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The role of protected areas in destination choice in the European Alps

Abstract: This paper investigates the role of protected areas (PA) for destination choice in the Eu-
ropean Alps. It is based on the analysis of the most relevant types of PA (national park, nature park, 
biosphere reserve), constituting part of the supply of tourism development, and a representative sur-
vey of the German population interested in holidays in the alpine area, representing the demand. Our 
analysis of the legal framework showed that all three types of PA facilitate tourism development, 
albeit in different ways. The survey included a generic choice experiment of alpine destinations with 
17 attributes. Its location in or close to a PA was included as one variable. This destination demand 
study in an area of origin provided a different perspective on the preference for PA compared to other 
studies, and revealed significant differences between respondents with and without previous experi-
ences in the Alps. The alpine experienced tourist is more likely to distinguish between the various 
types of PA such as national park and nature park. For the inexperienced alpine tourist, representing 
latent demand, the branding effect of PA is rather limited. For nearly all tourists, experienced and 
inexperienced, and across all segments, offers that include a nature experience are important. Nature 
experience, which is offered by all types of PA, is of high relevance within the destination choice and 
should therefore be used more intensely in destination marketing based on PA. Overall, this study 
shows that the role of PA for destination choice is not as strong as is reported by most of the published 
literature, as most of these studies are based on surveys in the destination and use single item scaling 
questions, which overvalue the role of PA.

Keywords: choice experiment, segmentation, study of origin, match of supply and demand, nature 
experience

Introduction

Economic development across the European 
Alps is becoming increasingly polarized. On the 
one hand, regional discrepancies are fueled by 
increasing metropolisation. For example, 73 % 
of the Swiss population already lives in urban 
areas (Perlik 2006). Similarly, the Austrian cit-
ies of Vienna and Graz continue to grow. On the 
other hand, many alpine valleys are facing a rap-
id depopulation of up to 13 % per year (Statistik 
Austria 2012). The exceptions to this trend are 
regions with major winter sports destinations 
and regions around alpine cities.

The ongoing population decline in rural areas 
is mostly driven by the emigration of members 
of the younger generation in search of better job 
opportunities. The continuing downward spiral 
of rural regions and the associated increasing 
rural-urban dichotomies (see Messerli 1989; 
Bätzing 2002) are exaggerated further by de-
clining investments into public infrastructure, 

insufficient public transportation, a declining 
quality of education, and the removal of all but 
basic social services (PröBstl 2010). While the 
quality of infrastructure declines in the hinter-
land, the political goals and the goals for spatial 
planning – “the concept of the equality of living 
conditions” across all regions – remain the same 
in all alpine countries, although they seem to be-
come ever more elusive. Recently, the Bavarian 
spatial development program repeated its com-
mitment to equal living and working conditions 
across the state as its main guiding principle 
( StMWIVT 2013).

Whenever this discrepancy between regional de-
velopment goals and the actual situation is dis-
cussed, the proposed solutions are rather similar: 
Rural and nature-based tourism and recreation 
are promoted as the major vehicles for keep-
ing rural areas attractive and livable (george et 
al. 2009; zanon/geneletti 2011). The tourism 
sector is expected to enhance the local economy, 
create new jobs, strengthen the regional identity 
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and local brand, contribute to the financial basis, 
and secure and advance local infrastructure (e. g. 
sPö-Klubenquete 2012; zurc 2008, 9).

At first glance, the international discussion about 
the future of rural tourism allows for cautious op-
timism. One significant trend in tourism is that, 
with the maturing of its main markets, a new 
tourist, who can be characterized as experienced, 
sophisticated and demanding, is emerging (coo-
Per et al. 2005). cooPer et al. (2005) expect that 
the main market in developed countries will shift 
away from holidaying in a typical beach resort 
to multi-interest travel in search of creative and 
innovative travel experiences such as activity, 
adventure, learning and nature-based tourism.

Against this background, both tourism experts 
and politicians in the alpine areas have high 
hopes: tourism in the alpine area will be the 
main economic sector for solving the increasing 
problems of a declining economy, and will en-
hance regional development, especially outside 
of the winter sports destinations. One important 
pillar in this concept is the idea of marketing the 
outstanding natural integrity of the alpine area 
to visitors (PröBstl 2010; HaMMer/siegrist 
2008). When it comes to marketing nature, un-
spoiled landscapes and sustainability, PA argu-
ably constitute a crucial component of such a 
strategy (Dixon/sHerMan 1991). Given ongoing 
discussions on this topic in most alpine coun-
tries, this paper investigates the current role and 
future potential of parks and protected  areas for 
tourism development. For that purpose, we will 
consider both the demand side and the  supply 
side of alpine tourism for the summer season, 
with a focus on the suitability of large-scale PA 
as vehicles for growth of tourism, and conse-
quently as catalysts for regional development 
across the Alps.

The role of protected areas for tourism 
development and destination choice

Research on PA and their impact on tourism 
development has increased worldwide in the 
last decades (scHeurer/küPfer 1997; küPfer 
2000; eagles 2001; getzner/JungMeier 2002; 
Hall/Piggin 2002; Mose/WeixlBauMer 2003; 
Buckley 2004a; leHar et al. 2004; Weiler/
seiDl 2004; kaMMer 2005; leiBenatH/Ba-
Dura 2005; scHMitz-Veltin 2005; saayMan/
saayMan 2006; siegrist et al. 2007; Weixl-
BauMer et al. 2007; gurung/seelanD 2008; 

HaMMer/siegrist 2008; JoB et al. 2005; VDn 
2010;  PröBstl et al. 2010; Higgins-DesBiolles 
2011; JoB 2013; BackHaus et al. 2013, Mayer/
JoB 2014). eagles (2001, 16) estimated the eco-
nomic benefit of park tourism in Canada and the 
USA at about 236–370 bn US $ annually. Park 
tourism also generated a significant direct in-
come in the alpine area. For the Swiss National 
Park küPfer (2000) reported a direct economic 
impact of 9 to 13 m Swiss francs (CHF) per 
year, which BackHaus et al. (2013) re-estimated 
at 17,4 m CHF annually with indirect effects to 
the region added. JoB et al. (2003) documented 
similar economic effects for the Berchtesgaden 
National Park in Germany. fleiscHHacker/
Pauer (2001) analyzed the effects of all Aus-
trian National Parks on tourism and regional de-
velopment. They showed that, in addition to the 
direct economic benefit, the presence of national 
parks in a region also increased the duration 
of stays significantly, especially for years with 
poor weather conditions during summer, when 
sojourns in national park regions were one day 
longer compared to other destinations. Besides 
the economic impact of national parks, the eco-
nomic effects of other conservation categories 
on tourism have also been studied.

