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Abstract:

This article aims to fill the cognitive gap by providing evidence for different barriers
hampering the innovative activity in ecotourism which concerns the promotion of
the so-called transformative tourism concept. The research is devoted to identifying
what are the most important barriers in the two areas: i) policy and regulation;
ii) regional economic development. The observed absence of appropriate
representative data for defining the state of the art in the field of transformative
ecotourism as a new phenomenon is evident; therefore, it is suggested to use
an expert survey for barriers identification in the field. The expert survey was done in
the four post-socialist Baltic Sea countries/regions: Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and
the St. Petersburg region (Russia) in autumn 2020. Research results disclose
the existing similarities among barriers in researched regions and highlight the key
areas for improvement in policy and regulation and economy-related fields, aiming to
create a more favorable environment for promoting transformative ecotourism as
prosperous innovation of future tourism.

Key words: eco-innovation, ecotourism, policy, regional economic development, servitization,

transformative tourism

Santrauka: Siuo straipsniu siekiama uzpildyti Ziniy, susijusiy su transformatyvaus turizmo plétra,

Raktiniai

spragag, analizuojant klidtis Sios inovatyvios koncepcijos plétotei ekologiniame turizme.
Tyrimas skirtas nustatyti, kokios yra svarbiausios transformatyvaus ekoturizmo
plétotés kliltys dviejose srityse: i) politika ir reguliavimas; ir ii) regiono ekonomika.
Kadangi néra tinkamy reprezentatyviy duomeny, kuriais remiantis bty galima
apibidinti, kiek Si inovacija diegiama ekoturizmo sektoriuje bei nustatyti klidtis jos
plétotei, tyrime naudojamas eksperty apklausos metodas. Eksperty apklausa buvo
atlikta 2020 m. rudenj keturiose postsocialistinése Baltijos jlros regiono Salyse:
Latvijoje, Lietuvoje, Lenkijoje ir Sankt Peterburgo regione (Rusija). Tyrimo rezultatai
atskleidzia tirty regiony panasumus tranformatyvaus ekoturizmo vystymo Kliaciy
pozidriu ir iSrySkina pagrindines tobulintinas politikos, reguliavimo bei ekonomikos
sritis, siekiant sukurti palankesne aplinkg transformatyvaus ekoturizmo kaip
perspektyvios inovacijos turizmo versle skatinimui.

zodziai: eko-inovacija, ekoturizmas, politika, regiono ekonomika, servitizacija,
transformatyvus turizmas

Highlights:

¢ A new generation of ecotourism services based on the concept of transformative tourism
is introduced

e The transformative ecotourism business in four Baltic Sea region countries from
an organizational perspective is described

e The evidence for different barriers hampering the innovative activity in ecotourism is
highlighted

¢ The most important barriers of the transformative ecotourism business development in
policy and regulation and regional economic development areas are identified

1. Introduction

Ecotourism as a tourism sub-industry emerged in the 1980s as a direct result of the world’s
acknowledgment and reaction to global ecological practices (Diamantis, 1999). It has been
promoted by governments as an innovation capable of protecting the ecosystems and foster
environmentally responsible behaviour, and at the same time creating jobs and generating
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income for local communities. The popularity of this form of tourism was high; it was estimated
that tourism in the natural and wildlife settings accounted for a total 20—40% of international
tourism receipts (Filion et al., 1994). Ecotourism was claimed to be the fastest-growing tourism
segment around the world. According to a study of Starmer-Smith (2004), the number of eco-
tourists was growing three times faster than the conventional tourists.

Many ecotourism proponents argue that ecotourism still is a fast-growing industry (e.g., Das,
2011; Fennel, 2020). However, part of scholars and travelers have become more critical about
the idea to blindly accept the claims that mass tourism destinations are ecotourism destinations.
First of all, they are challenging the legitimacy of many players to call themselves ecotourism
destinations. As pointed out in several studies, there are many cases of tourist projects being
labeled as ecotourism either by companies to attract tourists or indeed by governments to attract
funding and legitimize tourist development policies (Carrier & Macleod 2005; Gray & Campbell
2007; Das & Chatterjee, 2015; Wondirad, 2019). The result is a proliferation of projects which
adopt the ecotourism name without espousing sustainability goals, with all the accompanying
negative environmental and social effects associated with mass tourism.

