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Executive Summary 
 
Sustainable tourism certification programs, tourism quality certification, and related certification 
programs from other industries, as well as consumer surveys, provided important lessons in marketing 
that were studied and described in a series of research documents generated by The International 
Ecotourism Society (TIES), for Rainforest Alliance. The study constitutes part of a larger research 
project, funded by the Multilateral Investment Fund of the Interamerican Development Bank, to 
determine how to make sustainable tourism certification and exemplary practices available to small 
and medium businesses in Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Belize, and Brazil (see project 
components in Appendix 1). The objective of this document is to summarize the studies of these 
certification programs and to propose a strategy for marketing certification to all sectors of the tourist 
industry and consumers, but with special emphasis on small businesses in the five target countries.  
 
In examining ways to increase industry and consumer buy-in for certification, this report has adopted 
the following definitions:  

!  ÒTourism providersÓ is used for businesses and services as well as for products (such as tours) 
that are certified or could be certified. 

!  ÒTraveler/consumer and tourism intermediariesÓ is used for those that can use certified 
businesses, services, or products. 

 
The research team consisted of fourteen experts, based in Washington, D.C., Stanford University, 
Costa Rica, Australia, South Africa, and Germany (see Appendix 4). Findings were based on literature 
and Internet searches, original research, interviews, focus groups, and field experience. 
 
The principal study areas were: 

1. Metasurvey of tourist preferences for sustainable and ecotourism, responsible businesses, 
ecolabels, and certification. 

2. Consumer demand for sustainable and ecotourism certification, consulting with:  
a. consumer demand experts  
b. consumer advocacy organizations in the U.S. and Europe  
c. outbound operators  
d. tourist media (press and guidebooks) 
e. tourist marketing specialists 
f. tourist bureaus of the five target countries 
g. marketing experts, including USTOA. 

3. Identify the current range of incentives offered to businesses in certification programs 
4. What new incentives certification programs could governments offer? 
5. Report on the constraints imposed by international trade rules and organizations (GATS, TBT, 

WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, etc.). 
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6. Strengths and weaknesses of marketing strategies for certification in other industries and 
lessons learned for tourism. 

7. Country by country report of commercialization chain. Where can certification best be 
marketed? 

8. Possible marketing vehicles for certified products. 
9. Plan for how to sell certified products to tour operators.  

 
This document summarizes the principal findings of these nine studies and recommends overall 
marketing strategies for tourism certification programs in the five target countries, with emphasis on 
small and medium sustainable tourism businesses. 
 
The principal findings of the nine studies can be summarized briefly: 
 

!  There is a latent interest in sustainable tourism among tourists in North America and Europe, 
but there is little active interest in pursuing it. All things being equal, a tourist whose 
requirements for safety, health, comfort, and quality have been satisfied, would be pleased to 
be able to engage in tourist activities that do not damage the biological habitat or the local 
culture, and that do not contaminate. There is little evidence that price premiums could or 
should be charged for certified or exemplary businesses, solely because of good environmental 
and social stewardship. 

!  There is good evidence, however, especially in Europe, that consumers will choose more 
sustainable businesses if given a clear choice and there is no price differential for the same 
quality. 

!  Tour operators, especially in Europe, have moved towards sustainability programs in their 
operations, often without informing their clients, because of hints of regulatory pressure in that 
direction and because they might become vulnerable to the type of campaign that caused 
severe problems in sales for companies in the footwear and clothing business, when unfair 
social practices were revealed. In addition, the implementation of sustainability programs 
throughout the commercial chain has increased the reliability of due diligence that is required 
by the European Union of tour operators, as well as lowering operating costs. 

!  Many United States tour operators (and many U.S. businesses in other sectors) remain opposed 
to the concept of voluntary certification, but are implementing sustainability policies. This 
opposition has been based on the belief, not supported by the evidence, that the industry was 
not taken into account in the development of these programs, that the programs are not 
practical to implement, and that they increase operating costs. As the credibility and popularity 
of programs grows, opposition has been decreasing. 

!  The studies of certification programs in tourism and other fields has shown that most programs 
do not market directly to the consumer, at least until they have a well-known and widely used 
brand and logo. Instead they have used more cost-effective marketing mechanisms, such as 
marketing to retailers, who in turn market to consumers. Other programs have found that key 
bulk purchasers, such as government and corporate travel offices, can cause the direct 
implementation of certification by providers such as hotels, when certification becomes a 
requirement for patronage. 

!  The marketing incentives provided by most programs to certified businesses are weak, and 
often consist of no more than the promise of increased occupancy and listing on  website and in 
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a brochure. The more effective incentives involve training the business in marketing and other 
business skills, which is especially important for small businesses. 

!  Government incentives are constrained by international trade agreements, such as GATS, that 
prohibit discriminatory treatment of foreign businesses. Local treatment in terms of incentives 
or prohibitions must be applied equally to local, national, and foreign businesses, if any foreign 
business has been given this treatment or has been excluded in a discriminatory manner. 
Voluntary certification programs that comply with international norms are generally exempt 
from the application of these constraints, as long as the programs are open to all qualified 
businesses. Government involvement, however, directly invokes GATS. Thus government 
marketing incentives for certified businesses must follow the principles of international 
standards and non-discriminatory treatment. Certified businesses may still be differentiated, 
but requirements for local purchasing and hiring could be constrained. 

!  A fundamental marketing challenge for certification is that brand recognition comes with wide 
application, and wide application comes with visible incentives, such as increased occupancy 
or sales. Since it has not been demonstrated that certification directly increases tourism sales 
(with three exceptions: GTBS, Blue Flag, and FTTSA), achieving a critical mass of certified 
businesses requires other motivation. It has been shown that certification reduces operating 
costs and dramatically increases operational quality. This in turn tends to increase quality of 
service, which usually redounds in increased sales and lower costs. Nevertheless, nearly all 
successful certification programs, in all industries, have required up to ten years or more for 
consumer recognition. 

!  Successful certification programs have a well-known logo and a clear message. Organic 
agriculture, for example, uses the implicit message that Òthis food is healthy for youÓ. 
Sustainable tourism certification has not yet found a concise, memorable message. 

!  The proliferation of logos and brands in tourism certification has probably slowed the adoption 
and recognition of certification brands. The proliferation continues, as each country seems set 
on developing its own program. It seems clear from studies, that without the credibility 
associated with an accreditation program and a baseline standard, tourism certification will not 
gain consumer support. 

!  When certification programs are designed with input and participation from a diverse variety of 
stakeholders, their buy-in is more assured. Involving diverse stakeholders during program 
development facilitates buy-in and marketing to both consumers and businesses.  

!  Education, outreach, and marketing should be part of a programÕs mission, as well as a 
responsibility of program users (certified businesses and their users). 

 
In terms of marketing strategy, the most focused places for cost-effective marketing appear to be: 

!  Buyers of great purchasing power or influence who can jumpstart certification: travel offices of 
corporations, governments, multilateral agencies, NGOs. 

!  Travel guidebooks, even in the age of Internet. 
!  The travel press, which can amplify trends, but seldom establishes them. 
!  Word of mouth: Certification programs should consider quality, safety, and security, not just 

environmental and social criteria. Quality markets itself. 
!  The Internet: Critical in todayÕs tourism commercialization chain. Search engines, online 

guidebooks, and portals need to be influenced. 
!  Purchasing policies for large organizations. 
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!  Large established tourism companies have their own brand recognition. Bringing them on 
board may enhance credibility of certification labels, as well as permitting subsidies for 
certifying SMEs. Incentives for large companies are principally image, if the certification is 
credible and the company has an image problem. This can damage the ecolabel if not handled 
well, however. Certification, especially EMS, can dramatically reduce costs for large 
companies. 

!  Tour operators, who can often be motivated because certification: 
o Offers solution to outside pressure for large tour operators 
o Good for image 
o Allows preliminary due diligence screening, especially for new destinations, reducing 

costs 
o When baseline standards are established, can substitute in-house guidelines for 

sustainability 
o Certified businesses tend to have overall quality standards 
o (Re)Insurance companies are now requiring social and environmental sustainability 

criteria for large companies 
o Builds into Tour OperatorsÕ Initiative 
o Increasingly required in Europe 

 
The effective marketing of sustainable tourism certification depends heavily on the credibility of the 
certification programs. This, in turn, can be substantially enhanced by the establishment of an 
international accreditation body, such as the proposed Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council 
(STSC) and its accompanying baseline standard. Any marketing strategy, therefore, should, in parallel 
with conventional marketing activities, promote the establishment of STSC or a similar organ. 
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Introduction 
 
Certification, a voluntary procedure that sets, assesses monitors and gives written assurance that a 
business, product, process, service, or management system conforms to requirements, is growing 
rapidly throughout the world. It is commonly used in many professional sectors from academia and 
nursing to financial investments. Tourism, often cited as Òthe largest industry in the world,Ó is no 
stranger to certification programs. The American Automobile AssociationÕs Five Diamond Rating and 
The Mobil Travel Guide for hotels and restaurants were established over 40 years ago to rate 
accommodations and restaurants primarily on criteria related to quality, service, and price. Michelin 
pioneered the travel guide and rating system movement when it published its first Michelin Red Guide 
in France in 1900. For the past 60 years, it has been inspecting and providing quality ratings for hotels 
and restaurants throughout Europe and around the world. Tourism professionals, such as travel agents, 
can also be certified by over a dozen voluntary programs available in the United States alone.1

 
On the other hand, Ògreen certificationÓ establishes and monitors sustainability using criteria and 
standards measuring environmental, economic, and socio-cultural responsibility. It is likely one of the 
fastest growing areas within the certification arena. Examples of sectors where green certification 
programs are making inroads into the market of socially and environmentally responsible producers 
and consumers are:  wood products, coffee, organic agriculture, energy efficiency, green buildings, 
seafood, and tourism. Tourism, in turn, can cover a variety of sectors including beaches, parks, tour 
operators, guides, attractions, destinations, golf courses, and boats. The vast majority of programs, 
however, are for accommodations, and serve the sustainable tourism and ecotourism markets. While 
these programs are growing rapidly, they are still new, with only one Ð the Blue Flag for beaches and 
marinas - more than 20 years old; most much younger, having been formed in the wake of the UNÕs 
1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 
 
To be successful in their sustainability goals, green certification programs must engage a wide range 
of stakeholders, including producers, suppliers, distributors, retailers, trade associations within their 
profession, as well as non-governmental organizations, governments, media, and the general public. 
Education, outreach, promotion, and marketing are not only necessary, but critical. However, many of 
these programs have neglected to market themselves, focusing instead on developing standards and 
criteria and testing their programs on like-minded companies, products, and services. As a result, they 
generate a small supply of certified products, and services without sufficient demand for them. 
 
Sustainable tourism certification is no exception. In fact, as one of the newest Òkids on the block,Ó and 
addressing a complex, international industry, successful marketing will require sustained and 
dedicated support from a wide variety of stakeholders. This report provides background and 
recommendations for promoting and marketing ecotourism and sustainable tourism programs with two 
objectives:  to increase consumer demand for certification and to increase the supply of certified 
tourism businesses. 
 
In order to understand some of the underlying issues, challenges, and opportunities, the first section of 
this report summarizes the need for marketing of sustainable tourism certification and some of the key 

                                                 
1 Honey, Martha, 2002.  Ecotourism and Certification:  Setting Standards in Practice.  Island Press, Washington, DC. 
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challenges. The second section provides a brief overview of the tourism industry structure. The 
following three sections examine the primary elements of sustainable tourism marketing from the 
perspective of the tourism industry. Section 3 discusses elements of marketing strategy that are 
relevant to increasing both demand for and supply of certified products. Section 4 examines marketing 
strategies aimed just at increasing demand for certified products. Section 5 examines marketing 
strategies aimed just at increasing the supply of certified products. Section 6 explores the role of 
stakeholders outside of the tourism industry (governments, NGOs, other certification programs, 
financing entities) in promoting sustainable tourism certification programs. The final section outlines a 
marketing plan for sustainable tourism certification for Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and 
Community-Based Enterprises (CBEÕs) in five target countries of Belize, Costa Rica, Guatemala, 
Brazil, and Ecuador.  
 
 

Section 1:  Need for Marketing of Certification and Key Challenges  
 
At the World Tourism Organization conferences on Sustainability Certification of Tourism Activities, 
held in late 2003 and 2004 in Brazil, Malaysia and the Czech Republic, a declaration was made 
saying, ÒDespite their recent proliferation, and partly because of it, certification systems have not 
managed to establish themselves among the tourism enterprises in Europe, Asia or the Americas, or 
among tourism consumers. There is also a lack of unanimity and homogeneity among the different 
systems that exist, resulting in confusion among users.Ó2   
 
Michael Conroy, an expert on green certification programs, professor at the Yale School of Forestry 
and Program Officer with the Rockefeller Brothers Fund  (formerly with Ford Foundation), adds 
another important concern:   
 

Probably the greatest challenge right now for sustainable tourism certification is the lack of a 
clearly defined product. Sustainable tourism certification proponents have not yet reached 
consensus on internationally agreed-upon principles and standards. Until these are developed 
and are clearly articulated, there will be no differentiated product to advertise. That is, until 
tourism certification program clearly defines the standards it uses, it will not have consumer 
appeal. The Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council (STSC) is being established to 
overcome this challenge, but it has not yet succeeded.3

 
These statements encapsulate the current state of affairs regarding sustainable tourism certification. 
The issue of defining a clear sustainable tourism certification product in order to reduce confusion 
among users is a paramount one that must be addressed to carry out a successful marketing campaign. 
This is a number one priority and challenge. Secondly, in order to be truly successful and effect a Òsea 
changeÓ within the industry Ð i.e., to improve industry-wide practices in the name of sustainability Ð 
certification programs must engage a significant number of service providers as well as consumers of 
all types.  
 

                                                 
2 From WTO website, http://www.world-tourism.org/sustainable/
3 Interview with Michael Conroy, Yale School of Forestry, June 2004. 
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The first step is to work with suppliers. Certification proponents must convince a critical mass of 
hospitality providers that becoming certified is in their best interest:  that it will reduce costs, increase 
marketability of a product, reduce risks, and improve company image. They must go out and sell these 
virtues to a variety of businesses within the industry. While at first itÕs not too difficult to find a few 
Òinnovators,Ó i.e. businesses who share environmental and social responsibility values, to step forward 
to be the first to go through the certification process, this is not enough. Certification programs must 
attract Òfence-sitters,Ó businesses that are willing to consider certification but are not convinced that it 
will be worth their time and money to go through the process. Once they do so, a certain momentum 
develops and the growth of certified products takes on a life of its own.  
 
The second step is to generate enough demand among consumers and intermediaries (retailers, 
suppliers, distributors, etc.) to create a market for growing numbers of certified products. Consumer 
surveys indicate a latent interest on the part of travelers in patronizing sustainable tourism suppliers, 
but to date, this latent interest seldom translates into actual demand for sustainable tourism 
certification programs. The challenge, therefore, becomes a Òchicken and eggÓ issue. For producers to 
go through the process of becoming certified, they want to be assured that there is consumer demand. 
Large numbers of consumers, on the other hand, are unlikely to buy into certification, nor purchase 
certified products and services, unless there is a sufficient supply and variety of options to choose 
from. Therefore, new certifying bodies must maintain a balancing act:  convincing producers to sign 
on and become certified even before an aware and interested market exists, while also developing 
awareness and promoting certified products even before there are many available.  
 
The trajectories of successful certification programs from other industries such as energy efficient 
appliances and construction, with its Energy Star label, and organic agriculture, which in the United 
States carries approval by the United States Department of Agriculture, demonstrate that marketing 
strategies for new certification programs must follow an evolutionary process. At first, they will need 
to work to encourage rapid buy-in by both sides of the market equation with messages that will 
resonate with Ògreen believers,Ó i.e., proponents of social and environmental responsibility, known by 
various names including ÒCultural Creatives,Ó4 ÒThe World of Products with Sustainable Values,Ó5  
LOHAS (lifestyles of health and sustainability), and ÒHealthy Products, Healthy Planet (HP2).Ó6  
These audiences will need the least convincing to rely on certification schemes in making purchasing 
decisions. Later, once certification programs have established a market presence with these green 
believers, it is time to expand the network. New messages and strategies are needed to educate and 
raise awareness among a broader public.  
 
Another related challenge that new Ògreen certificationÓ programs face is creating market linkages, 
i.e., access to markets. While most successful producers have already developed and nurtured their 
existing markets, certification of their products and services should open up new markets for them. 
Once companies have demonstrated their environmental and social responsibility, they can more easily 
target their marketing strategies to capture the LOHAS and Cultural Creative consumers. And, as the 
general traveling public becomes more aware of tourism sustainability issues, in part through 
education and outreach promoted by certification programs, they will also embrace socially and 
environmentally responsible purchasing, patronizing certified businesses. On the demand side, Ògreen 

                                                 
4 Ray, Paul, 2000.  How 50 Million People are Changing the World.  New York:  Harmony Books. 
5 Hartman Group, 2003.  ÒThe Hartman Report:  A Consumer Perspective on Sustainability.Ó 
6 Environmental Business Journal, 2004.   
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consumersÓ who want to live their values need to be able to find out which products and services are 
Ògreen certifiedÓ and how to go about purchasing them. They will need to be informed about the 
existence of certification programs and certified products so that they can purchase them easily and 
conveniently. 
 
 
Another difficulty that many green certified products and services face is that the label of the 
certification program is not well understood or easily recognized. MSC is a case in point. Its label 
provides shoppers with little information about what it stands for, and without significant education 
about what sustainable fisheries are and how even controversial fisheries such as Chilean sea bass can 
become certified it will not be effective. Certified coffee, while receiving much market recognition, is 
also confusing to many consumers as there are at least three types - Fair Trade, organic and shade 
grown Ð which conform to different, and not always overlapping, standards. Sustainable tourism 
certification, which incorporates environmental and social standards, is likewise complicated. While 
many environmental criteria can be assessed by measuring performance measures or through 
development of environmental management systems, social and cultural criteria and their assessment 
are considered uncertain and unreliable.7

 
In addition to the ambiguity about what sustainable tourism certification labels mean, consumers and 
tourism providers are justifiably confused by the proliferation of programs around the world. Each one 
of the more than 60 sustainable tourism certification programs has its own standards and criteria, and 
often overlapping markets. Without intensive examination of the standards and processes used by each 
one to assess and certify tourism providers, consumers currently have little assurance that they will 
receive the services they are looking for. A partial response to this will be the establishment of the 
Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council, a proposed global accreditation body for sustainable 
tourism and ecotourism certification programs which will establish and monitor international criteria, 
as well as promoting awareness of sustainable tourism certification around the world.  
 
On the other hand, even when green certification programs are able to provide a clear message that 
products carrying their logo are environmentally and/or socially responsible, they may not generate 
broad support for other reasons. A primary, and critically important, one is that they may not address 
consumersÕ primary concerns. Product or service quality, price and convenience of purchase are 
uppermost in consumersÕ minds, and unless certification labels can address and satisfy these priorities, 
the appeal of certified products will be limited. AAAÕs Five Diamond rating for hotels has been 
extremely successful, in part because it provides its users with what theyÕre looking for:  assurance 
that their need for value and comfort, as well as health and safety, will be met. It does this by 
supplying its members with information on the level of quality, range of facilities and services offered 
at each site. 
 
Tourism providers may also be reluctant to enter into official certification programs for a variety of 
reasons. One that is uppermost for some successful tourism companies who have created their own 
green image is a fear that certification will dilute the worth of their brand. They feel that the 
uniqueness of their logo and the image it conveys provides important marketing value and that being 
lumped in with other businesses and competitors under a common certification label may decrease 

                                                 
7 Sasidharan et al., 2002 in Font, Xavier and Catherine Harris, 2004.  ÒRethinking Standards from Green to Sustainable.Ó  
Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 31, No. 4. 
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their visibility in the socially and environmentally responsible marketplace. Companies such as 
Fairmont Hotels and Resorts, as well as Xanterra and Forever Resorts, both of which serve as 
concessionaires in the United States National Parks, have worked hard to develop their own criteria 
and processes for assuring the sustainability of their products and services, and are proud that they can 
be singled out as industry pioneers in the sustainable tourism movement.  
 
On the other hand, small and medium enterprises (SMEs), including community-based enterprises 
(CBEÕs), and new producers typically have difficulties making the necessary linkages to a concerned 
marketplace because they have limited resources and access to the large marketplace. They stand to 
benefit if certified under well-marketed certification programs because their niche market 
characteristics will be promoted to audiences whose values are in line with the products and services 
being offered. Of course, this expectation only holds true if the certification label is considered 
credible and is well-promoted. For the latter, broad and effective marketing is needed 
 
Certification programs that encourage social and environmental responsibility also promote 
inclusiveness and equity for all producers, including small, medium and community enterprises. 
However, while SMEs and CBEÕs may have the most to gain by certification, they are generally less 
likely to become certified than larger companies.  
For example, a 2004 study assessing CST in Costa Rica found that the average size of those who knew 
about and participate in the program is far greater than those who are unaware or do not participate; 
the majority of hotels with occupancies smaller than 100 were not certified while the majority of 
hotels with occupancies larger than 100 people were certified.8  Audubon Green Leaf Eco-Rating and 
the Vermont Green Hotels in the Green Mountain State programs also find that it is difficult to recruit 
small hotels into their programs. Peter Crawford, of the Vermont program, says that Òsmall hotels lag 
behind in areas of environmental accounting and therefore have been more reluctant to seek 
membership, due to the extra amount of work involved to become certified.Ó9  In other words, they 
often lack knowledge, informational or technical resources, financial resources and/or management 
capacity to participate in the certification process. Certification programs, along with financial 
institutions, governments, industry partners, and NGOs, will need to create incentives, such as cost 
reductions or subsidized entry fees, technical assistance, specialized marketing attention, and group 
certification opportunities, to facilitate the involvement of small businesses in certification initiatives.  
 
Underlying all of these challenges is the fact that during their establishment, few sustainable tourism 
certification programs have budgeted sufficiently for marketing. Government programs, such as the 
CST in Costa Rica, have limited budgets and, as a result, are little known even by a large percentage 
of the industry in this small, tourism-focused country.10  Programs run by national governments in 

                                                 
8 Newton, Tina et al., 2004, ÒAssessing the Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) Program in Costa Rica.Ó  School 
for Field Studies report, Alajuela, Costa Rica 
9 Interview with Peter Crawford, Green Hotels in the Green Mountain State, July 2004. 
10 In order to assess the success and awareness of Costa RicaÕs government-run Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) 
program, a survey of hotels in four tourist regions of the country was conducted in the summer of 2004.  Results indicated 
that only 57% of the hotels interviewed knew about the program, and that this number is probably higher than the average 
for the country as a whole because it includes San Jose, the major urban area of the country where CST is based and more 
information is available.  The study also showed that there was little correlation between the number of hotels aware of 
CST and the amount of contact made by the agency that runs the program, the Institute of Costa Rican Tourism (ICT).  
(Newton, Tina et al., 2004, ÒAssessing the Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) Program in Costa Rica.Ó  School for 
Field Studies report, Alajuela, Costa Rica) 
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Austria and Luxembourg have done little  in the way of marketing, outside of printing brochures 
listing certified hotels and restaurants, due to budgetary constraints.11  While some private programs 
do market more, much of the budget for this comes from certified businesses themselves. The AAA 
Diamond Rating charges a licensing fee for marketing certified companies,12 as does Viabono in 
Germany (which still needs to supplement its budget with government grants). Blue Swallow does 
much of its marketing through a magazine distributed at train stations and trade fairs, financed by the 
advertising businesses.13  Until a sufficient number of tourism providers are convinced of the benefits 
of becoming certified and can overcome financial barriers to do so, most certification programs are 
reluctant to impose further financial burdens on them for marketing. Another possible reason that 
many certification programs have not budgeted for marketing relates to the type of people and 
organizations involved in creating them. The originators of such programs are usually program people 
Ð analysts, academics, theoreticians, - not necessarily marketing types, and are not accustomed to 
focusing on sales concerns. 
 
