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Abstract 

Tourism ecocertification programs persist and proliferate despite low market penetration and 

apparent consumer indifference. This has been viewed simply as an early-adoption phase. A 

two-decade historical analysis of development patterns for 17 programs, however, suggests 

that they can be analysed as a multi-move political game between corporate and civic 

advocates, where neither can quit without losing. The political-game framework yields 

predictions which are testably different from a pure-market early-adopter framework. It also 

draws a key distinction between consumer-benefit and social-benefit measures, applicable to 

corporate social responsibility initiatives in many industry sectors. 
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1. Introduction 

Tourism ecocertification programs originated over 25 years ago, and have proliferated for 

over two decades (Black & Crabtree, 2007; Dredge & Jamal, 2011; Font, 2002; Font & 

Buckley, 2001;Herremans, Pyasi, & Lu, 2011; Honey, 2002; Treves & Jones, 2010). Despite 

some turnover (Buckley, 2001), most programs remain operational, and new programs are 

still being created (Baddeley & Font, 2011; Mbaiwa, Magole, & Kgathi, 2011). This occurs 

even though market penetration remains low and individual tourists remain largely 

uninterested (Buckley, 2012; McKenna, Williams, & Cooper, 2011; Mair & Jago, 2010; 

Mason, 2007; Miller, Rathouse, Scarles, Holmes, & Tribe, 2010; Rivera, 2002; Rowe & 

Higham, 2007). There are parallels for ecocertification more broadly (Belton, Murray, 

Young, Telfer, & Little, 2010; Edwards, Fisher, & Wilcove, 2011; Whiteman, 2011). This 

contribution examines why.  

 

Many commercial products, in all industry sectors, possess characteristics valued by 

consumers but indiscernible at point of purchase. These are divisible into experience features, 

revealed during consumption; and credence features, taken on trust (Bonroy & Constantatos, 



2008; Mason, 2006; 2011). Social mechanisms to provide quality assurance for such products 

include: statutory systems, such as regulated standards and consumer protection law; two-

party systems, such as contracts and guarantees; and various forms of third-party 

certification. Certification programs may be classified broadly into two categories, referred to 

here as consumer-benefit and social-benefit. Consumer-benefit programs certify features 

which benefit the consumer individually: e.g., restaurant quality ratings. Their reliability and 

market penetration may be maintained purely by consumer purchase pressure, a market 

mechanism. Social-benefit schemes certify features which contribute to broader social goals, 

such as poverty alleviation, public health or pollution control, and many are tied to regulatory 

standards. They influence only those consumers prepared to pay individual premiums for 

shared returns; and represent one form of corporate social responsibility, CSR. This 

distinction is applicable in all industry sectors. 

 

In tourism (Table 1), guide skills and destination quality are experience goods, and relevant 

ecocertificates benefit consumers directly (Black, 2007; Blue Flag, 2012; McKenna et al., 

2011; Zhong, Deng, Song, & Ding, 2011). Environmental management performance (EMP), 

however, is generally a credence feature with social benefit ecocertification. Most such 

programs are not transparent to consumers and have low market penetration, weak criteria, 

little audit and few sanctions (Buckley, 2002, 2012; Goodstein, 2007; Mason, 2007; Parsons 

& Grant, 2007). Small-scale tours in protected areas provide one exception. For these, EMP 

is perceptible to the parks agency, though not to the tourist. Therefore, EMP is an experience 

good for the agency, though a credence good for the tourist. Agencies grant preferential 

permitting opportunities to ecocertified operators, providing a direct market advantage 

(Ingram, 2007; Rowe & Higham, 2007). This mechanism, however, applies only to that 

subsector.  

 

By far the majority of tourism ecocertification programs apply to EMP in large-scale 

mainstream tourism accommodation, transport and activities, and these are the focus of the 

current analysis. Aggregate worldwide market penetration of such programs, i.e. the total 

number of ecocertified enterprises divided by the total number of eligible enterprises, is 

<0.1%. The orthodox view is that this represents an early adoption phase. Under this view, 

purchasing ecocertified tourism products provides satisfaction to individual consumers who 

care about EMP and rely on ecocertificates; and tourism providers improve yield by using 



ecocertificates in selective marketing to such consumers. Tourism enterprises may also cut 

operating costs through improved EMP, but ecocertification itself does not affect this. 

