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Institute for Sustainable Futures, UTS 

The Institute for Sustainable Futures (ISF) was established by the University of Technology, Sydney in 1996 to 
work with industry, government and the community to develop sustainable futures through research and 
consultancy. Our mission is to create change toward sustainable futures that protect and enhance the 
environment, human well-being and social equity. We seek to adopt an inter-disciplinary approach to our 
work and engage our partner organisations in collaborative processes that emphasise strategic decision 
making.  

For further information visit www.isf.uts.edu.au 

 

National Tourism Alliance 

The National Tourism Alliance (NTA) provides a single voice to Federal Government on issues of common 
interest for the Australian Tourism and Hospitality Industry. NTA members represent over 45,000 or 95% of 
tourism businesses in Australia. 

Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre 

This project was funded as a “Legacy Project” from partner funds remaining when the Sustainable Tourism 
Cooperative Research Centre (STCRC) ceased its operations on 30 June 2010 following 13 years as Australian 
tourism’s scientific and strategic research organisation. STCRC’s support for this project has been its most 
significant investment in a single undertaking. 

STCRC was established under the Australian Government’s Cooperative Research Centres program in 1997, 
and grew to be the largest dedicated tourism research organisation in the world. STCRC was formed to 
support the development of a dynamic, internationally competitive, and sustainable Australian tourism 
industry. In consultation with a broad cross section of stakeholders , STCRC undertook research into the 
strategic challenges facing Australian tourism and produced reports, information, tools and products to 
improve business practices and inform policy development. All of the STCRC reports are still available for free 
download from the website’s Bookshop and a range of tools are available from the Tools and Products 
Section at www.crctourism.com.au . 

 

Citation 
Cite this report as: Institute for Sustainable Futures (2011), Australian Tourism Sustainability Performance 
Indicators Final Report No. 1: Presenting the Framework: Report Prepared for the National Tourism Alliance, 
Sydney. 

 

Disclaimer 
While all due care and attention has been taken to establish the accuracy of the material published, UTS/ISF 
and the authors disclaim liability for any loss that may arise from any person acting in reliance upon the 
contents of this document. 

 

http://www.isf.uts.edu.au/
http://www.crctourism.com.au/
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Introduction 

Project objectives 

In 2010, the Institute for Sustainable Futures (ISF) at the University of Technology, Sydney was commissioned 
to develop a set of Australian tourism Sustainability Performance Indicators (SPI) relevant at the national and 
destination levels. The project was managed by the National Tourism Alliance (NTA) and was directed by a 
National Steering Committee that represented the major stakeholder organisations in the industry, including 
the major peak industry bodies. Professor David Simmons, previously the Research Director of the 
Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre (STCRC), provided the Committee with technical and 
research advice. The project started in July 2010 and was completed in August 2011. It was funded as a 
“Legacy Project” from the STCRC which ceased its operations at the end of the 2009/2010 financial year. 

The project was funded as a “Legacy Project” from the STCRC partners’ funds remaining when STCRC ceased 
its operations on 30 June 2010 following 13 years as Australian tourism’s scientific and strategic research 
organisation. The STCRC’s support for this project has been its most significant investment in a single 
undertaking. 

The project provided a suite of performance indicators to measure the Australian tourism industry at the 
national and destination levels. The indicators allow for: 

• comparisons of tourism performance at the national and regional levels over time 
• comparison between destinations and best practice benchmarking 
• quadruple bottom line decision making by government and industry 
• development and testing of future scenarios for tourism planning 
• comparisons of tourism performance with other industries and land uses (as other sector 

performance measures become available). 

Overall framework objective: measuring the “value-added” by tourism 

“Value-added” is a composite measure of the industry’s contributions to economic, environmental and social 
progress. The final indicator framework is designed to provide this information across a number of important 
areas. That is, the framework illustrates the major ways in which the tourism industry contributes or could 
contribute to the sustainable development of the economy, the environment and society.  

This report 

This report is the first of three final reports from the project.  

The three final reports are: 

1.  Final Report No. 1: Presenting the Framework, (this report) which provides a summary of how the 
framework was prepared, introduces its main features and indicates how the information is 
presented. 

2.  Final Report No. 2: Preparing the Framework, which outlines the process undertaken to develop the 
indicator framework.  

