive impacts on tourist destinations, such as income,
capital, and employment, which leads governments and managers around the world to
compete to attract tourism. Previous literature shows that small nautical-tourism compa-
nies in the northern region of Portugal have good financial performance and economic
sustainability. However, investment is needed to lay the foundations for sustainable-tour-
ism development and to train the workforce. Still, although some authors recognize phys-
ical capital as the most important factor for productivity and, therefore, for competitive-
ness, others argue that it is not. This is a fundamental question in the pandemic context,
since drops in demand cause the loss of competitiveness if actions are not taken to revert
this impact.

The results of the present study suggest that private-investment policy should be
counter-cyclical to counteract the effects of crisis on competitiveness. Thus, H1 does not
hold. On the other hand, hypothesis H2 is validated, as the results point to a direct rela-
tionship between firm size and competitiveness. However, given the small size of the sam-
ple, these conclusions should be considered with caution.

Policy implications. These results are useful for company managers to show that in
times of crisis it is advisable to invest to improve competitiveness. On the other hand, the
results show that large companies can navigate better in troubled waters in the context of
crisis. This is important for the nautical tourism industry because it has emerged as a key
sector for the sustainability of many coastal and island destinations. In addition, nautical
tourism makes it possible to mitigate the issue of over tourism by allowing the excess of
tourists to be redirected from the most congested areas to other areas in the interior of the
countries, thus contributing to the regional development of the most underdeveloped re-
gions. In fact, nautical activities have great potential for the socioeconomic development
of tourism due to their multiplying effect on the economy. The generation of employment,
the ease of adapting to other tourist packages, the lack of seasonality, the impetus they
give to the qualification and diversification of coastal infrastructures, and their technolog-
ical innovation are just some of the attributes of the sector. This has been recognized by
the European Commission and its action plans with the aim of generating blue-economy
growth, fostering employment, and stimulating the growth of coastal areas, driving the
revitalization of nautical tourism and the emerging maritime activities (ocean energy, ma-
rine biotechnology, exploration of deep-sea natural resources). However, the complex na-
ture of the nautical-tourism supply makes it difficult for policymakers to understand the
difficulties facing the industry and to coordinate the various elements of the tourism prod-
uct. As a result, public-management decisions on resource allocation have been guided by
strategic considerations in response to various tourism lobbies. Although there is consen-
sus on the goals to be achieved at the regional level, little research has been carried out on
the appropriate policy mix to achieve these goals, let alone a benchmarking analysis. The
present study is a step forward in providing some insights into such difficulties and the
sign of the relationship between private investment and the competitiveness of companies
in the context of crisis.

Future research may include micro-firms since, due to their nature (e.g., seasonality),
tourism activities are operated by a significant number of family (micro) firms. In addi-
tion, key aspects of differentiation (competitive prices, highly qualified staff, etc.) likely to
lead to competitive advantages should be investigated in relation to business competitive-
ness to allow a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship between invest-
ment and competitiveness of nautical tourism in the Atlantic Area.
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