Secondly, the special benefits of ecotourism also have been challenged through empirical
research. Ecotourism has been accused as a source of a wide range of negative impacts both to
the nature of the destination and to indigenous communities. Scholars criticize ecotourism as
a wildlife conservation strategy for its inability to ensure the long-term protection of environmental
assets as market-based conservation strategies. The rise in the number of tourists, which
exceeds the carrying capacity of the place, leads to natural resource depletion, pollution (i.e., air,
water, sound, and waste), soil erosion, and loss of wildlife habitat in conjunction with the risk of
forest fires for which tourists come (McCauley, 2006; Drumm, 2008; Monti et al, 2018). A meta-
analysis by Wardle et al. (2018), which examines ecotourism’s contribution to conservation
uncovered that even though there are successful cases in different parts of the world, on the larger
scale, however, the conservational impact of ecotourism remains elusive. The worry about
ecotourism growth management also emerged concerning effects of ecotourism to local
communities because of lack of collaborative approach and incompetence to create a “win-win”
situation for both the host community and the travelers (Peake et al, 2006; Mitchell & Ashley,
2010; Butcher, 2011; Kim et al., 2019; Lee, 2019). Such situation encourages scholars to ask
the question: “Does ecotourism contribute to sustainable destination development, or is it just
a marketing hoax?” (McShane et al., 2011; Coria & Calfucura, 2012; Erdogan, 2017; Ruhanen,
2019; Wondirad, 2019). As pointed out by Wondirad (2019), which analyzed twenty-five years
tourism journals publications on ecotourism, the overall contribution of ecotourism towards
ensuring a sustainable destination development remains elusive implying that, thus far,
ecotourism has been used mainly as a marketing tactic.

The patrticular attention regarding the growing importance of the issue had been lately expressed
by the European Union by accelerating new scientific and research activities in the field of new
prospective forms of tourism, including transformative ecotourism, which, at the same time, would
enable to solve socio-economic issues of rural areas. For instance, the Horizon2020 call had
lately addressed cultural tourism through the activity “TRANSFORMATIONS-04-2019-2020:
Innovative approaches to urban and regional development through cultural tourism” (Call for
Proposals..., 2020). Furthermore, the “Report on Sustainable Tourism in the Baltic Sea Region”
(2020) considers, that “in 2020, Policy Area Tourism supported four seed money projects from
different thematic fields of tourism*, among these — the project ,RESTIinBSR* (p.17), which aims
at unlocking transformative ecotourism potential for sustainable regional development. All these
newly proposed funding opportunities demonstrate the call for ideas in innovations in tourism, at
the same time issuing, that the current state of the tourism situation should be necessarily
changed, and new forms should be elaborated for further developments in the field. Thus,
the transformative ecotourism, as innovation in tourism, had been awarded for further elaboration
in the field (Report on Sustainable Tourism in the Baltic Sea Region, 2020), as an emerging issue
in tourism, thus starting its pathway among the “Main Developments in the Field of Sustainable
Tourism” in the EU and non-EU countries around the Baltic Sea, folowing the European Union
Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region.
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Despite clear signs of crisis in the realization of ecotourism vision defined by the International
Ecotourism Society as “responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment,
sustains the well-being of the local people, and involves interpretation and education” (TIES,
2015), the discussions on the evolution of ecotourism vision are very rare. According to the study
by Wondirad (2019), which analyzed 470 articles published in nine top-tier tourism journals
between 1993 and 2018, ecotourism development challenges as the leading ecotourism research
theme appeared in only 10 articles comprising 2.1% of the entire publication. A comprehensive
bibliometric analysis of 878 articles on ecotourism also shows that no new directions in ecotourism
research arose from 2012 till 2019 (Khanra et al., 2021). To fill this literature gap, this paper
discusses the barriers to the new evolutionary path in ecotourism development — transformative
ecotourism. This currently emerging innovative form of ecotourism occurs as a part of
the sociocultural evolution of the society from the industrial to the post-industrial stage and
suggests essential qualitative reorganization of ecotourism vision according to shift from
ecocentric to post-anthropocentric ecological thinking. Social media and academic research show
that several projects of transformative ecotourism have been launched in each developed
country. However, any effort to research the transformative ecotourism business from
an organizational perspective is almost non-existent. The literature on tourism innovation
management and policy is still very fragmentary, and in many cases not covered by an empirical
investigation. One of those areas rarely explored empirically concerns barriers to innovation in
tourism (Hjalager, 2010). The lack of a comprehensive approach to innovation governance raises
important inefficiencies concerning new knowledge absorption, accumulation, transfer, and
integration (Sorensen, 2011). Therefore, the aim of the article is to fill the cognitive gap by
providing evidence for different barriers hampering the innovative activity in ecotourism which
concerns the promotion of transformative tourism concept.

