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Introduction
Emerging tourism destinations can play a globally sig-
nificant role in championing the adoption of sustain-
able tourism development, and in setting the stage for
other destinations to follow. The implementation of
sustainability practices within tourism settings will
be crucial for a destination’s enhanced tourism com-
petitiveness, tourist brand loyalty, corporate social
responsibility among tourism organizations, innova-
tion, and overall community and economic well-being
(Lai, Chiu, Yang, & Pai, 2010). In recent years, desti-
nations as a whole, as well as private enterprises and
public entities within the tourism industry have be-
come increasingly responsive to new societal priori-
ties associated with sustainable development and the
surging demand among tourists for sustainable expe-
riences, including products and services, which are

ecologically and socially responsible (Chatterji & Tof-
fel, 2010). This trend has provided emerging tourism
destinations with the opportunity to develop tourism
amenities, attractions, and facilities, while directly re-
sponding to the growing awareness among tourists
regarding the benefits of sustainable development and
their increasing propensity to purchase tourism prod-
ucts and services from enterprises with a proven track
record of promoting sustainability through their day-
to-day operations. As a result, there has been sig-
nificant growth in tourism enterprises and organiza-
tions offering ‘green’ experiences to tourists (Vaccaro
& Patiño, 2010) since the mid-1990s.

‘Green’ assertions made by tourism establishments
are often unverifiable due to the lack of clear gov-
ernment policies and industry regulations for mon-
itoring the alignment of the marketing rhetoric used
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in juxtaposition with the actual sustainability perfor-
mance of the enterprises claiming to be environmen-
tally and socially conscious in their practices. Tourism
enterprises, organizations and, suppliers have the po-
tential to capture a significant proportion of the in-
ternational tourism market share by educating and
directing the industry regarding ways to go beyond
mere ‘green’ rhetoric (Sandhu, Ozanne, Smallman, &
Cullen, 2010; Wu, 2010). Within the last two decades,
there has been an exponential increase in various
voluntary ecolabeling/eco-certification schemes and
csr assessment programs for verifying the ecological
and social responsibility claims of tourism businesses
(Font, 2002) and for recognizing sustainability lead-
ers within the tourism marketplace (Buckley, 2013).
Globally, more than one hundred eco-certifications
for tourism organizations are currently available (Dzi-
uba, 2016), and half of these schemes are specific to the
tourism industry of the European Union (Margaryan
& Stensland, 2017).

Tourism ecolabeling schemes provide certificates,
plaques, trademarks, or logos to those tourism enter-
prises that either meet or supersede the sustainability
parameters and performance metrics established by
the certifying organization (Margaryan & Stensland,
2017). Generally, tourism ecolabels are awarded to an
enterprise after a voluntary third-party audit/assess-
ment of the institution’s sustainability practices is con-
ducted (Honey & Rome, 2001). Following this step,
a written statement of assurance and/or a marketable
‘seal of approval’ is issued by the certifying body to
promote the environmental achievements of the com-
pany and to generate a positive image and goodwill
among tourists regarding the organization (Middle-
ton & Hawkins, 1998). From a marketing perspective,
an ecolabel serves as a tool for a tourism enterprise to
distinguish itself from competitor(s) based on a third-
party endorsement of its superior sustainability per-
formance – the ecolabels are displayed by tourism en-
terprises both onsite and throughweb-based and print
media channels to highlight their sustainability ac-
complishments to tourists and stakeholders (Morgan,
1999). In addition, tourism ecolabels encourage the
adoption of sustainability practices among both pri-
vate and public sectors of the travel industry, thereby

stimulating the creation of innovative and organic so-
lutions (through products and services) for addressing
sustainability issues and for mitigating the adverse en-
vironmental, social, and economic outcomes of their
operations through improved sustainability perfor-
mance (Mihalic, 2000).