In the meantime, in Europe there is some pressure on certification programs from their certified 
businesses: they wish to have more marketing support and visible effects. For example, the Swiss 
IBEX sustainability certificate expects such effects from the VISIT Association; this is their reason for 
membership. Other certificates, such as Legambiente Turismo, are not willing to give marketing 
support for their certified businesses. Legambiente strictly concentrates on its advocacy role as an 
environmental NGO. FEE, in addition to its Blue Flag beach certification, recently relaunched the 
ÒGreen KeyÓ certificate with a new approach and strategy. Green Key now can be developed in all 
countries with FEE member organizations, though a structure similar to that of Blue Flag Ð member 
NGOs in each country or region. Thus FEE, together, with its partner organizations, hopes to raise the 
awareness and visibility of Green Key and thereby raise the demand. Regional brands, e.g. the Eifel 
Regionalmarke in Germany (natural, rural areas in southwest Germany) are developed (a) to market all 
relevant products and services (including tourism services) which meet region based quality and 
sustainability  requirements (www.eifel-qualitaet.de), and (b) to become a Òsustainable destinationÓ. 
  
 

Key Issues Determining Success 
 
For an ecotourism and sustainable tourism certification program to be successful, it must generate a 
demand for its services among travelers and travel intermediaries (tour operators and organizers, travel 
agents, media, etc.) as well as among tourism providers (hotels, tour operators, restaurants, attractions 
or destinations, guide services, etc.). Several key elements are necessary: 
 

!  Broad support from and involvement of industry, government, communities, non-governmental 
organizations, and the media 

!  Credibility Ð with relevant, measurable criteria (that can assess environmental and social 
dimensions in a variety of settings) evaluated efficiently and dependably by professional, 
unbiased practitioners 

                                                 
11 Communication from Herbert Hamele, Ecotrans, December 2004. 
12 Interview with Cheryl Bunker, AAA, July 2004. 
13 Communication from Herbert Hamele, Ecotrans, December 2004 
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!  Satisfying key concerns of tourism businesses Ð including cost-savings, increased market 
access, superior image, technical assistance, preferential treatment from buyers 
(intermediaries) or destinations, and marketing support. 

!  Satisfying key concerns of consumers Ð assurances of quality, safety, security; value for price, 
reliability; and environmental and social responsibility 

!  Diversity Ð providing consumers with a range of travel and tourism options on the destination 
level as well as on service/quality/price levels 

!  An easily recognized brand that conveys a clear, attractive message 
!  Marketing program that includes partnerships with certified businesses as well as governments, 

environmental, social and consumer organizations, trade associations, media and others for 
education, outreach and marketing support 

 
 

Section 2:  Key Players for Mar keting Certified Ecotourism and 
Sustainable Tourism Products 
 

Overview of Tourism Industry Structure 
 
The tourism industry has developed a sophisticated distribution system to help link travelers to the 
local hospitality providers that supply destination accommodations, attractions, food and retail 
services, and local guides. All of the participants in the distribution system can influence the use of 
certification systems. Many individuals link directly to the hospitality providers based their own 
experience, word of mouth or personal research through various travel media (e.g., travel guides, 
newspapers, travel magazines, TV, travel-related websites). The portion of travelers linking directly to 
hospitality providers is increasing rapidly with the explosion of online information and ease of online 
bookings.  
 
Other travelers rely on professional assistance to help them select destinations and service suppliers. 
Travel agents have been the traditional source of advice and assistance in making the important 
bookings, but their role has been eroding because of online technologies. Travel agents often sell 
packages (transportation, accommodations, and activities) that have been assembled by tour 
wholesalers. Still other travelers want more personalized attention and prefer escorted tours. These are 
usually arranged by outbound tour operators in the travelerÕs home country, who set up the basic 
itineraries and typically also work with inbound tour operators in the host country, who provide the 
on-the-ground support and local guides. Individual travelers are also often motivated to take particular 
trips because of their membership in various affinity groups (e.g., alumni associations, conservation 
organizations, church groups). These affinity groups promote the trips and market them to their 
members. They typically work through tour operators to deliver the travel package being provided. 
Business travelers represent a special market target segment because their travel decisions are often 
made or influenced by travel departments and meeting planners. 
 
In addition to the various intermediaries who help travelers decide what hospitality providers to 
patronize, a number of other industry stakeholders play important roles in determining travelersÕ 
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options. Industry associations are both an important conduit for promoting certification ideas and a 
mechanism for industry input into the design and implementation of these programs. Similarly, 
tourism boards and other promotion bodies can serve as advocates for certification and are important 
sources of support for certification programs. Government agencies such as tourism, commerce, and 
environmental ministries, and regional development authorities, are often prime movers behind setting 
standards and promoting sustainable tourism as an economic development activity. Trade shows and 
fairs provide venues for industry to meet and learn about the latest developments in certification 
programs and are often a convenient vehicle for supporting dialog among various stakeholders. 
Finally, consumer federations and various non-profit groups serve as important sources of 
purchasing power, technical assistance, and advocacy for sustainable travel.  
 
A complex and extensive distribution system has evolved to connect travelers to the various services at 
their destinations. This means that decisions about whether or not to patronize certified hospitality 
providers are made or influenced by many people, in addition to the ultimate traveler. A number of 
other stakeholders help to determine the conditions under which the industry will operate. Marketing 
sustainable travel certification programs must, therefore, address all the relevant segments of the 
industry in order to be successful. 
 

Increasing the Supply of Certified Hosp itality Providers: Summary of Tourism 
Industry Players and Interests 
 
Most tourism businesses initially consider participating in certification programs in order to attract 
more customers and increase price margins, as this is the most direct way to increase profitability and 
improve long-term survival prospects. Conventional tourism quality certification programs (e.g., AAA 
Diamond or Mobil star ratings) meet this objective by helping consumers easily and reliably determine 
the general price and quality range of accommodations and services. Sustainable tourism certification 
programs are designed to attract customers by validating the environmental and social performance of 
the tourism provider. The challenge for these green travel certification programs is that few travelers 
appear to feel the need for this kind of sustainability information when making travel decisions. As a 
result, participating in sustainable tourism certification programs will seldom meet the primary 
business objective of directly increasing sales and pricing power, at least in the near-term. 
 
Marketing initiatives aimed at encouraging tourism firms to become certified, therefore, have to focus 
on other, less direct potential benefits. Fortunately, green certification programs promise a number of 
potential benefits beyond just directly increasing sales or pricing power. These indirect benefits are 
likely to be the primary reasons for businesses to participate in green certification schemes and will 
provide the primary selling points for getting tourism providers to become certified. 
 
The most commonly cited potential benefit, after increased sales, is the prospect of reducing operating 
costs through green certification. This applies primarily to accommodation providers, who typically 
have a wide range of investment and management options for dealing with energy, water use, and 
solid waste disposal. Prospective savings in electricity costs through the use of compact fluorescent 
light bulbs, room sensors and simple energy management protocols can often be quite significant. 
Similarly, water saving devices and water management practices can result in significant reductions in 
water usage. Some practices, such as offering guests the option of not washing towels and sheets every 
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day or using soap and shampoo dispensers (rather than providing individual small plastic bottles) 
provide a visible indication to guests of an establishmentÕs environmental ethic, in addition to saving 
money.  
 
Adoption of these kinds of environmental efficiencies often results from taking steps to meet 
certification criteria, but also often results from initiatives to save money independently of 
certification. In many cases, companies are considering these types of eco-investments anyway in 
order to reduce costs, comply with environmental regulations, or to appeal to environmentally-
conscious travelers regardless of any pressure or assistance from certification programs. One of the 
challenges for green certification programs, therefore, is to demonstrate how they will help 
participants identify and make cost effective green investments that the participants would not 
otherwise make in the normal course of business.  
 
The new European initiative TourBench (www.tourbench.info) is to help accommodation businesses 
from Finland to Portugal to reduce their resource consumption and to save money. This online 
monitoring and benchmarking tool informs about certificates in Europe and encourages businesses to 
apply for certification.  
 
In addition to possible energy, water and material savings is the potential for improving employee 
morale and productivity through certification programs. Several hospitality providers and tour 
operators (Report 3.1.3.3) indicated that certification programs had provided excellent vehicles for 
communicating the firmÕs commitment to sustainability principles to staff as well as guests. As a 
result, the owners of these firms believed that their employees better understood the companiesÕ 
environmental and social objectives, were more highly motivated, and that this enthusiasm carried 
over to guest relations. This resulted in higher productivity, better guest experiences, and the potential 
for favorable word-of-mouth advertising and repeat business. 
 
Several hospitality providers and tour operators (Report 3.1.3.3) noted that participation in and 
promotion of certification programs had been a useful vehicle for building longer-term consumer 
loyalty. While this might not lead to an immediate increase in sales, the fact that word-of-mouth 
advertising and repeat business is so important for most types of tourism businesses suggests that 
certification can be an important component in building the foundation for future business growth and 
profitability. With increasing consumer awareness about environmental and social responsibility, 
participation in sustainable travel certification programs can also potentially help counter adverse 
customer reactions if they perceive practices that do not seem appropriate to them. Protecting market 
reputation and position through adherence to certification principles can be especially important, since 
negative publicity tends to have a much greater impact than positive publicity. 
 
For companies operating in countries with rigorous environmental and safety regulations, participation 
in certification programs can reduce the administrative burden of complying with these regulations. 
For example, in the United States, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has sold participation 
in its Performance Track program partly on the basis that it will reduce regulatory compliance burdens 
for companies in the program. Compliance with various performance and risk management 
requirements in certification programs may also reduce the likelihood of accidents. In some cases this 
may result in lower insurance costs and avoid the kind of morale- and reputation-destroying events 
that can threaten the very existence of a firm. 
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Some firms may be interested in the possibility of reducing the number of requests for information 
about sustainability practices by participating in widely recognized certification programs. Firms 
worldwide are increasingly being asked to provide information about their sustainability practices to a 
variety of intermediaries, NGOs, government agencies and others. Responding to these requests can be 
a burden on management time. Participation in well-designed certification schemes can help reduce 
this burden by providing most of the information sought by individual groups. 
 
Finally, and most importantly, many industry participants (Report 3.1.3.3) recognized the importance 
of Òdoing the right thingÓ by their own actions and collectively taking the necessary steps to protect 
the natural and cultural resources that draw visitors to their destinations. Even if certification does not 
directly increase demand for their property or service, the participants felt good about their actions and 
believed that they encouraged industry-wide practices that avoid damaging the resource base. They 
believed that once a significant number of firms are certified, participants can bring greater peer 
pressure on their colleagues to join the program and take steps to weed out the Òbad actorsÓ. 
Ultimately, however, it appears that the primary motivation for most firms to join sustainable tourism 
certification programs has been the desire to be a good corporate citizen, even if there is no 
demonstrable economic benefit to the business. 
 
As with any marketing program it is important to identify potential targets that have the greatest 
ÒneedÓ for a product (in this case, certification) and the ability to pay for it. For the tourism industry, 
different players have widely differing needs and abilities to pay for participating in certification 
programs. In general, the primary focus of green tourism certification programs has been on 
accommodation providers. Increasingly, however, certification programs are expanding to distinguish 
between different types of accommodations (e.g., ecolodges versus conventional hotels) and to cover 
other players in the industry (e.g., destination attractions, guides, tour operators, beaches, and even 
whole communities). 
 
Accommodation providers are currently the primary targets for sustainable tourism certification. They 
are the segment of the industry with the most direct impact on local environments, societies and 
economies. They have the greatest incentive to protect their local natural and cultural resources 
because they cannot easily pick up and move. Unfortunately, however, many of the smaller niche 
providers (e.g., ecolodges, historic hotels, B&B's, country cabins), which probably have the strongest 
reasons to protect the resources, are often under-capitalized and not in a good position to incur the 
costs and management time to participate in certification programs. The bigger players (e.g., 
international hotel or restaurant chains) are generally more susceptible to interest group pressure and 
better able to pay the costs of certification. As noted in the previous section, interest in certification is, 
therefore, usually greatest among the larger accommodation providers, even in those niches such as 
ecotourism, where consumer and industry awareness is highest. 
 
Given the general lack of direct consumer demand for accommodation providers to be certified, 
marketing programs should normally emphasize the many potential indirect benefits summarized 
above. These include possible cost savings, improved employee morale and productivity, facilitating 
regulatory and reporting compliance, protecting destinations, and the satisfaction of doing the right 
thing. The challenge is for green certification programs to actually deliver these benefits. This may 
even be done in combination with some of the value-adding activities that other travel intermediaries 
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typically offer to hospitality providers (e.g., providing general information, contacting potential 
customers, making reservations, preparing tickets, managing frequent guest rewards programs). 
 
Hospitality providers other than accommodations (e.g., destination attraction managers, food service, 
tour guides) have different potential interests in certification. Some destination attractions have 
possibilities for eco-efficiency cost savings, but the diversity of attractions makes them difficult to 
certify. Restaurants and food services have a long history of traditional health requirements and quality 
ratings (e.g., based on hygiene, ambiance, food, and service). The sustainability aspects of restaurants, 
however, are not generally of as great an interest to customers and food services have not been a high 
priority for green travel certification programs. Many programs exist for certifying guides along 
traditional lines (e.g., knowledge, safety skills). Given the critical impact of guide quality on guest 
experiences, many parties should have an interest in encouraging guides to participate in sustainable 
tourism certification programs. 
 
In Europe the Òorganic food directiveÓ establishes the legal framework for the use and protection of 
the terms ÒbioÓ and ÒorganicÓ. Therefore the sustainable tourism certificates in Europe do not set their 
own standards for ÒsustainableÓ food in restaurants, but rather they refer to existing ÒbioÓ labels for 
food and recommend the purchase of such ÒgreenÓ products; e.g. the EU Flower for Tourist 
Accommodation  or the Austrian Eco-label for Tourism services.  
 
Outbound and inbound tour operators have often been cited as good prospects for promoting 
certification programs because of their customer bases, their role in selecting the hospitality providers, 
and their clear business interest in protecting the natural and cultural resources at their destinations. 
Green travel programs could, therefore, focus on encouraging tour operators to get certified in order to 
help them sell their services to the travel market segments that care about sustainability. The challenge 
is that tour operator interest in getting certified will depend primarily on whether consumers will make 
their choice of operator based, at least in part, on whether or not they are certified. At the current time, 
the consumer demand simply does not appear to be there, so the direct incentives for tour operators to 
become certified are probably limited. 
  
The German ÒForum Anders ReisenÓ (FAR) Association has ca. 80 specialized tour operators as 
members, committed to sustainable tourism in its statutes. The members fulfill a set of social and 
economic and environmental requirements, but this is not controlled by an independent third party. 
Membership in FAR can be seen as Òself declarationÓ. As a special service in February 2005, FAR 
launched a marketing website to promote its membersÕ products. While this might appear to be very 
attractive for motivating businesses to get certified in the destinations offered by these 80 operators, 
the manager of FAR has said that the offer of ÒsustainableÓ (not certified) businesses is far too large 
for them to look at or accept many new products. 
 
Despite the lack of direct benefits, outbound tour operators might be pressured into getting certified by 
advocacy organizations. They are easy to identify and generally located in the developed countries 
where consumer and advocacy groups can more easily bring public opinion to bear on them. 
Furthermore, they depend heavily on word-of-mouth advertising and repeat business, so to the extent 
that certification actually improves the vacation experience of their clients, they would have a reason 
to become certified themselves. This is likely to be especially true of specialty tour operators who 
focus on niche markets patronized by environmentally- and socially-conscious travelers (e.g., 
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ecotourists, educational tours, cultural tours) who at least potentially might be more inclined to travel 
with tour operators that have been certified.  
 
Despite the potential appeal of trying to get tour operators to become certified, it is important to note 
that they cover a relatively small portion of the overall travel and tourism market. For example, only 
2% of all U.S. outbound travelers and 3% of U.S. international ecotourists traveled with tour groups14 
(WTO, 2002). As a result, even if it is possible to sign up a significant percentage of tour operators, 
they will not influence a large share of the tourism market. 
 
Travel agents present a different situation from tour operators in that they are still a relatively 
important source of information for travelers, but probably less motivated to promote sustainable 
travel certification. Despite the rapidly declining role of travel agents, almost half of U.S. outbound 
travelers still use travel agents as a source of information15. Most travel agents have limited incentive 
to promote certified providers because travelers look to them primarily to help with travel logistics and 
finding attractively priced packages. Specialty agents who serve the segments most likely to be 
interested in sustainability (e.g., ecotourism, educational and cultural tours) presumably have more of 
a reason to get certified. However, some of the true specialists (e.g., Manaca, which focuses on 
ecotourism destinations) make a point of doing their own evaluations of the sustainability practices of 
the lodges and guides that they represent and might view certification programs as undercutting their 
raison dÕ•tre. Overall, it seems that travel agents are somewhat less likely than tour operators to be 
interested in getting certified. 
 
Travel wholesalers, who purchase transport, accommodations and activities in bulk, package them into 
tours and offer them to travel agents (and sometimes directly to consumers) are an important segment 
of the travel industry. They are largely behind the scenes, however, so they probably have little to be 
gained by becoming certified. They might, however, be good vehicles for certified hospitality 
providers to use in selling their own products, as discussed in the next section on increasing the 
demand for certified travel products.  
 
The travel media (guidebooks, magazines, newspapers, TV, Internet) are potential providers of 
information about certification and sustainability practices, which to date has largely been covered in 
more academic literature. Their interests are in increasing circulation and readership, so the need is to 
provide them with information and copy that enables them to present information in an 
entertaining/informative way. In general, this means human interest and timely newsworthy materials, 
not technical information on certification programs. Guidebooks are frequently cited as an important 
target for marketing green certification programs, but they may often be reluctant to promote 
certification since much of their added value comes from the first-hand assessments that they provide 
about individual properties and destinations. In short, the travel media is a vehicle for promoting 
certification, but not a candidate for getting certified. 
 
Other major tourism businesses, especially the big airlines, have a major stake in the sustainability of 
the travel industry and have a large and obvious impact on the environment (especially in terms of 
energy use and emissions). To date, however, they have not been primary targets for certification, 
probably because there is relatively little that they can do to reduce energy use in the near-term. Given 

                                                 
14 World Tourism Organization (WTO) (2002), The U.S. Ecotourism Market (Madrid, Spain) 
15 Ibid. 
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the growing worldwide concern about global warming, however, airlines and other long-distance 
transportation companies are logical candidates for participation in climate change certification 
programs and could become more significant players in promoting sustainable travel through 
certification16. For example, British Airways has been a leader in publicizing best practices through its 
Tourism for Tomorrow awards (which in late 2004 were taken over by the World Travel and Tourism 
Council or WTTC). They might be encouraged to enhance visibility and corporate image by 
sponsoring or promoting carbon offsets through green travel certification programs. This could lead to 
certification for the airlines themselves at some point, but they are probably not particularly promising 
near-term candidates.  
 
In Europe, ÒForum Anders ReisenÓ (FAR) is a partner of the ÒAtmosfairÓ carbon offset fund initiative 
(www.atmosfair.de) and also motivates their members and clients to participate. 
 
So far there is no certification for the complete Òtourism supply chainÓ including transport, lodging, 
and other activities in destinations. However in 2003, the Dutch public ecolabel Milieukeer studied the 
feasibility of certifying complete tour packages from the Netherlands to the Alps: in principle it is 
feasible, but difficult for various reasons (diversity of packages, verification costs, etc.). The principal 
idea and solution is that each ÒpieceÓ of a package tour is certified by a ÒreliableÓ ecolabel: the 
transportation, the hotel, the restaurant, the sport services, etc. There is also the experience of a Swiss 
tour operator (SSR Reisen in the 90Õs) to show the sustainability of their tour packages by Òself 
declarationÓ, the most advanced experienced so far in Europe. 
     

Increasing Demand for Certification:  Summary of Potential Consumers and 
Their Interests 
 
Decisions whether to patronize certified hospitality providers are made both by the travelers 
themselves and by the intermediaries who help them make travel decisions. As a result, both the 
travelers and the industry intermediaries should be considered when designing marketing programs to 
increase the demand for certified green travel. Tourists are primarily interested in a reliably safe and 
enjoyable vacation. Travel companies are interested in improving their competitive position and 
increasing profits. Accordingly, the marketing messages for each have to be quite different. 
 
The so-called mass market (shopping, visiting friends and family, business travel, etc.) is motivated 
primarily by traditional price and quality considerations. Depending on the particular traveler, 
different aspects of the experience (activities, accommodations, food, health, safety) may assume 
priority in decision-making, but sustainability seldom ranks high. On the other hand, participants in 
niche market (e.g., ecotourism, education, cultural tourism) are more likely to be concerned with 
sustainability issues. For many of these specialty travelers, the inherent interest in sustainability will 
be there. Most will still require persuading, however, to use green certification programs in making 
their travel choices rather than relying on less formal sources of information (e.g., personal experience, 
word-of-mouth, company promotional materials).  
 

                                                 
16 Many intermediaries are springing up to facilitate carbon offsets.  See, for example, www.climateneutral.com. 
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One of the major challenges in designing green certification marketing programs aimed at travelers is 
identifying which ones are likely to respond to which messages. A large body of research exists that 
indicates strong consumer interest in sustainability, at least in principle (3.1.1.1). However, it is also 
clear from industry comments and academic research that the types of consumer attitude surveys 
normally used to collect this information are subject to a high degree of social responsibility bias 
(3.1.1.2 and 3.1.3.3). In practice, it appears that few programs have been successful in translating this 
latent consumer interest into actual demand for specific information on sustainability practices, much 
less into demand for certification programs. 
 
In general, even socially conscious travelers are likely to be most concerned about the costs and the 
quality of the experiences that they will have. As a result, they will be most interested in information 
that helps them determine those aspects of their vacation experience. Most travelers will be interested 
in sustainability rankings, if at all, only after they have evaluated these more traditional factors. In 
addition, the information needs of those travelers who are interested in sustainability (many of whom 
will be in niche markets) are likely to be heavily influenced by their particular interests. For example, 
birders will be especially concerned about getting information about the condition and protection of 
bird habitat, scuba divers with the health of reefs, cultural travelers with protection of heritage sites, 
and so on.  
 
Travel businesses have different reasons for promoting sustainable tourism certification programs and 
purchasing certified products on behalf of their clients. For example, in addition to the motivation of 
protecting the long-term viability of their favorite destinations, tour operators may also be interested in 
using certified hospitality providers because it could save them time and effort in identifying inbound 
tour operators, guides, accommodations and other service providers. Most tour operators will conduct 
their own thorough due diligence investigations of potential vendors before risking their reputations 
using them whether they are certified or not. Several tour operators suggested, however, that they 
would be more likely to Òshort-listÓ prospective new vendors for further consideration if they were 
certified, since that would be an indication of their professionalism (3.1.3.3). Over time, if tour 
operators show a preference for considering certified hospitality providers for future business, this will 
translate into increased demand for them. For example, TUI Netherlands (the largest tour operator) 
collaborates with the Dutch Milieubarometer, while ANVR (the Dutch tour operatorsÕ association) has 
an initiative to establish sustainability policies at their 200 members.  
 