2. Theoretical background

The term “ecotourism” is often used as a synonym of green, sustainable, and responsible,
tourism. However, all mentioned synonyms are describing the characteristic of travel and are
an aspiration for the impacts of all forms of tourism. Ecotourism refers to a niche segment of
tourism, which arose into a large subdivision of the tourism industry during the last decades.
The vision of ecotourism as a specific type of tourism has been designed in the frame of industrial
era worldview and is based on the ethical thought concerning human’s relationship to nature and
product-driven business model. As a hew sub-industry of tourism, ecotourism was first defined as
“... traveling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with the specific objective
of studying, admiring, and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as any
existing cultural manifestations (both past and present) found in these areas” (Ceballos-
Lascurain, 1987: 14). Starting from the 1970s, there was a period that saw the expansion of
protected areas across the world. The ecotourism industry emerged as a key promoter of
innovative products — protected natural areas. This innovation has been based on the concerns
of ecological movements about the need to protect the most valuable natural environments.
National parks and reserves have become innovative tourism products and a task of tourism
managers was offering them to the tourist market by a push marketing strategy. The moment to
start new tourism market formation was very favorable as worldwide interest in the natural
environment was growing. Ecotourism product demand was based upon the desires of individuals
to experience nature, in all the diversity and richness that wild nature provides. The increasing
interest in biodiversity has directed ecotourists to travel into exotic and often endangered places.
Traveling to various national parks and reserves also became a logical response to the evolving
need of the population to have a rest in the environmentally clean areas as relaxation in a natural
environment was qualified as the most important need for ecotourists (McCool & Lime, 2001,
Page & Dowling, 2002; Panin & Mbrica, 2014; Carvache-Franco et al., 2019).

Natural areas have been tourism destinations for centuries; however, ecotourism as a form of
special interest tourism emerged as a result of the changes in Western ecological thinking.
The ecotourism concept has been created on the basis of the ecocentric view (Collins, 1999,
Duffy, 2002; Holden; 2003; Tully, 2001; Macbeth, 2005) and as a new sub-industry of tourism
started from the main idea of ecocentrism to preserve the highly valuable worldwide primitive
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natural environment by creating various conservation areas and introducing them to the public.
However, over the last decades, the ecological thinking has evolved and in parallel to nature
conservation suggests many various eco-innovations. The so-called Grand Challenges of
the twenty-first century, including resource scarcity, climate change, demographic aging, and
global security encourages a shift from ecocentrism to a post-anthropocentric attitude based on
the constant search for a most appropriate method of place-based collaboration between humans
and nature, which can generate and maintain the positive synergetic effect. New eco-solutions
aiming for humans and nature symbiosis building by eco-innovations are inspiring radical changes
in consumption patterns, lifestyles, and values. In response, a specific innovative type of travel is
emerging — transformative tourism. Till now, transformative travels were mostly oriented on
spiritual cultural practices. The needs for self-transformation have been realized mainly by
religious, pilgrimage, yoga forms of tourism. Growing expectations of tourists to use travel for
becoming a part of post-anthropocentric ecological movements imply the need for a complete
metamorphosis of ecotourism destinations. Transformative tourists have more goals than
observation of the visited object. The segment of transformative tourists differs by its deliberate
intention to use travel for transformation. Getting involved in transformative travels is based on
the same reasons as transformative learning — frustration with the current situation and the search
for something new (Vidickiene et al., 2020), and ecotourists are traveling with the hope to find for
themselves the most relevant eco-innovation. Changing ecotourists’ needs are fostering a rise of
a new generation of ecotourism services based on the concept of transformative tourism. Case
studies on transformative tourism initiatives dealing with ecological issues show that
the attractions of new generation ecotourism are concentrated to the best eco-projects that
demonstrate fundamentally changing eco-thinking and lifestyle and are ready to share their
knowledge and experience with tourists.

The shift from nature observation to transformative learning in the ecotourism business helps
realize entrepreneurs involved in eco-innovations. Currently, there is an abundance of eco-
innovations in agricultural and building technologies, eating culture, health care, and recreation
by animal and plant therapy, settlement planning, etc. The creation and implementation of eco-
innovations take place in a variety of communities, enterprises, and farms. Many ecovillages, eco-
farms, eco-healing centers, and other eco-projects are open to tourists. Supplementing their core
business with tourism services, the eco-innovators maintain a desirable lifestyle and promote it in
society.

