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Abstract: Large-scale tourism represents one of the main causes of environmental problems faced
by many seaside destinations in developing countries. A survey was carried out among tourists
in Punta Cana, the Dominican Republic, one of the most visited coastal destinations worldwide.
This study explores whether the destination is meeting tourists’ demand for sustainable practices and
whether the sustainable initiatives implemented, as perceived by tourists, have a role in explaining
tourists’ satisfaction. An importance-performance analysis and a principal component analysis,
followed by an ordered logit model, were performed. Findings show that tourists’ expectations in
terms of sustainability are not adequately met and that environmental and socioeconomic sustainability
are positively associated with tourists’ satisfaction.

Keywords: sustainable tourism development; coastal destinations; developing countries; large-scale
tourism; “sun and sand” package vacations; Punta Cana; the Dominican Republic; Caribbean

1. Introduction

“Sun and sand” tourism is one of the most popular travel activities [1] and a significant source
of income for seaside destinations in developing countries [2]. Tourism was regarded as “the great
hope” for less developed economies, being a source of foreign exchange earnings and employment
and the most feasible option for economic development [3]. The easiest way for developing countries
to increase tourism flows was to delegate tourism development and marketing to large multinational
operators [4]. Assuming to have low requirements from customers and little regulatory pressure,
large tour operators had few motivations to implement sustainable practices [5]. Curtin and Busby [6]
argued that “because they operate under the ‘economies of scale’ principle, they attempt to maximize
the number of tourists in a resort”. As a result of large-scale tourism development, many coastal
destinations in developing countries have been damaged [7]. Indeed, coastal areas are often the first
environments to experience the detrimental impacts of large-scale tourism [8]. As documented by
Torres-Bejarano et al. [9], the number of tourists is one of the main factors in explaining the degradation
of marine and coastal ecosystems.

For such reason, tourism sustainability in coastal destinations in developing countries is receiving
increasing attention from tourism researchers. Most of the studies consider the supply-side perspective
[e.g., hotels, tour operators). However, as claimed by Andrades-Caldito et al. [10], a demand-side
perspective is needed when it comes to assessing attributes of destination attractiveness. The novelty
of this paper lies in analyzing the role of sustainability from the tourists’ perspective. The conceptual
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approach was developed from existing tourism studies by including in the analysis a number of key
items to define the sustainability of a vacation at a coastal destination. The resulting questionnaire was
submitted to organized tourists in Punta Cana, the Dominican Republic (DR), a leading Caribbean
coastal destination characterized by package tourism.

Punta Cana, as well as other seaside destinations in developing countries, once famous for
heavenly beaches and marine biodiversity, has been caught in a loop in trying to attract as many
low-priced coastal packaged tourists as possible, with the consequence of losing its uniqueness and
environmental value. As argued by Miller [11], even though an explicit demand for sustainability
has still to be proven, there is growing evidence that organized tourists are not inclined to return to
unsustainable destinations.

In light of the above, this paper seeks to answer the following two research questions:
RQ1. Is Punta Cana meeting tourists’ demand for sustainable practices?
RQ2. Is there a positive relationship between the sustainable practices implemented, as perceived

by tourists, and satisfaction with the vacation?
An Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) was carried out to find out whether the destination is

meeting visitors’ expectations in terms of sustainability. In order to understand whether the sustainable
initiatives implemented, as perceived by tourists, have a role in explaining satisfaction with the
vacation, first a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was carried out to condense the large number of
variables into a smaller set. Then, the relationship among the components resulting from the PCA and
tourists’ satisfaction was tested through an ordered logit model.

Punta Cana, being a typical example of a coastal destination in a developing country of the
Caribbean, affected by several environmental problems due to rapid and uncontrolled tourism
development, was chosen as an applied case. Pentelow and Scott [12] posited that the Caribbean is
the most tourism-intensive area worldwide. The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) [13]
showed that the Caribbean is the area in the world with the highest tourism total contribution to
GDP (15.2%), to employment (13.8%), to total capital investment (12.9%), and to total exports (19.8%).
Notwithstanding, little and mostly outdated empirical work in international tourism journals has
focused on tourism sustainability in the Caribbean [14–20].