PröBstl/WirtH (2011) reported daily expenses 
of around 60 € per person during the summer 
months, accruing from the nature park Mürzer 
Oberland in the Austrian Alps. Studies by Hein-
tel/WeixlBauMer (2009) in four different 
nature parks in Austria and teMPesta/tHiene 
(2000) for the nature park of the Ampezzo Dolo-
mites in Italy support these findings. leHar et al. 
(2004) identified an annual economic impact of 
1.94 m € per year in the nature park Rieserferner-
Ahrn in the Italian Alps. A recent study showed 
that the economic impact of the Swiss National 
Park and the Biosfera Val Müstair combined is 
six times higher than the annual investment by 
the state and the cantonal government (Back-
Haus et al. 2013). JoB et al. (2013) summarized 
the economic effects of six German biosphere 
reserves on tourism, and they also emphasized 
the increasing potential for successful destina-
tion marketing. The above figures also confirm 
that economic benefits are generated by various 
types of PA. PA comparisons between nature 
parks and national parks showed clearly that the 
economic impact is not a function of the degree 
of protection or type of park, but rather depends 
on other factors such as types of landscape, man-
agement, infrastructure and product develop-
ment (JoB et al. 2003; PröBstl-HaiDer 2013).
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In addition to the economic benefits, the rel-
evance of protected areas in the process of desti-
nation choice has been studied widely (Tab. 1). It 
has been a significant field of research since the 
1980s (e. g. MatHieson/Wall 1982, 28; WooD-
siDe/lysonski 1989, 9) when the main aim was 
to understand, anticipate and model travelers’ 
decisions. Key components of all these models 
are the tourists themselves (including their life-
styles, values, experiences and socio-economic 
and behavioral characteristics), information and 
marketing (including product design, pricing, 
advertising, travel arrangements) and the attri-
butes of the destination (including accommoda-
tion, activities, local attractions and landscape 
characteristics) (MarcH/WooDsiDe 2005, 142; 
WooDsiDe/king 2001). The main aim of our pa-
per is to study the role of a protected area within 
the complex trade-offs that travelers face when 
selecting an alpine vacation. One early concept 
to understand individual decision making in 
destination choice was the “theory of planned 
behavior” (TPB) by aJzen (1985, 1991). Re-
cently, this approach and its applications in tour-
ism have been criticized by researchers inves-
tigating consumer behavior in detail (MarcH/
WooDsiDe 2005; Bagozzi/nataraaJan 2000; 
PröBstl-HaiDer/HaiDer 2013). While the TPB 
is useful for understanding decisions, it is less 
suitable for predicting outcomes. The analyzed 
attitudes only provide limited information about 
the trade-offs within a destination choice. Desti-
nation attributes in the alpine area are complex 
and include sports facilities, events, settlement 
structure, shopping opportunities, the surround-
ing environment (including protected areas) 
and many others. The methodological review in 
Tab. 1 shows four main approaches to studying 
the influence of PA on destination choice. The 
first group of studies is based on revealed prefer-
ences using data from official tourism statistics 
such as community accommodation records. A 
second group of research uses questionnaires to 
ask tourists in national parks about the impor-
tance or role the PA played for their visit. These 
on-site studies mainly used Likert-scale ques-
tions to evaluate the relevance of PA. The third 
group of studies is also based on questionnaires, 
but models actual behavior or intended behav-
ior based on the “random utility theory” (RUT). 
Here, the actual observed choice (revealed pref-
erence or choice) or the intended choice among 
hypothetical alternatives (stated preferences or 
choice) serve as the dependent variable, which 
is explained as a function of other product or 
service characteristics. RUT postulates that the 

utility of an alternative is a function of its com-
ponents, and that individuals maximize their 
overall utility when making choices (train 
2003). The discrete choice experiment allows 
the measurement of the importance of one single 
attribute, such as the PA, in the context of many 
other relevant attributes. Finally, a number of 
studies in regions of origin also used question-
naires and one-dimensional analyses to ascertain 
the relevance of PA.

Most of the studies in Tab. 1 revealed positive 
effects. However, some critical outcomes should 
also be mentioned. Buckley (2004) did not find 
a significant increase of attention associated with 
newly branded world heritage sites. PröBstl/
WirtH (2011) reported the significant relevance 
of activities in Austrian nature parks, and rei-
nius/freDMan (2007) explicitly mentioned the 
differing recognition of various types of PA. 
However, tHoMPson (2008) and francH et al. 
(2008) already discuss limits for further devel-
opments in PA in proximity to winter sports des-
tinations in France and Italy.

Due to the wide range of positive experiences, 
many authors argue that destination marketing 
should also take advantage of parks and PA and 
should communicate the label of PA better (for-
ster/siegrist 2009; WirtH 2010). PA allow the 
destination to establish and communicate a more 
unique profile by distinguishing itself from other 
destinations.

Many authors emphasize that increasing mobil-
ity and the increasing sophistication of tourists 
will continue to make marketing efforts more im-
portant (cooPer et al. 2005, 779; HanneMann/
JoB 2003, 14). PA certainly constitute one oppor-
tunity among several to communicate a unique 
selling proposition, as the label national park 
or nature park already constitutes by itself a na-
tional or even international brand. Destination 
branding requires a clear understanding of the 
key terms and their respective meaning. It will 
only be effective if the brand is well known, well 
introduced and ensures a certain quality (liPing 
2002; PröBstl 2006).

Most studies on the effects of PA have been 
conducted at the destination, in the sense that 
these data rely on surveys of actual visitors to 
a given destination (see Tab. 1). Consequently, 
the positive effect of PA for destination choice 
may be overestimated because these studies only 
interview people who have already self-selected 
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Tab. 1: Studies on the influence of protected areas on destination choice

Study Type of   
protected area

Results: Relevance of protected area  
in destination choice Reference area Method

Studies on destination area for the relevance of protected areas in the destination choice – existing data
Weiler/seiDl 
(2004)

National park Significant increase of attendances, 
on average 11 642 visitors 

Newly designated 
 national parks in USA 
since 1979

Travel cost 
 demand model

Buckley (2004) World   
heritage site

No significant increase of 
 attendances

6 Australian national 
parks, which were 
 de signated as world 
 heritage sites

Analysis of 
 visits

fleiscHHacker/
Pauer (2001)

National park Longer duration of stay in parks Austrian national parks Analysis based 
on accommoda-
tion statistics

Studies on destination area for the relevance of protected areas in the destination choice – questionnaires
kleinHenz  
(1985)

National park Main reason: 5 % of respondents,  
Impact: 25 % of respondents, 
Partial impact: 5 % of respondents

Questionnaire in the 
 National Park Bayeri-
scher Wald

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

GMWC (1995) National park Crucial role: 18 % of respondents, 
Important role: 50 % of respondents

Questionnaire in  
German national parks

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

oBua/HarDing 
(1996)

National park Crucial role: 29 % of respondents, 
Important role: 35 % of respondents

Questionnaire in the 
 National Park Kibale, 
Uganda

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

küPfer (2000) National park Vital importance for 23 % of respon-
dents in national park,  
Extended circle: 69 %

Questionnaire in the 
Swiss National Park

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

leHar et al.  
(2004)

National park, 
nature park

Vital importance resp. additional 
 incentive: 50 % of respondents in 
 national park,  
39 % in nature park

Questionnaire in the 
 National Park Hohe 
 Tauern and in the Nature 
Park Riesenferner-Ahrn

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

JoB et al. (2005) National park, 
nature park

Very high or high importance: 44 % 
of respondents in national park (pro-
tection status known), 31–39 % in 
nature park  (protection status 
known)

Questionnaire in 
 Nation al Parks Müritz 
and Berchtesgaden, 
 Nature Parks Altmühltal 
and Hoher Fläming

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

WeixlBauMer  
et al. (2007)

Nature park Very high or high importance: 34 % 
of respondents in nature park (pro-
tection status was partly not known)

Questionnaire in the na-
ture parks in  Burgenland, 
Austria

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

reinius/ 
 freDMan (2007)

National park, 
world  herit age 
site,  bio sphere 
 reserve

National park: 44 % of respondents, 
World heritage site*: 5 % of respon-
dents, 
Biosphere reserve*: 1 % of respon-
dents* additionally  designated as na-
tional park