Analysis of case studies on transformative tourism initiatives dealing with ecological issues shows
that key players in the development of transformative ecotourism are not traveling agencies but
entrepreneurs involved in the creation and implementation of eco-innovations. Most of them use
a business model called “Product plus Service System” (Reisinger, 2015; Perdomo, 2016;
Vidickiene et al., 2019; Vidickiene et al., 2020) and become a provider of the new generation of
ecotourism services. The involvement of new players in the ecotourism business based on
the servitization concept creates an opportunity to offer services of more high quality because
transformative ecotourists hope to acquire not only formal, codified tangible knowledge. The tour
guides employed by tourism agencies usually are trained on the basis of codified knowledge and
are not able to convey to tourists all subtle nuances of eco-innovation. More effective learning
occurs in such cases when providers of tourism services are not specialized travel agencies, but
enterprises or local communities engaged in experimental practices with specific eco-innovation.
Managers of such projects involve tourists in various transformative learning issues dealing with
technical aspects of new eco-thinking in everyday life (eco-housing, symbiotic agriculture,
responsible waste management, heating, planning of living place, etc.) or with organizational and
social aspects of more collaborative solutions in communal life (e.g., Palojarvi et al., 2013;
Reisinger, 2013 and 2015; Vidickiene, 2013; Perdomo, 2016). The providers of a new generation
of ecotourism services are offering the best travel destinations for learning how to change itself
and a society concerning currently most recent issues by the implementation of specific eco-
solutions. Such eco-tourism projects become an important informal educational tool for building
the eco-innovation capacity of tourists and spreading the innovative eco-thinking and acting in
society.
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The creation and implementation of eco-innovations take place in a variety of enterprises and
communities. Most of such projects have the potential to become new ecotourism destinations by
adding to the main activities of the enterprise or community the provision of transformative
teaching and hospitality services for tourists. However, the eco-innovators need promotion and
support by governmental institutions in the process of their business servitization. Effective
promotion of transformative ecotourism as an important part of territorial servitization by
innovation policy measures is impossible without a clear understanding of what types of barriers
are found by businessmen, policy-makers from government, academia representatives from
universities and research institutes, civil society activists involved in activities of social-ecological
movements, and other stakeholders dealing with the concept of transformative ecotourism to
design regional public policies to boost these activities. All the agents involved must know
the incentives for and barriers to start and develop transformative ecotourism business.

3. Methodology

The review of various sources of literature elucidates the nonexistence of any appropriate data
specifically in the field of transformative ecotourism, despite the numerous tourism statistics in
general. Most of the scientific findings concerning transformative ecotourism are linked to
the particular case studies, thus indirectly referring to a huge challenge for further developments
in the field. This research aims to identify the barriers of emerging transformative ecotourism
phenomena as a starting basis for further empirical research in the field. The proposed
methodology is devoted to identifying the key barriers for transformative ecotourism development
in a particular country and/or region. In turn, this will serve in composing the set of objectives that
are vital to creating starting conditions to promote further developments in the field.

Stating the fact, that the absence of appropriate representative data for defining the state of the art
in the field of transformative ecotourism as new phenomena is evident, qualitative research based
on expert survey method, despite its limitations (e.g., Budge, 2000; Wiesehomeier et al., 2018),
is found promising in solving the issue due to particular reasons: first, compared to alternative
strategies, the expert survey method helps measure new and complex concepts in diverse
contextual settings (Norris & Skaaning, 2016); and second, the expert survey is used when
knowledge of particular phenomena is scarce (Schedler, 2012). The research covers four post-
socialist countries, which represent the Baltic Sea Region: Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and
St. Petersburg region (Russia).

Aiming to get a more systematic and generalized picture, Quadruple Helix Model of innovation
(Carayannis & Campbell, 2009) was used. This model is first applied to identify potential experts
from the key stakeholders dealing with the pioneering transformative tourism projects.
The Quadruple Helix Model recognizes four major groups of actors in the innovation system:

1) Business;

2) Government;

3) Academia (universities and research institutes);

4) Civil society organizations (social movement and NGOs).
Each stakeholder group, following the Quadruple Helix Model methodology, must be represented
by experts in the field. Expert selection in every stakeholder group (stakeholder mapping) was

grounded on the Stakeholder salience model (Mitchell et al, 1997, p. 874), which is based on
the 3 main criteria when measuring their power, urgency, and legitimacy:

— Legitimacy: Why is he/she a stakeholder/suitable expert in the field? (e.g., policy
beneficiary, implementer, decision-maker, financer, businessman, scientist, etc.);

— Urgency (interest): What interest does he/she have on tourism and/or transformative
ecotourism situation?

— Power: What power does he/she hold for changing tourism and/or transformative
ecotourism situation in the country/region?