Tourism has been a key sector for the well-being of Caribbean states [20,21]. Caribbean countries
have focused on tourism as a primary economic development option [22] also due to the progressive
reduction in the export of agricultural products [23]. The Caribbean received 30.6 million international
visitors in 2017 [24], and tourism contributes $57.1 billion towards the region’s GDP, which represents
15.2% of its total GDP [25]. According to the “Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Report” of
the “World Economic Forum” (WEF), most Caribbean economies rely extensively on their famous
beaches and still need to address tourism competitiveness gaps: The DR is a typical example [26].
Most of the tourist arrivals in the DR, which is by far the Caribbean’s leading tourism country,
are concentrated in Punta Cana. Punta Cana is listed among the most tourism-penetrated seaside
destinations worldwide [27]. According to the “Euromonitor International’s Top City Destinations
Ranking”, Punta Cana ranks 58th among the 100 most visited destinations worldwide [28].

2. Theoretical Overview

The notion of tourism sustainability derives from the concept of sustainable development,
which was addressed for the first time in the publication “World Commission on Environment
and Development” known as the “Bruntland Report” (World Commission on Environment and
Development [29]. Aware of the environmental problems faced by several destinations worldwide,
a number of researchers have tried to understand and analyze tourism at the destination level from a
sustainability perspective. Several studies focused on the environmental side of sustainability [30,31].
Butler [32] stated that sustainability should not be reduced to environmental matters. As noted by
Swarbrooke [33], sustainable tourism is “tourism which is economically viable but does not destroy
the resources on which the future of tourism will depend, notably the physical environment and
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the social fabric of the host community”. Crouch and Ritchie [34] argued that a destination should
be environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable. The discussions about sustainability
seem to converge towards the idea that it rests at least on the three interrelated elements above.
For such reason, we included in our questionnaire variables related to the environmental, social,
and economic dimensions.

In the past few years, a growing interest in the subject area of tourism sustainability in coastal destinations
in developing countries has emerged. Applying a model of destination competitiveness [35,36] adapted
from the conceptual model of Crouch and Ritchie [34], Goffi, Cucculelli, and Masiero [37] established
the key role played by sustainability in fostering destination competitiveness in Rio de Janeiro and
Salvador de Bahia, two leading coastal destinations in South America. Solís-Radilla et al. [38] showed
the relevance of sustainability in the loyalty to Acapulco, a mature large-scale seaside destination
in Mexico. Cortés-Jiménez et al. [2] demonstrated that international tourism exchange earnings have
contributed considerably towards financing the imports of capital goods in Tunisia, a developing
country largely characterized by large-scale coastal tourism. However, international tourism receipts
cannot be considered as an effective engine of economic growth, because the country relies almost
exclusively on “low-differentiated, mass market-oriented resort hotels dominated by a few European
major tour operators” [2].

Lacking the necessary expertise, for many seaside destinations in developing countries the
most feasible option to sell and market their tourism products was to leave their tourism activities
in the hands of multinational operators. Tour operators have become a dominating force in the
holiday market, reaching a high share of tourists [39]. The last decade was characterized by the growth
of low cost airline companies, online travel agencies and tour operators, the expansion of the number
of independent travelers [40], and an intense price competition [41]. The tough market conditions were
not helpful in achieving more sustainability. When asked about the adoption of sustainability measures,
some tour operators responded that they had other priorities, such as filling the seats on charter flights,
and did not have enough time to think about sustainability [42,43]. As a result, tourism has created
numerous environmental problems and the degradation of the natural heritage in large-scale coastal
destinations in developing countries [44].

Several seaside destinations in developed countries have moved towards a more sustainable
approach of tourism development. The Balearic Islands, one of the world’s leading areas for seaside
tourism and a destination with high environmental problems, reacted to the decline in tourism revenues
by implementing sustainable development policies [1,45]. Also in the case of the Canary Islands,
the adoption of sustainable practices was the main strategy to overcome stagnation in tourism
flows [46]. Bardolet and Sheldon [47], analyzing the case of the Balearic Island and Hawaii, came to
the same conclusions. On the Spanish Mediterranean coastline, there are numerous examples of
maturing large-scale coastal destinations rejuvenating thanks to the implementation of sustainable
practices [48,49]. Andersen et al. [50] considered Denmark a best practice example of sustainability
in coastal tourism development, due to almost a century of laws and policies aimed at protecting
coastal areas.