 

This view considers ecocertification as a form of CSR, which may boost profits through 

improved interactions with customers, staff, suppliers, shareholders, competitors or 

government (Aguilera, Rupp, Williams, & Ganapathi, 2007; Basu & Palazzo, 2008; 

Bohdanowicz & Zientara, 2008; Campbell, 2007; Crane, McWilliams, Matten, Moon, & 

Siegel, 2008; Denicolo, 2008; Fisher-Vanden & Thorburn, 2011; Fleckinger & Glachant, 

2011; Fuerst & McAllister, 2011; Hahn, Fley, Florian, Spresny, & Fischer, 2007; Khanna, 

2001; Khanna & Kumar, 2011; Lee, Hsu, Han, & Kim, 2010; Lyon & Maxwell, 2008; 

Nunez, 2007; Ott, Choi, Cardie, & Hancock, 2011; Ottman, Stafford, & Hartman, 2006; 

Sacconi, 2006; Tang, Hu, & Smith, 2008; Van’t Veld & Kotchen, 2011; Wagner, 2011; 

Whittaker, 2011). 

 

Evidence from the tourism sector is mixed. Individual hotel chains cite various reasons for 

adopting either environmental management practices or ecocertification programs (Chan 

&Wong, 2006; El Dief & Font, 2012; Enz & Siguaw, 1999; Goodman, 2000). Hotels, 

restaurants, airlines and casinos with better EMP sometimes show higher economic 

performance, but sometimes not (Álvarez, Burgos, & Céspedes, 2001; Carmona-Moreno, 

Cespedes-Lorente, & de Burgos-Jimenez, 2004; Claver-Cortes, Molina-Azoin, Pereira-

Moliner, & Lopez-Gamero, 2007; Cowper-Smith & de Grosbois, 2011; De Grosbois & 

Fennell, 2011; Inoue & Lee, 2011; Kassinis & Soteriou, 2003; Nicolau, 2008; Sheldon & 

Park, 2011); and economic performance reflects actual EMP, not ecocertification, which is 

poorly correlated (Bonilla-Priego, Najera, & Font, 2011; Rivera, 2002). Overall, therefore, it 

is unconvincing that after 25 years, EMP ecocertification in mainstream tourism is still sparse 

and unreliable solely because it is new. 

 

This contribution derives an alternative analytical framework, from analysis of actual 

historical development patterns in tourism ecocertification programs. The framework is 

formulated as an evolving multi-move two-team political game, between corporate and civic 

advocates respectively, where neither can quit without losing. This political-game framework 

yields testably different predictions from the pure-market early-adopter framework.  

 



In theoretical terms, a game is an interaction between two or more players with independent 

goals, where each player decides their own strategy partly by attempting to predict the 

strategies of other players. The most concise definition of a game is simply ‘an interactive 

decision problem’ (McCain, 2009, 2010, p. 625). In some games, all players can achieve their 

goals; in some, only one can win; and in some, all can lose. Many real-life interactions 

between individuals and organizations can be analysed as games.  

 

In games with the same formal structure, the same strategies yield the same outcomes, even if 

the real-life representations of these structures are completely different. Game theory thus 

provides a technique to transfer experience and analysis from one situation to another. 

 

There are many different types and typologies of games (McCain, 2009, 2010, p. 625). All 

can be analysed in terms of three basic components, namely players, strategies and payoffs 

(Cachon & Netessine, 2004; Yang, Huang, Song, & Liang, 2009). The players may be: 

individual people; groups or organizations; or mechanical devices or stochastic events. 

Games can be played at all time scales, from instantaneous to evolutionary. Games can have 

two players, or several, or an indefinite number, either in single or multiple tiers. The moves 

may be few or many, predefined or open-ended, simple or complex, repeated or once-off, 

fixed or indefinite in number. 

 

In some games, the first player has an advantage; in others, the second or later players. The 

rules may be determined in advance for the entire game, or the players may be able to change 

some of the rules as part of the play, as in the America’s Cup yacht race or the imaginary 

game of Calvinball (Watterton, 1996; pp. 100-103). Many games involve the development of 

strategies which include communication signals, either accurate or deceptive. Some games 

can be analysed completely, so that every possible series of moves, and the consequent 

outcomes, can be identified; others can be analysed only partially. 

 

Game theory is not yet widely used in tourism research (Stabler, Papatheodorou, & Sinclair, 

2010, p. 506; Yang et al., 2009). Early mentions include Brown (1996), Reed (1997) and 

Huybers and Bennett (2003). Applications include: hotel pricing (Chung, 2000); marketing 

agreements (Bastakis, Buhalis, & Butler, 2004); investment (Candela & Cellini, 2006; Wie, 

2005); service quality (Garcia & Tugores, 2006); over-use of nature (Bimonte, 2008); theme 

parks (Yang et al., 2009); above-compliance EMP (Blanco, Rey-Maquieira, & Lozano, 2009; 



Blanco, Lozano, & Rey-Maquieira, 2009); and stakeholder cooperation in the Alps (Beritelli, 

2011). None of these examined ecocertification. 