The stakeholder mapping process resulted in a set of identified stakeholders, who hold high

urgency, legitimacy, and power parameters regarding tourism development in the Baltic Sea
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Region. Therefore, results of stakeholder mapping in the selected Baltic Sea Region countries
give the following composition of appropriate tourism experts (see Table 1), who were further
surveyed using a structured survey questionnaire.

Tab 1. Distribution of interviewed experts by country and sector. Source: Calculated by authors according to expert
survey results

Responses
Country Latvia Lithuania Poland St. Petersburg Total

region
Sector (Russia)
Representation % n % n % n % n % N
percentage per
sector (%) and
number of surveyed
experts (n)
Business 17.65 3 17.65 3 18.75 3 14.29 2 1719 | 11
Government 23.53 4 17.65 3 31.25 5 7.14 1 20.31 | 13
Academia 35.29 6 29.41 5 31.25 5 42.86 6 34.38 | 22
Society(social
movements and 23.53 4 35.29 6 18.75 3 35.71 5 28.13 | 18
NGOs)
Total: 26.56 17 26.56 17 25.00 | 16 21.88 14 100 | 64

The elaborated composition of tourism experts is based on their expertise experience and ability
to represent the region, based on mentioned urgency, legitimacy, and power parameters. In those
regions, where experts held moderate value (not the definitely high) regarding any of the three
mentioned parameters, more experts had been added to better represent the state of
the country/region regarding the survey issue. For example, government representatives’ mounts
differ in the two regions: St. Petersburg region (Russia) n=1, from Poland n=5 (see Table 1), but
both regions are similarly represented by expertise considering all three parameters, i.e., urgency,
legitimacy, and power.

A structured survey questionnaire consisted of questions concerning the importance of the two
sets of barriers for transformative ecotourism development: first, policy and regulation barriers to
entry into the transformative ecotourism sector; and second, economic barriers related to regional
economic development. Experts were asked to value the proposed lists of tourism barriers, using
the 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “1 — Strongly agree” to “5 — Strongly disagree”. Next to every
list of barriers, a free option was given to add other relevant barriers corresponding to the valued
area. At the end of the survey, experts had an opportunity to list any other relevant barriers for
ecotourism development since they had not been provided in the survey questionnaire.

The expert survey in four Baltic Sea Region countries/regions was done in October — December
2020. In total, all 64 filled-in survey questionnaires were found appropriate for further analysis.
Further, descriptive statistical analysis was used to analyze the expert survey results.

4. Research results

Analysis of expert survey results firstly aimed to identify the relevance of every proposed barrier
for overall transformative ecotourism development, and secondly, to identify the distinction
between the expert measures of every listed barrier in the four researched countries.
The following initial presumptions had been made for analysis: firstly, the barrier will be defined
as irrelevant and eliminated from further analysis in case the weighted average value is greater
than 4 (5 is maximum for strong disagreement regarding the existing barrier); and, secondly,
the lower the weighted average value is (i.e., closer to the center of the network diagram),
the more important respective barrier is.
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Aggregated research results elucidate (see Figure 1a and Figure 1b), that none of the proposed
barriers is found irrelevant for transformative ecotourism development since none of the barriers
received greater value than 4. Such a situation is common when a new phenomenon is emerging,
and normally much is to be done for creating a favorable environment for its further development.
Thus, the full proposed lists of policy and regulation, as well as economic barriers, were used for
further analysis.

Figure 1a. Weighted averages of policy
and regulation barriers

Figure 1b. Weighted averages of
economic barriers

No Lack of
ecotourism consumers
lannin
Means and p4 9 No awareness to
. . . attractiveness...
indicators of 3,5 information Lack of other 4 .
certification 3 and training types of tourist 35 Lack of guides
, . h 3 trained in
are... m... attractions ’ touri
Too high Ignoring around.. .. ecotourism
costs of government Negative Lack of
certification attitude to attitude of local ecotourism
for SMEs theroleof... = communities to guides in
) Complicated flows of t_ourlsts foreign...
Complicated : High costs of
taxation T Poor
procedure of requirements hospitality ;
certification infrastruct transportation
Lack of d infrastructure
K of ack o and... . system
Lacko financial maintenance .
ecotourism SsupDoTt to Low qyallty of
certification ¢ ppf regional
ransiorma... hospitality
Latvia Lithuania Poland Russia Latvia Lithuania Poland Russia

Source: Arranged by authors according to expert survey results

Aggregated survey data further reveals that the overall state of transformative ecotourism
development is complicated in all researched countries since all the proposed barriers were
defined by experts as relevant (ranging from “1” as very important to “3” as medium importance
value), only to a slightly different level: regarding the policy and regulation issues, the weighted
average of answers ranges from 1.75 to 3, and economic barriers in the weighted average of
answers vary between 1.73 to 3.75. It should be stated here, that none of the proposed barriers
are critical for further development of transformative ecotourism. They just give directions for
improvement in the field.