Although the predominant focus of tourism ecola-
bels is on the environmental performance of organiza-
tions, most schemes also include metrics and indica-
tors for evaluating social sustainability practices, be-
yond compliancewith ecological and economic guide-
lines. The general criteria (Dawkins, 2010) employed
by most tourism ecolabeling agencies for assessing the
sustainability performance of organizations are: envi-
ronmental responsibility (improvement of air, water,
and soil), pollution control and prevention (manage-
ment, reduction, prevention, reuse and recycling of
materials, including paper and waste), energy conser-
vation (use of solar, wind, water, geothermal, and bio-
fuel energy sources), water conservation (water effi-
ciency, reduction and/or elimination of the amount of
water required to do business), education (encourage-
ment of employees, suppliers, and tourists to practice
environmental responsibility and sustainability), com-
munity initiatives (sponsorship, development or sup-
port for community, educational, civic, or industry-
related initiatives), and socio-cultural impact (man-
agement, preservation and stewardship of cultural and
natural heritage). Despite the availability of several
commonly used measures for the assessment of en-
vironmental and economic performance within the
tourism industry, to our knowledge, there is a lack of
reliable measurement outlines to evaluate the social
sustainability practices and outcomes of tourism or-
ganizations. Although ecolabels provide tourism en-
terprises with a platform to attract travelers through
the promotion of products and services that cater to
their sustainability preferences and demands, it should
be noted that the majority of eco-certified organi-
zations demonstrate higher sustainability standards
and achievement levels in the areas of environmental
and economic performance, compared to lower lev-
els of accomplishments in the social criteria for sus-
tainability, chiefly due the lack of proper guidelines
and indicators for social sustainability performance
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among current tourism ecolabeling schemes (Sasid-
haran, 2017).

Underperformance in the social component of sus-
tainability among eco-certified tourism enterprises
can be attributed to the ethical obligation perceived
by tourism managers (Sandve, Marnburg, & Ogaard,
2014) regarding the extent to which ‘unclear’ social
sustainability parameters need to be met as opposed
to the ‘clearly’ articulated environmental performance
guidelines identified by ecolabeling schemes. In order
to better understand the challenges associated with
the implementation of social sustainability practices
among eco-certified enterprises with the tourism in-
dustry, this study examined the sustainability perfor-
mance of five tourism businesses in Slovenia; each of
the five has been awarded the Slovenia Green Cer-
tificate by the Slovenian Tourist Board (stb) or the
national award for innovative achievements. Findings
from the study can be employed by the stb to stimu-
late the achievement of higher levels of social sustain-
ability performancewithin Slovenia’s growing tourism
industry while positioning the country as not only a
green tourism leader but also as a socially-responsible
destination.

Background
Slovenian tourism recorded a 9 per cent increase in
tourist arrivals in 2016 and 8 per cent more overnight
stays than in 2015, reaching the limit of 11 million
overnight stays. With 11 per cent more foreign tourist
arrivals and 10 per centmore foreign overnight stays in
2016, it is ranked above the European and global av-
erage (Slovenian Tourist Board, 2017). The stb also
estimates that the 2017 inflows from exports of travel
will reach new record numbers, as the growth of ex-
ports of travel for the first eleven months of 2016 is
4 per cent. Findings suggest tourism is an increas-
ingly important industry in Slovenia, with potential
for further growth, currently contributing close to 13
per cent to the gross social product, accounting for
8 per cent of total exports and 37 per cent of exports
of services (Slovenian Tourist Board, 2017). With the
expected evolvement and several green characteristics
(for instance, relative forest coverage in eu puts Slove-
nia in the third place, following Finland and Sweden),

green tourism became a necessary direction for the
stb, which has committed itself to be green and sus-
tainable (see http://www.slovenia.info/zelenashema).
The stb’smission in green tourism is to inform stake-
holders about the tourism impacts and to encourage
actions in adapting and mitigating climate change.
Among their key strategic orientations are the green
economy, incentives to develop green business models
and sustainable development models, and sustainabil-
ity awareness raising among tourists.