3. Final Report No. 3: Detailed Indicator Framework, which provides the details of the proposed 
indicator framework including sources of information and data. 

While each of the reports is intended to be a stand-alone document, and to be comprehensible and useful for 
the specific purposes summarised above, they are interlinked and hence, where appropriate, cross-
referenced.  It will be most helpful to regard them as suite of reports in which further details on specific issues 
are generally to be found in one of the other linked reports. 
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This report is divided into two sections: Section 1 provides the summary of how it has been developed and 
introduces its main features.  Section 2 indicates how the information collected for the indicators in the 
framework could be presented in a set of linked scorecards. 



Australian Tourism Sustainability Performance Indicators October 2011 

 

Final Report No. 1: Presenting the Framework  7 

 

1. The recommended framework 

Preparing the framework 

Project Phases 

The project was conducted in three phases, summarised in Figure 1.  
 
The final indicator framework recommended by the ISF research team is based on the framework designed in 
the first phase, which was refined and revised on the basis of extensive consultations with potential users of 
the indicators from across the tourism industry and a detailed assessment of the availability of data and 
information on the possible measures. 
 

 

 

In Phase A, completed in November 2010,  the ISF team undertook a comprehensive review of a wide range of 
indicator frameworks which have been developed and/or are in use in Australia and internationally.  For each 
framework the aims were to assess themes covered and the specific indicators selected; and to find out who 
designed the framework, who used it and what it was used for. The overall aim of the review was to provide 
the basis for a broad set of possible indicators and an approach which would be relevant and feasible 
nationally and for destinations in Australia. The frameworks reviewed included general wellbeing indicator 
frameworks, tourism indicator frameworks, and more specific sustainable tourism indicator frameworks.  In 
this review phase the research team also investigated planning regulations used to monitor and report on 
tourism activities, and it investigated accreditation schemes in use nationally, at the state level and at 
individual destinations around Australia.  

In Phase B, in early 2011, the research team conducted discussions with local industry stakeholders in four 
case study destinations that were selected to be broadly representative of the range of Australian 
destinations where tourism is significant and which ensured country-wide relevance. These destinations were: 
Sydney, the Gold Coast, Darwin-Kakadu and Margaret River. Based on these consultations and additional 
assessments of data availability in the target locations, the indicator framework was reviewed and revised. 
Over 50 stakeholder organisations were consulted across the four destinations including: local government 
organisations; state government organisations; regional tourism organisations; industry associations; and 
private operators/businesses.  

Figure 1: Process of developing the framework  
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For Phase C the ISF research team conducted a second round of consultations in May and June 2011. These 
consultations focused on the proposed content of the framework and on the availability of relevant data, both 
nationally and in five destinations (the four destinations visited in the second phase plus Cairns /Far North 
Queensland). The national consultations included discussions with the Working Groups established for the 
National Long Term Tourism Strategy.   During this phase there was an intensive review of the availability of 
relevant data to inform the framework.  

To accompany the recommended indicator framework, the ISF Research Team has also developed a proposal 
for how the information could be represented for the industry nationally and for each destination with a 
linked set of “scorecards” including a summary of the overall progress across all the indicators, and more 
detailed scorecards for each indicator.  This proposal is contained in Section 2 of this report 

In addition to the consultations conducted during the second and third phases of the research, the research 
team has prepared detailed reports for and consulted with the National Steering Committee at each stage of 
the project.  

Managing the development and implementation of the indicator framework  

During the consultations on the framework, issues were raised about which national organisations might take 
responsibility for its implementation and how implementation might be resourced. These questions were not 
within the terms of reference for this project.  However, the NTA has coordinated separate discussions with 
stakeholder organisations represented on the National Steering Committee to identify strategies for national 
management/coordination of the indicator framework. It is understood that these discussions will continue 
when the design of the indicator framework (the task of this project) is complete.  . 