Travel agents and wholesalers are the other industry intermediaries primarily involved in arranging 
purchases of travel products and, as a result, are positioned to directly impact demand for certified 
products. The consensus in the industry is that travel agents are generally not likely to steer clients to 
certified properties unless the clients expressly request that they do so, which is currently not the case 
(3.1.3.3). Like tour operators, travel agents and wholesalers prefer to recommend hospitality providers 
that they have visited or have had good recommendations about, but the link is less direct than with 
tour operators, who usually have guides accompanying the travelers.  
 
Travel agents are being severely squeezed by the airlines and hotels, which are turning to on-line 
booking, so many are looking for new business models. One likely effect of this squeeze is that a 
growing number of travel agents will attempt to differentiate themselves by emphasizing more 
personal service, including possibly greater attention to sustainability issues. Since they have less 
latitude than tour operators to conduct in-person due diligence, they might be more inclined to rely on 
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green certification programs in recommending hospitality providers, thereby creating demand for 
certified providers. 
 
Corporate travel offices and meeting planners are major decision-makers for many business travelers. 
Large socially conscious companies that are seeking to improve their environmental performance 
across-the-board are good marketing targets for green travel certification programs. Green certification 
programs are an easy way for them to meet EPP program goals. Given the large share of the market 
accounted for by business travel (29% of U.S. outbound travel), marketing through corporate travel 
offices should be an efficient way to build green travel volume, especially for business-type 
accommodations.  
 
The other major players in the tourism distribution chain (e.g., the print media, business associations, 
trade shows) are not directly involved in booking reservations. As a result, their influence in creating 
demand for specific certified products can only be indirect, but they can be very important. Some may 
have a strong desire to encourage sustainability through certification and can do so by building 
awareness of the issues and creating a more favorable climate of opinion about certification. As noted 
above, the primary interest of the media is selling their publications. They need timely and interesting 
information that will connect information about certification to their story-lines. To some extent, it 
may be possible to convince guidebooks and others to present straight information about the 
certification status of individual hospitality providers and this is likely to directly increase demand for 
them. In general, however, it is likely that most guidebook and other travel writers will want to add 
value by presenting their own first-hand assessments rather than simply listing certification rankings. 
 
The wildcard in potential industry interest in and ability to create demand for certification programs is 
the Internet. The big travel websites and portals will respond primarily to consumer interest. Given the 
current lack of traveler demand for information on the certification status of tourism providers, the 
Internet is probably still essentially a latent player. Once consumer demand begins to pick up, 
however, the Internet and various types of travel portals are likely to become major sources of 
information about which tourism providers are certified. That spreading of readily accessible 
information will then create significant additional incentives for more tourism providers to become 
certified: the resolution of certificationÕs classic chicken versus egg dilemma -- simultaneously 
creating both supply and demand. 

Other Stakeholder Groups Potentially In terested in Promot ing Certification 
 
In addition to travelers and firms/organizations in the travel industry, many other stakeholders 
potentially might have interests in promoting sustainable travel certification programs. One somewhat 
amorphous category is the wide variety of affinity groups that serve as catalysts and organizers for 
travel. For example, groups such as churches, alumni associations, and conservation organizations 
often help to arrange trips and have a strong involvement with sustainability issues. These affinity 
groups are promising targets for promoting certification programs and can bring pressure on tour 
operators, travel agents, and hospitality providers to become certified or to patronize certified 
providers. Consumer organizations, such as Consumers Union, have not yet become active players in 
sustainable travel certification in the United States, but have the potential to become forceful 
advocates as travelers become more interested in sustainability in the tourism industry. 
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Government agencies (international, national, local) will often have interests in promoting 
certification. Many are responsible for setting environmental, health, and safety standards that are 
either explicitly or implicitly incorporated into sustainable travel certification criteria. Others are 
responsible for promoting tourism as an economic development option and are becoming increasingly 
aware of the importance of incorporating sustainability considerations into their programs. In many 
cases, governments have been the driving force behind the creation of sustainable tourism certification 
programs. Even if governments are not directly involved in developing the programs, the costs of 
launching them are so high that governments may frequently find it in their interest to help finance 
them, at least through the start-up period, in order to advance public policy interests in the context of 
public/private partnerships. 
 
NGOs have also assumed direct responsibility for developing many sustainable tourism certification 
programs as a way of advancing their overall objectives. Along with governments, they have helped to 
finance certification programs and to provide technical assistance even when they have not been the 
prime movers behind specific programs. Well-respected NGOs can also play a valuable supporting 
role by lending their names and credibility to programs. In return, they can gain visibility with 
important segments of the traveling public. 
 
Given the importance of developing credibility for certification programs with the traveling public as 
well as industry partners, opinion leaders and public figures can also be instrumental in increasing 
awareness and confidence in the various programs. In addition, as emphasized by many of the industry 
practitioners interviewed for the study, association with respected non-tourism sector firms that target 
socially-conscious customers (e.g., Patagonia, Whole Foods) can provide consumer recognition and 
trust. These companies are often interested in finding ways to promote sustainability beyond their 
narrow industry areas and green tourism certification programs offer a convenient vehicle for doing so 
in the travel field.                                                  
 
 

Section 3:  Common Marketing Strategi es to Facilitate Both Provider and 
Traveler/Tourism Intermediary Buy-in 

 
This section summarizes general marketing strategies necessary both for encouraging tourism 
businesses to get certified and for increasing consumer demand for certified tourism products and 
services. 

 

Involving diverse stakeholders  in program development 
 

In the earliest stages of program development, as well as throughout implementation, it is important to 
involve diverse stakeholders. The development of FSC serves as a prime example. At the outset in 
1990, it convened a group of interested individuals representing the timber trade, the forestry 
profession, environmental and human-rights organizations, indigenous peoples, community forestry 
groups, and forest product certification organizations. It developed a membership that is open to a 
wide range of organizations and individuals who represent social, economic and environmental 

3.1.4.5 Certification Marketing Strategy December 2004 16 



interests and who demonstrate a commitment to FSC and its Principles and Criteria.17  An example of 
widespread stakeholder involvement in development of tourism certification is the PAN Parks 
program, which addresses environmental and social sustainability of large protected areas and the 
tourism activities and stakeholders in surround communities. Because its scope is broad, it needed to 
involve national and local governments (especially protected areas managers and administrators), the 
local and national tourism industry, private sector, and communities. A similar approach was used by 
the European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in Protected Areas, run by the EUROPARC Federation. 
About a dozen protected areas have so far been certified, involving many tourism stakeholders in the 
areas and implementing about 15 concrete processes that lead to continuous improvement 
(management certification). 
 
This involvement of a wide variety of stakeholders facilitates buy-in and marketing to both consumers 
and businesses. When government, trade associations, suppliers, consumer and advocacy groups, and 
community representatives are provided with the opportunity to participate in the process of program 
design, they feel more allegiance and are more likely to continue to be involved once the program is 
implemented. While engaging in participatory planning may be more time-consuming and 
cumbersome than working in small committees, it can help avoid conflicts at a later date and increase 
program acceptance and uptake. Sustainable tourism certification program development should 
include participation from national and local government representatives, tourism providers (lodge 
owners, inbound operators, guide services, etc.), environmental and social NGOs, tour operators and 
travel agents, tourism trade associations, community groups and local or regional tourism specialists. 
 
For a sustainable tourism certification program to succeed, government Ð both national and local Ð 
involvement will be necessary. Tourism ministries in governments play a vital role in marketing their 
countries and tourism businesses, as well as regulating them. They can also be effective in ensuring 
smooth development, implementation, and promotion of certification initiatives. It is not necessary 
that government entities run such programs, as they may have insufficient funds available to do so 
effectively, may be overly bureaucratic and not market-oriented, or may be seen to have political 
motives that inhibit large-scale industry involvement. The Certification of Sustainable Tourism (CST), 
run by the Costa Rican Tourism Institute, is a case in point. It exists because of strong government 
support, but has become overburdened and mired down in government bureaucracy.  
 
While involvement of members of the industry, both large and small, is critical, no one company or 
group of companies should have more influence than any of the other stakeholders. Otherwise, 
conflicts of interest or the appearance of such conflicts may arise, threatening the programÕs 
credibility, and impairing consumer and industry buy-in. The MSC learned this lesson early on when it 
became clear that it had to involve large and small industry representatives in addition to its founding 
industry member, Unilever. 
 

                                                 
17 FSC website:  www.fsc.org
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Incorporating marketing strategy into design of certification programs and 
ensuring financing 
 
In developing a programmatic strategy, certification programs, as well as the STSC, need to include 
marketing as one of their primary responsibilities. They need to facilitate the development of 
educational and outreach programs and resources, create promotional messages, identities and 
resources, and conduct marketing to all stakeholders and public audiences. As examples of 
certification programs incorporating marketing into their mission, the MSC includes Òproviding 
consumers with accurate information about the best environmental choice in seafoodÓ as part of its 
mission statement18, and The Food Alliance has invested in an extensive market development 
program.19  Among tourism certification programs, Blue Flag requires that the network of national 
organizations that implement Blue Flag standards conduct environmental education.20  This 
awareness-raising campaign involves governments and local businesses (if beaches are private), 
thereby increasing buy-in from key stakeholders. 
 
While during the first few years of establishment of certification programs emphasis must be put on 
developing standards and criteria, systems and processes, program design should include consideration 
of what will sell, as well as a marketing strategy. Funding for market research, education, and outreach 
must be considered as integral start-up and operational costs. Because the initial activities of 
developing a certification program and marketing do not generate revenue, tourism certification 
programs should consider being established as non-profit organizations, eligible for receiving outside 
funding for start-up activities. Funding should then be sought from donor organizations (private 
foundations as well as development banks) for marketing to tourism providers and consumers, as well 
as for supporting SMEs to access certification. Alternatively, certification programs may be 
established by national governments. If this is the case, funding allocations should be large enough to 
cover operating and marketing costs for at least a few years until the program can become self-
supporting by generating its own revenue. 
 
Once funding for marketing is ensured, it is important to hire marketing staff or contractors. Energy 
Star has contracted out its marketing to three consulting companies who conduct market research, do 
outreach, and establish partnerships with a variety of audiences are able to get the word out more 
quickly and efficiently. MSC also has staff people who develop relationships with fisheries to 
encourage and help them become certified. And, the Green Tourism Business Scheme has hired a 
marketing consultant to organize familiarization trips for journalists, media relations, prepares 
specialized articles.  
 
An interesting new marketing development has been initiated by VIABONO, one of the most 
advanced ÒbrandÓ initiatives. VIABONO started as a certification program with 40 criteria for each 
product group (hotels, camping, local destinations, and nature parks) combined with a branding 
approach: marketing via Internet (www.viabono.de). However, as they do not receive as many 
applicants as they need in order to offer consumers an adequate product choice, in many destinations 
they seem to have Ògiven upÓ their own certification program and offer collaboration with other 

                                                 
18 MSC website:  www.msc.org
19 Scott Exo, The Food Alliance, interview, July 2004 
20 I think this comes from Herbert HameleÕs research.  Please check. 
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certification programs in Germany and other countries. Thus VIABONO switched from ÒcertificationÓ 
to ÒmarketingÓ in some destinations.  
     
All tourism certification proponents should consider hiring a public relations specialist once programs 
are fairly well developed and there is a sufficient number and diversity of certified products and 
businesses. To take advantage of economies of scale, a staff person or marketing department could 
promote certified businesses on a global level through the Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council 
or regionally through the regional networks, once there is an accepted baseline standard. In Europe this 
can now be done through the VISIT network. 
 

Prioritizing and initiating program start-up activities 
 
In early stages of program development, stakeholders must be sure that the standards and criteria 
facilitate marketing. First and foremost, the criteria should be based on clearly identified needs and 
preferences of the market, i.e. the users. For consumers, the criteria must satisfy concerns regarding 
quality, safety and security, as well as sustainability. For providers, it will be important that their 
business needs, outlined below, are satisfied. Another way to stimulate marketing is to include 
marketing and promotion requirements in the criteria. That is, sustainable tourism providers should be 
asked to include awareness-raising and marketing of certification to consumers. As an example of this, 
FSCÕs Principles and Criteria ask certifiers and certified businesses to conduct outreach on responsible 
forest management and other environmental concerns.21

 
In addition, during these early stages, the first step in marketing Ð conducting research - must be taken. 
Market research examines the specific concerns and needs of tourism providers, tourism 
intermediaries (tour operators and organizers, travel agencies, trade associations, etc.), NGOÕs, and 
governments with the scope of the program. This information is necessary to ensure that standards and 
criteria are appropriately selected and to identify the most effective ways to conduct marketing. Unless 
certification addresses the concerns of all stakeholders and audiences, it will not find markets and will 
fail to take hold.  
 
While much research and knowledge regarding needs of tourism providers and concerns of travelers 
and tourism suppliers has been carried out and is cited above, more specific, localized information 
may be necessary. Market information at national and regional levels (at which many programs are 
developed) is often lacking. In addition, it is important to fully understand the supply chain Ð key 
players, governance, and functional relationships Ð of the destinations to be covered in order to design 
effective marketing programs, as well as the parallel Òcommunication chainÓ and Òmarketing chainÓ. 
 

Ensuring credibility 
 
Successful marketing of certification programs depends on creating and upholding an image of 
credibility. Because some travelers and tourism interests associate many examples of ecotourism with 
Ògreenwashing,Ó there is plenty of skepticism about whether environmental and social responsibility is 

                                                 
21 Interview with Richard Donovan, Smartwood, June 2004. 
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truly possible in the tourism industry. Therefore, sustainable tourism and ecotourism certification 
programs, designed to ensure the integrity of sustainability claims will need to demonstrate objectivity, 
equity, and credibility. 
 
Credibility can be enhanced in several ways. First, association with well known and respected NGOs 
can engender trust, especially among consumers but also with providers who may be skeptical of 
government. The World Wildlife Fund (WWF, Worldwide Fund for Nature in some countries) and its 
panda logo are well known throughout the world; WWF has a strong reputation, an active education 
and outreach program, and has experience in ecotourism development, as well as forest, seafood and 
tourism certification. In fact, it was a founding member of several green certification programs Ð FSC, 
MSC, and Pan Parks. Other organizations that might be considered are National Geographic, 
Conservation International, and The Nature Conservancy. In Italy, Legambiente Turismo offers a high 
level of credibility because of its advocacy role as an environmental NGO, while the fact that it is not 
dealing in depth with marketing allows it to be perceived as independent. They have publicly 
withdrawn certification from a few hotels. This is recognized by the other certified businesses Ð who 
thus feel proud of the certificate. 
 
Publicly developed certification programs are usually considered highly reliable: e.g. Nordic Swan, 
Austrian Ecolabel, EU Flower, etc., particularly in countries where the government is perceived as 
reliable. 
 
The European VISIT Standard is also recognized and credible, while using an innovative mechanism: 
the Tour Link initiative (by Naut Kusters of ECEAT) aims to unify tour operatorsÕ and ecolabelsÕ 
criteria. The idea is that the ecolabels do the audits onsite for both their own requirements, as well as 
the tour operatorsÕ requirements. The tour operators have less work, while getting reliable results from 
the ecolabels. The operators recommend that their hotels apply for one of the VISIT ecolabels; thus the 
VISIT ecolabels will have more applicants and certified products to offer to the consumer. 
 
An alternative strategy for generating credibility is to associate with government or multi-national 
organization. The Energy Star program is credible in large part because it is run by the U.S. 
government.22  It enjoys significant support from both the Republican and Democratic administrations, 
and a large marketing budget. This has enabled Energy Star to penetrate the marketplace with 
recognition by 50% of the Americans after 12 years of existence.23  In contrast, the Costa Rican 
Certification of Sustainable Tourism (CST) program, also run by the government, suffers from an 
insufficient budget and low usage due to industry skepticism, perceived conflicts of interest (including 
the perception that it favors large hotels over small and community-based lodges).24   Therefore, 
alliance with or sponsorship with governments must be considered in the context of local realities. 
 
A third and related possibility for developing international credibility for a certification program, 
and/or for the Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council, would be to associate with international 
bodies such as the United Nations in order to gain recognition, respect, and financing. UNEP is 
already involved in promoting sustainable tourism, with its Tour Operators Initiative as well as policy 

                                                 
22 Interview with Rick White, ICF Consulting, July 2004. 
23 Interview with Maria Vargas, EPA, July 2004. 
24 Newton, Tina et al., 2004, ÒAssessing the Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) Program in Costa Rica.Ó  School 
for Field Studies report, Alajuela, Costa Rica; Honey, M. and Bien, A.., 2004. Ò 
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development. It seems likely that governmental bodies that recognize the potential of revenue 
generation, environmental and cultural conservation, and community development would seriously 
consider committing programmatic resources and funds to sustainable tourism certification. 
 
Alternatively, credibility can often be gained through association with trusted private companies that 
have established solid reputations for corporate social responsibility. For many individuals, companies 
such as Patagonia, Whole Foods, or REI bring instant name recognition and trust. In some cases, 
partnering with these kinds of firms may be more effective with consumers than government or large 
NGOs, who may be viewed as pushing their own agendas rather than being in tune with customer 
needs. 
 
Another way to demonstrate credibility of certification is through the measurement and documentation 
of certificationÕs impacts. Numbers and indicators which reveal positive impacts and growth in usage 
of certification programs provide evidence for engaging further support from the business community 
as well as consumers. Tourism certification programs should develop a series of indicators, monitor 
them, and publicize them. Supporters and marketers of certification should use these measures when 
promoting the benefits of certification to consumers as well as to tourism providers. The Fair Trade 
Labeling Organization (FLO) uses an auditing system to track all Fair Trade products throughout the 
supply chain thereby ensuring that prices are fair and established trade practices are being adhered to. 
The process also provides clear and accurate documentation of the impact and growth of Fair Trade, 
calculating monetary and other benefits. The information is then used for marketing to sellers, 
distributors and advocacy groups, and these groups, in turn, use it to sell Fair Trade products to 
consumers.25  Likewise, Energy Star measures and documents reductions in gas emissions and energy 
use, and cost savings to its partners. This information is then passed on to producers and consumers to 
encourage them to trust the program and its benefits.26

 
Energy Star claims that one of the ways it demonstrates integrity and reliability of its standard is 
through rigor. It has developed a technically rigorous specification which can be easily tested. While 
this might be difficult for many sustainable tourism criteria, there are advantages to developing strict 
measurable standards for certain criteria. For example, a standard threshold level for non-renewable 
energy used per tourist, not to be exceeded, could be established (with accommodations utilizing 
renewable energy receiving exemption from this criterion). Rigor can also be demonstrated through 
third party auditing. The Small Luxury Hotel (SLH) program even goes as far as instituting 
unscheduled, anonymous on-site auditing to ensure that hotels are keeping up with the standards.27  
 
An important method for ensuring the trustworthiness of certification is by providing transparency. 
The standards and criteria, process, key players, and certification levels of certified tourism providers 
should be made easily available to all. This information can and should be provided and kept up-to-
date on a website, as well as in publications and printed materials. The public ecolabels in Europe 
publish their full standards and verification procedures. This greatly increases credibility. However 
some private schemes protect their experience and knowledge and only publish an excerpt of their 
standards or give information only after registration and with a password (e.g. GTBS, Green Globe 
21). 

                                                 
25Transfair USA website, www.transfairusa.org
26 Interview with Maureen McNamara. 
27 Small Luxury Hotels website, www.slh.com
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Finally, the transformation of a certification label or logo into a ÒbrandÓ can, with time and significant 
promotion, build credibility. A successful brand ensures credibility, consistency, and reliability. Again, 
Energy Star, recognized by over 50% of the American public, is an example. Trade marking the name 
and protecting it through judicial means, if necessary, provide increased assurance that it will not be 
misused by others. In another strategy, Nordic Swan, EU Flower, and the Austrian ecolabel started and 
are highly recognized and well known at the consumer as Òproduct labelsÓ (paper, paints, etc.). This 
credibility is transferred to their certification of tourist services.  
 

Documenting and dissem inating certificationÕs growth and impacts  
 
As mentioned above, quantitative and qualitative documentation of environmental, sociocultural, and 
economic successes of certified businesses provides hard evidence to make a positive case for 
certification, attracting media attention as well as support from businesses, trade associations, 
government, NGO's, and consumers. To sell certification to these diverse audiences, several types of 
information should be collected. To the extent possible, data would include the following information, 
broken down into different categories Ð e.g. local, national, and international; mass market vs. 
specialty markets, etc.:  
 

!  environmental, social and cultural impacts of all tourism businesses 
!  environmental, social and cultural impacts of certified tourism businesses 
!  cost savings realized by certified businesses 
!  pricing differences between certified tourism businesses and others 
!  marketing value of certified businesses 
!  increases in supply of certified businesses and products 
!  increases in demand for certified tourism  

 
The data can be used in various ways, depending on the interests and concerns of each audience. For 
example, when promoting certification to tourism providers, it will be important to promote benefits of 
certification encountered by existing certified businesses. Measures of cost-savings, energy and water 
conservation, and revenue generation resulting from enhanced marketing, as well as cases of image 
enhancement and preferential treatment of tourism providers by intermediaries or government are 
examples of selling points. Some ecolabels in Europe recommend or require the monitoring of 
environmental consumption. The European TourBench system (online and free of charge) is the new 
tool for all those who are interested in knowing and regularly recording their environmental costs and 
consumption (energy, water, waste, chemical substances, etc.).  
 
Providers will also be concerned with growth in numbers of certified businesses as they will want to 
keep up with the competition. Environmental groups will be interested in measures of reduced energy 
use, water use, and waste, and indications of biodiversity conservation and improved design and 
landscaping. Organizations concerned with labor, social and cultural issues will want to see numbers 
and examples relating to local employment, salaries, community improvement, and preservation of 
culture. Concerned consumers, including intermediaries, will be interested in similar measures, as well 
as in economic indicators relative to pricing. 
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Creating and trade marking a brand and developing accompanying messages  
 
While the main value of a brand is for selling products and services to consumers, its image and 
protection are important to producers as well. When the message and emotions portrayed by a logo or 
brand are attractive, consumers will want to purchase branded products and producers will want to be 
branded. And, both will want to be assured of credibility and integrity of the label. The Energy Star 
label is a successful one in that it has high recognition, a simple message, and provides clear benefits 
to the consumer.28  As a result, there is a large demand for it. It is also defendable because it is 
trademarked. Companies or other entities that try to use it falsely or to imitate it can be subject to 
persecution.  
 
The creation of a label, logo or brand for sustainable tourism certified products and services must be 
done with care. It should be attractive and easy to identify, and should convey environmental and 
social sustainability as well as quality of product or service. If these messages cannot be conveyed in 
the logo itself, an explanatory tag line is useful. In addition to the messages, the brand should evoke a 
feeling. An objective of marketing is to create a positive feeling which promotes loyalty on the part of 
consumers as well as tourism providers. Finally, as the Energy Star program has done, the tourism 
certification brand should be trademarked in order to ensure its protection and defensibility.  
 
Marketing messages aimed at tourism providers, intermediaries and end consumers must also be 
created carefully. They should address the concerns of each group and be simple enough to be 
captured quickly. At the beginning of its consumer marketing campaign, Energy Star conducted 
market research to come up with an effective message:  ÒDid you know that Americans spend over 
$1billion per year to power their TVs and VCRs when theyÕre turned off?Ó29  It was followed up by an 
explanation of how appliances carrying the Energy Star label can save money and energy. The initial 
message shocked consumers enough to listen to the second message, which provided them the 
information they needed to take action to address their concerns.  
 
