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Abstract: There are a bewildering number of sustainable tourism labels to choose from. This working paper reviews the 
different offerings and develops a dynamic framework to increase understanding of the certification and labelling process 
from a circular economy perspective. The framework can be used as a basis for improving practice i.e., for tour operators 
and tourism agencies to communicate to tourists more effectively, for tourist destinations including tourism providers to 
make more effective decisions on how to progress with 2030 targets, and for tourism students to increase awareness of 
sustainable tourism certification and labelling and more effectively promote sustainable tourism to those working in the 
tourism industry. 
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1. Introduction 
The vast array of sustainable or ecotourism ‘certifications’ is exemplified in Figure 1. In fact, there are even more 
if one searches for sustainable tourism or ecotourism ‘labels.’  

 
Figure 1: Google Image of Ecotourism Labels 

For example, an early review by Font (2002:2017) cited over 100 eco labels: 

“There are over 100 ecolabels for tourism, hospitality, and ecotourism, with many of them overlapping 
in sector and geographical scope, starting in the mid-eighties but mainly developed in the nineties (Font 
& Buckley, 2001; Ecotrans, 2001). There is a myriad of ecolabels of varying quality, criteria, contents and 
scope, causing customer confusion to the point of preferring to ignore them (Lübbert, 2001).” 

2. Background to the Development of Ecolabels 
Font provides a useful review of preliminary developments in tabular form (see Appendix 1). This table includes 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) ‘milestone’ report on tourism ecolabels in 1998, WTO 
concern over quality and reliability of ecolabels in 1999, the first e-conference on ecotourism certification in 
2001, and the first book on ecolabels (edited by Font and Buckley) in 2001. Font (Ibid) also provides a useful 
diagram to map the process for obtaining certification in term of the various players involved (see Figure 2.).  
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Figure 2: The Players in Tourism Ecolabels (Font, 2001: 201). 

3. Ecolabelling Prospects and Problems 
The early literature on sustainable tourism, certification, and labelling, appears to range from prospects to 
problems. Similarly, Tippett et al. (2020) provides a more up-to-date report for tourism enterprises citing various 
pros and cons of ecolabelling (see Table 1.). 

Table 1: Arguments for and Against Business Ecolabelling and Support in Literature for the Arguments. 
Adapted From Tippett (et al. 2020:25) 

Arguments for and against business 
ecolabelling. 

Support in literature for the 
arguments (Low, Some, 
High) 

  

Business arguments for  

Cost reduction High 

Marketing advantages Some 

Communicates environmental 
credentials 

Some 

Higher prices Low 

  

Business arguments against  

Costs of certification, recertification, 
and yearly fee 

Some 

  

Sustainability reasons for  

Process advantages High 

Tourists develop positive attitudes to 
sustainability 

Some 

Openness of processes and impacts High 

  

Sustainability reasons against  

Omits transport High 
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Arguments for and against business 
ecolabelling. 

Support in literature for the 
arguments (Low, Some, 
High) 

Favours big enterprises High 

Ecolabel schemes are distractors to 
sustainability 

Some 

Greenwashing of products and 
businesses 

Some 

Tippett et al., (Ibid) regard ecolabels as a pathway for sustainable development but identify a specific need for 
smaller enterprises with limited time and resources to identify the right ecolabels to use. In fact, Tippett et al., 
(Ibid:9) provide a useful table reviewing some of the main ecolabels in terms of their suitability for different 
types of tourism enterprises. (See Appendix table 2).  

This paper goes a step further by providing a conceptual model of the certification process in order that all 
tourism enterprises can improve their decision-making. The model builds on prior research on measuring social 
and environmental impact in Mallorca (Moon and Batle, 2018, Batle et al., 2018 on social innovation, Moon et 
al., 2020 review of seven hotels with the UNWTO guidelines, and Moon and Bace’s, 2020, development of a 
circular model for green financing. The new model aligns with the United Nations World Tourism Organisation 
(2023) sustainable development guidelines, and the Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria (GSTC, 2023).  

4. New Dynamic Conceptual Model 
The new conceptual model (Figure 3) of the sustainable tourism certification process places the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the heart of the model. This means that the certification and labelling 
process for all tourist enterprises is based on the SDGs and serves as a constant reinforcer of progress against 
targets. The certification process is thus removed as far as possible from claims of ‘greenwashing’ and is based 
on a business case appropriate for each enterprise and renewed in a circular process. The end point is thus not 
certification. The certification and labelling process is an offshoot of the progress towards targets. The new 
model supports the global assurance standard for sustainability reporting (GSTC, 2023) but in a way that makes 
the process more accessible to smaller tourist enterprises as well as large ones. This is similar to the development 
of AA1000 (AccountAbility, 2023) - the ‘process’ standard aimed at all organisations and not just large 
organisations.  

 
Figure 3: Conceptual framework of Sustainable Tourism Certification Based on Circular Economy Principles: 

Author Devised 

5. Conclusions 
The myriad array of tourism sustainability certifications and labels shows diversity in the industry but can be 
confusing to tourism enterprises and tourists. The global sustainable tourism assurance framework (GSTC) 
provides some level of assurance over providers of certification and labelling. However, smaller tourism 
enterprises may not have the time nor resources to review and apply UN or national policies and guidelines on 
sustainable development. The main priority of smaller tourism enterprise is likely to be commercial success. 
Thus, a simpler model based on recognising the importance of the SDGs to all tourism enterprises, as presented 
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here, is a useful practical development which regards the certification and labelling process as an offshoot of 
the circular business model applied to tourism organisations.  
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Appendix 1: Ecolabel Calendar of Events: Font (2002:199) 
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Appendix 2: Suitability of Ecolabels for Different Types of Tourism Enterprises. Tippett et al. 
(Ibid:9) 
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