Questionnaire in: 
 Fulufjället National Park, 
Laponian World Heritage 
Site, Lake Torne Bio-
sphere Reserve

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

PröBstl/WirtH 
(2011)

Nature park Minor effects, activities more 
 relevant

Questionnaire in the 
 Nature Park Mürzer 
Oberland, Austria

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

BackHaus et al. 
(2013)

National park, 
biosphere 
 reserve

National park is more relevant than 
biosphere reserve.  
Economic impact by NP 28.4 % ver-
sus 6.6 % in BR

National Park Switzer-
land, Biosphere Reserve 
Val Müstair

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

JoB et al. (2013) Biosphere 
 reserves

Comparison of 6 case studies,  little 
but increasing relevance

Germany Uni-dimensional 
analysis
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themselves to visit PA. On the other hand, a criti-
cal observation of tourism research on destina-
tion choice reveals that the role of nature and 
PA for the attractiveness of destinations has so 
far received surprisingly little attention – except 
for the studies by Brau/cao (2005), englunD 
(2005), kelly et al. (2007) and lanDauer et al. 
(2014). Given these two significant gaps in tour-
ism research, we perceived a timely need for a 
study that combines the importance of PA in the 
context of destination choice with the overall de-
mand characteristics for alpine tourism in one of 
the major areas of origin.

With regards to the supply of PA in the alpine 
 area it is important to differentiate between the 
different types of protected areas, which is es-
sential for any destination branding. liPing 
(2002, 725) illustrates that a strong brand identi-
ty can be developed based on an existing induced 
 image, with additional marketing programs ad-
dressed to the target markets. The different types 
of protected areas may contribute to an existing 
image in several ways and might be strength-
ened further with more brand image building. 
Studies analyzing the target markets are helpful 
to explore the perceived brand identities and the 
marketing potential in various destinations. The 
existing induced image of a PA is also influenced 
by its legal definition and its main goals, both of 

which depend on its type. Therefore, in order to 
study the effects of PA on tourism, one should 
study both: the demand side and the supply side. 
Overall, the paper will pursue the following re-
search questions:

• Is the branding and marketing of destinations 
based on PA as relevant as reported in the lit-
erature?

• Do tourists differentiate between the three cat-
egories of PA (nature park, national park and 
biosphere reserve) in their destination choice 
process?

• What is the effect of PA on destination choice 
compared to other attributes?

• How significant are offers of a nature experi-
ence for destination choice?

Methodological approach

We investigate these research questions with 
a two-pronged approach. An analysis of the 
 supply of PA in the entire alpine region will en-
tail a comparative evaluation of the role of parks 
and PA as a resource base for tourism. The com-
parisons will focus on the most effective, large 

Study Type of  protected 
area

Results: Relevance of protected area  
in destination choice Reference area Method

Studies on destination area for the relevance of protected areas in the destination choice – stated preference methods
Brau/cao  
(2005)

Nature   
reserve

Significant impact in total sample Questionnaire of 
 travelers on departure 
from Sardinia

Discrete choice 
experiment

englunD (2005) Not specified Significant impact in total sample Questionnaire of  summer 
tourists in Whistler, BC

Discrete choice 
experiment

kelly et al.  
(2007)

Not specified Significant impact in total sample Questionnaire of  summer 
tourists in Whistler, BC

Discrete choice 
experiment

lanDauer et al. 
(2014)

Not specified Significant positive influence Questionnaire on  
cross-country skiers in 
the Alps, Austria

Discrete choice 
experiment

Studies on source region for the relevance of protected areas in the destination choice – questionnaires
WWF Deutsch-
land (1999)

National park Prefer vacation where areas are de-
signated for protection of land scape: 
72 % of respondents

Germany-wide 
 questionnaire

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

Studienkreis für 
Tourismus und 
Entwicklung 
(2005)

Nature or 
 national park

Possibility to visit a nature or 
 national Park is important for 
 destination choice:  
33 % of respondents

Germany-wide 
 questionnaire

Uni-dimensional 
analysis

Source: expanded after Wirth 2010
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types of PA: national parks, nature parks, and 
biosphere reserves. The analysis of the demand 
for PA in the Alps will be based on the results of 
one online survey of a representative sample of 
potential German travelers, who are arguably the 
most important target group for summer visits 
to the alpine area, at least in Austria, Italy and 
Switzerland.

Methodological approach to study the supply 
side
The analysis of supply considers the three main 
types of large-scale PA (national parks, nature 
parks and biosphere reserves) and evaluates 
them comparatively in their ability to accom-
modate tourists and to support tourism develop-
ment. Other types of PA have not been consid-
ered, because these types

• are less effective for tourism development be-
cause of their restricted physical size (such as 
the nature protection areas),

• may exist in some of the alpine countries only 
and are therefore not relevant for destination 
marketing across the entire alpine area,

• have been defined as a tool to prevent signifi-
cant tourism development, such as the “Ruhe-
zone” (“quiet zone”) in Tyrolean conservation 
law, which protects nature from further distur-
bances by tourists, or

• limit tourism activities entirely, such as wilder-
ness areas (usually large scale areas in which 
tourism activities are legally restricted – e. g. 
Wilderness Area Dürrenstein in Austria).

We analyzed the legal frameworks in all seven 
alpine countries (and regions, if relevant) in or-
der to check whether the respective conservation 
laws define similar functions for national parks, 
nature parks and biosphere reserves. Although 
the legal documents differ significantly across 
the alpine countries (37 national or regional 
conservation laws are applicable), the analysis 
showed that the legal concepts for the large-
scaled PA are highly comparable and follow 
similar principles. This finding is in line with the 
analysis by the Netzwerk alpiner Schutzgebiete 
(2002). Therefore, it was sufficient to evaluate 
the role of PA for tourism development con-
ceptually, for each type of protected area only, 
without concern for the specific countries. For 
the evaluation of the supply side, we developed a 

set of criteria gleaned from the conservation lit-
erature (IUCN 1994; olscHoWy 1979; alParc 
2002) and tourism literature (siegrist/streM-
loW 2009, 239 f., siegrist/WaseM 2009, 157; 
PröBstl 2006; PröBstl et al. 2010; cooPer et 
al. 2005, 353 f.) and organized under three as-
pects:

1. Criteria based on conservation legislation 
which may lead to restrictions on tourism de-
velopment, such as
– scientific research,
– protection of biodiversity,
– maintenance of ecological functions.

2. Criteria based on conservation legislation 
which is relevant for tourism development, 
such as
– protection of cultural elements and land-

scape beauty,
– sustainable regional development,
– environmental education,
– development for tourism and outdoor re-

crea tion,
– enhancement and maintenance of sustain-

able land use,
– protection and maintenance of cultural as-

sets.

3. Criteria relevant for destination marketing 
and management, such as
– suitability for product development,
– suitability for destination branding.

We will use these criteria to evaluate the suitabil-
ity of the three main large scale types of PA in the 
Alps (national parks, nature parks and biosphere 
reserves) for accommodating tourism uses.