Once developed, the logo (or brand) and messages should be included in all communications and 
promotions. All of the stakeholders Ð the media, certified businesses, government, NGOs, etc. Ð 
should be encouraged to use them in their correspondences and marketing. To facilitate this, they 
should be provided with a variety of resources, such as brochures, information sheets, marketing kits, 
digital images, stickers, etc., which bear the logo and convey the messages  
 
In spite of the importance of sticking with a consistent message, marketing of certification and 
certified businesses and products must be somewhat flexible, depending on current public concerns 
and the particular target audience. For example, if cruise lines are faced with health concerns, 
certification messages must respond to this, or, if there are water shortages in a particular destination, 
marketers will want to focus on water saving initiatives that can be or have been implemented by 
certified businesses. The MSC adjusted its salmon marketing messages when the public learned of 
environmental problems with farm-raised fish to stress that its certified Pacific salmon is wild 
caught.30

 
                                                 
28 Interview with Stephan Sylvan, EPA, July 2004. 
29 Interview with Stephan Sylvan, EPA, July 2004.  
30 Interview with Karen Tarica, MSC, June 2004. 
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Because of the proliferation of sustainable tourism certification programs, each with its own logo, has 
caused confusion among consumers and providers alike, it will be important to create harmony among 
them. Individual program logos might be subsumed under an international one, such as of the STSC, 
with both appearing and with each clearly differentiated. Or they might be redesigned to incorporate a 
universal appearance. In any case, messages will also need to be tailored to avoid confusion and 
project a common image and understanding. Coordination provided by an organization with 
international scope and renown, will be needed. 
 

Providing information and resources  
 
Certification programs, as the developers and holders of sustainable tourism standards and criteria, are 
in a focal position to serve as a resource for diverse tourism interests. They should provide access to 
technical and economic information on sustainable tourism practices, products and resources (e.g. 
energy efficiency systems, green building, conservation strategies, organic products, consultant 
services, etc.) for tourism providers. Small and medium enterprises, in particular, have a great need for 
technical assistance, and if they can get it from a certification body, it may encourage them to become 
certified.  
 
As discussed above, certifiers should also maintain and communicate measures of tourism impacts and 
sustainable tourism certification benefits and costs. This information can be transmitted to tourism 
providers as well as tourists and intermediary suppliers when marketing to these interest groups. In 
addition, it can be used to lobby governments, trade associations, NGOs and others to support 
sustainable tourism certification and certified businesses. 
 
Marketing materials and support are also important resources that should be developed and supplied 
by certification programs. The more of these supporting materials that can be provided to certified 
providers, intermediaries, and partner organizations, the easier it is for these entities to promote 
themselves and the certification program. The more the label or ÒbrandÓ gets out there in a positive 
way, the more recognition it has and the more likely that businesses as well as consumers will want to 
use it. TransFair USA, Energy Star, and Viabono develop and distribute a wide range of educational 
and promotional resources to NGO partners, certified businesses and retailers to be used to develop 
consumer awareness and publicize their brands.31

 

Developing personalized and ongoing relationships and networks 
 
Certification program proponents should develop and cultivate relationships and provide them with 
personalized attention, in order to help them become successful. The Small Luxury Hotels program 
and the AAA Five Diamond Ratings place a great deal of emphasis on getting to know and understand 
the needs of their business and consumer constituents and work hard to accommodate those needs. 
They attribute much of their popularity to two factors:  users appreciate the special attention they 
                                                 
31 On its website, www.transfairusa.org, it offers marketing materials (brochures, signs, window stickers, marketing guides, 
press kits, articles, etc.) to college campuses, offices, faith groups, and federal government offices.   It also has a video for 
use by distributors as well as grassroots organizations.  Likewise, Energy Star offers a variety of resources for 
manufacturers, service providers, home builders and utilities on its www.energystar.gov website. 
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receive, and they  feel that the ratings programs are responsive to their individual concerns.32  
Likewise, The Food Alliance examines the benefits (e.g. new markets, price premiums, etc.) farmers 
and suppliers gain with certification, and works to increase and expand them for all involved. They 
also look at consumer preferences and work with producers and buyers to tap into key consumer 
markets.33

 
At the beginning of program implementation, it is especially important to identify like-minded 
individuals and use a personalized approach to achieve buy-in. After working closely to help providers 
become certified and suppliers to purchase certified products, certification programs can use these 
innovators and early adopters to demonstrate initial program success. Positive results serve as 
inspiration to others and their experiences provide valuable lessons for future use. The MSC found that 
it had most success in selling certified seafood when it did promotion at conferences, trade shows and 
other venues where staff could make personal contact with both fisheries and fish suppliers or 
retailers.34   
 
In order to overcome challenges of linking supply of certified wood products with demand, the Forest 
Stewardship Council created several marketing networks composed of small buyers (who banded 
together to form buyers groups), large buyers (such as Home Depot, Lowes, Staples and British Do-It-
Yourself hardware stores), NGOs supporting sustainable forestry and conservation (such as the World 
Wildlife Fund, Metafore, and Forest Trends), and government agencies (such as US AID).35  These 
organizations work together with both consumers and suppliers to increase buy in for certification by 
the forestry industry and to get certified forest products to interested markets. While some of these 
networks have faced challenges of balancing supply and demand in a globalized marketplace while 
also ensuring financial sustainability, the FSC and its founding partner, WWF, have continuously 
devoted time and energy to keep the networks functioning.  
 

Creating partnerships for marketing certi fication and certified  businesses or 
products 
 
Because most green certification programs are small, have limited budgets, and typically focus on the 
process of developing, assessing and monitoring standards and criteria, they find it difficult to take on 
the marketing of their programs and services. Because this task is not one that can be ignored, many 
certification programs have therefore sought support from a wide range of other organizations and 
individuals. They have formed partnerships with the media, governments, non-governmental 
organizations and industry members, all of whom have defined, well-established constituencies, to 
solicit their assistance in getting the word out and advocating for certified products and services. 
 
For example, the Ecocamping certificate is highly based on personal relation between the trainers and 
the camp-site owners. The trainers, from the beginning, offer highly effective and valuable advice to 
each participant in an ÒecocampingÓ group (at the German state level, e.g. Bavaria). Regular meetings 
and events create a feeling of companionship and good awareness, while publicity in the market (fairs, 
                                                 
32 Interviews with Cheryl Bunker, AAA, September 2004 and Lanny Grossman, SLH, July 2004. 
33 Interview with Scott Exo, The Food Alliance, July 2004. 
34 Interview with Karen Tarica, MSC, June 2004. 
35 Interview with Michael Conroy, Yale School of Forestry, June 2004. 
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conferences, annual camping association meetings, etc.) makes the 100+ businesses proud of their 
environmental management certificate. Thus the Ecocamping initiative continuously grows and has 
achieved a high level of credibility. 
 
In the tourism sector, there is a large pool of stakeholders for outreach and marketing. Potential 
partners include the media (especially travel publications and websites); environmental and consumer 
advocacy NGOs; government agencies interested in environmental issues tourism and community 
development; travel and tourism trade associations; large and/or well-known travel service providers 
(including airlines and travel agencies); and certification programs in other industries or sectors. . 
These organizations can assist in many ways depending on their sphere of influence, and certification 
programs should nurture relationships with partners by providing them with information, marketing 
resources and tools. 
 
The most effective marketing partners among consumer advocacy and issues-based NGOs (e.g., 
environmental groups, indigenous rights groups, etc.) are those that conduct education, advocacy, and 
outreach, those with large memberships and strong reputations, and those who regularly get 
themselves into the media. They have a strong grasp on their markets and have developed tactics and 
strategies to create concern about key issues and to offer solutions. Professional marketing companies 
have honed these talents, but will probably be too expensive for most certification programs. MSC 
found this to be the case when it hired such a company to market the label.36

 
An example of an effective marketing partnership with NGOs is the Fair Trade movementÕs 
recruitment of grassroots organizations to promote their products. TransFair USA provides marketing 
resources (brochures, signs, window stickers, marketing guides, press kits, articles, etc.) to college 
campuses, offices, faith groups, and federal government offices so these groups can educate their 
constituencies about Fair Trade and sell certified products. Tourism certification programs should 
consider this tactic, especially with grassroots organizations that have a traveling constituency. 
 
Consumer advocacy group partners and NGOs can promote tourism certification using both carrot and 
stick tactics. They can educate their constituencies about travel and tourism issues, including impacts 
and ways for travelers to travel more responsibility; they can promote certification programs and 
standards; they can patronize and promote certified businesses for their own meetings and events; and 
they can encourage the media (including their own outreach programs) to promote sustainable travel. 
They may also be able to recruit well-known individuals to provide endorsements for certification.  
 
Using the stick approach, they can threaten boycotts of companies or destinations who do not abide by 
standards, and/or generate negative reports in the media and/or through government channels. 
TransFair USA works behind the scenes with its consumer advocacy partners to help coordinate 
campaigns which identify and attack inappropriate practices of businesses or the industry, educate 
consumers about the issues and encourage them to become activists by boycotting companies and/or 
by buying only certified products. While tourism certification programs (as well as TransFair USA) 
must seek to avoid conflict of interest charges, they can provide timely information to advocacy group 
partners.37

 

                                                 
36 Interview with Karen Tarica, MSC, June 2004. 
37 Interview with Michael Conroy, Yale School of Forestry, June 2004. 
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Another way to influence businesses that has proved especially successful for FSC has been for NGOs 
and their constituents to apply pressure on specific, large retailers (e.g. Home Depot and Staples), 
requesting that they improve their purchasing practices. In tourism, pressure to improve practices and 
demonstrate sustainability by seeking certification could be applied by media as well as by 
environmental and indigenous rights groups. Certification programs should seek to develop alliances 
with advocacy groups and appropriate media in order to employ such tactics.  
 
Businesses and trade associations can also be excellent partners, especially because they already have 
expertise in the marketing of their own products. The most effective and willing business marketers 
for certification are those who are already committed to sustainability and large, well-known 
companies with respected brands. The Whole Foods Company provides a good example of a company 
that works with a certifying body, the MSC, in marketing to producers and consumers alike. When the 
company realized that in order to fulfill its environmental objectives with regard to seafood sales, it 
needed to increase the diversity of certified seafood it offered, it provided funds for MSC to hire a staff 
person to recruit new fisheries for certification. And, in order to increase demand among consumers, 
Whole Food funds radio, print and television advertisements for MSC certified salmon and other 
products.38

 
Public/private partnerships can also help advance both supply of and demand for certified products. 
Government officials (both on the national and local level), trade associations, funding agencies, and 
advocacy groups have formed alliances to support sustainable forestry. In addition, US-AIDÕs Global 
Development Alliance, which aims to link NGOs, local producers and multinational businesses around 
the world, is supporting Rainforest Alliance to promote and increase the sale of certified timber and 
agricultural products in Central America through its newly developed Certified Products Alliance. 
Funded with an $8.6 million grant from US-AID, the Certified Sustainable Products Alliance supports 
certification and links certified products with markets. The goal of the partnership is to transform the 
way that participating companies source products, thus establishing alternative ways of doing business 
that the companies can replicate after the completion of this effort.39  Similarly, the Alliance could 
help overcome the challenge of creating marketing linkages between certified sustainable tourism 
providers and buyers. Tourism certification practitioners should consider approaching US-AID to 
discuss a similar collaboration.  
 
Government agencies can also stimulate certification and purchase of certified products, and in doing 
so they become partners with certification bodies. The U.S. government, the European Union, and 
many local governments Ð as well as large corporations - have developed Environmentally Preferable 
Purchasing (EPP) policies, requiring that their employees and contractors buy certified products in 
markets where they are available. Government employees in the states of Pennsylvania and California 
are now required to stay at green hotels, wherever possible, when on business travel; U.S. government 
offices must buy a certain percentage of recycled paper; and the EU Commission declared that 
ÒMember States should consider how to make better use of public procurement to favor 
environmentally-friendly products and services.Ó40  In some cases, governments have collaborated 
with certification programs, such as Green Seal, to develop and implement voluntary standards and 

                                                 
38 Interview with Jim Humphreys, MSC, June 2004. 
39 Environmental News Network, June 10, 2004   
40 European Commission Communication on ÒA Sustainable Europe for a 
Better World: A European Union Strategy for Sustainable Development,Ó May 2001. 
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criteria to identify sustainable products and services for their EPP programs to utilize. A host of NGOs 
have also jumped on the EPP bandwagon, developing such policies for their own use and pushing 
businesses and government agencies to do the same.41  Tourism certification programs and certified 
businesses should actively work with these organizations to ensure that tourism and travel are included 
in EPP programs. 
 
The media are another key ally as they can use both carrot and stick reporting to educate 
readers/viewers about tourism impacts. That is, they can publicize tourism-related threats and/or 
highlight companies and initiatives which benefit communities and destinations. In the Netherlands, 
for example, the media put pressure on tour operators and tourism providers, by describing negative 
impacts of tourism in particular destinations and showcasing good practice examples.42   Individuals 
and organizations promoting certification should pay close attention to the media and develop 
relationships with reporters, especially in the travel world. Current events, bringing good news or bad, 
can stimulate or stifle travel to a particular location. Reporting of these events offers opportunities for 
certified businesses to be publicized. Good relationships with media representatives will help 
certification programs and products gain their attention when there are new developments to 
announce.  
 
A final partnership association to consider is with other certifiers. Because the philosophy and policies 
of consumers and providers supporting sustainable tourism certification are the same as those 
supporting other types of green certification, it makes sense to work with these other programs to 
conduct joint marketing Ð sharing information and databases about interested audiences, as well as 
advertising and promotional time and space. In addition, certified providers should be encouraged to 
use, buy and sell certified products from other industries (e.g. Fair Trade coffee and chocolate, FSC 
certified wood, MSC seafood, Energy Star appliances, etc.) where appropriate. 
 
Partners of any sort (i.e. businesses, NGOs, governments, etc.) will need information and materials in 
order to carry out effective marketing. Existing certification programs provide value to their business 
partners by supplying them with informational resources. Green Seal, through its Environmental 
Partners Program, provides information about environmentally responsible products to governmental 
agencies, businesses, non-profit organizations and academic institutions.43  In return, partners commit 
to adopting an environmental procurement policy. Likewise, The Food Alliance and TransFair USA 
offer their business partners many resources. Tourism certification programs should develop tool kits 
and information for marketing and should disperse them widely to potential and actual partners. The 
VISIT association in Europe has so far not yet decided to put ÒmarketingÓ on its agenda. This may 
become a crucial point in the further development of VISIT.  
 

Prioritizing destinations  for marketing attention 
In order to demonstrate success and expedite the benefits of certification to providers, consumers and 
destinations, certification proponents should develop a prioritized list of destinations to market 
certification to. They should concentrate on individual destinations, one or several at a time, in order to 

                                                 
41 See Mastny, Lisa, 2003.  ÒPurchasing Power:  Harnessing Institutional Procurement for People and the Planet.Ó  
Worldwatch Paper 166. 
42 WTO website, report on the sustainable tourism conference in the Czech Republic in Sept 2004.   
43 Interview with Arthur Weissman, Green Seal, June 2004. 
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build a critical mass of certified tourism providers in that destination and thereby enhance the visibility 
of certification, create competition among providers, and demonstrate positive impacts at the 
destination. Newsworthy impacts can then draw national and international media attention, propelling 
certification to be applied in other destinations. And, most importantly, a concentration of aware and 
responsible tourism providers in a destination creates a groundswell for destination stewardship and 
widespread pressure to maintain its attractiveness.  
 
Legambiente Turismo resolves this problem by focusing on one region at a time in Italy (the first 
region was Emilia Romagna). GTBS started with Scotland and now is growing rapidly in England. 
The ÒBiosphere HotelsÓ label has certified many businesses on the Canary Island of La Palma.  
 
Focusing on particular destinations, especially popular ones and/or those known for their authenticity 
also serves to increase awareness among consumers. Because consumers make their travel choices 
based largely on appeal of the destination, places that have demonstrated the positive impacts of 
certification will have obvious market appeal. And, the more widespread certified products and 
services are in a particular place, the easier it will be to raise awareness about certification among 
travelers and tourism intermediaries at these destinations. 
 
An example of how focusing on a particular destination can promote rapid uptake of certification by 
tourism providers is the SmartVoyager program for tour boat operators in the Galapagos Islands, 
Ecuador. It is designed to ensure passenger comfort and safety, as well as demonstrating good 
environmental and social performance. Initiated in 2000, the program was developed for large boat 
owners, but in its early years succeeded in certifying only 5 of 84 tour boats. The 32 small boat 
(holding 21 or fewer passengers) owners, while supportive of the idea of certification, were not 
interested because the financial investment needed to qualify for certification was above their reach. 
With funding made available from the World Bank, Ecologic Enterprise Ventures and others, five 
small boats have been able to get certified and others are in the process. Aside from the financial 
incentives, peer pressure and competition are key motivating factors. With 25% of tourists taking 
cruises in the Galapagos using certified tour boats (as of July 2004), consumer awareness is beginning 
to take hold also. 
 
As discussed below, the support of large buyers will be important for mobilizing consumer demand for 
certified products. Again, the SmartVoyager program demonstrates success with this strategy. 
Beginning in 1999, the International Galapagos Tour Operators Association (IGTOA), a group of 33 
North American travel wholesalers who provide the majority of package tours to the islands, has been 
a supporting partner and now plays a key role in promoting it to their clients. Doris Welsh, IGTOA 
Vice President, says ÒSmartVoyager program has brought a tremendous amount of awareness of 
sustainable tourism to all the players within the tourism industry in Galapagos. Great strides have 
already been made. We realize this program could take several more years to fully develop, however. 
With so relatively few boats certified to date, the challenge still remains of getting the word out to 
tourists interested in visiting Galapagos on the merits choosing to book a trip to Galapagos on one of 
the SmartVoyager certified boats.Ó 
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Balancing supply and demand 
 
Especially in the early stages of developing and implementing sustainable tourism certification 
programs, it is important to try to balance supply of certified products with demand in order to avoid 
discouraging either group by failing to meet their expectations.  
Having a greater demand than supply is a positive sign, as it serves to stimulate new businesses to 
become certified and demonstrates that there is value in promoting the eco-label and using 
certification as a marketing tool. However, there are disadvantages if this situation lasts too long. MSC 
and FSC have experienced an excess of supply of certified products as compared to demand, and have 
had to sell certified products without using the label. This weakens their programs because it lessens 
the value of the brand and price premiums that producers benefit from.44  On the other hand, the 
supply of Fair Trade coffee is not yet large enough to transform the buying practices of large retailers 
such as Starbucks. The potential for market transformation is lost until supply is sufficient for such a 
large player. Because the tourism sector is highly segmented, it will be easiest to begin working with a 
specific focus on one market or product at a time in order to try to maintain a balance of supply and 
demand. Ecotourism would be an excellent segment to begin with as its proponents and customers 
already share the values inherent in certification. And, the lodging sector would be a recommended 
focus because standards and criteria are already well developed and accommodations are universally 
required by travelers. 
 
 
 

Section 4:  Marketing Strategies to Increase Traveler and Tourism 
Intermediary Demand for Certification 
 
The available evidence indicates a significant disconnect between the high priority that U.S. 
consumers place on environmental and social issues in the abstract and their actual behavior when 
making travel decisions (3.1.1.2). In practice, travelers are primarily concerned with the cost of 
vacations and the experience that they will have (e.g., comfortable accommodations, good food, 
exposure to local culture, safe and healthy conditions). Typically, only when these other priorities have 
been met, will they consider environmental and social sustainability practices in deciding which 
hospitality providers to patronize. Certification programs, therefore, not only have to raise consumer 
interest in the underlying sustainability practices of hospitality providers. They then also have to 
convince travelers to use certification programs (versus relying on word-of-mouth, personal 
observation, or other less formal sources) to make decisions regarding which hospitality providers to 
patronize. 
 
Given the relative lack of traveler interest in the sustainability practices of their hospitality providers, 
much of the current marketing for sustainable tourism certification programs focuses on creating 
demand among intermediaries in the distribution chain (e.g., affinity groups, tour operators, travel 
agents, the travel media). Many of these intermediaries have an incentive to protect the natural and 

                                                 
44 Weber, Michael, 2002.  ÒA Review of Global Ecolabelling Programs for Coffee, Forest Products, Marine Fisheries, and 
Marine Aquarium Organisms.Ó  Report to the David and Lucile Packard Foundation. 
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heritage resources upon which their businesses ultimately depend, have the managerial and financial 
resources to promote certification, are more susceptible to advocacy group pressure than individual 
travelers, and are easier to reach than individual travelers. This section, therefore, primarily addresses 
marketing strategies that are aimed at travel intermediaries rather than the end consumer. However, 
since sustainable tourism certification programs are ultimately unlikely to achieve wide market 
penetration until they stimulate greater demand on the part of individual travelers, the section begins 
with marketing strategies aimed at individual travelers. 
 

Marketing Strategies to Create Dema nd for Certification by Individual 
Travelers 
 
Many elements of a marketing strategy to create consumer demand have been covered in the previous 
section, which dealt with generic activities that will increase both the demand for and the supply of 
certified travel products. These include activities such as: establishing credibility for the certification 
program; creating a brand identity; developing partnerships; and creating effective and flexible 
marketing messages. These marketing activities are equally relevant for increasing the supply of 
certified vendors as they are in creating demand for certification program. The following sections 
cover marketing strategies that are relevant primarily for increasing consumer demand. 
 
Focus on the Most Promising Consumer Niche Markets: Only a relatively small percentage of U.S. 
tourists are likely to give significant weight to sustainability considerations when selecting hospitality 
providers (accommodations, attractions, food and retail services, and local tour guides). The challenge 
is finding vehicles to reach these individual travelers who cut across most demographic categories. 
Because of the difficulty in identifying individual travelers who would be responsive, marketing of 
sustainable tourism certification programs should concentrate initial attention on subgroups of 
travelers most likely to be interested in the social and environmental responsibility of the service 
providers. These types of travelers can most easily be reached through their affiliation with groups 
such as environmental and conservation organizations, zoos and museums, educational institutions, 
and certain faith-based organizations. As a general proposition, members of these kinds of affinity 
groups are likely to be the most amenable to suggestions that they patronize certified establishments. 
The affinity groups themselves provide vehicles for ÒwholesalingÓ to individual consumers. 
Recommendations from their leaders have credibility with the members, who generally will not have 
the time or inclination to sort through the relevance to their interests of various individual sustainable 
tourism certification programs.  

Another niche that warrants early attention for many certification programs is the business travel 
market (a segment that accounts for 29% of U.S. outbound travel). Countries and destinations that 
receive significant business travel have attractive opportunities to market to and through corporate 
travel departments and meeting planners that book hotels, transportation, meetings, conferences and 
incentive travel. Companies and large organizations (e.g., NGOs and universities) that are committed 
to sustainable business practices should be especially amenable to developing environmentally 
preferable purchasing (EPP) travel policies to encourage or require that their employees patronize 
certified providers when appropriate. This not only will increase utilization of these providers directly, 
but should also help build business traveler awareness of the benefits of staying in certified facilities, 
which should spill over into their discretionary leisure travel as well. 
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Tailor the Marketing Message to the Special Interests of Each Niche Market: Once the target 
niche markets have been identified for a particular certification program, marketing messages should 
be aimed at meeting the special interests of each group of travelers. For example, the fact that 
establishments are saving money and getting a higher rating by using compact fluorescent light bulbs, 
low-flow shower heads, or not washing towels every day has little direct impact on the travelerÕs 
vacation experience. Even though they may feel good about these eco-efficiencies, the quality of the 
vacation experience will primarily be a function of the comfort of the accommodations, quality of 
food, fun/experiential activities, and the like. On the other hand, if certification programs can 
demonstrate how these conservation measures are preserving habitat and improving atmospheric 
visibility for bird-watchers or reducing beach pollution and protecting water clarity for swimmers and 
divers, then vacationers can see a direct link between certification and the quality of their vacations. 
This is the type of targeted message that resonates with specific groups of travelers and could increase 
demand for certification programs among these market niches. 
 