 

2. Tourism ecocertification as an evolutionary political game 

Data were derived from a comparative historical analysis of development processes in 17 

individual tourism ecocertification programmes (Table 2). Many such programs are well 

documented (Black & Crabtree, 2007; Bricker & Schultz, 2011; Font & Buckley, 2001; Font, 

Haas, Thorpe, & Forsyth, 2001; Honey, 2002). Those used here are selected because of direct 

involvement, through: invitations to comment on early drafts; participation in planning 

meetings and public debates; provision of publications and advice on request; and evaluations 

on behalf of third-party agencies. These were open processes, but involvement was by 

invitation and/or interest, and outcomes had limited distribution. Only programmes operating 

at global, continental or subcontinental scales are covered by this analysis. Small programmes 

operating only at very local scales, eg for single villages in the European Alps (Font et al., 

2001) have not been included. Each of the individual programmes in Table 2 followed its 

own particular development path; but in aggregate, they can be summarised as in Fig. 1. 

 

The framework in Fig. 1 allocates all stakeholders into two teams, referred to as corporate 

advocates and civic advocates. Corporate advocates include tourism industry operators, 

tourism 

industry associations, government tourism portfolios, destination marketing organisations 

(DMOs) at all scales, and industry-based award, label and certification providers. Civic 

advocates include environmental non-government organisations (ENGOs), government parks 

and environment agencies, and ENGO-operated ecolabel schemes. That is, the players in Fig. 

1 are not individual firms or NGOs, but notional aggregate interests. Fig. 1 shows a series of 

game plays under which the corporate advocates made a move, shown in the left-hand 

column of each row; the civic advocates made a counter-move, shown in the right-hand 

column of the same row; the corporate advocates responded with a new (counter-counter) 

move, shown in the next row; and so on. Where the civic advocates started a new play, this is 

shown in the right-hand column, with a blank cell in the lefthand column. 

 

The main game is shown as a single series of sequential moves, which is an analytical 

simplification. In reality, different sections of this game were played out in parallel for 

different ecocertification schemes in different places, with different speeds and starting dates. 



In addition, the members of each of the two teams are shown as acting in unity and 

simultaneously, so that each team can be represented as a single player. In reality, there were 

many side and subsidiary games within each team. The two main examples of these are also 

included in Fig. 1. One of these is the struggle between different ecocertification schemes, 

with a period when one particular program attempted unsuccessfully to gain global control. 

The other is the side game associated with definitions, use, and certification of the term 

ecotourism, separately from broader ecocertification programs applicable throughout the 

mainstream tourism industry.  

 

Fig. 1 also summarises points at which, under immature-market models of third-party 

certification, retail tourists might have been expected to respond. The historical evidence is 

that they did not. The game is between corporate and civic advocates, not consumers. Fig. 1 

indicates that for at least 3 plays, shown as ‘***’, civic advocates have not produced any 

effective counter-move. Corporate advocates are still constructing new forms of 

ecocertificate, sustainability report, responsibility award, conservation label and so on, with 

no real social or environmental quality assurance (Buckley, 2012). The civic advocates’ 

attempts at global accreditation were co-opted into the GSTC, which are so vague as to be 

almost completely ineffective, and bought the corporate advocates over a decade in additional 

wriggle room. 

 

Figs. 2 and 3 show how the historical events summarised in Fig. 1 can be simplified into a 

repeated-move two-player game. In Fig. 2, all the historical moves by corporate advocates are 

treated as claims of high EMP, and moves by civic advocates as attempts to debunk such 

claims. This shows that the game ends if either player leaves or fails, but continues 

indefinitely if both keep playing. This is summarised in Fig. 3, which shows the payoffs in 

each case. The costs for each player to keep making each move are not known quantitatively, 

but they are much less (shown as _(<<1)) than those of quitting the game and letting the other 

player score a definitive win (shown as _1). Note that individual firms and NGOs can, and 

do, leave and join the corporate and civic teams respectively, as long as the teams keep 

playing. Note also that membership of the corporate team is not the same as membership of a 

tourism ecocertification program. It is the program providers and other industry bodies, not 

the individual ecocertified enterprises, which make up the team. 