The design of the framework 

Building on and extending international best practice 

There is international interest in and commitment to developing sustainability indicators for tourism.  Since 
the international commitment to sustainable development made at the Earth Summit in 1992, a multitude of 
indicator frameworks and indicator sets have been prepared both for specific sectors and at the international, 
national and regional levels. However these general sustainability indicator frameworks do not typically 
consider tourism as a main theme, and therefore cannot be used to directly monitor tourism development or 
the sustainability of the tourism industry. To date, research on sustainability indicators for tourism has tended 
to focus on identifying indicators for use in managing tourism development and in monitoring the negative 
impacts of tourism on particular destinations. There are existing sustainability indicator frameworks for 
tourism destinations which are both useful and applicable for this project. The most notable of these are the 
Indicators of Sustainable Development for Tourism Destinations published by the UN World Tourism 
Organization (WTO) in 2004. These guidelines have been used as a point of reference for this project, 
particularly in developing the specific indicators and measures detailed in Final Report No.3: The Detailed 
Indicator Framework.  

The European Union has also committed itself to general policies for sustainability in tourism and, in the past 
two years has been developing an indicator framework for use in destinations. The European Commission’s 
Sustainable Tourism Group (TSG) produced a core set of indicators in collaboration with the Network of 
European Regions for a Sustainable and Competitive Tourism established two years earlier. Initial testing of 
these core indicators was carried out in 2010 and in mid-2011. The EU released a tender for a project to 
investigate the feasibility of a Europe-wide system of tourism indicators for the sustainable management of 
destinations and to make recommendations to local/ national/ European stakeholders for its implementation 
The content and timing of the TSG’s and the EU’s progress with these indicators provides confirmation that 
the indicator framework presented here is consistent with international leading edge research and industry 
thinking. 

Target users  

The principal target users for the indicator framework (agreed in an early decision by the project National 
Steering Committee) are the organisations involved in destination management – key front-line decision-
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makers on the issues and challenges relating to sustainable tourism. The framework is intended for general 
use by stakeholders, and is not solely for technical specialists 

Other potential users for whom it has been designed include: 

 tourism administrations and other public authorities at the regional and national levels, who may need to 
aggregate data from several sites or destinations 

 tour operators, transportation companies and other service providers 

 on-site managers of specific attractions, natural and cultural sites or protected areas, and those who 
manage product development 

 facility planners and managers for resorts, accommodation and other tourism establishments 

 researchers and students dealing with tourism-related development issues 

 members of interest groups, community organisations and the host community, who wish to be informed 
participants in the development of the tourism industry 

 informed tourists, who wish to understand and help maintain the basis for their tourism. 

Linking the framework to the National Long-Term Tourism Strategy 

This was an independent research project, working to terms of reference established at the conclusion of the 
Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre and funded through “legacy” funds from the STCRC.  
However, any performance information or management system is most useful when it is linked to and 
informs objectives or strategies.  So, the project has taken the 2009 National Long-Term Tourism Strategy 
(NLTS) to be the general point of reference for the industry’s strategy.  In addition, while this was not part of 
the initial terms of reference for the research, consultations in Phase C of the project were extended to 
include national working groups established to take forward and develop action plans for the NLTS .  A 
separate appendix in the accompanying report, Final Report No.3: Detailed Indicator Framework, identifies 
how the framework relates to the priorities of the respective working groups under the NLTS. 

Measuring influence and impact 

The primary objective of the project was to assess the economic, social and environmental value added by 
tourism. However, organisations in the tourism industry are interested in factors affecting them (i.e. factors 
which influence tourism) as well as their own performance (i.e. the impacts of tourism).  Influence indicators 
describe tourism’s operating environment. They can inform the sector about ’external’ trends and pressures 
likely to affect performance and so they are useful for helping to project or plan for the future. Impact 
indicators relate to tourism’s own ‘performance,’ reflecting what is important to stakeholders and the 
Australian community. They deal with trends that tourism can explicitly influence or control, and can be used 
by the tourism sector to communicate to key stakeholders (government, community and visitors) about the 
industry’s positive contribution, or the value added by tourism. They can also be used by the industry to plan 
changes in practices to minimise any negative impacts on the Australian community. The recommended 
framework therefore includes both influence and impact indicators 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 2: The framework incorporates both influence and impact indicators 
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Framework architecture 

The framework’s ‘architecture’ developed in the first phase of the project was adapted from the ABS’s 
Measuring Australia’s Progress framework

1
. The framework provides indicators across three key domains – 

economy, environment and society which reflect the core elements of what is generally referred to as the 
“triple bottom line”.  Within each domain, there are a number of headline areas – key components that 
research shows influence tourism or which are the most important for assessing its impact. For each headline 
area, there are indicators that reveal in more detail the significant drivers or the aspects of value 
added/impact. For each indicator there are a number of possible measures – the actual data and information 
collected and assessed to tell us how things are progressing for that indicator.   