A marketing challenge for ecotourists and other travelers with a broad sustainability-orientation is the 
tendency for most sustainable tourism certification programs to emphasize the Òinside-the-fenceÓ 
performance of accommodation providers in terms of energy and water use efficiency, waste 
management practices, and adoption of environmental management systems. This is partly because 
these parameters are easy to measure and partly because many of the programs started out with a 
Ògreen hotelÓ focus that in turn stemmed from industrial process standards. Surveys indicated that 
these measures are of much less direct interest to most environmentally and socially conscious 
travelers than whether the hospitality providers and their guests are making positive contributions to 
the broader natural environment, helping local communities, and preserving local heritage (3.1.1.2). 
The impact of any particular provider on these dimensions is much more difficult to measure and 
entails subjective judgments as to what impacts are most important. Despite these practical difficulties, 
ways must be found to better relate sustainability ratings to the Òoutside-the-fenceÓ impacts in order to 
make sustainable tourism certification ratings more relevant to ecotourists and many other niche 
travelers.  
 
The initiator of the Blue Swallow certification, Manfred Reuther (VertrŠglich Reisen), has required, 
from the start, some criteria related to the destination outside the hotel, with a special focus on 
environmentally friendly means of transport and nature protection. As a Òone-man showÓ he later 
started the VetrŠglich Reisen Magazine to market the ÒBlue SwallowÓ businesses, offering additional 
information about the destinations and hot-spot themes for discussion (e.g. climate change and air 
transport). His annual magazine (200,000 copies a year) features certified businesses from a variety of 
programs, in order to offer enough products to the readers. 
  
Provide Additional Benefits and Build Consumer Loyalty: Few sustainable tourism certification 
programs have made efforts to offer benefits to consumers beyond just providing objective 
certification information. The primary exceptions are in Europe. LatviaÕs Green Certificate program 
provides active marketing support through sales and booking services. ScotlandÕs Green Tourism 
Business Scheme had a marketing consultant who organized familiarization trips for journalists and 
prepared public relations materials and articles.45  
 
                                                 
45  Herbert Hamele, unpublished reports submitted for this study.  
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If the sustainable tourism certification programs are to achieve broad market penetration, they will 
probably have to start offering more tangible benefits in addition to sustainability ratings. In the area 
of traditional travel quality ratings, organizations such as AAA offer a huge range of other benefits 
(personal advice, trip planning, insurance, retail products). Small Luxury Hotels of the World offers to 
collect a travelerÕs personal preferences (smoking/non-smoking, food preferences, lodging type and 
more) so that they can recommend specific hotels to customers at each destination and can give 
personalized service to each customer. Purists may argue that providing sustainability information 
alone should be sufficient, but it is likely that the market will require more in order attract the interest 
of large numbers of customers. 
 
It might also be feasible to adopt some of the practices of the larger hospitality brands and create 
loyalty award programs. For niche travelers it might also make sense to incorporate cause-related 
marketing aspects. For example, certification programs could offer frequent guest awards that could be 
redeemed with any certified provider in the system. These reward points could also be donated to 
various causes (e.g., habitat conservation, historic preservation, local social welfare programs, 
business support groups) that directly appeal to the particular niche being targeted. The mechanics and 
costs of such programs would have to be developed carefully in conjunction with the providers to 
ensure equity and efficiency in administration, but such initiatives could be used to create consumer 
awareness and loyalty to the certification brand. 
 
Emphasize Quality, Reliability and Safety for the General Market: As certification programs 
begin targeting the broader mass market, it will be even more important to emphasize those quality, 
reliability and safety issues that are of primary concern to the general traveler. The priority for most 
travelers is determining in advance whether the destination and the services provided 
(accommodations, attractions, food, tours, health and safety) will meet their expectations for price and 
value. Traditional quality rating schemes (e.g., AAA, Mobile, Michelin) are designed to meet these 
requirements and are often used in conjunction with other informal sources of information, such as 
word-of-mouth and personal experience. Sustainable tourism certification programs are primarily 
oriented toward environmental management and social issues. These are important for the long-term 
attractiveness and viability of the destination, but have only indirect impact on the current visitorÕs 
vacation experience. 
 
In order to be more relevant to the typical traveler, sustainable tourism certification programs should 
provide as much traditional quality information as possible. This is especially important because ÒecoÓ 
labels are often misinterpreted by the average traveler as indicating that product is cheap or that the 
quality of their experience may be degraded. Many travelers are reluctant to give up flush toilets for 
composting toilets, abandon air conditioning in hot climates, put up with minor power restrictions 
because of renewable energy systems, or rely on solar-heated water for showers. These 
environmentally friendly technologies may or may not be important rating factors in any given 
sustainable tourism certification scheme, but it is important for marketing messages to make clear 
exactly what is being measured and what the ratings imply for creature comforts in order to dispel 
misconceptions.  
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Marketing Strategies to Create Industry Demand for Certification 

To a large extent, intermediaries in the travel distribution chain, such as tour operators and travel 
agents will demand that their end suppliers be certified only when their customers make sustainability 
practices a material factor in the selection of destinations and end suppliers. We are not yet generally 
at that point. Nonetheless, certification groups and their supporters can take a number of steps to 
encourage intermediaries to require, or at least request, that their end suppliers be certified. 
 
Creating Demand through Local Hospitality providers (Accommodations, Attractions, Food and 
Retail, Local Tour Guides): Once hospitality providers have made the investment of time and money 
to become certified, they should have a vested interest in promoting that fact to their clients. The 
hospitality providers (especially local guides) are in the most direct contact with travelers and are best 
positioned to educate their clients about the important environmental and social achievements and 
goals that the various certification programs are designed to promote.  
 
Unfortunately, many providers, especially locally-owned SMEs often do not have a good 
understanding of the underlying environmental and social problems or do not know how to effectively 
translate them into terms that are meaningful to the foreign traveler. Accordingly, sustainable tourism 
certification programs need to focus part of their marketing effort on providing information and 
presentation materials that the hospitality providers can use with their guests to make their visit more 
educational, sustainable, and enjoyable. As part of that effort, they need to present information about 
the certification program that the providers can use to demonstrate to their clients why they should be 
preferred suppliers because of their participation in the program. By providing this kind of information 
and training, the certification program can help the certified providers to build customer satisfaction, 
loyalty and demand for certification programs. 
 
Creating Demand through Tour Operators: As noted above, tour operators are an important, but 
relatively small component of the travel industry. The share of U.S. outbound travelers going on group 
tours is only 2% and only 4% seek information from tour operators. In addition to their relatively 
small share of the market, tour operators will probably only become truly active in requiring that their 
hospitality providers be certified after there is substantial consumer demand for certification.  
Here the international corporate social responsibility (CSR) discussion may lead to commitments from 
tour operators to prioritize certified tourism businesses (as well as Fair Tourism initiatives, etc.) 
 
Once a significant portion of their customers express interest in patronizing certified travel providers, 
however, the operators will have a strong incentive to require that their providers become certified in 
order to maintain their competitive position in the industry. Because they can be major sources of 
customers for some hospitality providers, they have substantial potential leverage and could be a 
potent source of demand for those providers to get certified. This is especially likely for the niche 
markets (e.g., ecotourism, cultural tourism, educational programs) where travelers are more likely to 
participate in group tours. 
 
Even before consumer demand becomes significant, certification programs can market their programs 
to tour operators on the basis of other potential benefits and thereby encourage them to require that 
their travel providers be certified. Many observers have suggested that certification programs might 
save tour operators time and effort in qualifying local hospitality providers. Our respondents indicated, 
however, that they would still do the same amount of due diligence research in terms of deciding 
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which suppliers they would actually use (3.1.3.3). Because their success depends so critically on 
choosing the best local providers, most tour operators simply will not rely on someone elseÕs 
certification although the new TourLink initiative (from ECEAT) may break through this barrier. 
 
One tour operator volunteered, however, that she would be strongly inclined to give priority to 
certified providers when searching for new local suppliers. This is because reliability is such a critical 
aspect in choosing suppliers and anyone who had demonstrated the commitment to get certified would 
be a good candidate for being on the Òshort-listÓ of firms to be personally interviewed and inspected 
for future business. This is an angle that certification programs might want to emphasize when trying 
to get tour operators to create demand for their certification programs. In order to make this aspect as 
compelling as possible, certification programs should probably include additional criteria (e.g., guest 
satisfaction ratings, staff training and redundancy, bonding) that would be relevant to tour operators in 
deciding whether to consider a company as a potential supplier. These kinds of criteria would also be 
relevant in presenting more traditional quality evaluations of the kind that are of direct interest to 
travelers. The European programs ANVR, TUI-NL, Milieubarometer, as well as Green Deal and 
PCTS in the Americas incorporate these sorts of quality criteria. 
 
To the extent that the certification criteria give significant weight to steps that protect the integrity of 
the natural and cultural resources of the destination, tour operators will also have an incentive to 
require that their local providers be certified. Tour operators have a strong incentive to protect those 
resources and they ultimately suffer from competition that does not require their suppliers to operate in 
a sustainable manner. As a result, several tour operator respondents indicated that they would be 
interested in promoting certified providers in order to help weed out the Òbad actorsÓ in areas that they 
operate (3.1.3.3). This can only occur, however, once a critical mass of local providers has been 
certified and none of the tour operators interviewed felt that this tipping point had yet been reached in 
areas in which they operate. 
 
Creating Demand through Travel Agents: Travel agents have traditionally been the primary source 
of information on travel options for U.S. tourists. Their role, however has been declining rapidly with 
the advent of the Internet, which has allowed travelers to do much of their own research and book 
directly with airlines and major travel providers. For example, the share of U.S. outbound travelers 
getting their information from travel agents fell from 62% in 1996 to 43% in 200246. In the same 
period, the share of U.S. travelers getting their travel information from personal computers rose even 
more rapidly from 4% to 29%47. These trends are likely to continue for the immediate future. 
 
Traditionally, travel agents have focused on large volume and relatively low levels of service, with a 
focus on price and convenience in booking airline and hotel reservations. Is changing as hotels and 
airlines cut their commissions and attempt to get travelers to book directly with them. As a result, 
many travel agents are re-positioning themselves to provide more in-depth services to specialty 
travelers. To the extent that certification programs can identify those travel agencies or agents that are 
specializing in the niche markets favored by eco/social conscious travelers, there should be good 
opportunities to create awareness of specific certification programs.  
 

                                                 
46 WTO (2002) 
47 Ibid. 
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The message to travel agents should demonstrate concretely how the certification process is leading to 
a better vacation experience for the traveler and, therefore, potential repeat business for the agent. Just 
saving money for the provider by cutting their energy or water bills will not be a compelling selling 
point to the travel agent. One way of doing this might be by having certification bodies team with 
industry associations and regional promotional bureaus to organize familiarization (ÒfamÓ) trips for 
travel agents to visit certified providers. These trips would be designed to demonstrate first-hand how 
certification adds to the overall attractiveness of the destination and the quality of the guest 
experience.  
 
Creating Demand through the Media and Other Players in the Distribution Chain: Many 
travelers have relied on traditional travel guides, newspapers and magazines for information. Use of 
these sources appears to be been slipping slightly in recent years with travel guides dropping from 7% 
in 1996 to 6% in 2002 and newspapers and magazines dropping from 4% in 1996 to 3% in 200248. On 
the other hand, as noted above, the use of on-line sources for information has grown explosively (from 
4% in 1996 to 29% in 2002), so the Internet is clearly the travel media of the future. 
 
Traditional media are always looking for stories, so certification programs need to be imaginative in 
developing story lines that will resonate with the readership of various travel publications. Given the 
increasing global awareness of sustainability issues, stories that show concretely how certification 
programs are conserving natural and cultural resources should have a broad potential audience, 
especially if they have a human interest dimension. This suggests that certification programs should 
seek out writers and partners with the ability to package their stories for varied readerships. 
 
Guide books would appear to be a logical source of information on sustainable travel certification 
programs and potential sources of demand for hospitality providers to get certified in order to be listed 
in the guides. The numbers of such books are relatively limited and most are aimed at specific 
countries or travel segments, so national certification programs can easily target the relevant ones. 
Research for this report suggested, however, that certification is not currently a high priority for travel 
guidebooks, which focus more on specific recommendations and codes of conduct than on formal 
certification programs (3.1.2.2). While all respondents indicated an interest in more information about 
existing programs, only a few indicated that providing information about certification to their readers 
might add value. The bottom line was, perhaps not surprisingly, that none seemed willing to 
recommend businesses that they had not directly evaluated regardless of whether or not they are 
certified. As a result, while the publishers/authors of the guidebooks should certainly be approached 
by relevant certification programs, it seems unlikely that they will generate significant increases in 
consumer demand for green certification. However in Europe, VertrŠglich Reisen magazine (green 
consumers), ADAC Camping and Caravanning Guide Book (the leading guide book for camping 
travelers in Europe, and the TCI guide book all feature certified tourist products and businesses (see 
http://www.yourvisit.info/brochure/en/121.htm). 
  
Internet and web-based marketing has assumed the dominant role in tourism marketing, especially for 
smaller niche markets like ecotourism, cultural and educational tourism. Individual hospitality 
providers, especially in developing countries, are relying increasingly on the Internet, both directly 
through their own websites and by linking with travel portals and other larger information providers. 
This presents a challenge for sustainable tourism certification programs. The ability of small 
                                                 
48 Ibid. 
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accommodations, destination attraction managers, local tour guides and others to provide detailed and 
customized information about their operations probably makes certification less relevant as they can 
communicate directly with the potential visitor. Whether or not the facility is formally certified is 
likely to become relatively unimportant once the prospective traveler is looking at a hospitality 
providerÕs website.  
 
In order to effectively promote their members electronically, certification programs will probably have 
to position themselves on the Internet to intercept web surfers before they get to the individual 
company websites. Ideally the way to do this would be to get the global and specialized travel portals 
(e.g., www.Travelocity.com, www.Expedia.com, www.responsibletravel.com, www.away.com, etc.) 
to include certification as a potential screening criteria for travelers when first evaluating potential 
suppliers. Getting the big travel portals to include green certification screens would provide enormous 
leverage. The challenge is how to make it worthwhile for a portal to add this as a feature. Until there is 
considerable demand for the information and a critical mass of certified companies, portal managers 
will presumably not want to complicate their sites with information that is not of interest to most users. 
Moreover, given the profusion of different certification schemes, it seems unlikely that portal 
managers would want to sort through them all, pick some ÒwinnersÓ and drop the others. Including 
them all would probably be too cumbersome and confusing to consumers. In a few cases in Europe, 
however, this has been overcome by reducing the complexity of ecolabel choice: www.yourvisit.info > 
Visit Holiday Guide, Visit Scotland portal, and the ADAC Camping and Caravanning Guide portal. 
 
As a result, until there is a widely accepted common accreditation or other umbrella scheme, the 
global travel portals do not seem like particularly realistic candidates for promoting certification 
programs. Thus, despite the rapidly growing importance of on-line information, it does not appear that 
sustainable travel certification programs will have ready access to the global and large specialized 
travel portals. The focus, therefore, for the immediate future at least, will presumably have to be on 
national level portals for national certification schemes and/or smaller specialty portals for more 
narrowly focused certification schemes (e.g., ecotourism). Certification programs should thoroughly 
investigate how they could add value to these specialized web sites and invest the time to develop 
proposals that show specifically how they will help attract business to the portal. 
 
Creating Demand through Other Industry Intermediaries: Other industry intermediaries, such as 
industry associations and trade shows can be useful venues for sponsors of certification programs to 
meet with tour operators and travel agents. They provide cost-effective opportunities for the type of 
one-on-one, personalized contact that is so critical in selling complex products and services. They are 
primarily effective, however, only for creating demand within the industry for tourism providers to get 
certified. They are not effective means for reaching consumers, as consumer participation in these 
bodies is minimal. This is true for both the small specialized ÒReisepavillon Ð sustainable tourism fairÓ  
(300 exhibitors) as well as for the biggest tourism fair in the world: ITB Berlin (8,000 exhibitorsÓ).  
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Section 5:  Marketing Strategies to Facilitate Tourism Provider Buy-in 

Developing certification crit eria and processes that are attractive and 
accessible to tourism providers 

In order to make certification attractive to the tourism industry, representative businesses and trade 
associations should be involved in program development, especially in the determination of criteria 
and standards. Care should be taken to assure that standards are relevant to all providers (by applying 
them on a case-by-case basis such that criteria that are unnecessary for certain providers need not be 
applied) and that they are not set at levels too high for a significant number of providers to reach. 
Otherwise, they will become a disincentive to businesses wanting to improve their environmental and 
social performance. Energy Star set a specification instead of a standard (i.e., they require that product 
energy efficiency be in the top 20% of all products in their category) in order to secure the buy-in of 
manufacturers. This automatically allowed 1/5 of producers to be eligible to carry their logo.49  While 
tourism certification is more complex than just demonstrating energy efficiency, sustainable tourism 
certification programs should consider using a similar strategy for certain measurable and applicable 
criteria, such as water or energy consumption per tourist.  
 
On the other hand, it is important not to defeat the purpose of improving the sustainability of tourism 
by setting standards and criteria too low, enabling virtually all tourism providers to become certified. 
Therefore, initial minimal standards should be established that at least exceed those required by law. 
As time goes on they can be strengthened or raised to encourage continuing improvement among 
certified businesses. At the same time, developing a multi-tiered rating system, in which businesses 
can gradually achieve increasingly higher levels of performance, is recommended. This provides 
incentive for businesses to enter the program at whatever minimal level they can, while encouraging 
them to continually improve in order to gain more recognition and status as environmentally and 
socially responsible.  
 
New certification initiatives in Spain (Instituto de Turismo Responsible) and the Czech Republic 
(government) aim to develop multi-level certification: basic and advanced level for management + 
performance, environmental + social + economic requirements, in combination with EMAS/ISO 
14001 (environmental management) and EU Flower (environmental performance). Milieubarometer 
and GTBS offer bronze, silver, and gold levels. The Bavarian Ecolabel offers silver and gold levels. 
CST in Costa Rica has opted for a five-leaf system, similar to the five-star system for quality. 
 
Enticing tourism providers to go through the certification process by offering them the opportunity to 
embark on the road to sustainability at whatever level they can is that it provides incentive for larger 
numbers of businesses to get certified. This gets the certification label out on the market more quickly. 
And, when certified businesses attain higher levels of sustainable achievement and get more leaves, 
stars, diamonds, etc., they can get market and media attention by announcing their upgraded 
performance ratings. This is especially important for SMEs because of inherent difficulties they face in 
demonstrating high standards and their need to get market attention in inexpensive ways. 
 
At the same time, standards and criteria will need to be relevant to each ecotourism provider. Even 
within a particular country or region, sustainability concerns differ, and these differences must be 
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taken into account when determining optimal performance standards. For example, while a hotel on 
the dry coastal plain of Peru may need to demonstrate successful water conservation measures, a lodge 
in the cloud forest or Amazon region of the same country, where there is plenty of rainfall, need not be 
as concerned with water use. Certifiers should ensure that flexibility and specificity are incorporated 
into the standards so that businesses can apply the criteria in the manner most relevant to their needs 
and those of their environment. 
 
Financing for businesses to become certified is often a challenge, especially for small and medium-
sized enterprises. While creative forms of funding or subsidizing costs of certification will be 
discussed below in the context of facilitating access to certification by SMEs, innovative financing 
should be considered for a variety of tourism providers in need. PAN Parks, in Eastern Europe, offers 
an interesting example. It created a Small Grants Fund which provides support to certified PAN Parks 
for projects or tools which address environmental sustainability issues related to tourism and 
sustainable development. So far, grants have been given for nature trail development, improving 
horseback tourism, a visitor management plan and community-based tourism development. According 
to the website, the Small Grants Program Òis intended to give financial help to protected areas for the 
implementation of PAN Parks Principles and Criteria.Ó50   
 

Creating effective marketing me ssages for tourism providers 
 
In order to buy in to certification, tourism providers will need to be convinced that the costs of going 
through the certification process will be worth the benefits. They need to be made aware of what the 
benefits can be and when they can be expected. Until sufficient consumer awareness and demand for 
certified products and services is developed, messages to tourism businesses (e.g. lodges, operators) 
should not focus on increasing sales or pricing power. Rather, the marketing message should 
emphasize that certification will provide other benefits such as cost savings, information and 
guidelines on how to improve practices, better staff morale and productivity, greater consumer loyalty 
and the like, as well as a sense of assurance that the business is Òdoing the right thing.Ó  Later on, a 
range of additional benefits are likely to kick in. 
 
While marketing messages to producers of some certified products (e.g. Fair Trade coffee and Energy 
Star) focus on better prices or cost savings, this is not true in other cases (e.g., sustainable agriculture, 
certified wood products). In tourism, adherence to some of the standards such as energy and water 
conservation and solid waste reduction, should reduce a providerÕs costs in the medium or longer-
term. Other criteria, such as supporting community development, may require increased expenditures 
but should provide long-term payoffs, such as good community relations and destination enhancement.  
 
Other messages to use, especially once consumers become more aware of sustainability issues and 
certification, include:   

!  Certification provides a framework and benchmarks for assessing environmental, socio-
cultural and economic performance and incentives for improvement 

!  Certification helps ensure a secure and continuing future for sustainable tourism at a particular 
destination 
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!  Certification improves a businessÕ competitiveness, especially when all other factors (including 
price and quality) are equal.  

!  Certification reduces risks such as negative publicity, government regulation, environmental or 
social problems, or financial disasters 

!  Certification provides increased marketing opportunities and access to new markets. For 
instance, certified tourism businesses will be preferred by LOHAS and Cultural Creatives who 
might otherwise have few easy means to identify tourism companies who share their values. 

!  Certification can provide companies special access to tourism attractions or resources that are 
controlled or declared off-limits by governments or private sector owners51 

!  Certification can, in some countries, entitle businesses to increased financial or tax credits 
!  Certification can provide image enhancement 
!  Certification provides association with a valuable brand (assuming that the certification 

program is well promoted and sought after) 
!  Certification indirectly implies a company that is more conscientious about a whole range of 

concerns, including quality of product or service. 
 

Developing a marketing strategy  and id entifying priority marketing targets 
 
Once certification standards and criteria are finalized and ready to be implemented, it is important to 
strategically determine how to sell the program to tourism providers. A budget and action plan should 
be developed, outlining key markets and tactics, and setting goals for the number of businesses or 
products to be certified over a particular time period. Priority businesses to engage in certification are: 
 

!  Those already committed to the principles and practice of sustainable tourism and the values of 
certification Ð i.e., those most likely to be convinced. Such committed companies may even 
expend their own resources for promoting certified products because it enhances their image. 
Whole Foods, for example, needed to increase the diversity of certified seafood it offered, so 
the company provided funds for MSC to hire a staff person to recruit new fisheries to become 
certified. 

!  Those with the most resources available to go through the certification process. Businesses that 
are more highly endowed also have their own marketing budgets and programs, which can also 
promote certification and the eco-label. 

!  Companies that have influence in the marketplace, especially those that are large, well-
respected and have a known brand. Because these companies often compete with one another, 
buy in from one may stimulate others to also seek certification. 

!  Companies or organizations that serve groups of individuals most likely to support certification 
and the values it upholds. The Food Alliance has had success in working with food services 
that cater to universities and corporate facilities, in part because their clientele is well educated 
and more interested in sustainability than the general public. 

