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Abstract — This paper presents the European Protected Area Network (PAN Parks) approach (mixed methods) 
for monitoring resident beliefs about the benefits of PAN Parks status and satisfaction with tourism development. 
Comparison of results and lessons learned from studies done in Poland, Bulgaria, and Finland are given. Hypoth-
esizes imply that economic, socio‑cultural, ecological, and institutional dimensions of sustainable tourism influ-
ence perceived benefits of PAN Park status and satisfaction with tourism development. As residents’ satisfaction 
with the economic, socio-cultural, institutional and ecological aspects of sustainable tourism increase, so do be-
liefs about the benefits of PAN Park status and satisfaction with tourism development in the PAN Park regions.

Index Terms — Sustainability, tourism, indicators, monitoring.

——————————   u   ——————————

1	 IntroductIons

Monitoring the role of PAN Parks 
(Protected Area Network) in com-
munity development via sustainable 

tourism is a goal of the PAN Parks founda-
tion [1]. In 2005, the PAN Parks Foundation 
implemented a research methodology to ex-
amine the success of the PAN Parks certifi-
cation program. PAN Parks argues that apart 
from improved protection and management 
practice, local businesses and communities 
profit from PAN Park’s status as well. Yet, the 
socio‑economic benefits are less visible than 
those for conservation. 

An important part of the PAN Parks con-
cept is cooperation with local stakeholders 
on implementation of sustainable tourism, 
in other words, the socio-economic aspects 
[2]. These aspects are examined by the PAN 
Parks research network. The ecological as-
pects are not the focus of the network since 
the National Parks involved in PAN Parks 
conduct much of the scientific research re-
lated to biodiversity.

A sustainability framework provides the 
theoretical lens to guide the research proc-
ess [3]. Figure 1 shows those dimensions im-
portant to a holistic approach to sustainable 
development.

This presentation examines the relative 
contribution of four sustainability dimensions 
in predicting residents’ beliefs about the ben-
efits of PAN Park status at PAN Park locations 
in Finland, Bulgaria, and Poland and satisfac-
tion with tourism development as determined 
from three studies using a similar methodol-
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ogy. It is hypothesized that economic, socio-
cultural, ecological, and institutional dimen-
sions of sustainable tourism would influence 
perceived benefits of PAN Park status and 
satisfaction with tourism development. The 
ecological dimension emphasizes the need 
to reduce pressure on the physical environ-
ment. The economic dimension considers 
human needs for material welfare (e.g., em-
ployment) in a framework that is competi-
tive and stable. The social dimension refers 
to individuals’ skills, dedication, experiences 
and resulting behavior. The institutional di-
mension calls for strengthening people’s par-
ticipation in political governance. Dimension 
indices were based on 5-10 survey items with 
reliability coefficients ranging from .66 to .91 
for each of the studies. 

Fig. 1. Sustainability Framework [3]

2	 Methods

2.1 Techniques

A mixed methodology including a 4-page 
questionnaire and a 10 question semi-struc-
tured interview protocol was developed as 
the basis of the research method. In 2005, 
the methodology was pilot tested at Bieszc-
zady National Park in Poland using a Polish 
translation. A PAN Parks methods manual 
[5] was written as a guide to conduct similar 
studies in all certified PAN Parks. Baseline 
studies among all of the parks using a similar 
methodology will allow the PAN Parks Foun-
dation to compare data between parks and 
to help learn from the different studies. The 

methodology will be repeated over the years 
to measure change in beliefs, opinions, atti-
tudes, values and impacts over time.

To date, the research has been done at 
Bieszczady NP in Poland (as a pilot test) [4], 
Retezat NP in Romania, Central Balkan NP 
in Bulgaria and Oulanka NP in Finland [4]. 

The PAN Parks methodology is a tool 
used to gain insight into who the protected 
area stakeholders are, in what way they 
are involved in tourism development, and in 
what way they perceive the four dimensions 
of sustainability. Several sub-questions are 
included to measure general feelings about 
tourism development, PAN Park benefit to 
local businesses, local communities, and 
sustainable development. In addition, ques-
tions address social change and perceptions 
of those changes, company involvement in 
the decision making processes in the park 
region, and economic benefits for local en-
trepreneurs. Both PAN Park partners and 
non-partners are included in the study which 
consists of two phases as a mixed methods 
approach.

2.2 Sampling Technique 

Sample methods include onsite self-adminis-
tered surveys and mail surveys with follow-up 
mailings (e.g., post card reminder). 