To support the represented results, outlooks and
orientations, the Green Scheme of Slovenian Tourism
(gsst) has been developed. The gsst enables inter-
national comparison of Slovenian tourism and facil-
itates the positioning of green Slovenia globally. In
2015, following several developments and national co-
ordination steps, gsst was applied to the tourism in-
dustry level in partnership between the stb, Good-
Place (a Slovenian private r&d institute), and Green
Destinations (a non-profit organization for sustain-
able tourism with headquarters in the Netherlands).
The stb manages and develops the gsst, offers ed-
ucational support, and (most importantly) establishes
internationalmarketing channels for the promotion of
destinations and tourism providers with the Slovenia
Green certificate. GoodPlace is the accredited gsst
partner with a license to issue certificates in accor-
dance with the global Green Destinations’ tool.

gsst’s Slovenia Green certification/standard is ba-
sed on the Green Destinations standard, created in
cooperation with the European Centre for Eco and
Agro Tourism, the Coastal & Marine Union, and the
Global Sustainable TourismCouncil. For tourism des-
tinations, the certification process runs through a ded-
icated online platform, where they self-assess their
sustainablemanagement and policies, obtain feedback
from consultants and the auditor, and receive a final
assessment of sustainability. For tourism providers,
the process is not run in-house, but there are six in-
ternationally recognized certificates, which when ob-
tained automatically earn them the Slovenia Green
certificate. Similarly, there are two international cer-
tificates that are valid for nature parks.

When a tourismdestination enters the certification
process, it follows 11 steps (see http://www.slovenia
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.info/zelenashema): 1. Definition of the Green Coor-
dinator, 2. Creating aGreenTeam, 3. Increasing aware-
ness, getting support, 4. Signing a Green Policy, 5.
Surveying destinations’ stakeholders and resources,
6. Collecting and inputting data into the online plat-
form, 7. Submitting the report and the request for as-
sessment, 8. Preparing and approving the Action Plan,
9. Defining the local character and green unique sell-
ing points, 10. Submitting a field visit application, and
11. Implementingmeasures and reassessment. The cer-
tification costs vary: for destinations they amount to
€1,220 plus vat, for tourism providers and parks the
cost is €100 plus vat.

The SloveniaGreen certification scheme comprises
100 criteria and 147 indicators, summarized accord-
ing to the Green Destinations and Global Sustain-
able Tourism Council standards. The criteria are di-
vided into six themes: Destination Management, Na-
ture and Landscape, Environment and Climate, Cul-
ture and Tradition, Social Climate, and Tourism Busi-
ness. Destinations are graded on a scale of 1 to 10 and
receive three types of Slovenia Green Destination cer-
tificates (gold, silver, bronze), according to their score.
Thus far, the Slovenia Green certificates have been
granted to 22 tourism destinations, 13 accommoda-
tion providers, three nature parks, and two tourism
agencies.

The stb sees orientation to sustainable develop-
ment as ‘the only real development opportunity’ for
Slovenia and its tourism offerings, aiming for the de-
velopment of high quality and innovative tourism
products (see http://www.slovenia.info/zelenashema).
Therefore, in the certification process, destinations
and providers sign theGreenPolicy of SlovenianTour-
ism, expressing the fundamental commitment to op-
erate according to sustainability principles and to con-
tinuously strive for improvements. The certificate
brings further advantages to its recipients in terms
of raising visibility and promotion through national
and international channels through which the stb
supports sustainability efforts of the involved destina-
tions, tourism providers, and nature parks. Supported
activities include regular announcements of the cer-
tificate recipients on the www.slovenia.info portal and
related social network campaigns, their participation

in fairs, pr announcements and materials, study trips
for journalist and agents, etc. Special media attention
was given to the country and its gsst certification
project at the itb Berlin 2017 event, where the stb
was announced as the winner of the National Geo-
graphic World Legacy award in the category of Desti-
nation Leadership. The category assesses the best en-
vironmental practices, the protection of natural and
cultural heritage, the impact on the local community,
and the education of travelers in the field of sustainable
tourism.