                                                 
51 In Western Australia the Department of Conservation and Land Management provides a longer permit for tourism 
operators with Green Globe 21 Certification. This permit extension gives the company longer-term certainty about its 
operation on public land and an opportunity to demonstrate its environmental responsibility to both government and to the 
public. Kathy Parsons, Green Globe Director, interview 2004 

3.1.4.5 Certification Marketing Strategy December 2004 40 



!  Smaller companies that are committed and/or see value in certification. This is especially 
important in ecotourism because many travelers prefer smaller, more personalized and 
authentic tourism experience. 

 
Additional elements of a marketing strategy include creating effective messages, creating incentives, 
determining and using effective market relationships and channels, providing technical assistance and 
information resources, training, and facilitating partnerships and networks. These will be discussed 
below. Ecocamping is an excellent example offering all these services. 
 

Employing personalized marketing tactic s to recruit tourism providers to 
become certified 
 
The marketing of long term relationships Ð i.e., the ongoing supportive associations which certification 
seeks to provide - is always best done in person. Once certification proponents have identified key 
provider audiences through research and use of personal connections, they should make personal 
contact with company decision-makers. CEOs and/or well-respected managers, especially 
environmental managers, if they exist within a company, are those most likely within a company to be 
able to win support for certification. They can be contacted directly or can be courted at industry 
gatherings. 
 
Tourism and travel conferences and trade shows can be excellent venues for promoting sustainable 
tourism certification. At these fora, certification proponents can offer workshops to introduce 
certification to industry participants, and arrange to meet with perspective certification buyers Ð i.e. 
businesses to be certified Ð to provide them with information on the costs and benefits and how to 
become certified. Documented demand from consumers, when available, will be an excellent selling 
point. As a case in point, only after MSC provided evidence that environmental groups and consumers 
would support MSC certification, if the Alaska Department of Fish and Game would agree to provide 
an outlay of extra cash to become certified.52   
 
ItÕs important to remember that while green tourism certification may be a new service, one does not 
have to reinvent the wheel to market it. Utilizing existing marketing channels is an efficient and 
proven way to reach providers. The Food Alliance does most of its marketing to farmers through 
existing channels such as agricultural extension programs and trade publications.53  Producers respond 
best to familiar sources like personal recommendations from colleagues and pressure from their 
customers, suppliers, and distributors. While the supply chains for tourism vary, depending on the type 
of market (e.g. group tours run by operators vs. independent travelers), most tourism providers have 
developed relationships and mechanisms to work with inbound and outbound operators, travel agents, 
and in some cases, with NGOs and the media. Getting these intermediaries involved to demand 
certification from their providers is an effective method of stimulating an increase in supply of 
certified products. As a start in this direction, the Dutch Association of Travel Agencies, ANVR, the 
largest association of travel agencies in The Netherlands, now requires its members have an 
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environmental policy. In the United States, affinity groups with social and environmental missions 
could likewise push their suppliers, especially hotels, to become certified. 
 

Offering an awards program and fam trips 
 
Another way to encourage tourism providers to become certified is to provide additional promotional 
incentives outside of those outlined above. One such incentive is an awards program. Certification 
programs and/or partnering organizations should consider offering an award to certified businesses or 
products that demonstrate exemplary practices and/or improvement. They should work with the media, 
the tourism industry and consumers to publicize both the announcement of the awards program, 
soliciting nominations, and then the awards results. Awards offered on an annual or biannual basis 
offer a recurring opportunity to get news about certification and good tourism practices and businesses 
into the media and out to trade and public audiences. 
 
Another promotional tactic is offer familiarization trips for the general and travel media and members 
of travel writers societies to certified tourism providers. Participants can be strategically chosen to 
ensure that resulting press coverage is wide in scope and strong in conveying messages about 
certification and environmental and social responsibility. Press releases about the fam. trips and their 
specific objectives to highlight certified businesses should be disseminated widely as an awareness-
building strategy. 
 

Providing technical and mark eting assistance and training 
 

Experience from other green certification programs (such as FSC, TransFair USA, and organic 
agriculture) has demonstrated that technical assistance  to producers or providers is one of or the most 
important benefit realized by certified businesses. The value of such assistance is especially great for 
small producers as they often lack the information and technical know-how to become competitive. In 
the tourism field, providers have much to learn about techniques and tools for improving 
environmental performance, community relations, and marketing and outreach. Following the example 
of the PAN Parks program, which prepared a tourism manual to help parks implement sustainable 
tourism development strategies,54 other tourism certification programs should offer providers a range 
of educational and technical resources and training opportunities to improve their environmental, 
social and economic performance. Ecolabels in Europe offer such services as well as independent 
initiatives together with other certifications in tourism (e.g. TourBench: 
http://www.tourbench.info/partners_en2). 
   
Conferences, trade shows, and tourism training institutes are excellent venues for offering training 
while also marketing to new audiences. 
 
Another form of assistance that certification programs can and should provide is providing market 
linkages between certified tourism providers and consumers, including travel agencies, tour operators 
and travelers. TransFair USA does this for coffee farmers by connecting them directly with U.S. 
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buyers; organizing sales tours for farmers to visit importers and roasters in the U.S.; providing market 
information; and arranging for their participation in trade shows and other events. These same benefits 
can be realized for certified tourism businesses. 
 

Marketing certification through large buyers 
 
Large buyers of tourism products, such as high volume tour operators or travel agencies, governments, 
or other large organizations can have significant leverage on their suppliers. As discussed above, 
governments and corporations with environmentally and socially responsible buying policies require 
that their suppliers conform to specific standards that certification can provide. Retailers, such as 
IKEA for wood products, or processors, such as Unilever for seafood, have exerted their influence on 
the timber and seafood industry through rating systems which oblige them to use a stepwise approach 
for determining their purchasing sources. They give first priority to certified businesses and second 
priority to companies implementing some sustainable practices and on their way to becoming certified.  
In tourism,TUI-NL and Milieubarometer do this. 
 
Sustainable fisheries experts agree that because there is currently insufficient consumer awareness of 
fisheries issues and solutions, it will be up to large retailers such as Unilever to take on the marketing 
of MSC.55  They are beginning to do this through a consumer education campaign on their website and 
elsewhere. In fact, Unilever has publicly stated its commitment to certification by pledging to buy up 
to 75% of its fish from sustainable suppliers, preferably those that are MSC-certified.56

 
The Food Alliance (TFA) found that the turning points for success were when large intermediary 
buyers committed themselves to purchasing TFA organic produce. One was a major food wholesaler 
who decided to source and segregate certified products for its retail stores, and the other was a large 
food service company who committed to buying TFA products. These commitments were also 
important to farmers, because it allowed them to see real demonstrated market value to certification.57  
 
Tourism certification advocates should work with governments, large tour operators, wholesalers and 
travel agencies to encourage them to develop sustainable travel buying policies and to work with their 
constituencies to demand more responsible environmental and social practices from their travel and 
tourism providers. Several examples of this already exist and may be useful as models. They include:   
 
!  As mentioned above, the Dutch Association of Travel Agencies, requires its members have an 

environmental policy 
!  ResponsibleTravel.com, an Internet company and service which links travelers with travel industry 

members who have met their minimal responsible travel criteria, is demanding that UKÕs three 
largest tour operators develop responsible travel policies 

!  CERES, a non-profit organization composed of over 80 organizations and 70 companies working 
towards environmental responsibility, has developed a Green Hotel Initiative to increase the 

                                                 
55 Interview with Dave Gibson, Chemonics Inc., June 2004. 
56 Searle, Robert, Susan Colby, and Katie Smith Milway, 2004.  ÒMoving Eco-Certification Mainstream.Ó  Report by The 
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57 Interview with Scott Exo, The Food Alliance, July 2004. 
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demand for environmentally responsible hotel services and provide a tool (Best Practice Survey) to 
assist purchasers and suppliers  determine a hotelÕs environmental performance 

!  Consistent with CaliforniaÕs EPP policy, the California Environmental Protection Agency is 
developing an environmental standard for lodging within the State and will initiate a campaign to 
encourage government employees to stay in and hold conferences at certified properties. It will 
also develop an education and outreach campaign aimed at the lodging industry as well as the 
general traveling public.  

!  The Florida Department of Environmental Protection has a Florida Green Lodging Program which 
works with hospitality industry to adopt sustainable practices (conservation and waste/pollution 
reduction). Works with EPA in region 4 to develop an on-line directory and map of green hotels 
and practices. 

!  CanadaÕs Audubon Green Leaf Eco Rating Program for Hotels focuses primarily on the niche of 
business and government travelers and the hotels that serve these guests. The Government of 
Canada has a loose green travel policy that encourages government employees and business 
travelers to stay at green accommodations 

 
While these initiatives are to be encouraged, certification proponents will need to work closely and 
promptly with these organizations and governments to convince them to use certified businesses rather 
than creating alternative programs. Otherwise, tourism providers will become overly burdened with 
having to satisfy many different arrays of standards set by different purchasing institutions. 
 

Developing additional incentives for SM Es and CBEÕs to become certified 
 
As discussed earlier, marketing sustainable tourism certification to small and medium-sized businesses 
can be even more difficult than to larger well-established ones. Many small accommodations or 
tourism service providers live on the edge of profitability, and have few extra resources to commit to 
benchmarking their practices, being audited and improving infrastructure and operating procedures to 
receive a certification label. They not only lack financial resources, but may also have insufficient 
information and technical capacity. However, in order to maximize sustainable tourismÕs benefits to 
communities and surrounding environments, and to offer a wide range of sustainable tourism option to 
consumers, it is important that small and medium-sized enterprises and community-based tourism 
operations participate in tourism certification. Therefore, additional incentives to encourage their 
involvement are needed. 
 
First, certification programs should focus their training and technical assistance programs on small 
businesses. Within their marketing plans and budgets, they should identify SME and CBE information 
and training needs, develop mechanisms for providing technical support, and seek out partners to 
assist them. They can encourage small providers to form cooperatives to gain access to information 
and resources, just as forest communities and small forest enterprises have done to achieve FSC 
certification. In any case, technical training and consultancy for SMEs may be sought from non-
governmental organizations, government-run technical institutes or training institutions, or even 
tourism trade associations.  
 
While it will be useful for SMEs to receive technical assistance, training and information, it will also 
be important that the certification criteria and the process of assessing them are simple, clear and 
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accessible for small businesses. Experience in Costa Rica indicates that some community-based 
operations found ÒCST is too complicated and technical,Ó according to Leyla Solano, director of 
Cooprena, an organization specializing in assisting cooperatives including community-based tourism 
projects.58  Therefore, it may be useful to develop a separate simplified process and criteria for SMEs 
in order to encourage their participation in implementing quality, environmental and social standards. 
While at first SMEs may not be able to participate in full-scale certification programs that larger 
businesses use, a simpler process with minimal criteria can be instituted to put them on the road to 
certification. Later on criteria can be strengthened to bring them in line with other, larger tourism 
businesses. 
 
In Europe some private ecolabels have quite ÒlowÓ requirements, which can relatively easily be 
achieved by micro and small businesses. It is still a matter of discussion whether the EU Flower 
wishes to become the ÒadvancedÓ certificate compared to the Òeasy to getÓ certificates, or whether it is 
the ÒbasicÓ European level compared to the ÒadvancedÓ level of the public Austrian Ecolabel or 
Nordic Swan (which require more and more difficult to achieve criteria). 
 
Many small tourism providers also require assistance in developing linkages to socially and 
environmentally responsible consumers, including tour operators and travel agencies, as well as the 
media. NGOs, funders, certification programs and government tourism bodies can facilitate 
communication between certified SMEs (or even those SMEs who are adopting best practices) and 
potential markets in order to expand the market share and profitability of these enterprises. 
Environmental, consumer and social equity non-governmental organizations often have large 
memberships and education/outreach programs, as well as missions which are entirely compatible with 
providing marketing support to small businesses and initiatives that demonstrate sustainability. Again, 
the formation of cooperatives or associations of small business providers can facilitate access to and 
development of marketing relationships. 
 
Because quality, health and safety standards of tourism providers are a major concern of consumers, it 
will be important to assure that all certified businesses achieve at least a minimal level of service and 
quality. Many SMEs have difficulties ensuring a consistently high level of service and/or suffer in the 
marketplace because consumers doubt the quality of their service and security. Certification programs 
should take this into account, emphasizing adherence to these standards for small businesses, and 
developing incentives to ensure that the value of their brand is upheld. At the same time, certifiers can 
use this message Ð i.e. that the logo assures quality - to entice SMEs to become certified, and thereby 
capitalize on the labelÕs image.  
 
To reduce the costs of certification, certification programs should engage a variety of private and 
public sector sources of financing to lower the costs of certification for small and medium-sized 
enterprises and community-based operations. Options include:  
  

!  developing a sliding scale of fees so that large certified businesses offset the costs for small 
businesses, just as many telephone, electric, and water utilities do; 

!  reducing costs of certification for small providers who implement certain sustainable practices 
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!  requiring intermediaries such as tour operators and travel agencies to pay a small licensing fee 
in order to use the label for marketing. Proceeds would be used to subsidize small businessÕ 
certification fees; 

!  obtaining financial support from foundations, donor groups, governments and development 
organizations to cover SME and CBE certification costs;  

!  encouraging funders to provide preferential treatment for grants or loans to businesses who 
become certified; and 

!  streamlining the assessment and auditing process for small and medium-sized enterprises and 
conducting batch audits in order to lower costs. 

 
It should be noted that all tourism providers and intermediaries committed to sustainable tourism stand 
to benefit by facilitating the access of SMEs and CBEÕs to certification. By increasing the number and 
diversity of certified businesses, whether they are large or small, the more opportunities there are to 
market the label and to gain recognition for it. And, the more consumers become familiar with and 
associate positively with the label, the greater the marketing power it provides. 
 
 

Section 6: Recommendations for Mar keting Partnerships with other 
Institutions 
 

Environmental, development and consumer advocacy groups  
 
Environmental organizations have a major role to play in helping to formulate and promote green 
certification programs. As noted at the outset, broad stakeholder participation is critical in the 
development of certification programs in order to have credibility and Òbuy-inÓ from all the affected 
parties. Environmental non-profits are key stakeholders in the process and can help organize early 
planning efforts. These organizations often are the best source of technical information and assistance 
on the environmental problems of the area and can help develop appropriate certification criteria.  
 
Once green certification programs have been launched, environmental groups are often the primary 
source of external pressure for companies to get certified and the advocacy voices that promote the 
programs to consumers. The more strident groups may be the most effective in bringing external 
pressure to bear, while mainstream groups are in a better position to mediate between competing 
concerns. The challenge for sponsors of certification programs is to make sure that the most relevant 
environmental groups are involved and to work closely with those that will be viewed favorably by the 
target firms in the industry. At the same time, nothing should be done to discourage the more activist 
groups that will help create broader awareness of the underlying environmental problems and bring 
political forces to bear to get them solved. 
 
Given the current focus on encouraging SMEs to get certified and to promote patronage of these firms, 
it will also be important to communicate with some of the groups that have raised questions about the 
appropriateness of certification programs. Many have been especially concerned about the potential 
adverse impact on SMEs from certification programs. This has clearly been a problem and sponsors of 
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certification programs should reach out to any and all in these groups that have constructive 
suggestions for dealing with the this problem. 
 

Governments 
 
Governments, both national and local, have a large role to play in facilitating the use of tourism 
certification programs by industry as well as by consumers. They can provide a variety of incentives to 
tourism providers to assist them in introducing environmentally and socially responsible practices as 
well as to encourage them to become certified. Certification programs and advocates, including NGOs, 
should work with governments in to bring about the following: 
 

a. National and local governments should be visible and strong supporters and promoters of 
sustainable tourism and sustainable tourism certification programs. They should attest to 
the credibility of certification programs and develop tourism marketing programs which 
emphasize sustainability. Ministries of Tourism, Commerce and Environment should 
promote and publicize sustainable tourism initiatives (e.g. exemplary practices) already 
being used by certified businesses as well as those available. They should include 
information about tourism certification programs in their publications and public relations 
materials Ð e.g. in tourism brochures and guidebooks and government reports Ð and in 
relevant training programs. 

b. They should provide marketing incentives to certified businesses through government-
sponsored promotion, publicity and placement at trade shows; inclusion in promotional 
brochures; and international promotion at conferences and meetings. 

c. They should provide informational and technical incentives to tourism businesses 
interested in becoming certified or already certified. This could include offering: 
!  trainings and workshops on environmental technologies, environmental management, 

human resources, community relations, strategic planning, marketing, etc. 
!  sustainable tourism conferences and other opportunities or resources (e.g. websites) for 

information exchange  
!  information on technologies and resources for  improving social and environmental 

practices 
Again, these incentives will be especially useful to SMEs. 

d. Governments can also provide financial incentives to certified businesses. These might 
include tax credits or deductions, lower interest rates on loans, discounts on concessions, or 
other direct subsidies. These will be especially important to small and medium-sized 
enterprises. In fact, governments might cover or subsidize the costs of certification for 
tourism businesses smaller than (or with income-generating capacities less than) a certain 
size 

e. Finally, governments can reduce regulatory barriers to certified businesses or preferred 
access to tourism attractions such as currently occurring in Australia to some Green Globe 
and Eco-Australia certified businesses.59 

 

                                                 
59 Businesses in the Great Barrier Reef XXXX receive longer term licenses from the government if they are Eco Australia 
certified.   Need to check this. 
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At the same time, government employees, contractors and affiliates should work to boost the demand 
for sustainable tourism certification. This can be done in several ways: 
 

a. They should develop and implement environmentally and socially responsible purchasing 
policies requiring their staff and contractors to preferentially purchase products and 
services from certified businesses and products wherever they are available and 
appropriate. They might even provide financial incentives, such as waivers, tax credits or 
reduced taxes, for certified businesses or organizations who patronize certified businesses. 

b. Government funded and/or run tourism promotion campaigns and agencies should create 
awareness among the media, the traveling public and tourism intermediaries (tour 
operators, travel agencies, etc.) about sustainable tourism and certification, as well as 
encouraging consumers to use certified businesses and products. Printed materials, 
websites, and multi-media (videos, etc.) should promote the certification logo, emphasize 
the benefits of patronizing certified providers, and provide preferential placement of 
certified businesses in lists or data-bases of tourism businesses and products. Tourism 
training institutes and academic programs are also important venues for introducing 
educational and informational resources regarding sustainable tourism certification. 

c. Funding for NGOs and communities active in raising awareness of sustainable tourism and 
promoting certification should be made available from government sources.  

d. Governments can also support the tourism industryÕs promotion of certification nationally 
(i.e., towards the domestic market) and internationally by providing funding and 
coordination of campaigns, conferences, trainings, etc. and/or providing information and 
technical assistance. The Tour OperatorÕs Initiative and trade associations pledging 
environmental and social responsibility would be good targets for this type of support. 

e. Governments can also provide financing and in-kind support to media (newspapers, 
magazines, guidebooks, television or radio productions, etc.) that promote sustainable 
tourism and certification. 

f. Countries which already have government-run tourism quality certifications (e.g. Canada 
or Switzerland) should introduce social and environmental criteria into their programs 
and/or work to develop one national sustainable tourism label which includes both 
sustainability criteria and traditional quality/safety/security criteria. Governments should 
also strive to reduce confusion about different tourism certification labels and seals, and 
promote the establishment of an international accreditation program such as the Sustainable 
Tourism Stewardship Council. 

g. Finally, governments can officially endorse sustainable tourism certification to world 
bodies such as the World Tourism Organization, the World Trade Organization and other 
United Nations and multilateral institutions. 

 
Governments may target their support for tourism providers to specific destinations within their 
countries to protect that particular region and its attractions, and to promote it as the flagship example 
of sustainable tourism in the country. A government and/or privately-supported focus on tourism 
businesses in a particular geographic area encourages competition among providers to offer the 
ÒgreenestÓ products or services, raising the bar for all.  
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Financing organizations  
 
Private foundations, and national or multi-lateral development agencies and banks are actively 
supporting sustainable tourism and ecotourism certification in many areas of the world. Their interests 
lie in assuring that tourism, Òthe largest industry in the world,Ó conserves natural habitats and cultures, 
minimizes negative impacts, and provides equitable income and development opportunities for a 
variety of people around the world. For instance, the Ford Foundation has financed research, 
publications, feasibility studies, technical assistance and training projects to advance certification and 
to harmonize standards under an international sustainable tourism accreditation system. The 
Interamerican Development Bank is funding studies of financing, monitoring, marketing and standards 
development, complemented by technical assistance and information sharing for the Sustainable 
Tourism Network of the Americas in Latin America. And, the United Nations Environment Program 
has sponsored the development of the International Tour Operators Initiative, among other activities. 
The World Trade Organization has been very active in developing resources and organizing 
conferences on sustainable tourism certification around the world. However, these organizations and 
others can do more to encourage participation by providers, as well as to increase demand of 
consumers and intermediaries. 
 
In Europe the European Commission with its LIFE program has supported (50% support) various 
projects related to sustainable tourism certification: e.g. ÒBlue FlagÓ (in the beginning), ÒGreen FlagÓ, 
ÒGreen CertificateÓ (Latvia), ÒVISITÓ. Some initiatives do not exist any more, other have survived and 
stand on their own feet now.  
 
Many of the recommendations above for government bodies are also applicable to donor groups, 
especially those that pertain to financing marketing of certification programs and participation by 
providers, especially SMEs. In addition, donors can use their financial leverage and/or create 
incentives to require that organizations and governments who benefit from loans and grants they 
provide to utilize certified businesses, become certified, or promote certification through whatever 
means are most appropriate.  
  

Other green certificatio n programs and markets 
 
The consumer markets for sustainable tourism certification and other types of green certification have 
a high degree of overlap. And, many of the products used by one industry are also used by another. 
For example, tourism providers may use certified wood and paper products, agricultural products, 
seafood, green building techniques and resources, energy efficient appliances, etc. At the same time, 
tour operators may include visits to organic agriculture farms, sustainable forestry projects, Fair Trade 
coffee farms or handicrafts shops, etc. These informational and commercial exchanges provide ample 
opportunity for cross marketing of certified products and services. Specific activities to promote 
 

a. Tourism providers should identify and promote the use of green certified products and 
services in their brochures and public relations and informational materials. In 
exchange, these other certification programs can advertise the use of their products by 
certified tourism providers.  
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b. Green certified providers might provide discounts of products and services to each 
other, as incentive to increase their market shares. 

c. International green certification organizations such as ISEAL and IFOAM, and the 
international Fair Trade movement, should identify green markets and develop 
marketing strategies to promote a variety of green products and services to these 
markets. They should also conduct and disseminate relevant market research.  

d. Many green markets have already been identified by LOHAS, Cultural Creatives 
proponents, Co-op America, Global Exchange, the Social Investment Forum, and a host 
of other sustainability-oriented organizations. Certification programs of all sorts should 
collaborate in promoting their products and services to these markets by working with 
the media and NGOs targeting these markets. 

e. Green certification programs should collaboratively seek government and international 
support for marketing and promotion. 

 
Because Rainforest Alliance is actively involved in green certification in several different industries 
(agriculture, wood products, tourism) and functions through an international network, it would be an 
excellent organization to spearhead increased cooperation among these programs. It is a member of 
ISEAL, the international network of certification organizations, and it is well placed to promote such 
collaboration. The WWF family of independent organizations around the world, united under the 
WWF International umbrella, is also active in certification within several industries (wood products, 
seafood, tourism, etc.) and could also serve to coordinate marketing among and between green 
certification programs and markets. It is very well-known throughout the world, and would bring name 
recognition and credibility to certification. 
 