The first set of criteria indicates to what extent 
a protected area may restrict or limit tourism 
use and development. Such restrictions may be 
of fundamental importance, because scientific 
research on biodiversity requires undisturbed 
environmental conditions. Similar requirements 
exist for species and habitat protection, and the 
contribution to or maintenance of the ecological 
functions (aMMer/PröBstl 1991; IUCN 1994; 
Del negro 2009). These restrictions often lead 
to zoning concepts with a reduced accessibility 
for tourists and the public.
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The second set of criteria addresses the need for 
unspoiled attractive landscapes for tourism pur-
poses. It includes attractive natural landscapes, 
mainly provided by national parks, and cultural 
landscapes, mainly offered by nature parks and 
biosphere reserves. Therefore, these criteria are 
also closely associated with the essential avoid-
ance of intensive land uses, usually forestry or 
agriculture (aMMer/PröBstl 1991; HaiDer/
Hunt 2002; Hunziker et al. 2008). The impor-
tance of sustainable and extensive land use by 
PA has been highlighted by many studies in dif-
ferent alpine countries (PröBstl 2004; JoB et 
al. 2003; WeixlBauMer et al. 2007; siegrist/
streMloW 2009; scHWeiggl 1993). There-
fore, Biosphere reserves as well as nature parks 
help to maintain cultural landscapes, which are 
highly attractive for tourists as well (JoB et al. 
2013).

The third set of criteria focuses on the use of PA 
for destination branding and marketing. Here, 
the main focus is on making use of the public 
familiarity of the various types of PA. While the 
concept of national parks has already been dis-
cussed in Europe since 1900, the concept of na-
ture parks was only developed in the late 1950s, 
and the concept of the biosphere reserves, dating 
back to the 1970s, is even younger. From the per-
spective of tourism development, it is important 
to consider the various opportunities offered by 
different types of parks to develop new tourism 
products and relevant support infrastructure. The 
role of PA is sometimes perceived as an active 
one for tourism development, and sometimes as 
more passive – for example if the development 
of new products is not considered very important 
(see Tab. 1).

Methodological approach to study the 
 demand side
In many cases, such as studies by Austrian 
Tourism (Österreich Werbung), research about 
motivation and the main attractions to a destina-
tion have reported very positive perceptions of 
PA. Once tourists have actually visited a loca-
tion, chances are that they will be satisfied with 
their decision (WirtH 2010). In order to avoid 
this bias in a study and to learn more about the 
relevance of nature, natural experiences and PA 
for destination choice, we selected from an on-
line panel in Germany a representative sample 
of German travelers, who are the most important 
target group for the summer season in many al-
pine regions. Such panels provide a large data-

base for representative studies, and tests have 
confirmed their excellent suitability for repre-
sentative studies (kornMüller 2008).

Overall, 1135 respondents (return rate of 54 %) 
provided detailed information about their PA 
travel behavior to the Alps, explained circum-
stances around their choices, and also completed 
a discrete choice experiment (Boxall/aDaMo-
Wicz 2002; caMPBell/HutcHison 2006; lou-
Viere et al. 2000). The choice sets were designed 
in a visually appealing way, by resembling the 
typical website of an alpine destination, to keep 
the respondents engaged and to make the choice 
task as realistic as possible. Only respondents 
with an interest (i. e. with or without actual ex-
perience) in alpine destinations received the dis-
crete choice experiment. Each of these respond-
ents was given six choice sets requiring a choice 
between two hypothetical alpine destinations. 
Each destination was described by its most sa-
lient attributes, including size of the settlement, 
shopping opportunities, offers for sports and 
outdoor recreational activities, as well as offers 
for events, nature experience and environmental 
learning (Tab. 2).

An orthogonal fractional factorial design was 
used to select a small number of these combi-
nations for the survey instrument (louViere et 
al. 2000; HensHer et al. 2005). Thus, only 72 
choice sets were required to estimate all main ef-
fects and select interaction effects.

Discrete choice experiments have been applied 
to investigate many different types of destina-
tion choices (PröBstl-HaiDer/HaiDer 2013; 
HaiDer/eWing 1990; Morley 1994; scHlicH 
et al. 2002; HuyBers 2004; Brau/cao 2005; 
scarPa/tHieMe 2005; kelly et al. 2007). Find-
ings of these studies show that the multi-attribute 
method is very suitable for investigating tourists’ 
responses in a complex decision situation, as this 
method makes it possible to account for different 
attributes in relation to each other and to model 
trade-offs between various attributes (louViere/
tiMMerMans 1990).

However, so far no study has investigated pref-
erences for PA and several other destination 
characteristics in a tourism origin area. Analysis 
of the survey data was conducted in SPSS 15.0 
(SPSS Inc. 1989–2006), and the choice experi-
ment in Latent GOLD Choice 4.0. The segments 
were compared with T-Test, Chi2 according to 
Pearson and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), 
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and CHAID analyses were also applied (WirtH 
2010; PröBstl-HaiDer et al. 2014). The overall 
results of the choice experiment are presented in 
the Annex. In the analysis below we will present 
the detailed findings for the attributes “PA” and 
“nature experience” only.

Results

Alpine tourism and PA – the supply side
The alpine area contains large tracts of land with 
unspoiled nature and impressive virgin land-
scapes on the one hand, and a high diversity of 
cultural landscapes on the other. The seven Eu-
ropean alpine countries aim to protect this rich 
biodiversity in a network of more than 1000 PA 
of larger than 100 ha, covering about 25 % of 
the alpine region, as documented by the Alpine 
Convention (g.i.s. Alparc 2013). Of particular 
relevance for tourism development and tourism 

marketing are the 14 national parks, 75 nature 
parks and 10 biospherereserves (koHler 2013). 
These larger-scale PA differ significantly in their 
goals and relevance for nature conservation and 
for tourism related regional development. In the 
following, their legal and regulatory frameworks 
will be evaluated comparatively according to 
their suitability to support tourism development. 
The main findings are summarized in Tab. 3.

Regarding the three conservation oriented crite-
ria, national parks offer the strongest degree of 
protection. In most cases, this protection is af-
forded by zoning systems and regulated access, 
at least in some core areas. This is also true for 
biosphere reserves, which have similar regula-
tory restrictions in the core zone, but less so in 
the other zones. The protective function of na-
ture parks, in contrast, is of minor importance 
since this type of protected area was developed 
primarily for outdoor recreation and landscape 
experience. However, over the past 50 years, the 
importance of conservation has somewhat in-
creased in nature parks, but protection and main-
tenance of the ecological functionality occur on 
cultivated land, and therefore do not exclude 
recreation and tourism activities, nor a range of 
other land uses.

The set of criteria based on conservation law 
and relevant for tourism development indicate 
that the nature park is explicitly designed for the 
protection of cultural elements and landscape 
aesthetics, as well as the maintenance of cultural 
assets and sustainable land use. This focus, com-
bined with a significant offer of environmental 
education, development of tourism, and recre-
ation and tourism related products, illustrates 
the high relevance of nature parks for nature-
based tourism. The biosphere reserve has similar 
goals, especially in the field of sustainable land 
use and regional development, but is – accord-
ing to the legal background – less tourism and 
recreation oriented. Recent studies on biosphere 
reserves showed that, in these areas, the role of 
tourism as a tool for regional development is 
less frequent than in the other types of PA (JoB 
et al. 2013).