Methodology
Slovenia has a long history of promoting tourism in-
novation, which in recent years has been further stim-
ulated by promoting sustainable development. In pro-
moting innovation in tourism, the stb and the Min-
istry of Economic Development and Technology have
financed activities to promote and stimulate inno-
vation in tourism since 2004 (Križaj & Zakonjšek,
2011).

The main promotional activity is the annual na-
tional award for themost innovative tourismproducts,
known as the Sower (‘Sejalec’ in Slovenian), whichwas
founded in 2006 by the Bank of Tourism Potentials in
Slovenia (btps) portal. btps has received unwto,
oecd, and eu acknowledgements for its systematic
promotion of innovation in tourism. In 2009, an ad-
ditional tender for the most promising tourism ideas
(known as Creator; ‘Snovalec’ in Slovenian) was intro-
duced. In recent years, more than 50 tourism products
have been granted one or both awards.

In cooperation with the stb, the authors of this
manuscript visited a select group of recipients of Cre-
ator and Sower award and Slovenian Green Certifi-
cates to identify challenges and innovations relating to
the implementation of sustainability practices. Prior
to these visits, the stb sent invitations to the recip-
ients of the Creator and Sower awards and to the
Slovenian Green Certificate recipients. In the invita-
tion, it was mentioned that the authors will visit in-
terested tourism providers in Slovenia and will carry
out short individual development workshops aimed at
addressing sustainable development and innovation
challenges faced by tourism providers in their every-
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Figure 1 Locations of the Selected Tourism Providers (1–5) and Slovenia Tourist Board (stb)

day business operations. Altogether, eleven tourism
providers from all over Slovenia responded to the in-
vitation, of which, due to resource constraints, the au-
thors could choose and visit only five businesses (see
Figure 1).

The Ortenia Apartments (1) is located in Podčetr-
tek (https://www.ortenia.com), near one of the nu-
merous Slovenian spa resorts with a long tradition, on
the border with Croatia (Ortenia Apartments, 2018).
Theymarket themselves as the first eco-friendly apart-
ments in Slovenia, designed using the principles of in-
novative sustainable construction. Podčetrtek lies in
the culturally and historically rich province of Koz-
jansko, situated close to a monastery from the 16th
century, and has many opportunities for recreation in
nature through a network of hilly and mountainous
roads. The apartments are privately owned; the own-
ers have recruited staff who run the entire operation
of six accommodation units of a higher price/quality
range. TheOrteniaApartments has received theGreen
Globe certificate and Slovenia Green Accommodation
certificate.

Matjaž Pavlin, owner of Matjaž Homestead (2) in
the village of Paha (http://www.matjazeva-domacija
.si) has been the longtime owner and director of a
renowned travel agency in the nearby city of Novo
mesto, the urban centre of the Dolenjska region. Close
to the homestead is a large spa centre, surrounded by
the hilly landscape along the Krka River and its tribu-
taries. There are numerous opportunities for tourism
activities among the many vineyards that give the
landscape its historical, geographical, and culinary
mark. Matjaž Pavlin has received four Sower awards
for his tourism projects.

The Green Gold beer fountain (3) was built in the
middle of the city/municipality of Žalec (https://www
.beerfountain.eu), which has been regarded as the cen-
tre of the Slovenian hops industry since the end of
the 19th century. When Slovenia was still part of the
Republic of Yugoslavia, hop collectors from all its re-
publics then gathered in Žalec for commerce. Žalec
was not a significant tourist centre before the ap-
pearance of the beer fountain. Since then, diversified
tourism facilities and services have been developing
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rapidly, connected to the story of the beer fountain as
well as stories of the nearbymuseumof hops andbrew-
ery industries built in 2009. This well-visited fountain,
the first of its kind in the world (according to the own-
ers) has received the Creator and Sower awards and is
being mentioned in global media.