Hence, at the same time, research results elucidate that barriers are common for all countries.
According to the weighted average of experts’ answers, there does not exist a significant
difference among particular barriers in researched countries, since the distance of weighted
average values is quite insignificant (see Figure 1a and Figure 1b).

Only Polish experts distinguished the lack of ecotourism certification and too high costs of
certification for SMEs as the least important policy and regulation barriers, but it concerns
the development of all forms of ecotourism, not only transformative ecotourism. Regarding
the economic barriers, all countries’ experts agree, that the least concerns should be given to
the negative attitude of local communities to flows of tourists and low quality of regional hospitality.
Hence, the poor transportation system seems to be the least important barrier only for Polish
experts.

Overall, weighted averages analysis is useful only in terms of making a general picture of the state
of the art in different researched regions. It does not give a clear answer, what are the most
important barriers in researched countries in the two areas: i) policy and regulation and ii) regional
economic development. Therefore, further analysis was fulfiled by rating the transformative
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ecotourism barriers in every country, using the aggregated experts’ answers by category
“Strongly agree”.

4.1 Policy and regulation barriers for the development of transformative ecotourism

Rating results of policy and regulation barriers, based on the “Strongly agree” position as driving
evaluation criteria, in all four researched countries/regions, propose significant findings with
particular similarities and differences (see Figure 2).

An overall picture of policy and regulation barriers in researched countries(regions) suggests,
that, from a first sight, there exist particular tendencies that might help define the most relevant
further policy and regulation improvement directions in the promotion of the transformative
ecotourism. Further in-depth research of expert survey results was focused on the top-5 most
important barriers in every researched country/region, that received the highest degree of expert
that have selected an option ,Strongly agree”. Research results were aggregated using a barriers'
position rating number among the top-5 barriers in every country.

Aggregated research results revealed that seven policy and regulation barriers are found most
important for transformative ecotourism development in the researched regions. These barriers
in most cases only change the rating position in a particular country, nevertheless, it remains
identified among the top-5 barriers in the country. The greatest agreement on the main obstacle
(the 1% position in Latvia and Poland) is devoted to the lack of information and training in
transformative ecotourism business, which signalizes the emerging phenomena and the need to
deepen overall knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon. The 2" position address
the issues of ecotourism planning, as stated by experts from the three researched
countries/regions (Latvia, Poland, and St. Petersburg (Russia)). The 3" rating position was
commonly agreed by Lithuanian and Polish experts stating the complicated taxation requirements
and procedures for transformative ecotourism development. This also signalized the necessary
improvements in policy and regulation, aiming to create a more favorable environment for
transformative ecotourism development. Hence the 4™ rating position, shared by Polish and
Russian experts, also concerns the governments' attitudes namely, ignoration from
the government side towards the role of this innovative tourism form and its prospective potential.
The 5" rating position varied among the listed barriers in all researched regions. Thus,
the aggregated research results regarding the policy and regulation barriers for transformative
ecotourism development highly address the increasing role of government in creating a more
favorable environment for this innovative tourism form.
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Figure 2. Policy and regulation barriers for transformative ecotourism
development

LATVIA: No information and training in transformative..
No ecotourism planning
Means and indicators of certification are inadequate for..
Lack of ecotourism certification
Ignoring government attitude to the role of this innovative..
Too high costs of certification for SMEs
Complicated procedure of certification
Lack of financial support to transformative ecotourism projects

Complicated taxation requirements and procedures

LITHUANIA: Lack of financial support to transformative..
Lack of ecotourism certification
Complicated taxation requirements and procedures
Means and indicators of certification are inadequate for..
No information and training in transformative ecotourism business
Ignoring government attitude to the role of this innovative..
Complicated procedure of certification
Too high costs of certification for SMEs
No ecotourism planning

POLAND: No information and training in transformative..
No ecotourism planning
Complicated taxation requirements and procedures
Ignoring government attitude to the role of this innovative..
Lack of financial support to transformative ecotourism projects
Means and indicators of certification are inadequate for..
Complicated procedure of certification
Lack of ecotourism certification
Too high costs of certification for SMEs

ST. PETERSBURG REGION (RUSSIA): Lack of ecotourism..

No ecotourism planning

Lack of financial support to transformative ecotourism projects
Ignoring government attitude to the role of this innovative..

Complicated taxation requirements and procedures

No information and training in transformative ecotourism business
Means and indicators of certification are inadequate for..