This is not yet happening in most of the coastal destinations in developing countries such as
Punta Cana. Developed countries have benefited from more favorable conditions for the application of
sustainable practices, such as more funds, a better expertise in development and planning issues, and
more stable economic conditions [51].

For these reasons, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Punta Cana is underperforming in meeting tourists’ demand for sustainable practices.

As stated by Dolnicar, Crouch, and Long [52] “researchers still have only a limited understanding
of what tourist behavior can be considered as sustainable”. Environmental concerns have grown
considerably in the last few years and are affecting tourists’ needs and behaviors [53]. Cottrell et al. [54]
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demonstrated tourists’ sensitivity towards sustainability initiatives. Yaw [20] claimed that tourists
are becoming increasingly demanding and a major question is the environmental conservation of
the destinations. Miller [11] showed that unless there is no clear evidence of organized tourists’
demand for green products, they will not revisit unsustainable destinations. According to Alegre and
Garau [55], “for sun and sand destinations, the estimated model reveals that negative situations tied
in with overdevelopment, tourism congestion and the destination’s environmental degradation are
highly important in explaining tourists’ intention not to return”. Solís-Radilla et al. [38] showed that
sustainability mediated by tourists’ expectations and experiences influences their intention to return to
and to recommend Acapulco as a tourist destination.

Hence, a second hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There is a positive relationship between sustainable practices implemented, as perceived
by tourists, and visitors’ satisfaction.

A survey on a large sample of tour operators worldwide showed that smaller tour operators
specializing in nature and culture tourism are much more engaged in sustainability compared to
generalist and larger tour operators [56]. “Some overland, medium-sized and large sized tour operators
felt that huge consumer pressure would be needed before they made any changes on issues that they
did not regard as being at the core of their business” [57]. Tourists are the actors providing the initial
trigger for adopting sustainable initiatives [58]. The existence of a demand for sustainable tourism
can induce a transformation of the tourism sector in coastal destinations in developing countries
characterized by large-scale package tourism. For such reason, it is important to understand whether a
relationship between sustainability and tourists’ satisfaction exists.

3. The Case Study

The DR is by far the Caribbean’s main tourist country. In 2017, more than 6 million international
tourists visited the country (6.188 million), while their number did not exceed 1.8 million in 1995 [59].
In 2017, tourist arrivals grew by 3.8% compared to 2016 and by 50% compared to 2010 (4.125 million) [59].
In 2017, in the DR, the total contribution of tourism to GDP was more than 13,006 million dollars (17.2%
of GDP), tourism industry represented 15.9% of total employment, and visitor exports generated 38.7%
of total exports [13].

The DR accounts for 23.8% of all tourist arrivals in the Caribbean, and it is by far the foremost
country in terms of tourism arrivals, followed by Cuba (3.9 million) and Puerto Rico (3.7 million) [60].
The DR, with over 10 million inhabitants, is also the second-largest Caribbean nation after Cuba.
The DR is a place with outstanding natural resources and unique characteristics. The leading travel
guide publisher “Lonely Planet” has mentioned the DR among the best ten countries to visit in 2013;
“The country has all the elements of a perfect vacation destination. With sun-drenched beaches,
ecotourism, a rich culture of music and dance, influential art galleries and museums, and of course a
warm and welcoming people, it’s no surprise that the DR is about to see a new wave of visitors” [61].
The DR is one of the world’s leading destination for seaside tourism. It ranks 7th in the Americas for
the number of international tourist arrivals after “giants” such as the USA, Mexico, and Canada [60],
receiving a number of international tourists similar to Argentina (6.7 million) and Brazil (6.5 million),
countries that are 57 and 174 times larger than the DR, respectively. These numbers are indicative of
the pressure exerted by tourism on the delicate eco-system of the DR.