In the national park, the infrastructure and ac-
tivities for environmental education, includ-
ing visitor centers, often play a significant role 
as tourism attractions – even if, in many cases, 
the park itself has certain restrictions on access 
and on the types of outdoor recreation activities 
permitted. Thus, although the legal context of 

Tab. 2: Attributes used in the choice experiment

Thematic field Attributes
Landscape
1 Landscape
2 Protected Areas
Location
3 Size (inhabitants)
4 Character
5 Nature experience offers
Climate 
6 Days of sun in the summer period
Sports and Activities
7 Hiking
8 Mountain biking
9 Climbing, fixed rope routes
10 Horse-riding
11 Golfing
12 Swimming
13 Indoor offers
Cultural offers
14 Cultural offers
15 Traditional offers
16 Events
Price
17 Price level

Source: own survey
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national parks does not require that they con-
tribute to the sustainable development of rural 
or peripheral areas, in practice they may do so 
nonetheless. The increasing number of stud-
ies on the economic benefits of national parks 
further confirms this argument. In other words, 
one can often observe a discrepancy between the 
strict legal context and the expected outcome.

The evaluation of the criteria for destination 
marketing and management indicates that the 
nature park and the biosphere reserve both 
share sustainable regional development as their 
main mandate, and thus are highly suitable for 
the development of new products in tourism. 
Rural tourism and nature-based tourism prod-
ucts are also very likely to support the main-

Tab. 3: Tourism development opportunities in different types of PA based on conservation law and 
public familiarity

Type of protected area
National 

park
Nature 
park

Biosphere 
 reserve/park Additional comments and national differences

Criteria based on conservation law which may lead to restrictions for tourism development
Scientific research +++ + ++ In French national parks, research is no primary goal. 

Some Italian nature parks also add research to their 
goals (e. g. South Tyrol, Trento).

Protection of biodiversity 
(species and habitats)

+++ + ++ The importance of nature conservation is limited in 
older nature parks in Austria (in Styria it is more pro-
minent). In Italy it is highly relevant in nature parks.

Maintenance of the 
 ecological functionality

+++ + ++ No significant differences between the respective 
countries

Criteria based on conservation law and relevant for tourism development
Protection of cultural ele-
ments and landscape beauty

+ +++ ++ In Italy, nature parks are less relevant for the mainte-
nance of cultural elements and landscape beauty

Sustainable regional 
 development

+ +++ +++ National parks are nowadays often perceived as the 
key players for sustainable regional development, the 
legal framework in the respective countries does not 
support this goal.

Environmental education +++ +++ + No significant differences between the respective 
countries

Development for tourism 
and recreation

++ +++ ++ Zoning concepts in national parks and biosphere 
 reserves reduce the options for touristic development 
(e. g. limited access). The Swiss National Park has 
 significant restrictions everywhere.

Enhancement and 
 maintenance of sustainable 
land use

+ +++ +++ No significant differences between the respective 
countries.

Protection and maintenance 
of cultural assets

+ +++ +++ No significant differences between the respective 
countries.

Criteria relevant for destination marketing and management
Suitability for product 
 development in tourism

+ +++ +++ The effects of nature parks in Austria are partly 
 limited because the size of some parks is too small.

Suitability for destination 
branding (public familiarity)

+++ +++ + The effects of nature parks in Austria are partly 
 limited because the size of some parks is too small.

Key: 
+++   primary objective of this type of protected area in the Alps 
  ++   secondary objective 
    +   minor importance, but possible 
Source: own compilation
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tenance of cultural landscapes and sustainable 
land use, which are also primary management 
objectives of these types of PA. It comes as 
little surprise that it is easier and less con-
flicting to integrate tourism facilities and new 
infrastructure in these mainly anthropogenic 
landscapes.

Finally, all three types of PA contribute to des-
tination branding. This aspect is closely related 
to the general popularity of a given type of pro-
tected area. A survey in Austrian and German 
alpine tourism destinations (WirtH/PröBstl 
2008) showed that national parks are the most 
popular type of protected area among tourists in 
the alpine area. The different history of the vari-
ous types of parks (WeixlBauMer 2009, 191 f.) 
influences their popularity. For example, for 
most tourists, the biosphere reserve (or park) is 
still an unknown category of protected area and 
is therefore less suitable for destination branding 
(reinius/freDMan 2007; JoB et al. 2013). This 
may change if international cooperation of these 
parks under the patronage of UNESCO will 
make them more visible.

Alpine tourism and PA – the demand side
The results of the representative survey in Ger-
many showed that, overall, the alpine area is 
highly attractive for German tourists. About 
89 % of all respondents who travel regularly 
are principally interested in travel to the alpine 
area, while only 11 % of that population is not 
interested in travel to the Alps at all. Their 
main reasons for neglecting the Alps are poor 
weather conditions and unattractive offers. 
This segment prefers sun and beach holidays. 
On the other hand, tourists interested in the 
alpine environment are attracted to unspoiled, 
idyllic landscapes, peace and freedom. An-
other important motivation is the interest in 
mountain related activities such as hiking and 
climbing. Further analysis of the data shows 
that tourism marketing should distinguish be-
tween clients who already have alpine experi-
ence and those who are interested but do not 
yet have any experience. For each of these two 
groups, three relevant sub-segments emerged 
(see Fig. 1 and 2).

The three segments of the “tourists with alpine 
experience” (57.5 % of the sample) were the 
traditional tourist (48 %), the social and sport 
oriented tourist (41 %), and the convenience 
oriented tourist (11 %). The role of PA and the 

relevance of nature experiences differ between 
these segments.

1. The traditional tourist prefers small moun-
tain destinations, especially villages and a 
significant offer of hiking and climbing in-
frastructure. This segment is not interested 
in shopping, nightlife or large events. Demo-
graphically, this segment is dominated by 
elderly respondents (56 % are over 50 years 
of age). One very peculiar finding is that, al-
though this group is highly interested in na-
ture experience, they do not generally prefer 
destinations which are marketed as part of a 
protected area, with the exception of national 
parks. A typical tourism product for this seg-
ment is the “Bergsteigerdörfer” provided in 
Austria (www.bergsteigerdoerfer.at/), with 
unspoiled nature and sustainable tourism of-
fers in small villages.

2. The social and sport oriented tourist prefers 
destinations which a broad and significant of-
fer of all kinds of sports activities. In addi-
tion to hiking and climbing, this segment also 
enjoys mountain biking, swimming and golf. 
In contrast to the traditional tourist, visitors 
belonging to this segment also expect differ-
ent kinds of events, such as festivals, concerts 
and exhibitions. Nature-based offers are less 
relevant, but they are attracted to nature parks.

3. The convenience oriented alpine tourist is 
characterized by rather unspecific require-
ments. Members of this segment are satisfied 
with basic hiking and swimming infrastruc-
ture. Cultural or event related programs are 
not relevant. Nature experience and educa-
tional offers are very welcome, but a destina-
tion in or in close proximity to a protected 
area does not constitute any added value to 
this segment.

The demands and expectations of each of these 
three segments are summarized in Fig. 1. It 
should also be noted that a marginal difference 
in price between products was not a discriminat-
ing factor between these segments, but that they 
differed solely in their motivation and preferred 
experiences.

The sample of “tourists without alpine experi-
ence” (but interested in travel in the Alps; 42.5 % 
of the sample) could also be characterized by 
three different segments: The sport and action 
oriented potential tourist (64 %), the nature-

http://www.bergsteigerdoerfer.at/
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interested potential tourist (23 %) and the un-
demanding potential tourist (13 %) (Fig. 2).

1. The sport and action oriented potential tour-
ist perceives the mountainous area as a kind 
of sports arena. All sports and action related 
offers should be of the highest quality, both 
outdoors and indoors. This segment showed 
a clear preference for larger destinations, 
which are able to ensure a broad spectrum of 
different events. None of the types of PA was 
considered important, but access to nature ex-
periences was considered relevant. This seg-
ment is significantly younger and more price-
sensitive compared to the two other segments 
without alpine experience.