The recommended indicator framework  

Final proposed framework architecture: domains, headlines and cross cutting issues 

Figure 3 summarises the recommended overall architecture of the framework at the domain and headline 
levels after revisions and adjustments were made following national and destination consultations.  In 
response to the two rounds of consultation, three significant additions were made to the domain and headline 
levels of the framework.  

Underlying issue: Strategic Coordination 

Feedback from consultations revealed an interest in developing indicators and measures to track how the 
various parts of the tourism sector work together for the benefit of the industry overall, for example to 
develop common strategic targets and coordinated responses.  A separate, additional set of indicators has 
therefore been prepared to cover strategic coordination. 

Cross cutting highlighted issue: Risk and Resilience 

National and destination stakeholders are particularly concerned with the overall resilience of the industry 
(economically, environmentally and socially) and also with the risks the industry will face as it develops 
further. At the destination level, some local economies are heavily dependent on the tourism industry while in 
others, including some nationally and internationally significant destinations, tourism is important but not so 
fundamental to overall economic or social development. Issues related to risk and resilience have been 
incorporated into the framework by combining them into an ‘issue cluster’ – a set of issues which need to be 
highlighted and which need to be addressed as a whole rather than as separate issues and for which 
information can be drawn from specific indicators and measures from each of the domains.  

Cross cutting highlighted issue: Accessibility and Transport 

Accessibility and Transport is another issue that has been identified in consultations as a sector priority. To 
understand the real impact that changes to accessibility and transport have on a region, and to influence 
those changes, the issue should be understood in its entirety – including its economic, environmental and 
social components. As for Risk and Resilience, this issues cluster draws on information from specific indicators 
and measures from each of the three domains – highlighting the key information that tourism managers and 
planners should understand when addressing this issue.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Adapted from Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010, Measures of Australia’s Progress, Cat. 1370.0  
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Figure 3: Final proposed framework architecture: domains, headlines and cross 
cutting issues  
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The recommended indicators 

Figure 4 summarises the proposed indicators for each headline in the three domains, and for the underlying 
strategic coordination. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4: The recommended indicators 

CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES 

RISK AND RESILIENCE ACCESSIBILITY & TRANSPORT 
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Representation of cross-cutting issues 

Figure 5 indicates how the indicators in each of the domains would be combined to provide the cross cutting 
indicator “clusters” of Risk and Resilience and Accessibility and Transport. 

 

 

 

Data availability  

The proposed indicator framework covers the headlines, indicators and measures for which the ISF team has 
judged data or information is immediately available or could be available in the short term.  That is, it provides 
for an indicator and information system which could be delivered within two years. 

Achieving balance in the scorecard 

The project was to develop a “balanced” scorecard of indicators. In the final reviews and revisions, 
adjustments were  made to ensure that there is an optimum balance between the respective domains and 
headlines in terms of the numbers and coverage of indicators. This process aimed to ensure that the number 
of indicators was not too extensive since the intention was to identify key issues and aspects relevant across 
the industry.  

 

Figure 5: Representation of cross-cutting issues 
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The impact of tourism 

For many indicators it is a challenge to identify the specific impacts which are actually attributable to tourism 
and tourists – a restaurant or cafe located in a tourist destination will be serving meals, coffee, and drinks  to 
local residents as well as tourists. The attribution of impacts to tourism is most developed in the economic 
sphere where detailed conceptualisation and research over many years has developed the Tourism Satellite 
Accounts.  There is no comparable, robust conceptualisation and research to draw on for the environmental 
and social domains. The research therefore identified initial techniques of attribution based on how specific 
the sources of data and information are for impact indicators. These would initially provide only broad 
measures, or “orders of magnitude” rather than robust assessments. As the framework is developed and 
further detailed research is conducted, these proxy measures can be updated and replaced with more 
accurate estimations so that they can be improved over time.  
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2. Communicating the indicators with graphic summaries: 
proposed scorecard representation   

Scorecard architecture 

The proposed indicator framework ‘scorecard’ system has been adapted from the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics’ ‘Measures of Australia’s Progress’ framework. This is a way to present the indicator framework and 
data on specific measures in a way that is readily understandable to a broad audience. It recognises that users 
may need to orient themselves in the bigger picture of the framework, while also accessing specific 
information for a particular indicator. For this reason some of the scorecards summarise the high-level 
themes and the indicators proposed for each theme, while others ‘drill down’ into the detail for a proposed 
indicator.  