Tourism development in the DR was fostered by the country’s process of democratization and
adoption of ‘neo-liberal’ reforms in the 1970s and 1980s [62]. The DR has been one of the main
trade liberalizers in the Caribbean [63], and its tourism development has been controlled by foreign
multinational companies, which have established first-class hotels and lodge facilities, mainly in the
Punta Cana area. In the DR, a few destinations account for the majority of tourist arrivals, while other
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areas are hardly visited. Three fifths of the tourist flow (58.9% of the visitors) in the DR is concentrated
in Punta Cana [64].

Punta Cana is situated in the municipality of Higüey in La Altagracia Province, and it is the
easternmost tip of the DR. Punta Cana proper is no more than a small settlement near the airport, but
it is so important for tourism that the entire East Coast is referred to by this name, covering about
420,000 m2, with a 100-kilometre coastline and an estimated population of 100,000 people. The name
Punta Cana derives from the cane palms in the area, meaning “tip of the white cane palms”. Punta Cana
has been a famous destination since the 1970s, and it has become a major attraction for organized
tourists over the last two decades due to its idyllic white sand beaches and turquoise water. As of 2017,
Punta Cana can count on more than 40 thousand hotel rooms [65] (in 1995, there were about 8 thousand
hotel rooms) and, according to the CEO of the Punta Cana Group, there are plans to reach 50 thousand
in the next few years [66], in a seemingly endless growth. In the last two decades, there has been an
enormous growth in foreign-owned, luxury chain hotels aimed at attracting high-spending tourists.
The growth of tourism flows and hotels is creating even more strain on the fragile local ecosystems.

Punta Cana is by far the destination generating most of the tourism revenues in the DR and among
the most tourism-penetrated destinations worldwide [27]. With less than 100 thousand inhabitants,
Punta Cana tops the list of the tourism destinations in Latin America with an estimated US$2.7 billion
visitor spending, followed by Buenos Aires and Mexico City (US$2.3 billion) [67]. With 4.3 million
tourists arrivals, Punta Cana ranks 2nd among the top cities in Latin America, after Cancun (6.3 million),
followed by Santiago de Chile and Lima (2.6 million), Buenos Aires and Mexico City (2.4 million),
and Rio de Janeiro (2.3 million) [28]. Punta Cana International Airport was constructed in 1984 and it
is privately owned; now it is one of the busiest airports in Latin America [67]. Punta Cana received
1.428 million North American tourists, 565 thousand Canadians, and 489 thousand South Americans,
1.016 million Europeans; tourist arrivals in Punta Cana grew by a further 5.6% in 2017 compared to
2016 [64]. Punta Cana had a 82.8% hotel occupancy rate in 2017 (compared to the 64% of Puerto Plata),
reaching the peak in July (93%), followed by January and February (90%) [68].

4. Methods

For the purpose of this study, a survey instrument was created. The items used in the questionnaire
were based on the papers exposed in the above literature review dealing with the main pillars of the
sustainability of a vacation—environmental, sociocultural, and economic—translated into several
items to assess the sustainable initiatives implemented in Punta Cana. The questionnaire was pretested
on fifteen tourism practitioners and researchers; subsequently, a pilot test was carried out on 30 tourists.
The questionnaire was translated into five languages; Spanish, Italian, English, Dutch, and French.
The respondents were asked for their email address and to complete the online questionnaire when
back home, in order to obtain quality responses at the end of their vacation. Altogether, 1450 surveys
were mailed to organized tourists, and 307 usable surveys were returned.

Following the methodology applied in Sörensson and Von Friedrichs’ work [69], tourists were
asked to evaluate the identified sustainable initiatives and the importance of some attributes related
to sustainability of the vacation on a 5-point Likert scale. Each of the importance features had a
performance counterpart that tourists had to assess in the list of identified sustainable initiatives
implemented in Punta Cana. They were also asked to rate their satisfaction with the vacation on a
5-point Likert scale.

To answer RQ1 (“Is Punta Cana meeting tourists’ demand for sustainable practices?”), an IPA
was performed. IPA has been used in a variety of applications, being an “easily-applied technique
for measuring attribute importance and performance” [70]. As recommended by Azzopardi and
Nash [71], instead of the classic “four quadrants” methodology, a diagonal, “iso-rating line”—that
gives information regarding the satisfaction/dissatisfaction situation for each attribute whatever the
quadrant position is—was introduced for the current analysis (Figure 1). According to Sever [72],
the iso-rating line “is arguably a more suitable method for identifying areas of concern, compared
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to the subjective thresholds-selection method, as it directly focuses on differences in satisfaction and
importance ratings”.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 14 
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Figure 1. Importance-Performance Analysis.