Complicated procedure of certification

Too high costs of certification for SMEs

0% 20% 40% 60%
m Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree  m Strongly disagree

80%
uN/A

100%

Source: Calculated by authors according to expert survey results
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Economic barriers for the development of transformative ecotourism

Further analysis was devoted to transformative ecotourism development barriers, focusing on
the economic situation in the region. Overall, summarized findings from the expert survey propose
the existence of particular similarities among the researched countries/regions when taking into
account the “Strongly agree” rating criteria of distinguished economic barriers (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Economy (regional level) barriers for transformative ecotourism
development

LATVIA: Lack of consumers awareness to attractiveness of the..
Poor transportation system
High costs of hospitality infrastructure maintenance
Lack of ecotourism guides in foreign language
Lack of guides trained in ecotourism
Lack of other types of tourist attractions around ecotourism..
Negative attitude of local communities to flows of tourists
Low quality of regional hospitality

LITHUANIA: Lack of other types of tourist attractions around..
Lack of ecotourism guides in foreign language
Lack of guides trained in ecotourism
Poor transportation system

Lack of consumers awareness to attractiveness of the region as..
Low quality of regional hospitality
Negative attitude of local communities to flows of tourists
High costs of hospitality infrastructure maintenance

POLAND: Lack of consumers awareness to attractiveness of the..
Lack of ecotourism guides in foreign language
Lack of guides trained in ecotourism

Lack of other types of tourist attractions around ecotourism..

Poor transportation system

Low quality of regional hospitality

High costs of hospitality infrastructure maintenance

Negative attitude of local communities to flows of tourists

ST. PETERSBURG REGION (RUSSIA): Poor transportation..
Lack of ecotourism guides in foreign language

Lack of other types of tourist attractions around ecotourism..
High costs of hospitality infrastructure maintenance
Lack of guides trained in ecotourism

Lack of consumers awareness to attractiveness of the region as..
Low quality of regional hospitality
Negative attitude of local communities to flows of tourists

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

m Strongly Agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree  m Strongly disagree  mN/A

Source: Calculated by authors according to expert survey results

The overall picture of rating results demonstrates, that, in contrast to the examined situation
regarding the policy and regulation, particular proposed economic barriers more often received
from experts’ “Strongly disagree”, which demonstrates a greater distribution of experts’ attitudes
towards the proposed economic barriers.

744/833



Since the overall picture of economic barriers for transformative ecotourism development does
not give a concrete answer, which of the barriers are the most important for all researched
regions, further analysis was done again using the top-5 barrier rating method.

Aggregated expert survey results concerning the top-5 economic barriers for transformative
ecotourism development reveals, that there exist six major barriers in the field, and it is less
compared to policy and regulation barriers. At the same time, this situation demonstrates, that
distinguished economic barriers received greater agreement among researched regions.
The 1%t position in Latvia and Poland had been occupied by the barrier, related to consumers’
awareness of the attractiveness of the region as the tourism destination. This barrier had been
given the 5" position by Lithuanian experts. Lack of ecotourism guides in foreign language truly
occupied the 2" rating place among the other barriers from the joint view of Lithuanian, Polish,
and Russian experts. Very close — the 3™ position had been given to the lack of guides trained in
ecotourism, which was found very important by Lithuanian and Polish experts; hence Latvian and
Russian experts put this barrier into the 5" rating place. The 4™ rating position varied among
the listed economic barriers by country.

Summarized results of economic barriers for transformative ecotourism development
demonstrate, that the key focus for creating a more favorable environment for this innovative form
of tourism, should be twofold. First, appropriate infrastructure is necessary, taking into account
hospitality and transportation system, moreover, just simply — ecotourism guides in a foreign
language (!). Second, special attention should be given to educating the demanded human
resources, that would be able to understand the essence of transformative ecotourism, its
advantages and to translate this to a broader audience of coming tourists, who might become
the prosperous advocators of this prospective innovation in their regions on residence or their
lifestyles.

Other barriers for transformative ecotourism development

Surveyed experts had been also provided an opportunity to add any relevant barriers for
transformative ecotourism development as an open answer concerning policy and regulation and
economic issues, as well as any other relevant obstacles they see in the field. Summarized
expert’s views are explored in Table 2.