The Spa Snovik (4) lies in the green valley between
Kamnik and Vransko (http://terme-snovik.si), on the
threshold of the Kamnik-Savinja Alps. On approxi-
mately 1000 m2, the spa centre offers indoor and out-
door thermal pools, saunas, massages, and a restau-
rant. For guests staying on a longer holiday, they offer a
four-star apartment complex with 370 beds. Activities
in the surrounding area include hiking, biking, walk-
ing, and golf. Organic farms and baroque churches can
also be seen in the vicinity. Spa Snovik is the recipient
of the eu Ecolabel and Slovenia Green Accommoda-
tion Certificate.

The Eco Camp Koren (5) is located in the vicinity
of Kobarid (http://www.kamp-koren.si), on the bank
of the emerald-green Soča River, which is in its up-
per reaches and one of the five best-preserved natu-
ral rivers in the European Alps. The camp’s visitors
– settled in tent sites, camper and caravan sites, or
eco chalets – mainly enjoy diverse adrenaline activ-
ities along the river bank, on the rapids of the river
or surrounding natural climbing walls or explore un-
spoiled nature on hiking and biking tours or during
fly fishing trips. Near the camp, the Soča river creates
a short, scenic canyon, and the river’s vast and scenic
gravel beds are located close to the camp. In addition
to that, tourists can visit the waterfalls of the Kozjak
brook and the extensive restored front line from the
1st World War. Kobarid is also the location of a World
War I Museum, which is considered one of the best
of this kind in Europe. Camp Koren is the recipient of
the eu Ecolabel and Slovenia Green Accommodation
Certificate.

The authors visited the above-mentioned five tour-
ism providers and conducted semi-structured inter-
views in which they analyzed the topics described fur-
ther below. The beginning of the conversation was left
to the tourist provider to present their product services
and facilities, as well as challenges in any form, and
then the authors led a systematic discussion covering

the key research questions related to sustainability and
innovation in tourism:

1. What were the environmental aspects of their
sustainable operation?

2. What were the social responsibility aspects of
their sustainable operation?

3. What were the economic aspects of their sustain-
able operation?

4. Did they face any challenges in the area of sus-
tainable development and certification?

5. In their opinion, what is the added value of sus-
tainable engagement?

6. How would they access their sustainable bench-
marking with direct and indirect competition?

7. Which opportunities do they see in adopting and
developing sustainable innovations and improve-
ments?

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to de-
termine the current sustainability performance gaps
among each of the five tourism providers based on the
environmental, social, and economic dimensions. As
a triangulation measure, the interview findings were
shared with the companies for their feedback and ver-
ification. Qualitative data received from the interviews
with the five businesses were evaluated to obtain a gen-
eral profile of the sustainability efforts and innovations
of these companies and to identify themain challenges
faced by them in the area of sustainability operations.
The following sections provide a detailed description
of the study’s findings.

Results and Discussion
Promoted as the first eco-friendly apartments in Slove-
nia, the Ortenia Apartments utilized the principle
of innovative sustainable construction and design,
energy and water conservation efforts, and the use
of organic fabrics and cosmetics to implement envi-
ronmental sustainability within their operations. The
plants surrounding the apartments were saved from
the old garden of the house that stood at the site prior
to the construction of the apartments, and fruit from
some of the plants are used for making jams served
to the apartments’ guests. A key indicator in most

24 | Academica Turistica, Year 11, No. 1, June 2018



Vinod Sasidharan and Dejan Križaj Tourism Ecolabels and Social Sustainability

tourism ecolabeling certifications is the usage of pa-
per – it was observed that paper usage by the apart-
ments was relatively higher compared to the other
cases. For example, the management still relied on
paper for guest food order/request forms, bathroom
towels, etc., and these were not recycled after use. In
the dimension of social sustainability, no extensive ef-
forts were in place to address local needs and to engage
with the local community. With regards to economic
sustainability and contributions to the local economy,
the apartments hired some staff from the area and pro-
vided its guests with discount coupons to promote
some of the restaurants in the area. Additionally, it
was noted that the apartments provided local wines
and fresh tea (leaves), from amonastery located in the
neighbourhood, to its guests.