Several private foundations, as well as multi-lateral development organizations, such as the Ford 
Foundation, United Nations Environment Program, World Tourism Organization and the 
Interamerican Development Bank, have supported research, development and implementation of green 
certification across industries, and could be called upon to support joint marketing and technical 
assistance. 
 
 

Section 7. Marketing Green Tourism Ce rtification Plans for SMEs in the 
Five Target Countries 
 
The preceding sections discussed a number of generic issues and strategies for promoting sustainable 
travel certification programs. The following section pulls out the most relevant aspects of the generic 
marketing issues and applies them to the five target countries with emphasis on the special needs of 
SMEs. 
 
Product: Given the plethora of tourism certification programs and consumer confusion about the 
differences among them, one of the primary challenges in marketing SME-oriented certification 
programs in the five countries is designing them to fit in with the other quality and green certification 
programs. In the absence of a globally-accepted accreditation scheme that provides common 
guidelines and an umbrella under which to market individual certification programs, each program 
will have to be structured to be compatible with such an accreditation scheme once it is in effect. The 
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Sustainable Tourism Certification Network of the Americas has developed a common baseline 
standard, which should ease these difficulties. Each country faces somewhat different challenges and 
opportunities: 
 
!  Costa Rica has the best-developed sustainable tourism certification scheme, ÒCSTÓ, for lodging. It 

was proposed and accepted as possible system for all of Central America, but has now been 
restricted to Costa Rica and the border areas of Panama and Nicaragua. The countryÕs comparative 
advantage has been ecotourism, but some of the market is shifting to more traditional resort 
tourism. There has been a strong desire expressed by the ecotourism sector to develop a separate 
ecotourism certification based on CST. CST for tour operators has been paralyzed for two years 
after its full development, and as of February 2005, had not been released. It is likely that if it is 
not released during early 2005, some tour operators will seek international certification, such as 
Green Globe 21.Some confusion has ensued from the development of the Iniciativa Centroamerica 
Verde (ICV), which is a Central American ecotourism marketing program whose entry 
requirements have been confused in Nicaragua with a certification program. The country has also 
developed its own Ecological Blue Flag program (BAE). An effort is now underway to try to make 
this compatible with the international Blue Flag program of FEE, but only the highest level of 
BAE is equivalent to Blue Flag international certification. Because both CST and BAE have been 
developed and operated by the government, there are grave operational problems in cooperating 
with external entities and giving the programs the necessary flexibility to compete. While the 
tourist industry is looking for international recognition and compatibility, the government agencies 
are unwilling or unable to fully cooperate with international accreditation efforts, although CST 
has shared its criteria with the Certification Network of the Americas for work on harmonization 
throughout the hemisphere. CST appears unable, for a number of reasons, to participate in or 
promote the effective marketing of certified businesses. 

!  Brazil  has established the Program for Certification of Sustainable Tourism (PCTS) as an official 
voluntary Brazilian norm, inaugurated in February 2005. This program gives equal weight to 
environmental, social, and quality performance criteria and management systems. It differentiates 
between urban and non-urban lodging establishments and proposes to develop criteria for other 
travel sectors. There are substantial funds available from IDB for training auditors and lodging 
establishments, through the Hospitality Institute. PCTS plans to cooperate fully with both the ISO-
based system of normalization and accreditation, as well as the future ISEAL-based STSC 
accreditation system. PCTS has cooperated fully with all international efforts, as well as with a 
community-based program to promote sustainability standards for tourism in Brazil (CBTS, led by 
WWF-Brazil). There has been occasional friction between PCTS and CBTS, although this has 
largely been overcome since 2003, when both groups started to work together. PCTS expects to do 
substantial marketing of its certification program within Brazil (90% of the countryÕs tourist 
market) and internationally. PCTS has informally expressed great interest in cooperating with 
Rainforest AllianceÕs marketing program for certification. 

!  Ecuador has a well-established ecotourism base in Galapagos with its own certification program, 
SmartVoyager, as well as a growing base in the Amazon region and elsewhere. The Ecuadorian 
ecotourism association, ASEC, has established an official Ecuadorian norm for ecotourism, and is 
in the process of converting it into a full-fledged certification program. Both programs cooperate 
fully with the Certification Network of the Americas and are likely to participate with Rainforest 
AllianceÕs marketing program, especially since ASEC represents Ecuador in the Network, as well 
as being a sub-executing agency for the current IDB project. SmartVoyager has a long-standing 
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relationship with Rainforest Alliance and has acquired good experience in promotion and 
marketing. 

!  Belize is a well-established ecotourism and diving destination. It does not have its own 
certification program, and there are few, if any certified businesses in Belize. The Belize Tourist 
Board (BTB) represents Belize in both the Network and the IDB project. It appears that uncertified 
businesses that have formally implemented good practices will be the subject of promotion and 
marketing in the context of this project. Because Belize participates with the English-speaking 
Caribbean countries, it is a good candidate for the implementation of both Green Globe 21 and 
Blue Flag international beach certification, as both programs are quite active in the Caribbean, 
through CAST. 

!  Guatemala has a well-designed sustainable tourism certification program, Green Deal, operated 
by the Alianza Verde association. The program was originally oriented towards small and micro 
tourism businesses in all sectors of the industry, in the PetŽn region, but it is now expanding 
throughout Guatemala and possibly into neighboring countries. Alianza Verde represents 
Guatemala in the Network, as well as being a sub-executing agency for the current IDB project. It 
cooperates fully in both harmonization and promotional efforts. 

 
As a general proposition for all five countries, it would probably make sense to develop separate 
sustainable travel certification ratings for ecotourism (and probably small lodges) in distinction from 
the general sustainability certification (which would apply more to conventional hotels, food service, 
and urban guides). All five countries have strong ecotourism markets and potential for growth. Yet to 
appeal to smaller, nature-oriented lodges and operators, it will probably be important to develop 
criteria that are relevant to their circumstances and to give greater weight to the Òoutside-the-fenceÓ 
environmental and social impacts that are of primary interest to nature and cultural travelers. 
 
As emphasized throughout the report, most travelers are primarily interested in value for price 
considerations, measured in terms of accommodations, food, excursions, health, safety, and the like. 
Certification programs that hope to capture broad consumer attention should, therefore, attempt either 
to include as many criteria as possible to cover these aspects or find ways to integrate their findings 
with those of more conventional quality rating schemes. For discussion purposes, it would be useful to 
consider developing combined certification schemes (somewhat like restaurant guides that separately 
rate price, food quality, ambiance and service). In this case, it might be feasible to provide a multi-
faceted evaluation that would separately rate such features as location, accommodation quality, 
service, and environmental and social responsibility. This would be a much more ambitious product, 
but would ensure that consumers would at least be aware of sustainability ratings. 
 
One of the major problems that smaller hospitality providers face is the inconsistent quality of their 
product offering, which scares risk-averse guests away. Many SMEs lack the financial resources and 
the management skills to make the investments and operational improvements to qualify for 
certification. In order to attract smaller enterprises, therefore, it will often be necessary for certification 
programs to provide technical and financial assistance to SMEs so that they can get certified and not 
be at a competitive disadvantage relative to larger and more sophisticated firms. This implies that the 
ÒproductÓ to be offered by certification programs often should be more comprehensive than just the 
formulation and promulgation of specific certification criteria and ratings. Instead, in order to create 
demand for small, sustainable enterprises, certification programs should offer an integrated package of 
assistance to SMEs in order for them to meet travelers expectations. In short, the programs should 
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broader than just certification in order both to increase the supply of participating SMEs and to 
increase demand by improving the product. 
 
Whether or not individual country certification initiatives include these broader quality considerations 
and assistance dimensions, the certification requirements and criteria need to be simple enough to be 
attractive to SMEs. Currently, many of the existing certification programs are not appropriate for small 
enterprises because of their complexity and time required to develop the required information. Thus, in 
order to encourage as wide as possible participation by SMEs it would probably be appropriate to 
develop a simpler set of standards for them, with special sensitivity to minimizing the record-keeping 
burden. 
 
One of the challenges for any certification, whether narrowly focused on sustainability or inclusive of 
traditional quality ratings is credibility. As noted in the general marketing section, credibility is a 
function of transparency and auditing. The necessity to audit  hospitality providers often creates 
bottlenecks and delays in addition to increasing costs to a level that small enterprises cannot 
participate. It makes sense, therefore, for green certification programs in each country to look for ways 
to minimize auditing costs and inefficiencies. For example, it might be possible to form partnerships 
with big international NGOs and local universities to train student interns to conduct free audits for 
SMEs, which would provide the credibility of a third-party audit, but at no out of pocket cost. This 
would encourage additional firms to participate in the program and would increase demand by 
enhancing the programÕs credibility with consumers. 
 
Positioning: In conjunction with determining how the certification product should be structured, 
consideration should simultaneously be given to who it will be sold to. For example, to the extent that 
the marketing strategy is oriented toward end consumers, it will be especially important to focus on the 
traditional quality considerations and to package the presentation in terms of those issues most 
relevant to the categories of travelers being targeted. To the extent that marketing strategies are aimed 
primarily at travel intermediaries, it will be important to include criteria that will help tour operators 
and travel agents determine the likely reliability of the local service suppliers. Once the program has 
been designed to provide information that will be most relevant to the particular target market, the 
sales strategy can focus on those potential buyers and sales channels that will be most effective. For 
example, emphasized above, on-line marketing will inevitably become more important and 
certification programs should position themselves to be as attractive as possible to travel portals and 
other Internet information providers. 
 
In terms of geographic positioning, European travelers are generally more aware of sustainability 
issues than Americans60 and sustainable tourism certification marketing programs should probably 
focus first on those markets. The United States will continue to be the largest market for many 
destinations, so it should not be ignored. The likelihood, however, is that it will be more cost-effective 
to focus initial marketing expenditures in reaching out to intermediaries and Internet portals in Europe 
that serve clientele familiar with and appreciative of certification systems. Once initial marketing to 
European audiences has been completed, attention can shift to North America. For example, there is a 
new information technology project called ÒLINK ALLÓ to link small Latin American businesses in 
tourism, agriculture, and handicrafts with European markets.  
 
                                                 
60  There is a need to examine whether there are important differences between U.S. and Canadians in this respect 
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In order to promote smaller hospitality providers, marketing plans should identify intermediaries that 
favor non-traditional and personalized experiences. Given the need for in-depth research and personal 
contacts with these intermediaries, it would be useful for an NGO or umbrella accreditation initiative 
to take the lead on behalf of all five countries. It could serve as an interlocutor to connect the 
individual certification programs to intermediaries who are interested in promoting small 
accommodations and local tour guides. Rainforest Alliance is currently doing this in partnership with 
US-AID to promote certified coffee, bananas, and timber from Mexico and Central America. It would 
be a logical entity to do the same for tourism SMEs. 
 
Pricing:  Appropriate long-term pricing for sustainable tourism certification programs is a special 
challenge. To date, consumers have been unwilling to pay for certification information. This implies 
that the businesses being certified will be required to pay for the program costs. Most small tourism 
enterprises, however, will be concerned that the costs of participating in the programs are likely to 
exceed benefits. As a result, ways must be found for government or NGO to subsidize the programs or 
ways found to increase the benefits to the hospitality providers. As an interesting example, the Green 
Tourism Business Scheme in Scotland reportedly set an objective that fees should be recovered within 
two years via lower costs and increased sales (WTO Czech report). Whether or not this objective is 
realistic for the five countries remains to be seen, but it is a sensible objective, especially for larger 
firms.  
 
Pricing will be especially relevant to SMEs, most of which will be unlikely to be able to afford the full 
cost of certification, especially if the programs include the necessary technical assistance and 
investment funds to enable small firms to improve the product offering at the same time. Accordingly, 
in order to level the playing field for SMEs, governments and NGOs should be prepared to subsidize 
programs. In providing these subsidies, heavy weight should be given to management assistance and 
financing investments that will increase the overall quality and reliability of guest experiences. This is 
what the marketing program will need to sell SME services over the long-run and should be the focus 
of the program, not just meeting certification requirements per se.  
 
Promotion: Promotion of sustainable tourism certification directly to consumers is a special challenge 
for individual country programs, since none currently has significant market recognition and consumer 
confusion about differences among them is likely to remain high. Promotion is clearly an area where 
an umbrella accreditation scheme will be important in order to reach the retail traveler. 
 
Until such a structure is in place, the most attractive vehicle for consumer marketing will be the 
Internet, as individual travelers are increasingly turning to on-line sources for their travel information 
and even booking. In order to attract consumer attention, however, it will be necessary to get more 
tourism providers certified and for those providers and their travel intermediaries to promote that fact 
on their own websites. Once this starts happening, the larger travel portals might be recruited to 
include the certification status of destinations as search criteria on their sites. At this point certification 
will have come of age and a tipping point reached. 
 
In order to get to this stage, however, certification programs will have to actively market to hospitality 
providers and especially to intermediaries. In most cases, this will require person-to-person contact 
and follow-up. Initial connections can be made at trade shows and other industry events, but dedicated 
staff will be required to make the sale. This is a special challenge for most certification programs, as 
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sponsors and staff are primarily interested in the policy aspects of certification and are not typically 
trained or motivated sales people. Funding has to be set aside for this and staff incentives structured to 
encourage and reward sales and marketing. 
 
Certification programs in the five countries should give hospitality providers, especially guides, the 
materials and training to effectively explain the relevance of their schemes to the concerns of primary 
importance to the traveler. This means linking certification to improved performance in terms of 
hospitality services and the natural and cultural appeal of the destination, not just saying that they are 
saving electricity, water, or landfill space. Hoteliers, attractions managers, or guides generally will not 
have a reason to promote the certification per se. But if they can be encouraged to talk about the 
underlying issues and the program can make the link with certification in the travelerÕs mind, then the 
traveler may seek certified products in the future. 
 
A number of other promotional techniques could be used to increase the supply of certified providers 
and demand for their products in the five countries. At the ambitious end of the spectrum, as noted 
earlier, development of ÒloyaltyÓ type rewards programs could be appealing to frequent travelers and 
encourage them to stay in certified facilities. This would be especially appealing on a Central/South 
American regional basis, but would probably be viable in countries such as Costa Rica and Belize with 
a large ecotourism industry and high repeat business. Credibility with both intermediaries and travelers 
could be significantly enhanced through co-branding and partnering with respected environmental 
organizations or private companies. Substantive information can be given to intermediaries (such as 
the innovate initiative by the Meso-American Ecotourism Alliance, which is tracking the 
environmental and social impacts of travel in key areas and providing feedback to tour operators and 
others on the impact of their activities and conservation efforts). 
 
 

Section 8:  Conclusion 
 
From a marketing point of view, sustainable tourism certification is not an end-in-itself, but has to be a 
means to an end Ð a more enjoyable and satisfying vacation for the traveler and a profitable investment 
for businesses that get certified or promote certified hospitality providers. Unless green certification 
programs are designed with these realities in mind, they are unlikely to be financially sustainable or 
achieve their ultimate purpose. 
 
The objective of this report is to offer a strategy and recommendations for marketing ecotourism and 
sustainable tourism certification and certified businesses, with particular focus on SMEs in five Latin 
American countries (Belize, Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador and Guatemala). It addresses both sides of 
the marketing equation:  generating supply of and increasing demand for certified businesses and 
products. Recommendations rely heavily upon lessons learned from existing Ògreen certificationÓ 
programs both within tourism sector and other industries, on existing Òquality/serviceÓ tourism 
certification programs, on an analysis of consumer and industry surveys, and on an analysis of the 
tourism supply chain. Major recommendations are: 
 

!  Ensure that criteria covers consumersÕ major concerns for quality, safety, security and value. 
This can mean combining quality certification ratings and sustainability criteria by:  
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o Incorporating sustainability criteria into existing, well-known quality ratings programs such 
as those run by automobile associations or governments. (This is an ongoing discussion in 
Europe, where the tour operators are in favor of this idea, but both the ecolabels and the 
quality labels hesitate. The Tour-Link project may become the key to bring together quality 
and ecolabels in Europe by combining with tour operatorsÕ requirements and checklists.)  

o Partnering with quality ratings programs to develop a new program which focuses on 
quality/safety/security and sustainability 

o Introducing quality/safety/security criteria into existing and developing sustainable tourism 
certification programs and promoting both aspects simultaneously. 

!  Initial marketing to consumers should focus on niche markets with environmental and social 
concerns. These include:  ecotourists, affinity groups or educational travel market, NGOs 
concerned with social and environmental causes, business travelers employed by companies, 
governments or NGOs with environmentally responsible purchasing policies. Geographic 
niches would be domestic and North America travelers. 

!  Examine if certification programs can provide additional services to consumers. For instance, 
some certification programs Ð such as AAA, the Latvian Country Tourism Association, and 
Viabono in Germany Ð provide value-added services which serve to attract consumers. For 
instance, AAA offers travel advice, products, guidebooks, and emergency road service to its 
members. Once consumers have paid a basic membership fee, they receive these services for 
free. The guidebooks provide general information about destinations, as well as directories of 
AAA diamond rated hotels and restaurants. Viabono and the Latvian Country Tourism 
Association aim to act as travel agencies, making bookings and providing tourism service 
information to consumers. 

!  Enhance credibility by linking certification programs and certified products to respected, 
internationally recognized bodies. This recommendation extends to the STSC when it is 
launched, but in the meanwhile, it will be important to develop associations with other 
international agencies (UNEP, WTO, World Bank, IDB, etc.), conservation organizations 
(WWF, CI, TNC, etc.), consumer advocacy organizations (Consumers Union, Co-op America, 
etc.), fair trade organizations, associations of tour operators (TOI, Adventure Collection), and 
educational travel programs.  

!  Develop and disseminate marketing messages that incorporate consumersÕ and providersÕ 
concerns as well as sustainability. 

!  Create a strong brand that clearly conveys the nature of the product(s) and a desirable image.  
!  Develop similar marketing messages for certification programs around the world Ð to reduce 

confusion and provide clarity of message and terminology. 
!  Generate tourism provider support by creating demand from large and institutional purchasers 

Ð governments, large tour operators or organizations of operators, NGOs or NGO networks. 
!  Work with local and national governments, parks and protected area managers, tourism 

industry trade associations and international aid and lending organizations to create incentives 
for certified businesses. 

!  Offer technical, marketing and financial support to SME tourism providers to encourage their 
participation. 

!  Develop strong relationships with the media Ð especially guidebooks, major travel magazines 
and Internet sites focusing on responsible travel and/or on tourism in target countries. 

!  Promote certification programs and certified businesses at conferences, trade shows, 
government or multi-lateral tourism fora and other gatherings of tourism stakeholders. 
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!  Create and maintain partnerships with key organizations and institutions to promote sustainable 
tourism certification and certified businesses. Encourage them to employ their own well-tested 
strategies to influence their constituencies.
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Appendix 1: Description of Docume nts contributing to this report 
  
The following studies were undertaken by The International Ecotourism Society and The Center on 
Ecotourism and Sustainable Development, and are part of Overall Objective 3.1:  To develop a 
cohesive marketing strategy for SMEs in 5 target countries & develop a cohesive regional marketing 
strategy for certification programs in these countries. 

 
o ÒActivity 3.1.1.1: Consumer Demand and Operator Support for Socially and 

Environmentally Responsible TourismÓ:  The purpose of this report by Zo‘ Chafe was to 
analyze existing surveys of tourist preferences for sustainable and ecotourism, responsible 
businesses, eco-labels and certification in the U.K., Europe, the U.S., Australia, and five target 
countries in Latin America (Belize, Costa Rica, Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala) to determine 
whether there is consumer demand and willingness to pay for socially and environmentally 
responsible travel. The report concludes that Òboth consumers and travel companies show 
strong support for responsible tourism, including stating a willingness to pay more for ethical 
practices, to contribute to community projects, and to support certification. Consumers 
continue to view safety, cost, weather, accessibility, and quality of facilities as paramount 
when planning vacations. Although their demand for ethical products, social investment, and 
eco-labels is growing, most consumers do not actively inquire about business practices. Tour 
operators are increasingly aware of the demand for socially and environmentally responsible 
tourism, and are exploring certification programs as a way to market their ecotourism 
products.Ó   

 
o ÒActivity 3.1.1.2: Undertaking consultations with consumer demand experts and 

consumer advocacy organizations in the U.S. and Europe to determine current consumer 
demand for sustainable and ecotourism, and for certification /certified products.Ó This 
report by Edward Sanders states that consumer surveys consistently indicate that most 
Americans express a strong interest in sustainability principles, but marketing experts caution 
that this stated interest seldom translates into actual travel buying habits, much less into 
demand for ÒcertifiedÓ information about the sustainability practices of travel destinations and 
suppliers. Because of this, the experts concluded that marketing should be aimed at travel 
intermediaries serving affinity groups that are likely to be most responsive to the sustainability 
message. Co-marketing and affiliations with respected consumer-oriented companies would be 
helpful in building consumer recognition. The marketing message should feature those 
elements of sustainability of greatest interest to consumers. Specifically, travelers are likely to 
be more interested in broader efforts to protect the natural and cultural resources of the area 
than in the use of green technologies by suppliers. This suggests that, in order to increase 
consumer demand, the marketing of certification programs should probably give greater weight 
to these issues even though they are more difficult to measure. 

   
o ÒActivity 3.1.1.3: Undertaking a consultation with the tourism industry to determine 

consumer demand for sustainable and ecotourism certification.Ó This report by Jorge De 
Vicente used interviews with the tourism industry (particularly outbound operators and tourism 
media), tourism marketing specialists, the tourism bureaus of the five target countries and other 
marketing experts to determine current (and general) consumer demand for sustainable and 
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ecotourism and certification. The finding is that ÒUS consumer demand for environmentally 
sensitive tourism is on the rise. However, there is a major terminological problem hindering 
efforts at developing reliable statistical methods to account for ecotourism and sustainable 
tourism. Most US travelers are growing increasingly environmentally conscious, but that has 
yet to translate into a demand for sustainable and ecotourism certification. Indeed, certification 
only seems to have had an impact on the supply side, which is no small achievement.Ó  

 
o ÒActivity 3.1.2.1: Report outlining marketing strategies of other ÔgreenÕ certification 

programs and applicability for ecotourism and sustainable tourism certification.Ó The 
purpose of this study by Abigail Rome is to analyze consumer campaigns for other "green" 
certified products to assess the relevance of these campaigns for sustainable and ecotourism 
certification. This report examines the experiences of the following certification programs and 
their users in six market categories and provides recommendations on how their lessons can be 
applied for promoting sustainable practices among SME (Small and Medium Enterprises) 
tourism businesses and sustainable tourism certification as a whole:  Forest Stewardship 
Council and SmartWood, the Marine Stewardship Council, Fair Trade Coffee and TransFair 
USA, The Food Alliance, Energy Star, and Green Seal  Key findings include the following:   

!  Buy-in for tourism certification is more effective when a diverse group of stakeholders 
is involved at the outset in developing the program and its criteria.  

!  Marketing certification to tourism providers is best achieved by starting with large, 
well-respected companies who have demonstrated interest in sustainability.  

!  While marketing to individual travelers can be difficult and time-consuming, 
Intermediaries can utilize certified products and reach large consumer audiences.  

!  Partnering with environmental, social justice, development, consumer advocacy and 
other NGOs and institutions that have traveling constituencies can also be effective.  

!  Marketing campaigns coordinated by certification programs and carried out by 
partners through advocacy, media and advertising are recommended.  

!  In addition, development of clear messages and a ÒbrandÓ facilitate promotion. 
!  Small and medium enterprises will need additional incentives, such as technical 

assistance, marketing support, and/or supplemental financing or subsidies, to become 
certified. 