To answer RQ2 (“Is there a positive relationship between sustainability and tourists’ satisfaction?”),
an ordered logit model was estimated for overall satisfaction. The components obtained from
the previous PCA analysis were included in the regression as explanatory variables. In addition,
tourists’ socio-demographic and trip characteristics were also used as independent variables (sex, age,
education, country of origin, size of the travel party, number of organized trips in the last ten years,
number of previous visits to the DR, and number of previous trips with the tour operator). The variables
that were not statistically significant were removed and the final model was re-estimated.

5. Results

As reported in Table 1, the 307 respondents have a heterogeneous profile with about half of
them (52%) being women, 41% holding university education (and 49% non-university education),
mostly travelling with friends or partners, and mainly aged between 30 and 60 years.

To answer RQ1, an IPA was performed. The importance-performance scores are shown in Table 2.
All the importance-performance spots are statistically significant.

As emerges from Figure 1, all the variables are well below the iso-rating line, in the “area of
concern”, indicating that sustainability is a critical factor that needs to be enhanced in order to meet
tourists’ expectations, thus confirming the first hypothesis of the study. Tourists consider marine
preservation, environmental preservation and local culture as the most important across all of the
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indicators, scoring an importance value above ‘4’, with overall destination performance judged as not
satisfactory (below ‘3.5’). High levels of importance, above ‘3.7’, are also attributed to local gastronomy,
interaction with locals, and to low impact constructions, with destination performance also considered
as not satisfactory (below ‘3.2’).

Table 1. Sample’s descriptive statistics.

Variable % Variable %

Sex Country of
residence

Male 47.7 Europe 79.9
Female 52.3 America 14.8

Age Asia 3.3

18–29 10.7 Oceania 2.0

30–44 48.7 Travel companion

45–59 34.8 Alone 3.0
60 and over 5.8 Friends 31.3

Education Partner 48.0

Non-university
education 49.3 Family 10.5

University
education 40.7 Other 7.2

Table 2. Importance-performance scores.

Importance Performance Difference T-Value Significance

(rank) (rank)

Marine preservation 4.09 3.06 1.03 6.816 0.000
Local gastronomy 3.82 3.06 0.76 9.200 0.000

Interactions with locals 3.76 3.04 0.72 9.027 0.000
Local culture 4.15 3.46 0.69 9.600 0.000

Environmental
protection 4.04 3.35 0.69 8.337 0.000

Social initiatives 2.64 2.09 0.55 7.246 0.000
Low impact

constructions 3.70 3.15 0.55 6.438 0.000

Local products 3.35 3.05 0.30 3.294 0.001

Results of the IPA analysis indicate that Punta Cana should focus on improving marine preservation,
which scored the higher difference between importance and destination performance. This issue
appears to represent the first area of intervention for the local tourism policy makers in order to meet
tourists’ expectations. A further priority area of intervention is environmental protection. IPA results
also suggest that not only marine and environmental protection measures should be improved, but also
that the linkages with local gastronomy and culture, and the interactions with the local community
should be enhanced. In other words, the beach resort sites should not be self-sufficient complexes
isolated from the local community and businesses. Local residents, culture, and activities are part of
the tourism product that tourists want to experience. Further areas to improve are the environmental
impact of constructions, the social initiatives, and the offer of local products.

To answer RQ2, a PCA and an ordered logit model were performed. “Bartlett’s test of sphericity”
and the “Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin” (KMO) statistic were calculated to detect if the information provided
by the initial variables can be summarized in a few factors [73]. The value of the KMO is equal to 0.913,
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which is considered very adequate, and “Barlett’s test of sphericity” yields a significant Chi-Square
value (χ = 1750.24, Sig. 0.000). This confirms the appropriateness of the PCA for this study. Cronbach’s
Alpha was also calculated for each component, confirming the reliability of the variables, as showed in
Table 3

Table 3. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of sustainability assessment.