The Matjaž Homestead’s main environmental sus-
tainability effort focused on the use of recycled wood
and household furnishings for the construction of
cottages and farmhouses, highlighting the traditional
farmer views regarding the interconnectedness be-
tween farm life and the surrounding environment.
With regards to social sustainability performance, it
became clear that the Homestead was committed to
promoting local wine and food and had a guest infor-
mational video to illustrate the culinary distinctions of
the region. In addition, the Homestead was involved
in several local initiatives, such as the restoration of
historic buildings (e.g., local churches, farmhouses),
the introduction of farm voluntourism, etc., which
sometimes extended beyond the scope of tourism
development, and related more to the broader con-
text of regional community development and engage-
ment. From an economic sustainability perspective,
the Homestead is part of a larger initiative to create a
network of local value chains including private wine
cottages and farms by utilizing a scattered develop-
ment model to stimulate the regional economy.

The Fountain of the Green Gold, the first beer
fountain in the world, aligned well with the preser-
vation of the hops industry in the region. Other than
this connection to the environment, no specific ini-
tiatives relating to environmental sustainability, i.e.,
conservation and protection, were observed. In the
dimension of social sustainability, the beer fountain

has been instrumental in stimulating engagement be-
tween the local municipality, residents, and tourists.
Since its creation, the beer fountain and surrounding
gardens has become a local gathering place of cul-
tural significance and has instilled a sense of pride
among the residents of the community. In a region
where hops production is an essential part of the lo-
cal economy but hops farms are not utilized to their
full production capacity due to external economic fac-
tors (particularly market competition), the beer foun-
tain has contributed to the area’s economic sustain-
ability, by boosting the local economy, particularly
in the neighborhood and around the main square on
which the fountain is located. For example, the Open
Kitchen programme connected with the fountain has
promoted new opportunities for local entrepreneurs
connecting the guest dining experience with the local
hops culture.

The Spa Snovik’s approach to environmental sus-
tainability is emphasized through their stated com-
mitment to nature-friendly operations, with a par-
ticular focus on reducing energy consumption. The
resort was created based on the underlying principle
of energy conservation and use reduction. For exam-
ple, electricity is disconnected from every apartment
in the resort when the space is not being used by the
guest(s). Additionally, the spa has implemented onsite
guest education programs for generating environmen-
tal awareness, such as planting of local trees and herb
gardens (for guest use) along with markers to identify
the flora and naming of apartment blocks in the resort
based on the endemic trees of the area. In terms of
social sustainability, it is essential to acknowledge that
the resort idea originated from a local entrepreneur
whose main goal was to integrate the resort with the
community. To that effect, local community mem-
bers have reduced-fee access to the resort’s amenities,
including spa, pools, and recreational facilities. Fur-
thermore, the spa’s apartments showcase the region’s
heritage and culture through locally-made furnish-
ings and vintage photographs of the area’s residents.
The spa’s efforts in supporting economic sustainability
were observed through their local hiring practices and
purchase of produce from local farmers only. While
the spa has been involved in some commercial projects
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with the locals (such as the spa’s guests attending com-
munity festivals jointly organized by the spa and local
residents), these efforts have not yet reached their full
potential in terms of stimulating the local economy.

The stated aim/virtue of Eco Camp Koren, the first
eco-friendly camp in Slovenia, is the respect of nature
and fellow human beings. The camp clearly addressed
environmental sustainability throughout most of its
operations, including design and construction, energy
conservation, environmental management, guest and
community education, and agriculture. The camp’s
efforts in social sustainability include spearheading
municipal initiatives in collaboration with other lo-
cal tourism providers to boost the economy and im-
provework conditions in the industry, sharing tourism
know-how and information from national level meet-
ings among local businesses, engaging guests with
community members through joint activities such as
camping skills workshops, organizing camp dinners
created by local chefs using local ingredients, inviting
the area’s residents to join camp guests at concerts and
events held at the camp, etc. From the perspective of
economic sustainability, the camp employed local stu-
dents, partnered with local ‘adrenaline’ sports activity
providers to offer camp packages and promoted their
services through the camp’s information services, sold
local products through the souvenir shop, and hosting
local sports competitions at no cost to the participants.