 



The apparently paradoxical proliferation, persistence and low penetration of EMP 

ecocertification programs in mainstream tourism, even though they are largely ignored by 

individual tourists, is thus comprehensible if the historical events outlined in Fig. 1 are 

perceived as part of a strategic policy game. The game involves a set of political manoeuvres, 

whereby civic advocates attempt to impose improved environmental management measures 

in tourism, and corporate advocates attempt to escape any such measures, which they see as 

involving restrictions and costs. This formulation, if it continues with no external 

intervention, no change in structure, and no new moves, indicates that the game will continue 

indefinitely and that neither team will ever achieve a definitive win unless the other team 

stops playing. 

 

3. Conclusions 

For EMP ecocertification in mainstream tourism, the politicalgame framework yields 

different predictions from the immature-market framework (Table 3). The immature-market 

framework predicts that tourism ecocertification providers should behave like businesses in 

any sector, with large certification providers outcompeting smaller ones, and operating across 

subsectors and countries to provide information to tourists everywhere. Several schemes have 

tried this but failed, even with public funds from the UN, World Bank, European Union or 

Australian Government. This framework also predicts that information provided by tourism 

ecocertification programmes should become successively more complete, accurate, detailed, 

relevant and transparent to the final purchasers and consumers of tourism products, through 

competition between programs. There is no evidence of this (Buckley, 2012). 

 

The political-game framework predicts that EMP ecocertification programs will proliferate 

but remain small, with different countries developing their own programs; and that the quality 

of information will remain poor. It predicts a continuing and unresolved series of competing 

claims and counterclaims by corporate and civic advocates respectively: i.e., a continuation 

of the status quo. These tests can be applied over forthcoming years. Both the political-game 

framework to CSR and the distinction between consumer-benefit and social-benefit 

certification programmes, are also applicable across all industry sectors, not only tourism. 

 

If the immature-market framework were correct, we could anticipate that programs for EMP 

ecocertification in tourism would gradually become more useful to consumers, enterprises 

and regulators alike, evolving greater accuracy, relevance and transparency. This does not 



seem to have happened to date. The political-game framework proposed here, in contrast, 

indicates that industry-led EMP ecocertification programs in tourism will never become 

sufficiently reliable to be useful to consumers or regulators. They are useful only to corporate 

advocates, not to civic advocates or consumers. Under this framework, we can expect that 

only consumer-benefit certification programs will evolve towards greater reliability through 

internal pressures alone. Social-benefit programs do not become reliable unless they are 

translated into enforceable government standards and regulations. That is the only mechanism 

by which the civic advocates can win this particular political game. 
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game ends, 
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corporate 
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No debunk; 
game ends, 

corporate win 
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continue 

indefinitely 



Table 1.   Types and Beneficiaries of Tourism Ecocertification Programmes 

 

 

Subject 

 

Scale and 

Location 

 

Type 

 

Principal 

Beneficiary 

 

 

Benefit 

 

Cases in 

 

environmental 

quality 

 

tourism 

destinations 

 

consumer 

benefit; 

experience 

goods 

 

 

tourists 

 

choice of 

destination 

 

Europe
a
  

China
b 

 

      

environmental 

interpretation 

nature  

guides 

consumer 

benefit; 

experience 

goods 

tourists service  

quality 

South Africa
c
 

Australia
d 

      

 

environmental 

management 

performance 

 

small-scale 

mobile outdoor 

tours in parks 

 

social 

benefit; 

experience 

goods for  

parks agency 

 

 

tour  

operator 

 

preferential 

permitting  

from parks 

agency 

 

New Zealand
e
  

Australia
f 

      

 

environmental 

management 

performance 

 

large-scale 

mainstream  

transport, 

activities, 

accommodation, 

hospitality 

 

 

social 

benefit; 

tourists (?) individual 

satisfaction  

at social 

contribution 

tourists  

ignore or 

unaware 

 credence 

goods  

 

society  

at large 

 

expectation  

of reduced 

impact on 

environment  

 

 

worldwide,  

>100 

programs
g 

 

Notes:  
a
McKenna, et al. (2011). 

b
Zhong, et al. (2011).  

c
Field Guides Association of 

Southern Africa (2012). 
d
Black (2007). 

e
Rowe & Higham (2007). 

f
GBRMPA (2012); Ingram 

(2007); Thwaites (2007). 
g
Font & Buckley (2001); Black & Crabtree (2007). 

 

  



Table 2. 