Components Loadings Variance (%) Communalities Cronbach’s Alpha

C1. Environmental Sustainability 28.338 0.861

Ecological building materials 0.820 0.718
Preservation of native vegetation 0.789 0.634

Low-impact constructions 0.728 0.532
Preservation of natural reserves 0.708 0.587

Eco-friendly local transports 0.668 0.579
Environmental information 0.576 0.612

C2. Socioeconomic Sustainability 27.160 0.852

Promotion of local gastronomy 0.760 0.584
Promotion of local products 0.756 0.582

Promotion of local tours 0.709 0.503
Interactions with locals 0.657 0.566

Cultural information 0.645 0.540
Preservation of local culture 0.628 0.557
Promotion of local initiatives 0.525 0.441
Promotion of local businesses 0.491 0.334

KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.913
Bartlett’s test of sphericity 1750.24

0.000

The PCA revealed two components, explaining 55.5% of the variance. The variables incorporated
into each component are displayed in Table 3. The first component explains 28.3% of the variation.
This component covers the concept of “environmental sustainability” and is associated with
environmental practices, including preservation of native vegetation and natural reserves, low-impact
of constructions and buildings, environmental information, and eco-friendly transports. The second
component (27.2%) refers to “socioeconomic sustainability” and groups items such as the promotion
of local products, gastronomy, tours, businesses and initiatives, the preservation of local culture,
cultural information, and interactions with locals.

Table 4 summarizes the results of the effects of the PCA components on the dependent variable.
The results of the regression analysis show that both components—“environmental sustainability” and
“socio-economic sustainability”—are positively associated at a significant level to tourists’ satisfaction,
corroborating the existence of a positive relationship between the sustainable initiatives implemented,
as perceived by tourists, and satisfaction with the vacation, thus confirming the second hypothesis of
the study.

Table 4. Ordered logit estimations for the effects of sustainability components on tourist satisfaction.

Coefficient Standard Error Significance

C1. Environmental Sustainability 0.472 0.124 0.000
C2. Socioeconomic Sustainability 0.458 0.126 0.000

Model fitting (Sig.) 517.308 (0.000)
Goodness of Fit
Pearson (Sig.) 570.321 (0.055)

Deviance (Sig.) 517.308 (0.500)
Nagelkerke Pseudo-R2 0.254

Test of parallel lines (Sig.) 493.009 (0.445)
Number of observations 272
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6. Discussion

This study explores whether Punta Cana is meeting visitors’ expectations in terms of sustainability
and whether the sustainable initiatives implemented, as perceived by tourists, have a role in explaining
their satisfaction with the vacation.

Findings show that Punta Cana is not adequately meeting tourists’ demand for sustainable practices.
As shown by the IPA analysis, the importance level of all attributes related to sustainability is greater than
their performance level. In other words, all sustainability attributes are issues on which the destination
should strongly concentrate and invest. More importantly, however, this paper demonstrates the
influence of sustainability initiatives in explaining tourists’ satisfaction.

This study shows the key relevance of environmental issues, which strongly emerges in the
significance of the component “environmental sustainability” in explaining tourists’ satisfaction. The DR
has been characterized by a form of tourism development harmful to the island’s delicate ecosystems [27].
The local tourism industry faces environmental critical problems, such as underground and coastal
water pollution, congestion of beaches, deforestation, overuse of resources, overexploitation of aquifers,
degradation of ecosystems, and coral reef erosion [74–76]. In the last few years, nature has been
gradually replaced by tourism constructions; luxurious resort complexes, and cities planned for foreign
ownership (such as, for example, Cap Cana) have been built in Punta Cana [77]. Empirical evidence
shows that the lack of attention to environmental protection is not only detrimental to the local
ecosystem, but can also have a negative impact on tourists’ satisfaction. Environmental stress threatens
the key resource on which the destination depends; its attractive environment.

Aware of the environmental problems faced by the coastal destinations in the DR, the government
has recently decided to move towards a more sustainable policy framework. In May 2019, in
Punta Cana, the “Roadmap for Low Carbon and Resource Efficient Accommodation in the Dominican
Republic” [78] was launched jointly with the United Nations Environment Programme. The roadmap
identifies five objectives for accommodation facilities in the country; specifically, reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, non-renewable energy use, food waste; eliminating single-use plastics; adopting
sustainability certifications. The hope is that the implementation of the program will lead to substantial
improvements in the sustainability performance of the local tourism industry.