!  Finally, certification programs should consider working with the environmentally 
preferable purchasing movement to include travel in their policies.  

  
o ÒActivity 3.1.2.2: Outlining Marketing Strategies for Tourism Certification Programs 

and Lessons Learned for Sustainable Tourism Certification: Programs in North 
America.Ó This report by Laura McLendon analyzes six existing tourism certification 
programs: AAA, Small Luxury Hotels of the World, Mobil Five Star, Ecotel, Green Hotels in 
the Green Mountain State, and Audubon Green Leaf Eco-Rating for Hotels. In studying these 
programs, the goal was to pull out lessons for the creation of successful ecotourism 
certification programs. The report shows that the oldest, largest, and most successful tourism 
certification and ratings programs, as defined by number of users, are those which address 
travelersÕ major concerns: quality and service. Programs that focus on environmental 
management are growing, especially due to Environmentally Preferable Purchasing policies of 
governments and private organizations, but both demand for and supply of certified businesses 
is still insufficient. Successful programs are those that have invested time and money into 
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marketing. Their major marketing strategies include: (1) Creating a strong consumer base, (2) 
Employing marketing and communications staff to promote their programs, (3) Creating and 
selling a brand which ensures high quality and service, (4) Focusing on specific market niches, 
(5) Developing interactive websites that describe their ratings, (6) and Partnering with 
industry for advertising and to offer financial incentives to consumers. 

 
o  ÒActivity 3.1.2.3: Analyzing the main vehicles for promoting use of certified businesses to 

determine the most effective promotion vehicles for certified businesses in the tourism 
industry.Ó This report by Jorge de Vicente looked at guidebooks, travel magazine and 
supplements, outbound tour operators, educational and travel study programs, government 
promotion, trade shows and websites Ð all vehicles for promoting use of certified businesses. 
For marketers to decide which route to give priority to, they must first assess the demand for 
and supply of ecotourism and sustainable tourism. In order for any of these promotion vehicles 
to be successful in promoting certified businesses, certification must be backed up by a 
legitimate, responsible and reliable brand and have a clear and transparent definition of what it 
stands for. The report concludes that the most effective promotion vehicles are those that work 
on the supply side, namely government promotion. Internet is a cost-effective vehicle for 
raising awareness about certification; it is also a tool to give SMEs access to the international 
market. 

 
o ÒActivity 3.1.3.2: Identify the current range of incentives offered to businesses in existing 

ÔgreenÕ certification programs to determine range of benefits.Ó  
This report is largely based on Herbert HameleÕs 
reports on the incentives offered by fifty European 
sustainable tourism certification programs. The 
most effective incentives tend to be based on 
technical assistance to candidates for certification, 
public relations, and direct government support. The 
most common support measure is simply listing in 
one or more websites. One certification program has 
an advertising agency that directly promotes 
certified businesses. Another, the very effective 
GTBS program of Great Britain, has substantial 
marketing support from local government.  

Number of European programs 50
website 32
press articles 15
brochures 14
fairs 12
conferences/ meeting 11
guidelines 11
members are published 8
leaflets 7
seminars / workshops / courses 6
newsletter 5
magazines/ travel catalogues 4
folders 3
training programs 3
advertisement 2
consultancy 2
public relation 2
ceremonies 1

 
Reports from certification programs in other 
industries suggest that the most important incentives 
are those that give competitive advantages to SMEs 
enrolled in the programs: training, tax relief, 
preferential purchasing and marketing, and 
technical assistance. 

 
 
o ÒActivity 3.1.3.3: Determining what businesses seek from certification and the range of 

alternatives that could be offered by government, trade associations, international 
organizations, travel media, and outbound operators.Ó This report by Edward Sanders uses 
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interviews with a sample of industry participants in order to determine what industry seeks 
from sustainable travel certification programs. These experts echoed the findings in task 
3.1.1.2 that consumer demand for sustainable travel certification programs has not yet evolved 
into a significant market force, at least in the United States and therefore did not view 
certification as an effective means for increasing near-term sales or pricing power. 
 
In the absence of across-the-board consumer demand, most respondents recommended that 
marketing efforts be focused on those segments of the industry that already cater to eco-
conscious travelers. For example, some tour operators and travel agents specialize in serving 
alumni, church, environmental or social groups, many of which are concerned with 
sustainability issues. These kinds of intermediaries and affinity groups that are already Òamong 
the convertedÓ were viewed as the most logical targets for the marketing of sustainable travel 
certification programs. 

 
In terms of their attitudes towards certification, the potential cost savings were viewed as 
relatively minor and not directly associated with certification. Some respondents were skeptical 
about the potential for certification schemes. They felt that certification criteria often are too 
mechanical, fail to adequately reflect site specific conditions, and do not reflect consumer 
priorities. Accordingly, they believed that modifications would be required in many sustainable 
tourism certification programs before they could be effectively marketed to the industry. There 
was also concern that SMEs are often disadvantaged by certification programs. 

o Activity 3.1.4.1: Examining the constraints imposed by international trade rules and 
organizations, such as NAFTA and WTO, to determine the benefits and/or constraints of 
mandatory certification, including role of project in giving small companies a chance to 
get technical assistance in case certification becomes requirement of trade. Voluntary 
certification is considered a valid activity under various international trade agreements and the 
protocols of the World Trade Organization. Tourism activities are generally covered under the 
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), although some purchases and commerce in 
products could fall under the Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement (TBT). Tourism is almost 
unmentioned in all the relevant international agreements, but as an industry it may be affected 
in some ways: If any non-domestic business is offered "national" treatment, then all qualifying 
international businesses must be offered equal treatment. In some cases, restrictions on the use 
of coastal areas, preferences for small businesses, and preferences for local purchasing 
(recommended by many voluntary certification programs) could be considered in violation of 
treaty if (a) any international business is given national treatment, (b) government incentives 
are given to national businesses, and (c) if treatment is discriminatory. In general, however, 
voluntary certification is exempt from treaty obligations, as long as there is no government 
preference for certified businesses. If there is government preference, such as in marketing or 
taxes, then the certification program should be shown to be non-discriminatory and in 
compliance with international accreditation norms in order to be exempt. 

 

o ÒActivity 3.1.4.3:  Analyzing the commercialization chain.Ó The purpose of this report by 
Jorge de Vicente is to analyze where certification can be most effectively promoted and 
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utilized to 5 target countries: Costa Rica, Brazil, Guatemala, Belize, and Ecuador. The 
commercialization chain of an ecotourism destination starts with a country tourism board 
marketing the destination through trade shows and seminars, promotional fairs, and its website. 
All the information, marketing and advertising generated about a countryÕs ecotourism 
destinations in the promotion phase is then conveyed to the end consumers through a variety of 
channels, including guidebooks, internet websites, trade shows, newspapers, magazines, TV 
and radio, word of mouth, and promotional brochures. The report finds that ecotravelers value 
good service and comfort the most when they make their travel decisions. Certification is 
viewed as a tool for SMEs to improve their triple bottom line. The report suggests that 
certification should be promoted on the international part of the commercialization chain; 
governments of developing countries could form partnerships with international NGOs 
working to promote ecotourism in North America. Internet is a tool to reach less affluent 
ecotourists, through Responsible Travel Websites. 

 
o ÒActivity 3.1.4.2 : Analyzing marketing strategies of five countries to determine their 

effectiveness as a template for certification marketing.Ó The research was conducted by 
Emma Stewart, Beatrice Blake, Sally Christ, together with Martha Honey and Amos Bien who 
are authors of the report. The report focuses on the nature and growth of Costa RicaÕs tourism 
industry, the importance of ecotourism, and the development of various certification programs, 
most importantly the CST program. It analyzes why and how Costa Rica became a leading 
ecotourism destination,  the tourism supply chain, foreign and domestic ownership of various 
tourism industry sectors, marketing tools, and the challenges facing the implementation of  
CST as an effective national certification program. 
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 Appendix 2: List of People Interviewed 
 
Abriani, Janelle. World Wildlife Foundation, Membership Travel Program.  
Adams, Chris. Group Marketing Manager, JasonÕs Travel Media, Golden, Colorado 
Armario, Alli.  Tour Operator: Myths and Mountains  
Betancourt, Rita. Statistics Unit, National Tourism Board of Ecuador.  
Bunker, Cheryl Cheney. Marketing Manager, AAA Publishing Marketing.  
Cabada, Jose Luis. Sunny Land Tours Manager for Central and South American Product 

Development  
Cabada, Miguel. Marketing Specialist.  
Carnright, Margaret . Audubon Society, Odyssey journeys.  
Cohen, Jim. Executive Director, Adventures in Travel Expo 
Conroy, Michael. Yale University and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund.  
Cornelius, Connie. Tourism Marketing Consultant, Denver, Colorado 
Crawford, Peter. Environmental Assistance Program Director, Vermont Small Business 

Development Center  
Daflos, Amanda. Principal, International Mountain Explorers Connection, Denver Colorado 
Donovan, Richard. SmartWood Program of Rainforest Alliance.  
Dragon, Kathy Moyer. Owner, The DragonÕs Path, Boulder, Colorado 
Exo, Scott. Executive Director, The Food Alliance.  
Fisher, Mason. Tour Operator: International Expeditions. (800) 633-4734  
Fried, Rona. Publisher,   SustainableBusiness.com 
Fried, Rona. Publisher, SustainableBusiness.com, New York, New York 
Gallagher, Kevin. Vice President, Terra Choice. 
Gibson, David. Director of Environment and Natural Resources, Chemonics International.  
Goeldner, Charles. Professor of Tourism and Marketing, Leeds School of Business, University of 

Colorado at Boulder. 
Grossa, Fabio. Chief of Division, Product & Segmentation, National Tourism Board, Brazil.  
Grossman, Lanny. Director of Public Relations and Marketing, The Americas. Small Luxury Hotels 

of the World.  
Gutterman, Sara. Former COO Natural Capitalism Group 
Hammelbacker, Ralph. Tour Operator: International Expeditions. 
Holbrook, Andrea. Tour Operator: Holbrook Travel  
Honigman, Luciana. The Nature Conservancy, Conservation Journeys. 
Hulbert, John. Partner, Rainmaker Resort, Santa Fe, New Mexico 
Humphreys, Jim. Regional Director Ð Americas, Marine Stewardship Council.  
Inman, Crist. Marketing specialist, businessman and INCAE Professor. 
Inman, Crist . Marketing Specialist.  
Jeronimo, Miguel. Brazilian Tourism Office in New York.  
Karas, Ken. Managing Director, Belize Lodge and Excursions, Indian Creek, Belize 
Kruger , Tiffany.  VP Sales and Marketing, Pronghorn Resort, Bend, Oregon 
Kutay, Kurt . Tour Operator: Wildland  
Lane, Chris and Anya Breitenbach,  Xanterra Parks and Resorts, Denver, Colorado 
Lewis, Karen. Owner, Lapa Rios, Osa Peninsula, Costa Rica 
Long, Patrick. Director, Center for Sustainable Tourism, University of Colorado at Boulder 
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Madrigal, Luis. Instituto Costarricense de Turismo, Statistics Unit.  
McCullough, Greg. President, Wind River Hospitality, Longmont, Colorado 
McNamara, Maureen. Marketing, Energy Star.  
Morgan, Brian. Tour Operator: Adventure Life.  
Mullis, Brian.  President, Sustainable Travel International 
Mullis , Brian. President, Sustainable Travel International, Boulder, Colorado 
Neylon, Laurel. Vice-President, Global Plateau 
Nobles, Harry. Formally involved in AAA Diamond ratings system. 
OÕFlaherty, Shane. Vice President, Mobil Travel Guide. 
Roberts, Barry. Marketing specialist and former Advisor to the Costa Rica Tourism Board 
Roberts, Barry. Marketing Specialist.  
Saunders, Tedd. Executive Vice President, Saunders Hotel Group, Boston, Massachusetts 
Scanlan-Lyons, Colleen. Global Green Grants, Boulder, Colorado 
Schendler, Auden. Environmental Director, Aspen Skiing Company, Aspen, Colorado 
Schipani, Grace. Project Coordinator, AAA Tourism Information Development.  
Soin, Mandip Singh. Managing Director, Ibex Expeditions, New Delhi, India 
Sol—rzano, Juan. Tourism AttachŽ, Embassy of Guatemala to the United States  
Stevens, Alicia. American Museum of Natural History, Discovery Tours.  
Stroud, Steve. Partner, Hacienda Barœ, Dominical, Costa Rica 
Sylvan, Stephan. Former Energy Star specialist, Environmental Protection Agency.  
Tarica, Karen. Communications Director, Marine Stewardship Council.  
Tefft, Tracy. AAA Research Information.  
Thadani, Manav. Managing Director (India), HVS International Ð New Delhi 
Vargas, Maria. Energy Star Spokesperson, Environmental Protection Agency  
Walden, Judy. Principal, Walden Mills Group. 
Weissman, Arthur. President and CEO, Green Seal Inc. 
White, Rick. ICF Consulting, Energy Star contractor.  
Wille, Chris. Chief of Sustainable Agriculture, Rainforest Alliance.  
Willuhn , Mark.  Director, Meso-American Ecotourism Alliance 
Wood, Sue. President, Wood Communications, Inc. 
York, Barbara . Smithsonian Journeys.  
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Appendix 3: Websites examined 
 

AAA Five Diamond Award. www.ouraaa.com/news/news/diamond/index.html. 

AAA Exchange Website. www.aaapublicaffairs.com/Main.asp?CategoryID=9. 

AAA Mid-Atlantic Website. www.aaamidatlantic.com. 

AAA Publishing Website. ww1.aaa.biz/AdSales/production/home.html. 

Audubon International Website. www.audubonintl.org

Away.com 

Gap Adventures. www.gapadventures.com

Green Hotels in the Green Mountain State Website. www.vtgreenhotels.org/become.htm. 
www.vtgreenhotels.org; www.veap.org; www.vtsbdc.org

Mobil Travel Guide Website. www.mobiltravelguide.com

Myths and Mountains (Tour Operators). www.mythsandmountains.com; 

Responsibletravel.com 

Small Luxury Hotels Website. www.slh.com. 

Terra Choice Website. www.terrachoice.ca/hotelwebsite/indexcanada.htm

Vermont Agency of Natural Resources Environmental Assistance Division. 
www.anr.state.vt.us/dec/ead/eadhome/vbep.htm  

 

3.1.4.5 Certification Marketing Strategy December 2004 68 

http://www.anr.state.vt.us/dec/ead/eadhome/vbep.htm
http://www.ouraaa.com/news/news/diamond/index.html
http://www.aaapublicaffairs.com/Main.asp?CategoryID=9
http://www.aaamidatlantic.com/
http://ww1.aaa.biz/AdSales/production/home.html
http://www.audubonintl.org/
http://www.gapadventures.com/
http://www.vtgreenhotels.org/become.htm
http://www.vtgreenhotels.org/
http://www.veap.org/
http://www.vtsbdc.org/
http://www.mobiltravelguide.com/
http://www.mythsandmountains.com/
http://www.slh.com/
http://www.terrachoice.com/


Appendix 4: Research Team 
 
William Barnett, Ph.D., is Professor of Strategic Management and Organizational Behavior at the 
Graduate School of Business and a member of the CESD at Stanford University. Bill studies 
competitive systems within and among organizations, focusing on how competitiveness evolves as 
organizations grow and change. This research includes studies on market competition among business 
firms and studies of ideological competition among social movements. Bill is serving as a peer 
reviewer of the final draft of the marketing report. 
 
Amos Bien is TIES' Director of International Programs, based in San Jose, Costa Rica. Amos is a 
population ecologist by academic training, but has worked in construction, business administration, 
environmental auditing of businesses, and as a university professor. He is the founding president of 
Rara Avis Rainforest Lodge and Reserve, perhaps the first ecolodge in Costa Rica. He has worked on 
the evaluation and development of several systems for the environmental and social certification of 
tourist businesses and has published widely on the subject. He was also the founding president of the 
Costa Rican Private Nature Reserves Association, president of the Costa Rican Youth Hostel 
Association, treasurer of the Federation of Costa Rican Environmental Organizations, member of the 
National Biodiversity Commission, and a country representative to the UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity and the Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development. 
 
Zoe Chafe is Director of Administration for CESD in Washington, DC. She conducted the study of  
consumer and industry demand for sustainable tourism and certification, as well as helping to provide 
administrative support and help to edit various other reports. Zoe graduated from Stanford University 
in 2003 with a degree in Human Biology. Her research interests focus on environmental policy and its 
ramifications for local communities. While at Stanford she had an opportunity to study ecotourism 
while on trips to both the Galapagos Islands and Madagascar. 
 
Alice Crabtree, Ph.D.,  is TIESÕ Research Associate on Certification (Asia-Pacific). Based in 
Queensland, Australia, Alice is representing TIES in the Asia-Pacific region, with a particular focus on 
certification as well as education and training courses. Over the last decade, Alice has provided 
significant contributions to the growth and development of ecotourism in Australia and the Asia-
Pacific Region. She was a founding member of the Ecotourism Association of Australia (EAA) in 
1991, and has served as its Treasurer, Secretary and Vice President. She was also a key player in the 
development of the world's first ecotourism-specific certification program, AustraliaÕs National 
Ecotourism Accreditation Program (NEAP) and the chief force behind the development of the 
EcoGuide Program which certifies naturalist guides and encourages development of superior 
interpretive and quality ecotourism. Her involvement in developing international ecotourism and 
ecotourism standards includes training programs and workshops in Australia, New Zealand, Japan, 
Borneo, China and the Philippines. She was a principal writer of the International Ecotourism 
Standard, a certification program based on NEAP but licensed exclusively to Green Globe 21 for 
global distribution. She holds a Ph.D. as an aquatic ecologist, and has written and taught extensively 
on interpretation, ecotourism, guiding, and certification and accreditation issues. 
 
William Durham , Ph.D., is CESDÕs Director at Stanford and Chair of the Department of 
Anthropological Sciences. Co-editor of The Social Causes of Environmental Destruction in Latin 
America (Michigan, 1995), Bill has a particular interest in ecotourism as a means of addressing 

3.1.4.5 Certification Marketing Strategy December 2004 69 



conservation and development issues in Central America, the Amazon Rainforest, and the Galapagos 
Islands. Bill is helping to coordinate the research and is serving as a peer reviewer of the final draft of 
this marketing report. 
 
Herbert Hamele, a leading certification expert and director of Ecotrans and the VISIT program in 
Europe, has been brought on as a consultant to oversee research in Europe. HerbertÕs responsibilities 
include examining existing and new ÒgreenÓ tourism certification programs throughout Europe to 
assess their current technical, informational, and financial difficulties and to see whether and how they 
are designed to target SMEs (small and medium enterprises). He is also researching existing and 
potential funding mechanisms and opportunities in Europe to assist SMEs, indigenous groups, and 
CBEs (community-based enterprises), collecting existing surveys of consumer and industry demand 
for sustainable tourism and certification, and carrying our in-depth interviews with consumer demand 
experts, consumer advocacy organizations, and tourism industry and business leaders to assess current 
consumer demand for sustainable/eco- tourism and certification, as well as the range of incentives that 
could be offered to businesses. Finally, Herbert is examining existing certification programs in Europe 
for any baseline data collection tools and monitoring and evaluation indicators, and is evaluating how 
well they are meeting goals of certification re: social and environmental criteria. 
 
Martha Honey, Ph.D., is Executive Director of TIES and Center for Ecotourism and Sustainable 
Development (a joint project of the Institute for Policy Studies and Stanford University). She has 
written and spoken widely on ecotourism as a tool for development and conservation and on 
certification, including Ecotourism and Certification: Setting Standards in Practice (2002), Ecotourism 
and Sustainable Development: Who Owns Paradise? (1999), and Protecting Paradise: Certification 
Programs for Sustainable Tourism and Ecotourism (2001, with Abigail Rome). In 2000, she organized 
the first ever-international conference on ÒgreenÓ tourism certification that took place at the Mohonk 
Mountain House in New York. For twenty years she worked as journalist, based first in Tanzania and 
then in Costa Rica. She holds a Ph.D. in African History from the University of Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania, and is a Fellow at the Institute for Policy Studies.  
 
Laura McLendon conducted the research on the tourism quality certification programs including 
AAA, Michelin and Mobil. Laura graduated from Stanford University in June 2004 with a degree 
Human Biology with a focus in environmental anthropology. She has worked as an environmental 
educator at StanfordÕs Jasper Ridge Biological Preserve and at Santa Barbara Zoo. She conducted 
research in Australia on the NEAP certification program and environmental education programs in 
coastal Queensland.  
 
Abigail Rome is an independent consultant working in conservation and ecotourism. She has a 
Masters in plant ecology from Duke University, and has spent over ten years working with 
conservation NGOs in protected areas management, first in the eastern U.S. and then in South 
America. She lived in Ecuador for five years, establishing and managing nature reserves and assisting 
local communities to develop ecotourism programs. Currently, Abi conducts research on a variety of 
ecotourism subjects (including ecotourism and sustainable tourism certification), writes reports and 
articles for the general public, offers workshops and trainings, and leads occasional ecotours. 
 
Edward Sanders has a broad background in sustainable development planning, environmental 
finance, ecotourism project development, and international public policy issues. He is President of Eco 
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Tourism International, an ecotourism consulting firm specializing in market assessments, feasibility 
studies and project planning. He also serves on a part-time basis as Director of Special Projects at the 
Center for Sustainable Tourism in the Business School at the University of Colorado at Boulder. He 
co-authored The Business of Ecolodges: The Economics and Financing of Ecolodges (TIES, 2001) 
and prepared a comprehensive study of the U.S. outbound ecotourism market for the World Tourism 
Organization, The U.S. Ecotourism Market  (WTO, 2002). Ed is a partner in a 36-room, 13,000-acre 
ecotourism and conservation project in southern Belize.  
 
Previously he co-founded two international consulting firms, served as Staff Director of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, and was an Associate Director of the PresidentÕs Office of Management 
and Budget (OMB). Ed has a BA in economics from Pomona College, a Ph.D. in economics from 
Yale University, and attended the Advanced Management Program at the Harvard Business School 
 
Anna Spenceley is a research fellow with the Transboundary Protected Areas Research Initiative at 
the University of Witwatersrand in South Africa. Her research is focused on the impacts of tourism 
investment in the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area - a transboundary area shared by 
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. She consults on sustainable tourism issues relating to 
conservation, poverty alleviation, local economic development, in addition to participatory policy 
development and planning.  
  
Barton (Buzz) Thompson, J.D./M.B.A., is a Profess of Natural Resources Law and Vice Dean of the 
Law School and a member of the CESD at Stanford University. He has headed up the research and 
writing on the constraints imposed by international trade rules and organizations on certification 
programs. Co-author of Environmental Law and Policy (Foundation Press, 2003), BuzzÕs research 
focuses on environmental certification programs and the role of non-profit and commercial 
organizations in the preservation of ecosystems and biodiversity. 
 
Sintana Vergara joined TIES as a research assistant working with Amos Bien in San Jose, Costa Rica 
from August through October. She  graduated from Cornell University in May 2004, in Biological and 
Environmental Engineering. She later joined TIES and CESD in Washington DC, where she filled in 
for Zoe while she was doing research in South Africa. While at TIES, Sintana conducted research, 
translated, and edited documents relating to certification.  
 
Jorge de Vicente, who received a Masters in International Affairs from the Fletcher  
School at Tufts University in May 2004, carried out research on the U.S. and Canadian  
demand for ecotourism, with particular focus on the five target countries. His interest in  
ecotourism originates from classes on country competitiveness that he took with Michael 
Fairbanks and Michael Porter at Harvard, as well as research on country branding and field  
experience in Costa Rica assessing tourism marketing strategies. Originally from Spain,  
Jorge graduated with honors from Macalester College. 
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