2. The nature-interested potential tourist is in 
search of the opposite attributes compared to 
the previous segment. Members of this seg-
ment prefer small and quiet destinations with 
excellent hiking opportunities. Other offers 
such as mountain biking, climbing, horse-
back riding or golf are not relevant. They 
prefer only authentic cultural events, such 

as the “Almabtrieb” (local festival at the end 
of the cattle grazing season) or local theatre 
presentations. The segment clearly appreci-
ates all types of PA included in the study. For 
them, a minimum level of protection seems 
to ensure the desired quality of the landscape 
and the respective tourism offer. However, 
they have no interest in nature experiences or 
nature education. This segment is dominated 
by female respondents over 40 years of age.

3. Finally, this breakdown of segments identi-
fied one rather unspecified undemanding po-
tential alpine tourist. This group only requires 
some offers for swimming, hiking and indoor 
sports activities, as well as some preferably 
modern events, festivals or exhibitions. The 
analysis reveals a higher proportion of men 
over 50 years of age in this segment.

Discussion

Since the majority of tourists in the alpine 
countries originate from “developed” European 

Fig. 1: The role of PA for the three segments of the “tourist with alpine experience”
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countries, the analysis of demand will focus on 
possible future developments associated with 
this type of tourist. Trend research describes the 
European tourist of the future as knowledgeable, 
discerning, quality-seeking and increasingly 
older (cooPer et al. 2005).

Trend research in Europe further highlights the 
increasing significance of nature and natural in-
tegrity. The Institute for Future Studies (kirig/
scHick 2008), for example, observes an increas-
ing interest in nature. It perceives a new rel-
evance of nature and the natural environment as 
an essential contrast to everyday life, offering a 
place for a change of pace and even spiritual ex-
periences. Nature and natural environments are 
also considered ideal backdrops for stimulating 
learning processes. Nature offers space for en-
joyment, for experiencing and taking delight in 
one’s “self”, and provides a place for testing lim-
its and experiencing boundaries. kirig/scHick 
(2008) also describe a trend towards “outdoor-
cocooning”: a natural environment is perceived 
as the ideal space for living, at least during the 
holidays. The authors believe that these trends 

will further increase the demand for close-to-
nature environments. The Tourismus Monitor 
Austria (T-MONA, Österreich Werbung 2012) 
has also observed an ever increasing importance 
of natural integrity and nature experience among 
its client surveys.

Other studies argue that this trend is also sup-
ported by demographic change. The elderly 
generation seems to be more attracted by nature-
based tourism offers (Bell et al. 2009). george 
et al. (2009) explain this trend as an effect of glo-
balization. The common feeling of being lost in 
a globalized world is compensated by a retreat 
into the private sphere or into a tourism product 
with a special regional authenticity and envi-
ronmentally sound offer. PröBstl et al. (2010) 
observe a trend towards activity in nature, as a 
contrast to the triviality and strict functionality 
of modern urban life. This change of lifestyle 
manifests itself in a revival of tourism products 
to do with pilgrimage and hiking, and nature 
related health products. It is against this back-
ground and generic trend that we want to discuss 
our main research questions.

Fig. 2: The role of PA and nature experience offers for the “tourist without alpine experience”
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Marketing, branding and nature experience 
based on PA

The findings show that it is important to distin-
guish between tourists with and without former 
alpine experience when pursuing our original 
research question. PA are generally more rel-
evant for those tourists who have already had 
former travel experience in the Alps. This means 
that largely the group of repeat visitors will be 
attracted by the marketing of destinations in 
or close to PA. These findings are in line with 
those of t-Mona (Österreich Werbung 2012). 
Since these studies for T-MONA are conducted 
on-site, they only consider experienced visitors 
(by definition) and are characterized by a high 
proportion of more frequent visitors. From our 
survey in the visitors’ area of origin, we know 
that repeat visitors and those with former alpine 
experience are very likely to prefer PA. There-
fore, these similarities are not surprising.

Additional surveys by WirtH/PröBstl (2007), 
asking tourists in the alpine destinations in Ger-
many and Austria (N = 412) about the marketing 
effect of PA, underline these findings as well. 
Here, the majority (over 80 %) agrees with the 
statement that “Protected areas contribute to the 
marketing of a destination”. The somewhat am-
bivalent understanding of the term “protected 
area” by some respondents also became appar-
ent in this study: 48 % of respondents in Ger-
many and 59 % in Austria also agreed with the 
statement that “Protected areas mean restrictions 
to outdoor recreation and tourism” (WirtH/ 
PröBstl 2007, 20 f.).

A second component for the marketing of PA 
in destinations (in addition to the brand name 
itself) are the recreation opportunities and infra-
structure offered by the protected area, such as 
guided tours, environmental education programs 
and other offers to enhance nature experiences 
for tourists. Here, the findings show that most 
tourist segments are highly attracted by these of-
fers, reflecting the increasing relevance of nature 
(kirig/scHick 2008) and experience-orientation 
(cooPer 2005) of tourists. Pine/gilMore (1999) 
highlighted, already more than a decade ago, 
that tourism will become ever more driven by 
experiences. They suggested that simply being 
at a destination will become less relevant for the 
modern tourist, while the experiences on offer 
will become increasingly important for personal 
fulfillment and identity, and will play a more 
crucial role for destination choice in the future. 

In our study, both the sport and action oriented 
potential tourists and the convenience oriented 
segments fall into this category. It seems that the 
brand names “national park”, “nature park” or 
“biosphere reserve” communicate two aspects to 
the potential visitor: the context of more natu-
ral (national park) or cultural landscapes (nature 
park), as well as higher or lower restrictions im-
posed on outdoor recreation activities. For mar-
keting purposes, it might therefore be better to 
highlight the nature experiences and related of-
fers – which are requested by nearly all segments 
– than to rely only on the brand name of the pro-
tected area. Especially the categories of national 
park and biosphere reserve are perceived in an 
ambivalent way by several segments.

The significant and diverse supply of nature ex-
perience offers and related tourism products by 
PA, especially nature parks and national parks 
(Tab. 3), and their possible effect on tourism 
marketing related to PA, is currently under-
estimated and underused. Therefore, marketing 
based on nature experiences and education for 
sustainable development should receive greater 
consideration in destination planning and man-
agement in the future.

Differences between the three categories of 
protected areas
The presentation of the supply side highlights 
the significant differences in tourism related 
supply between the different categories of parks. 
National parks offer the strongest degree of pro-
tection, followed by biosphere reserves. Nature 
parks, in contrast, are more focused on outdoor 
recreation and landscape experience. Against 
this background, it was of great interest whether 
these differences are perceived by experienced 
and unexperienced alpine visitors.

The two most established PA categories, the 
national park and the nature park, are relevant 
for the destination choice of two segments with 
former alpine experience. The traditional tourist 
is significantly more interested in national parks 
than in other types of PA. National parks seem 
to guarantee the environmental conditions they 
expect, such as small villages, excellent hik-
ing conditions and only traditional events. The 
more social and sport oriented visitors explicitly 
prefer nature parks, which support their prefer-
ences for events and a diverse cultural program, 
greater infrastructure and a much more sophisti-
cated offer of sports – all of which is unlikely in 
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a national park. The case of these two segments 
with former alpine experience seems to repre-
sent good product-market matching, as visitor 
preferences and the goals of the PA obviously 
coincide (Tab. 3). Thus, conflicts are less likely, 
and satisfaction with the chosen destination, as 
well as repeat visits, are likely to increase.