 

Spatial 

scale  

 

Lead 

agency
a 

 

Program 

name
b 

 

Agency 

role 

 

Industr

y sectors 

 

Approach  

or scope
c 

 

Status 

 

 

Level
d 

        

 

world 

 

ISO 

 

ISO 14001 

 

 

operate 

 

all, incl 

tourism 

 

 

EMS 

 

operational 

 

firms 

world UN GRI oversight all CSR report 

standard 

 

operational firms 

world UNWTO TOIST coordinate tourism guidelines 

 

operational firms 

world GSTC GSTC operate tourism voluntary 

criteria 

operational certification 

programs 

 

world WHL WHL operate 

 

hotels customer 

feedback 

 

operational hotels 

continent 

(USA) 

GG USA Green 

Globe 

 

operate hotels membership, 

certify 

operational firms 

continent 

(Asia) 

Earth 

Check
e
 

Earth 

Check
e 

 

operate tourism membership, 

certify 

operational firms 

continent 

(Europe) 

 

EU EMAS operate all, incl. 

tourism 

EMS 

 

operational firms 

continent 

(Europe) 

EU EETLS seed funds tourism template, 

?accredit 

criteria 

finalised 

certification 

programs 

 

continent 

(Europe) 

 

 Travelife operate tourism membership, 

certify 

operational firms 

continent 

(Caribb.) 

CAST CST operate ecotours membership, 

certify 

 

operational products 

continent 

(Asia) 

PATA Green 

Leaf 

 

operate tourism membership ?revived firms 

continent 

(Australia) 

Ecotour. 

Australia 

EA operate ecotours membership, 

certify 

 

operational products 

continent 

(China) 

CNTA Ecotour 

Standard 

 

operate tourism membership, 

competitive 

 

operational products, 

destinations 

sub-cont 

(Scand.) 

 

 Nordic  

 

operate hotels membership, 

certify 

operational hotels 

sub-cont  ECEAT operate tourism membership operational national 

programs 

 

sub-cont 

 

 Ecotrans operate tourism membership operational firms 

 



Notes. 

a
ISO, International Standards Organisation; UNWTO, United Nations Tourism Organisation; 

GSTC, Global Sustainable Tourism Council; WHL, World Hotel-Link (NB: seed funds from 

World Bank); GG, Green Globe (USA); CAST, Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism; 

PATA, Pacific-Asia Travel Association; CNTA, Chinese National Tourism Administration. 
b
GRI, Global Reporting Initiative; TOIST, Tour Operators’ Initiative for Sustainable 

Tourism; GSTC, Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria; EMAS, Environmental Management 

and Audit System; EETLS, European Ecotourism Labelling Standard. 
c
EMS, Environmental 

Management System. Membership systems generally offer certification but this may be 

weak. 
d
Principal level, may also include other levels.  

e
Previously Green Globe Asia-Pacific.  

 



Figure 1a: Historical Evolution of Tourism Ecocertification 
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ecotourism (see Fig 1b) 
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accreditation authority to 
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accreditation authority 
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environmental awards as 
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 Set up industry eco-awards in 

competition, causing 

confusion 

[most tourists 

ignore eco-

awards] 

Criticise industry awards 

for diluting environmental 

performance with social 

and service quality issues 

 

 

 Advertise industry awards 

heavily, swamp NGO awards 

 

 [no response: insufficient 

funds] *** 

 

 Establish Global Sustainable 

Tourism Criteria (see Table 1) 

 

 Criticise GSTC as weak 

 

 

 Claim environment advocates 

contributed to GSTC  

 

 [no response: co-opted] 

*** 

 

   New policy concerns over 

climate change, carbon 

footprints 

 

 

 Sell carbon offsets as 

mechanism for consumer 

choice; promote climate 

certification, copying previous 

ecocertification strategy 

[most tourists 

ignore offset 

programmes] 

Argue that offsets are 

ineffective in practice; 

unable to oppose them on 

principle, since supported 

them elsewhere. *** 

 



 

 

Figure 1b: Ecotourism Side Game 
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Figure 2b. Outcome matrix from Figure 2a.   
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Figure 3a.  Payoff matrix  
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Figure 3b.  Numerical payoff matrix   
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Table 3. Predictions from market and political-game frameworks 

 

 

Test 

 

Market framework 

 

 

Political game 

 

Will different countries adopt 

the same programs? 

 

Yes. 

Single scheme gives greatest 

consumer recognition. 

 

No. 

National DMOs in 

competition 

   

 

Will transparency and 

accountability improve? 

 

Yes.  

Consumers want reliable info 

 

No. 

Corporate advocates gain 

from confusion. 

   

 

Will certification schemes 

trend to equal sizes? 

 

 

No.  

Larger schemes will absorb 

or outcompete smaller ones. 

 

Yes.  

Ecofake schemes will 

continue to arise. Larger ones 

more likely to be uncovered. 

 

  