While all five businesses examined in this study
were recipients of the stb’s Creator/Sower award and/
or Slovenian Green Certificate, it became apparent
that their respective sustainability performances var-
ied greatly along environmental, social, and economic
dimensions. Although most of the businesses were
able to reasonably integrate environmental and eco-
nomic sustainability criteria within their respective
management and operational frameworks, only a few
were able to satisfactorily position their initiatives to-
wards supporting social sustainability and community
development. Overall, none of the businesses had ar-
ticulated long-term plans for addressing critical social
sustainability indicators such as supporting and pro-
moting cultural and heritage conservation, maximiz-
ing cultural and heritage benefits, minimizing neg-
ative cultural and heritage impacts, adopting codes

of cultural behavior for guests, providing in-kind or
philanthropic assistance for local, community-based
social empowerment projects, advocacy groups, etc.
During the interview phase, the authors also observed
that the concept of social sustainabilitywas interpreted
differently by each of the five businesses and they were
unable to deliberately operationalize this dimension
within their respective sustainability-related efforts in
an effective manner with future positive implications
for the local community. Some businesses expressed
interest in learning more about social sustainability
and how to incorporate this dimension within their
operations. These businesses indicated that since they
had received the Slovenian Green Certificate from the
stb, it would be beneficial if the stb could also pro-
vide technical know-how (including legal guidance),
training and workshops to assist them in operational-
izing social sustainability and implementing commu-
nity development/engagement projects.

The sustainability performance analyses of each
of the five tourism businesses certified by the stb re-
vealed that therewas a consensus among the establish-
ments regarding guidelines/indicators for achieving
environmental and economic sustainability, although
some of them had long-term systems in place to im-
prove their initiatives related to these dimensions,
whereas others exhibited a short-term/reactive ap-
proach to these sustainability goals. The most notable
variances/gaps in the sustainability performances of
the businesses were notably observed in their levels of
commitment to implementing long-term social sus-
tainability initiatives. Froma csr standpoint, it would
be prudent for the stb to determine strategies and so-
lutions for addressing this gap in the social sustainabil-
ity performance of the tourism businesses which have
been awarded the Slovenian Green Certificate. Estab-
lishing clear social sustainability goals as well as track-
able and measurable criteria and respective indicators
that connect the stb’s commitment to Slovenia’s long-
term community development agenda would not only
help increase social sustainability performance among
the stb’s certificate recipients (and non-recipients),
but could also position the country as a green tourism
leader with a social-responsibility commitment to its
citizens and visitors.
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The companies were also asked why and how their
tourism product offers inspiration to other innovators
of sustainable tourism and about what problems the
national stakeholders, such as the stb and munici-
palities, should be cautioned. All five companies indi-
cated that they are quite regularly mentioned as good
cases (because of the prizes and labels they received or
due to their diversified tourism offering). Guests of the
Ortenia Apartments are often interested in the build-
ing, entirely designed with natural materials. Many of
them come to check the premises since they want to
build their own dwelling in a similar manner. Matjaž
Pavlin mentions that he provides a ‘before-then situ-
ation’ presentation to many visitors, showing how he
started rebuilding at the beginning when he bought
the farm and preserved the heritage of the farm by
keeping the old buildings rather than demolishing
them. According to him, the groups are enthusiastic
and inspired by his presentation to transfer his ap-
proach to their home environment. The Green Gold
Beer Fountain managers see their greatest achieve-
ment in the fact that they succeeded with an idea that
seemed unusual and initially had many opponents
and skeptics. Now, they are an example to many en-
trepreneurs and individuals that tourism innovations
can be realised if there are sufficient desire and interest
among stakeholders. Both Spa Snovik and Eco Camp
Koren inspire other innovators with top-notch nature
conservation approaches that include iso standards,
ecolabels, renewable heating approaches, energy con-
sumption reductions, employing mostly locals, etc.
Both already have new development plans from in-
corporating traditional holistic treatment methods
to new green accommodations, fitness, and meeting
space/convention investments.