The tourist without former alpine experience, 
on the other hand, seems to have no clear un-
derstanding of the different types of PA. For this 
tourist group, two general outcomes can be de-
scribed:

– For both the sport and action oriented tourist 
and the undemanding potential tourist, PA are 
an irrelevant attribute in the process of desti-
nation choice.

– For the nature-interested potential tourist it 
does not seem to be the specific type of pro-
tected area itself which is attractive, but the 
mere existence of a protected area of any type 
seems to provide a certain assurance of finding 
the preferred location – small and quiet, with 
traditional and unsophisticated offers. This 
may explain why this segment prefers any 
type of protected area without any specifica-
tion.

For none of the three segments without former 
alpine experience, the type of protected area 
matters. The supply-side, determined by park 
management, and the specification and differ-
ences between the conservation categories are 
not relevant.

Relevant other attributes for destination 
choice in the alpine area
The main criteria when choosing an alpine desti-
nation, for those with former experience and for 
repeat visitors, are the preferred communities on 
the one hand and the preferred activities on the 
other. Somewhat surprisingly, marginal changes 
to the vacation price were less relevant. The 
protected area can be perceived as a part of the 
preferred location, ensuring, for example, peace 
and quiet and close contact to the environment 
in small villages.

For the unexperienced alpine tourist, it is the 
activities that constitute the main criteria for 
destination choice. The sport and action oriented 
clientele also tends to be price sensitive when 
choosing a destination. Overall, PA have very 

little influence. The tourists without alpine expe-
rience seek experiences, including nature expe-
rience, and a diverse program with local events 
addressed to the target group.

Both types of tourists, experienced and unexpe-
rienced, are mainly attracted by the unique expe-
riences which can be expected when visiting the 
alpine area. Nature experiences, environmental 
education and of course the typical alpine ac-
tivities (hiking, climbing etc.) should therefore 
be used as the key elements of any marketing 
strategy. The existence of protected areas, on the 
other hand, appears to be less relevant overall to 
the decision making process.

Contribution to international studies on 
 tourism and PA
The discussion about the economic benefits ac-
cruing from PA is an ongoing one. Most studies 
focus on visitors within the boundaries of the 
park or the immediately surrounding commu-
nities (see literature review in Tab. 1). Almost 
by definition, responses to these studies will 
typically confirm a high level of satisfaction 
with destination choice and a positive attitude 
towards the park and the local landscape. Thus, 
a fundamental question in the research on the 
interactions between PA and tourism is whether 
this type of investigation should only focus on 
those visitors who actually know that they are 
in a park and likely have chosen this destination 
explicitly for that purpose (Mayer 2013; JoB et 
al. 2005, 2009), or if one should also include 
those guests (as suggested by scHMitz-Veltin 
2005) who share the same motives and inter-
ests, especially the enjoyment of attractive land-
scapes, but who are not interested in the brand 
and the predicated landscape.

Our findings show that a significant number of 
tourists, even first time visitors, have a fairly 
clear understanding of their expectations when 
sojourning in nature, but they are less concerned 
about the presence of PA or their specific clas-
sification status. It seems that the traditional pro-
tected area focused visitor research introduces 
a significant bias and ultimately underestimates 
the value of the protected area. Our results pro-
vide an idea of how significant this bias is for PA 
in the European Alps.

In his book about the economic benefit of the 
National Park Bayerischer Wald (Bavarian For-
est), Mayer (2013, 482) discusses this issue of 
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framing the relevant visitor population for this 
type of research (i. e. should a study focus on 
actual visitors only, or also include latent de-
mand). In the end, Mayer defends the classical 
approach with the conservative argument that 
any other approach would contradict common 
knowledge and the international literature that 
so forcefully (and conveniently) highlights posi-
tive contributions of parks worldwide. Actually, 
he perceives this question as merely hypothetical 
and it is simply for that reason that no relevant 
research has been undertaken in this direction so 
far. Therefore, we consider our arguments pre-
sented here important, as they fill this research 
gap and hopefully contribute to this interesting 
discussion.

Mayer (2013, 482 f.) introduces another meth-
odological question to the discussion about the 
relevance of parks for destination choice, by ask-
ing respondents in the National Park Bayerischer 
Wald: “Would you have visited the park also 
without it being a national park?” This effort to 
learn more about the relevance of parks for des-
tination choice was criticized by respondents as 
well as the media. We believe that this interest-
ing research question could have been answered 
more adequately with multivariate methods. Our 
findings show that respondents are able to han-
dle a large number of attributes adequately if the 
choice sets are designed in a relevant manner. 
The application of multivariate approaches to 
national park research, of which only a few exist 
(Tab. 1), would help to answer these and other 
demanding questions which might be useful for 
both tourism and park management.

Conclusions

The paper investigated the role that parks and PA 
might play in the process of destination choice 
in the European Alps. The arguments combined 
aspects of tourism supply and demand by 1) as-
sessing the legislative and regulatory framework 
of PA in all seven alpine nations with regards 
to its support for tourism development, and 2) 
analysing the role PA play in influencing the de-
mand for a destination.

Both these analyses provide rather unique per-
spectives on the relationship between one of the 
potentially major tourism resources and the de-
mand. Although the legal background for PA in 
the alpine area is very diverse and scattered over 
37 different legal documents, three main catego-

ries of PA cover the vast majority of PA and can 
be used for comparative purposes across all al-
pine countries.

Very few studies on PA have been undertaken 
from a true tourism perspective. Instead, tourism 
related analysis of PA has mostly focused on their 
economic impact. Classical tourism research on 
destination demand is characterized by two de-
ficiencies: 1) the role of natural resources is not 
investigated as thoroughly as aspects of the desti-
nation and tourism infrastructure, and 2) most de-
mand analyses are based on samples of visitors, 
and thus carry an inherent bias, as only tourists 
who have already made a positive choice in fa-
vour of a given destination are part of the sample. 
Therefore we employed a demand study for gen-
eric alpine product features in one of the major 
areas of origin of alpine tourism, in Germany.

The analyses of the supply side, screening all le-
gal documents against a set of eleven criteria, re-
vealed a basic comparability of the instruments 
in principle, but also relevant differences with 
regards to tourism destination development. The 
survey-based analysis of the demand side aimed 
to reveal whether these differences are also rel-
evant for the tourists themselves.

The results of the demand analysis show that 
the role of PA for destination marketing is not 
as relevant as reported by respective literature. 
Several reasons might lead to this discrepancy:

1) Most studies do not use multivariate ap-
proaches for determining the importance of 
destination attributes. When a specific des-
tination feature is evaluated by respondents 
singly (e. g. in a Likert rating scale), it is like-
ly to receive a positive value as no trade-off 
against alternatives is required.

2) A destination-based study only asks about the 
importance of a PA if there is a PA nearby. 
And the more prominent the PA features in 
the promotion of a destination, the less likely 
it is that respondents who are adverse to a PA 
will actually have chosen that destination. In 
contrast, a survey in the area of origin pro-
vides rather unique information.