An onsite self-administered survey was 
conducted in Poland and partially in Bulgaria 
and in Finland, and was primarily directed 
towards PAN Park’s partners and tourism 
stakeholders that participated in the inter-
views as well. This was done as a means to 
corroborate findings between the question-
naire and stakeholder interviews. A mail sur-
vey with a postage paid self-return envelope 
was done in Romania, Bulgaria and Finland. 
An 80% response rate was received from a 
convenience sample (n=92) in the Central 
Balkan NP region of Bulgaria [6]. In Finland, 
we received a 31% response rate from a ran-
dom sample of households in the summer of 
2007 [5]. This is a moderate response level 
considering the post card reminder with its 
drawing for prizes; however the modified mail 
survey approach (2 mailings versus 3 or 4) 
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1 Actual data are not presented from the Polish, Bulgarian, 
and Finnish studies due to space limitations (see [2], [5], 
[6]). 
2 Parks must develop an STDS with representatives of the 
various interest groups (e.g., tourism, local community).

resulted in a response rate equivalent to oth-
er studies using a mail survey and postcard 
reminder only. In Romania only a few returns 
were received with most of the surveys done 
onsite. 

The studies at both Retezat NP in Roma-
nia and Central Balkan NP in Bulgaria were 
done by Masters students and would be con-
sidered pilot studies with small samples. The 
study recently completed at Oulanka NP in 
Finland is the first study with a relatively ro-
bust sample and serves as a model approach 
for future studies [5]. Researchers from the 
Oulanka Research Station, PAN Parks Foun-
dation, and Colorado State University con-
ducted the study as an interdisciplinary team 
and represents the ideal approach sought for 
future studies. 

Semi-structured interviews tend to provide 
the most insightful knowledge about the ef-
fectiveness of PAN Parks. There have been 
modifications to the questions given at each 
study site due to the type of interviewees, 
cultural context and experience of the inter-
viewer. Interviews were conducted in Roma-
nia and Poland using onsite native speakers 
as the interviewers with direct translation into 
English at some point following the interview. 
In Bulgaria, the researcher was a Bulgarian 
while both Finnish and English speakers con-
ducted the interviews in Finland. Interviews 
are meant to be voice recorded, however as 
was the case in Romania, interviewees were 
much more open to talk when the voice re-
corder was turned off. Although a standard 
interview protocol is available, onsite condi-
tions such as language, terminology, and in-
terviewer experience are always considered.

Statistical analysis for the studies include 
descriptives and multivariate analysis (e.g., 
regression, analysis of variance, and struc-
tural equation modeling.  Textual analysis is 
used for the qualitative data.

3	 results	&	dIscussIon

Results are presented as implications for  
sustainable tourism development, park man-
agment and PAN Parks1. 

3.1 Sustainable tourism development 

People living around protected areas expect 
the park to serve as a magnet for tourists. Is 
tourism marketing the park’s responsibility for 
the region? Local expectations are often too 
high with short term expectations. The study 
in Poland showed that local businesses ex-
pected an increase in domestic and interna-
tional visitors to the park since its verification 
in 2002. Obviously unrealistic, such expecta-
tions led to local dissatisfaction and disillusion 
with PAN Parks.

Direct contact between local stakehold-
ers and park management is necessary for 
the Sustainable Tourism Development Strat-
egy’s2 (STDS) to work effectively. All stake-
holders feel better informed and more com-
mitted to achieving the set goals, and the 
process contributes to the feeling of having a 
say in the decision making process. 

Indicators and standards for sustainable 
tourism: Survey questions measuring the 
four dimensions of sustainability (see Fig. 1) 
in essence represent potential sustainable 
tourism indicators. Indicators are measur-
able and manageable variables that reflect 
the essence or meaning of management 
objectives. Study items have been consist-
ent across research locations validating the 
application of a sustainability framework to 
monitor resident beliefs in the value of PAN 
Parks, benefits derived and feelings about 
sustainable tourism development. The next 
step is to create standards for the indicators. 
Standards are the minimum acceptable con-
dition for each indicator variable. For exam-
ple, what percent of local residents need to 
be satisfied with each dimension to claim that 
PAN Parks has made a positive contribution 
to the local region? Development of indicator 
specific standards is only possible with con-
tinued monitoring of tourism development.
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3.2 Park management

The various studies provide insight and un-
derstanding of the local situation and provide 
data that may be useful for park manage-
ment and tourism development in the region. 
Although, most of the results are park or site 
specific, findings show that people find it im-
portant to be informed about issues and to be 
involved in decision-making processes. Of-
ten opportunities exist for local participation, 
yet awareness of or familiarity with those op-
portunities is limited. The need for improved 
communication from park representatives to 
local communities has been a key recom-
mendation in many of the studies.