Although all companies agreed that in the previous
year, the promotion of natural and ecological tourism
offerings has grown, they felt that there is room for
improvement. The state (and especially the munici-
palities in which certified tourism providers are lo-
cated) would, in their opinion, still have to do more
to emphasize and promote the sustainability move-
ment. This would, according to Ortenia Apartments,
additionally increase the customers’ and providers’
awareness regarding contemporary sustainability is-

sues. Matjaz Pavlin, in contrast, thinks that he has
never sought excessive help from the state and, there-
fore, it cannot help or disappoint him. TheGreenGold
Beer Fountain had a different state-related experience.
Once the first acknowledgements for innovation were
received by the beer fountain from outside Slovenia
and their town, the local environment became more
perceptible to this innovation. It would be difficult
for them to suggest what more the state could do.
In their opinion, the Sower and Creator awards that
they have received are indeed examples of positive in-
centives, which helped to convince their local stake-
holders that they are on the right track. When Spa
Snovik became the first green provider of Slovenian
tourism ten years ago, they tried to encourage and
seek out related providers. After a decade of efforts by
Spa Snovik (as well as interventions by the stb), the
number of such sustainability-oriented partners has
started to rise rapidly. Similarly, Eco Camp Koren has
been a local sustainability champion for many years,
but hopes for their entire destination to be certified
aside on gsst so that the company can be considered
as a sustainable tourism provider in a certified sustain-
able destination.

Conclusion
With the growing trend of businesses obtaining eco-
labels within the tourism sector (Margaryan & Stens-
land, 2017) and the rapid ‘greening’ (Vaccaro & Patiño,
2010) of the world’s largest industry, a significant con-
cern is the potential utility of eco-certifications to ef-
fectively address the social responsibility dimension of
sustainable tourism. The results of this study indicated
that sustainability performances of eco-labelled/eco-
certified tourism businesses vary greatly along en-
vironmental, social, and economic dimensions. Al-
though tourism businesses are generally prepared to
implement environmental and economic sustainabil-
ity initiatives as part of their regular operations, there
is an overall lack of consensus with respect to the
adoption of social sustainability owing to the lack of
clear parameters and guidelines for operationalizing
the performance indicators associated with the cri-
teria established by ecolabeling organizations (such as
the stb). Furthermore, variations among eco-labelled
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tourism establishments in terms of their levels of en-
gagement in and commitment to social sustainabil-
ity is also, perhaps, correlated with the perceptions of
owners, managers, and staff regarding the ‘bottom-
line’ effect of adopting measures to boost the business’
sustainability performance along this dimension. To
address social sustainability performance gaps among
tourism businesses, destination management orga-
nizations and tourism governing bodies responsible
for awarding eco-certifications will need to identify
and articulate specific, measurable, and trackable so-
cial/community development targets and goals which
could be satisfactorily achieved by the various sectors
of the industry.

In Slovenia, awareness of sustainable development
concepts in tourism is rapidly gaining momentum,
which means that companies are realizing the busi-
ness sense in consistently offering (mostly environ-
mental and economic) sustainable tourism products
and experiences. Although in the beginning, energy-
efficient infrastructure, as well as green services, are
more expensive, Snovik Spa calculations showed that
their returns-on-investment in such infrastructure
were realized sooner than anticipated (Zlatoper, per-
sonal communication, November 2017). According to
all of five businesses, the company that is presented as
a green provider in the tourist market has increasingly
more opportunities to acquire high-quality partners
and guests with higher levels of loyalty and spending
capacity.

While the sustainable tourism innovation activi-
ties are still ongoing in Slovenia, it is highly likely that
the majority of tourism providers in the country will
start to adopt greater standards for environmental and
economic sustainability, although the next focus of
tourism companies (especially among early adopters)
needs to be directed towards social sustainability in
tourism, in the coming years.
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