Results show the role of the component “socioeconomic sustainability” in explaining
tourists’ satisfaction. This component contains several variables related to local economic linkages,
such as promotion of local gastronomy, tours, products, businesses and initiatives. This in turn
means that tourism linkages with the local economy should be fostered not only to improve local
well-being, but also to increase tourists’ satisfaction. Tourism is the key sector of the country’s economy.
Its contribution to the GDP amounts to 18%, generating about 20% of jobs in the country (direct and
indirect), and gross income exceeds 4 billion dollars [79]. Nevertheless, the population in the DR has
benefited only to a small extent from the growth of this sector. In developing countries, a large share of
the economic benefits of tourism are lost due to high leakages of tourism revenues [80–82].

The history of the DR is characterized, as it is elsewhere in the Caribbean region, by colonial
maladministration and plantation slavery [83], a legacy that seems to continue to inhibit
economic growth. The DR has experienced growing debt problems, unemployment, and high
inflation; according to the World Bank data, more than a third of the country’s total population is
living in poverty [84] (almost 20% in extreme poverty), with a shortage of basic food and sanitary and
health problems. In rural areas, half of the population is constituted by poor people [85]. The fast
development of tourism in Punta Cana has induced many people to move to the coastal region of
Punta Cana in search of formal or informal job opportunities in tourism, but has also led to several
endemic urbanization problems. Workers migrated to the surrounding areas, with shantytown areas
housing hundreds of Dominican and Haitian tourism workers. Such unplanned and chaotic growth
has resulted in several problems in environmental and public health management, such as a lack of
sanitation facilities and solid waste disposal or sewerage systems, and poor road conditions and public
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transport system [74–76]. Leon [86] showed that seaside tourism had a positive impact on rural livings
standards in the DR, improving well-being and raising various families from poverty.

These outcomes underscore the importance of adopting a wider strategy to support local
tourism businesses. The focus of tourism plans should shift from providing low-cost workers in
response to the tourism industry’s request, to local empowerment and human resource capacity
building [87]. Greater attention should be paid to local economic linkages in order to maximize
economic impacts on the local economy and to meet tourists’ expectations.

Our findings contribute to the existing debate on the sustainability of coastal destinations in
developing countries by showing a demand for sustainable tourism. The results are consistent with
the evidence that if coastal destinations in developing countries will not adopt a more sustainable
structure of tourism development they could lose most of their appeal. Indeed, as claimed by Aguiló,
Alegre, and Sard [45], “the model’s persistence, in the long term, must be based on the adaptation of
the sun-and-sand tourism model within the framework of sustainable development.” In light of the
observed results, our findings suggest that policy legislation and regulation in seaside destinations
in developing countries should be directed at stimulating tour operators’ investment in sustainable
practices. From the environmental side, the implementation of environmental certifications, together
with other initiatives of environmental management, may represent an effective way of enhancing
sustainable outcomes [88].

With the present paper, we have aimed to advance the existing literature on tourism sustainability
by gleaning new insights into the positive effects of sustainability on tourists’ satisfaction in coastal
destinations in developing countries; however, our study is not free from limitations. One limitation of
this study is represented by the number of respondents, which, for the type of analysis employed, can be
considered relatively small. Thus, future studies are encouraged to utilize a larger sample to confirm
the relationships found in this work. Despite a relatively narrow sample size, these results should be
considered as a first step to understanding the importance of sustainability in coastal destinations in
developing countries from a demand point of view. A further possible limitation might be represented
by the ability of tourists to assess some of the variables related to sustainability. The paper was aimed
at analyzing visitors’ perceptions towards sustainability, which may differ from the actual level of
sustainability of the destination. In fact, sustainability discourses are mainly concentrated on the
supply side, not adequately considering the influence of the demand side [6]. Therefore, this study
can be considered as an initial attempt to investigate the sustainability initiatives implemented in a
coastal destination from a demand perspective. To enhance the generalizability of results from this
study, replication for further coastal destinations in developing countries is encouraged.
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