All over the world, people living close 
to protected areas tend to be less satisfied 
with tourism development. The Oulanka NP 
study revealed similar findings in a location 
well noted for quality management, nature 
protection, and tourism development. This 
alludes to the importance of communication 
strategies and the goals of the areas STDS 
– which forces parks to look externally to the 
buffer zones and local regions while thinking 
internally.

3.3 PAN Parks

At this point, local knowledge about PAN 
Parks is very limited, as you might expect 
for any initiative in its infancy. People know 
about PAN Parks but are not familiar with 
what the concept actually represents; this will 
take more time. However, in all the studies 
done, local expectations are quite positive, 
especially as it pertains to the environmental 
contribution of the PAN Parks certification as 
well as the socio-cultural contributions. 

Although cause-effect is not claimed, re-
search consistently shows that when famili-
arity with PAN Parks increases, satisfaction 
and positive feelings about tourism devel-
opment in the region is higher than in those 
respondents not familiar with PAN Parks. 
As beliefs in the benefits of PAN Parks in-
creases, so do the positive feelings about the 
various aspects of sustainable tourism in the 
PAN Parks regions. We cannot claim that in-

creases in satisfaction with tourism develop-
ment and the various aspects of sustainability 
are solely because of PAN Parks certification; 
however, study results allude to potential at-
titudinal changes which support the need for 
further research. 

Local people tend to have limited knowl-
edge about the activities the Foundation en-
gages in to support their region. Improved 
communication and cooperation with the 
park are key aspects of the Foundation’s cri-
teria: the Sustainable Tourism Development 
Strategy and the work with local businesses. 
This work is done behind the scenes and will 
not be seen by local people as an outcome 
of the PAN Parks partnership. Although not 
important, this may deter local beliefs in the 
benefits or value of PAN Parks contribution to 
local and/or regional development.

4	 conclusIons

Findings suggest that as residents’ satisfac-
tion with the economic, socio-cultural, institu-
tional and ecological aspects of sustainable 
tourism increase, so will their beliefs about 
the overall benefits of PAN Park status as well 
as their subsequent satisfaction with tourism 
development in the PAN Park regions.  Re-
sults allude to the importance of achieving 
resident satisfaction with each dimension 
and the importance of the institutional dimen-
sion to achieve sustainable tourism develop-
ment.  As resident familiarity with PAN Park’s 
increases, resident satisfaction with tourism 
development and beliefs in the benefits of 
PAN Park status increase. Implications for 
monitoring sustainable tourism development 
in European protected areas are given.

The PAN Parks research process has only 
just begun and results encourage PAN Parks 
to seek more knowledge: What is the situa-
tion in the other parks and should we focus 
on similar aspects in those parks? It will take 
time to determine if PAN Parks benefits sus-
tainable development in PAN Park loca-
tions and initial results provide benchmarks 
for further study. Based on this research, 
valuable information is produced for potential 



stuart p. cottrell: perceptions, attitudes and perceiVed Benefits of local residents aBout tourisM 
deVelopMent in and around european protected area networK parKs

76

investors, to satisfy board members and to 
guide management of certified PAN Parks. 

Although cause effect (PAN Park concept) 
cannot be claimed, perhaps those stakehol-
ders familiar with the ideals supported by 
PAN Parks have a better understanding of 
what sustainable tourism involves; conse-
quently they tend to value the importance 
of the various aspects of sustainability more 
than those people not informed about PAN 
Parks. PAN Parks primary benefit tends to 
be environmental sustainability, yet there is 
evidence that it contributes to aspects of so-
cio-cultural sustainability as well. Institutional 
benefits regard the development of a sustai-
nable tourism network via linking park policy 
and activities to that of local businesses and 
communities. Stakeholders value the PAN 
Park concept and this will improve and spre-
ad to other stakeholders in the future.

PAN Parks with its sustainable tourism 
development strategy process is viewed as 
a driving force for sustainable development 
combining protected area concern for envi-
ronmental protection with active involvement 
of tourism businesses. The PAN Parks Foun-
dation continues to examine the benefits of 
PAN Park certification with studies at park lo-
cations in Bulgaria and Italy in 2008. Similar 
results found at Central Balkan National Park 
in Bulgaria and Retezat National Park in Ro-
mania imply that PAN Park status enhances 
resident involvement in tourism development, 
improved park management and belief in the 
value of nature conservation due to interna-
tional recognition.
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