As shown in Figure 6, the proposed representation of the framework comprises the following scorecards: 

 the dashboard  

 comprehensive scorecard  

 single indicator report card(s)  

 cross-cutting issues report card.  

Each of these scorecards serves to provide an accessible representation of industry performance at the 
domain (economy, environment, society, and strategic coordination), headline (e.g. economic activity) and 
indicator levels.  

The use of colours and symbols is an attempt to make the information easy to interpret. It appeals to 
elements of visual communication, and recognises that in websites and reports, simple graphics can portray a 
rich array of information for readers in a readily accessible way that text alone fails to do.  Example graphics 
for illustrating performance trends are depicted in Figure 7.The scorecards are discussed in more detail below. 

This proposed approach could be further refined through the use of focus groups or other user-testing 
processes, once the specific of a target audience is determined for the framework.  

Interpreting the indicators 

Indicators are tools for reporting on trends and issues and the information they provide is used to aid 
decisions. The information provided by a measure is not by itself sufficient to inform management decisions – 
it will need to be interpreted in relation to a starting point (baseline), a trend, and a target (the overall 
objective). An increase or decrease in a single indicator or measure does not necessarily imply a positive or 
negative trend in relation to desired outcomes. This judgment must be made by whoever is using the 
indicators for reporting, and necessarily involves interpretation.  The illustrations provide here indicate how 
the assessments made based on the available data and measures can be represented  
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Figure 6: Architecture of framework scorecards 

 

 

Figure 7: Scorecard performance key 
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Scorecard 1 – The Dashboard  

The dashboard display or summary scorecard, shown in 

 

Figure 8, provides an overview of performance, similar in layout to the ABS ‘Measures of Australia’s Progress’ 
framework.

2
  The proposed headlines (e.g. economic activity, labour-force) in the economic, environmental 

and social domains, depict aggregated performance of all the indicators under each headline. It is suggested 
this consist of a weighted average of performance of all indicators sitting beneath a particular headline. 
Performance would need to be determined for each indicator in relation to a benchmark or target. There 
would be separate dashboards for national indicators and for each of the destinations. 

                                                           
2 Australian Bureau of Statistics, (2010), Measures of Australia's Progress. Cat. No. 1370 . Canberra.  
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Figure 8: Dashboard display 

` 
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Scorecard 2 – the Comprehensive scorecard 

The comprehensive scorecard, shown in Figure 9, provides a more detailed view of performance by depicting 
domains, headlines and indicators.  As with the dashboard, there would be separate comprehensive 
scorecards for national performance and for performance in each destination (the illustration in Figure 9 is for 
Tourist Town).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Comprehensive scorecard 
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Scorecard 3 – the indicator report card 

Indicator report cards provide information on the performance measured against a particular indicator. It 
provides the most detailed level of information in the scorecard system. An example of how an indicator 
scorecard could look is shown in Figure 10.  (This example has been prepared taking the relevant information 
from the recommended indicator framework about the measure itself and the source of data, then inserting a 
summary of industry performance from the 2010 State of the Industry Report prepared by TRA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Example of an indicator report card 
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Scorecard 4 – the Cross-cutting issues scorecard 

Indicators can be packaged in various ways. The two key issues of ‘Risk and Resilience’ and ‘Accessibility and 
Transport’ emerged from the consultations undertaken to inform the development of the tourism 
sustainability performance indicators. Figure 6 shows an example of a scorecard depicting information on the 
cross-cutting issues.  

 

Figure 11: Cross-cutting issues scorecard 
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Scorecard (and framework) connections 

The scorecard system is designed to reflect the architecture of the framework itself. The following 
illustrations depict the connections between domains, headlines and indicators in different scorecards.  

 

 

Figure 12: How the headlines in each domain link to the individual indicators in the domain 
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Figure 13: How the headlines and indicator lists link to individual indicator report cards 

 

 

Figure 14: How the cross cutting issue scorecards draw their information from indicator lists and indicator 
report cards 
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Figure 15: Linking the cross cutting issue summary on the dashboard to the cross cutting issue scorecard 
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