Summarized survey results elucidate both the differences and similarities in relevant obstacles
for transformative ecotourism development in the four researched countries, as well as among
sectors. Academia and science representatives from Latvia outlined the need for updating
ecotourism education from the policy and administrative point of view. Russian academic
representatives stressed the lack of administrative support at the political and regulation level for
transformative ecotourism development. Among the economic obstacles, academia and science
representatives from Latvia stated, that particular issues exist in updating ecotourism products in
the context of season extension. Polish scientists outlined low ecotourism attraction as compared
to the neighboring areas as an economic obstacle. Lithuanian business representatives stated,
that the lack of tourism flow creates an economic loop for further development of the sector: low
tourism flow leads to low income, further — no investment to improve and/or create new
infrastructure; and then, again: the fewer tourists are coming, the less income business generates.
Therefore, the need for another income source of income is necessary and thus businessmen,
operating in the field, should necessarily manage the diversification of their business activity.

Among the other existing barriers for ecotourism development, both Latvian and Lithuanian
academia and science representatives, as well as Lithuanian government representatives,
stressed the lack of understanding of ecotourism in general and in its urgency in a broader sense.
Russian scientists stressed the lack of administrative and information support in a form of special
centers of cooperation, as well as lack of inclusive environment as the barriers for transformative
ecotourism development. Scientists from Lithuania also observed the lack of marketing skills of
local entrepreneurs as an obstacle for further developments in the field. Business representatives
from Lithuania highlighted the problem of the existing contradiction between traveling and ecology
in general. Polish government representatives issued several barriers for transformative
ecotourism development, firstly stating the global pandemic of Covid-19. They also observe
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particular important difficulties regarding the undeveloped tourism and accommodation facilities
for transformative ecotourism, as well as a lack of independent strategy for such activities from
the government side. Polish society representatives address the existing situation of undeveloped
ecotourism in Poland to the 'no change necessary' attitude among the companies, local and
regional administration. Whereas Lithuanian society representatives see the key challenge more
technically, relating it to insufficient visibility and dissemination in terms of information on
transformative ecotourism places on the Internet and on the ground at local places.

Tab 2. Other barriers for transformative ecotourism development in the four Baltic Sea Region countries. Source:
Arranged by authors according to expert survey results

Policy and regulation barriers

Latvia — Updating of ecotourism education.

St. Petersburg region (Russia) | — Lack of administrative support.

Economic barriers

Latvia — Updating ecotourism products in the context of season extension.
Lithuania — The loop of lack of tourism flow — lacking income — no investment

to infrastructure — less tourists coming — less income;
— the need for another income source.

Poland — Low ecotourism attraction as compared to the neighboring areas
Other barriers

Latvia — Understanding of ecotourism in a broader sense.

Lithuania — A contradiction between traveling and ecology in general;

— insufficient visibility and dissemination of information on
transformative ecotourism places on the Internet and the ground
at local places;

— lack of marketing skills of local entrepreneurs;

— understanding of ecotourism in general.

Poland — The global pandemic of Covid-19;

— no development of tourism and accommodation facilities;

— 'no change necessary' attitude among the companies, local and
regional administration;

— lack of independent strategy for such activities.

St. Petersburg region (Russia) | — Lack of administrative/information support like special centers of
cooperation;

— lack of inclusive environment.

5. Conclusions

The research findings allow end-users — entrepreneurs and policymakers — to focus on key areas
where change needs to take place and innovate effectively. Transformative tourism development
policies have a long-term perspective as regions benefit by enabling an efficient allocation of
intangible resources, generating employment opportunities, opening up hew markets, contributing
to the sustainability of local small businesses, etc. At the same time, the development of
transformative ecotourism leads to inclusive regional development which is focusing on how to
overcome the exclusion of local people from access to the tourism business.

Empirical findings signalize that transformative ecotourism is a new phenomenon, and many
policy and regulation, as well as economic obstacles, should be overcome. The starting flag is
waving with demanded improvements from the government side concerning soft policy and
regulation issues in the field. It also calls for necessary infrastructure and maintenance and other
related improvements. However, the very first challenge for further developments in the field is
a newly educated generation, since next to the commonly rated barriers for transformative
ecotourism development in researched countries, among other meaningful obstacles, the general
understanding of the phenomena in a broader sense, as well as unreadiness to receive
the benefits from it is evident. The unwillingness to change both by companies, local and regional
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administrations leads to the lack of decisions related to strategic issues, further administrative
and political support, as well as a passive business role in the field.

Overall, research results demonstrate, that transformative ecotourism is an emerging
phenomenon, and its potential in solving the future issues of the tourism sector in volatile
transformations needs to be accelerated firstly by creating favorable conditions to act in the field,
from the government side in terms of policies and regulations. And further developments in
the field will highly depend on broadening understanding of the ecotourism vision, its educational
effects and total benefit to society, which currently remain unrecognized and unresearched, but,
in turn, might accelerate prospective innovations in tourism business models.
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