3) In our study, one major reason for this dis-
crepancy might be the fact that only alpine 
experienced visitors have a clear understand-
ing of the implications of having a protected 
area adjacent to a holiday destination. The 
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unexperienced alpine visitor is not able to 
value this aspect in his or her decision mak-
ing process. The alpine experienced tourist is 
also more likely to distinguish between the 
various types of PA such as national park and 
nature park. In addition, the respective seg-
ments prefer those types of protected area 
which are more likely to meet their main 
interests. The sport and social-oriented seg-
ment focuses more on the nature park while 
the elderly traditional alpine tourist is more 
attracted by the national park. Supply and de-
mand match here quite well.

The importance of PA, when compared to all 
other attributes, is rather low. Especially for the 
unexperienced alpine tourist, the marketing ef-
fect of PA is limited by the fact that only one seg-
ment expects somewhat unspoiled nature, quiet-
ness and smaller settlements. Therefore, only the 
nature interested potential tourist is likely to take 
PA into account in his or her destination choice. 
For the other segments, the set of possible activi-
ties is much more relevant. There is one excep-
tion: nature experience offers are attractive for 
nearly all tourists, experienced and unexperi-
enced, and across all segments. Nature experi-
ence offers, one important supply by all types of 
PA, are of high relevance within the destination 
choice. This aspect should be used and commu-
nicated in destination marketing based on PA.
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Annex

Class Size 0.56 0.3 0.14
Attributes and levels Coeff. s.e. z Coeff. s.e. z Coeff. s.e. z
Places and their features
Place_lin

*** 0.05 0.01 3.95 *** -0.2 0.03 -7.71 * -0.04 0.03 -1.65
Place_quad

*** -0.05 0.01 -3.73 * -0 0.02 -1.64 0.04 0.03 1.39
Characteristics of the location
    Calm place with basic supplies *** -0.33 0.07 -4.56 *** 0.74 0.14 5.42 0.22 0.16 1.42
     Busy place with shopping facilities * 0.1 0.05 1.9 -0.1 0.1 -1.37 -0.04 0.12 -0.31
Lively place with shopping and nightlife facilities *** 0.22 0.06 3.89 *** -0.6 0.11 -5.5 -0.19 0.13 -1.38
Experience of nature
     non *** -0.12 0.03 -3.49 *** -0.2 0.06 -2.76 -0.06 0.08 -0.76
     Experience of nature offers *** 0.12 0.03 3.49 *** 0.17 0.06 2.76 0.06 0.08 0.76
Days of sunshine_lin

*** 0.17 0.05 3.79 ** 0.19 0.08 2.28 0.13 0.11 1.12
Days of sunshine_quad

*** 0.08 0.02 3.25 *** -0.1 0.05 -2.99 0.05 0.05 0.89
Price_lin

** -0.1 0.05 -2.2 ** -0.2 0.08 -2.64 0.04 0.1 0.36
Landscape and protected landscape
Protected area
     non 0.08 0.06 1.31 0.11 0.12 0.9 0.07 0.14 0.51
     Natura 2000 0 0.06 0.04 ** -0.3 0.1 -2.53 * -0.26 0.14 -1.81
     Nature park -0.01 0.06 -0.13 -0.1 0.11 -0.75 0.04 0.14 0.31
     National park -0.07 0.06 -1.34 ** 0.23 0.1 2.22 0.15 0.13 1.08
Photos_Landscape
     pre-alpine 1 0.01 0.08 0.18 -0.1 0.15 -0.44 * 0.26 0.17 1.51
     pre-alpine 2 -0.01 0.08 -0.16 -0.2 0.14 -1.39 -0.35 0.21 -1.69
     alpine 1 0.1 0.08 1.31 0.09 0.12 0.77 0.14 0.17 0.85
     alpine 2 ** -0.2 0.08 -2.5 0.12 0.15 0.78 -0.09 0.18 -0.49
     high-alpine 1 0.04 0.08 0.46 0.17 0.15 1.08 0.1 0.17 0.6
     high-alpine 2 0.06 0.08 0.78 -0.1 0.15 -0.72 -0.08 0.2 -0.41
Activities
Hiking
     1 Star *** -0.16 0.04 -3.83 *** -0.3 0.09 -4 ** -0.27 0.12 -2.26
     2 Star 0.03 0.04 0.81 -0.1 0.07 -1.09 0.12 0.11 1.09
     3 Star *** 0.13 0.04 3.07 *** 0.42 0.09 4.69 0.15 0.1 1.49
Mountainbiking
     - *** -0.15 0.04 -3.69 -0 0.07 -0.28 0.02 0.11 0.16
    1 Star * -0.07 0.04 -1.83 0.01 0.07 0.2 -0.17 0.11 -1.51
    3 Star *** 0.23 0.04 5.4 0.01 0.08 0.09 0.15 0.1 1.42
Climbing
     - *** -0.22 0.05 -4.56 -0 0.09 -0.05 0.04 0.11 0.33
     1 Star 0.04 0.05 0.79 -0.1 0.09 -0.7 -0.02 0.11 -0.19
     3 Star *** 0.18 0.05 3.63 0.07 0.09 0.76 -0.01 0.11 -0.13
Riding
     - *** -0.16 0.05 -3.34 -0.1 0.08 -1.01 -0.09 0.11 -0.76
     1 Star 0.06 0.05 1.37 0.06 0.09 0.65 ** 0.21 0.11 2.04
     3 Star ** 0.1 0.05 2.11 0.02 0.09 0.21 -0.13 0.11 -1.13
Golf
     - ** -0.12 0.05 -2.28 0.06 0.09 0.66 -0.1 0.12 -0.83
     1 Star -0.06 0.05 -1.2 -0.1 0.08 -1.01 *** 0.28 0.11 2.51
     3 Star *** 0.17 0.05 3.45 0.03 0.09 0.29 -0.18 0.12 -1.52
Swimming
     - *** -0.45 0.05 -8.62 *** -0.3 0.1 -2.91 ** -0.28 0.13 -2.23
     1 Star -0.02 0.05 -0.43 0.04 0.09 0.43 -0.15 0.12 -1.23
     3 Star *** 0.47 0.05 8.94 *** 0.27 0.09 2.86 *** 0.43 0.12 3.73
Indoor
     - *** -0.15 0.04 -4.26 0.07 0.07 1.06 -0.07 0.08 -0.83
      2 Star *** 0.15 0.04 4.26 -0.1 0.07 -1.06 0.07 0.08 0.83
Offers of events
Tradition
     - *** -0.13 0.05 -2.63 * -0.2 0.09 -1.85 0.02 0.12 0.21
     1 Star * 0.09 0.04 1.91 -0 0.09 -0.56 -0.03 0.12 -0.24
     3 Star 0.05 0.05 1 ** 0.22 0.09 2.41 0 0.12 0.02
Culture
     - ** -0.12 0.05 -2.56 0.08 0.09 0.9 0.06 0.11 0.54
     1 Star -0.03 0.05 -0.66 -0 0.09 -0.25 0.01 0.11 0.08
     3 Star *** 0.15 0.05 3.37 -0.1 0.09 -0.63 -0.07 0.11 -0.63
Events
     - *** -0.18 0.05 -3.51 0.02 0.09 0.21 -0.22 0.12 -1.83
     1 Star 0.03 0.05 0.51 -0.1 0.08 -0.59 ** 0.27 0.11 2.37
     3 Star *** 0.15 0.05 3.19 0.03 0.09 0.35 -0.05 0.12 -0.42
Intercept_coll

*** 2.48 0.14 17.3 *** 2.52 0.23 11 *** -1.18 0.12 -9.87

Activity-oriented
Segment

Nature-oriented
Segment

Relaxing-oriented
Segment


