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These easily accessible ‘How To’ guides are focused on best 
practice approaches to sustainable economic development 
through tourism.  The first of their kind, the ‘How To’ 
resources offer direction and guidance to managers of World 
Heritage tourism destinations and other stakeholders to help 
identify the most suitable solutions for circumstances in their 
local environments and aid in developing general know-how 
for the management of each destination.

The ‘How To’ guides bring best practice knowledge to the full 
WH community, so that site managers, tourism professionals, 
conservation professionals, and communities around the 
world understand the possibilities of sustainable tourism and 
what key issues have already been achieved. 

Sustainable planning and management of tourism is one of the most pressing challenges 
concerning the future of the World Heritage Convention today and is the focus of the  
UNESCO World Heritage and Sustainable Tourism Programme.

These ‘How To’ guides for World Heritage Site managers and other key stakeholders will  
enable a growing number of World Heritage Site communities to make positive changes  
to the way they pro-actively manage tourism.

Welcome to the UNESCO World Heritage  
Sustainable Tourism Toolkit

How to use this guide
 
These resources are a valuable asset to site managers 
in particular, who often lack the tools and know-how to 
effectively manage and maximise tourism benefits, while 
minimising its negative impacts.

Our series of guides have been structured as a step-by-step 
process for site managers.

Guides 1-4 establish the basic foundations for sustainable 
tourism (these are coloured yellow).
Guides 5-10 are tailored to more specific issues, which will 
have greater relevance at some sites than at others (these 
are coloured orange). We recommend that site managers 
explore each guide, however,  as sustainable tourism is a 
holistic process, addressing all issues in a strategic manner.



Our Objective Getting started
 
The goal is to stimulate local solutions in communities 
through capacity-building in best practice. With the immense 
scale and variation of World Heritage Properties around the 
globe, coupled with scarce human and financial resources, 
this is now more important than ever. Site managers and 
other stakeholders in the tourism sector must have access 
to these types of  innovative sustainability tools in order to 
develop and formulate their own successful results.

Ideally, site managers and other users will begin to navigate 
through this system by learning basic ideas and guidance. 
The system then enables the user to delve deeper into any 
given subject that falls in line with their local interests, needs, 
and aspirations.

Our objective for these guidance resources is to enable 
the growth and success of an entire community of World 
Heritage Properties, making positive changes to their local 
surroundings and pro-actively managing tourism in their 
areas. In parallel, by establishing this community, we aim to 
facilitate knowledge exchange of the most progressive ideas, 
and encourage their implementation and evolution.

The driving ethic for the ‘How To’ guides is to explain 
critically important ideas for sustainable tourism in World 
Heritage sites in a clear and concise manner, conveying the 
key knowledge and processes in a reading time of under 20 
minutes per idea. Our goal is to make implementing the ideas 
of sustainable tourism easier to understand and put into 
practice for all parties involved.

 
We understand the complex range of different societies in 
which World Heritage sites exist, and the many challenges 
site managers face on a daily basis. While the intention is to 
encourage each site to undertake most, or at least many, of 
the tasks included in the guides, considering them together 
all at once may seem daunting and even impossible.

We have developed this tool as a source of guidance and 
inspiration. It is a menu of ideas from which you, the user, 
may choose to put into practice, helping your World Heritage 
site become more sustainable for its current and future 
visitors.

Getting to know these ‘How To’ guides will move your site 
towards better self-management and sustainability rather 
than demand a level of sophistication that might simply be 
unattainable for some World Heritage sites. We would urge 
all site managers to read through these resources thoroughly 
and begin to think about what positive steps can be taken to 
implement these changes. Again, we remind each user that 
results will differ for each site, and the circumstances of the 
local environment and community must always be taken into 
consideration.

Sustainability is a complex system to navigate. Please feel 
free to ask any questions regarding the information provided 
in the ‘How To’ guides, or send us your feedback. We are here 
to help. 



1.   When you undertake your initial analysis  
and develop your strategy, you need to 
identify sensible benchmarks and milestones

Why this matters

There are a number of reasons why monitoring is important 
for World Heritage sites:

However – as Guide 1 (Understanding tourism at your 
destination) and Guide 2 (Developing a strategy for 
progressive change) stressed – it also very important 
to ensure that, at a destination scale, the product and 
experiences being offered to visitors are of the right 
quality and nature, as well as securing the return they 
deserve. There should also be benchmarks of key issues and 
the monitoring of their impacts on the host community.

Another key reason monitoring is crucial is to capture the 
effectiveness of different measures in a way funders 
and investors can see evidence their investment has 
made a difference, and to provide you with important 
information to persuade future investors that ‘$X amount of 
investment can deliver Y number of outcomes’.

Lastly, the credibility and buy-in for sustainability 
depends to an extent on the outcomes being 
transparent, accountable, and evidence-based. If you want 
the wider destination to support sustainability, then you 
need to build the evidence base for it, and encourage people 
to question and challenge your approaches.

This guide will tell you why benchmarking matters and suggest some ideas on how you can 
develop site and destination specific benchmarks.

Guide 10 Monitoring success with sustainable tourism

Below are some of the important benchmarks you should 
consider:

1) Conservation or environmental benchmarks

The primary benchmarks should be about protecting 
the World Heritage site’s OUV. While many stakeholder 
aspirations will be economic, the key responsibility and 
obligation for managers of World Heritage sites and the  
State Parties is to protect and preserve the values of the  
site. Nothing should compromise this. There is no  
simple blueprint for what these benchmarks should be,  
each site will have a unique cultural or natural set  
of attributes and these must be captured in a site-specific 
set of benchmarks. For example, a natural site may want  
to manage the risk of invasive species or the threat of 
poaching, whereas a cultural site may wish to prevent damage 
to monuments from traffic. The evidence used to analyse 
benchmarks should be replicated at every site to provide  
a comparison at different moments in time – are things 
getting better, staying the same, or getting worse?

2) Community benchmarks

The second set of benchmarks should be about monitoring 
the positive and negative impacts on the host 
community. A key element of sustainability is providing host 
communities with a powerful voice in how tourism affects 
them. Often the impacts – both good and bad – on local 
people are accepted as a kind of collateral damage created  
by tourism, something inevitable and unavoidable. However, 
this certainly should not be the case. Sustainable tourism 
must monitor these impacts and take them very 
seriously. There is no perfect way to do this, and different 
societies and cultures will have different preferences or 
models for achieving it. However, the key principle is the 
host community is part of the process of understanding 
tourism, (Guide 1, Understanding tourism at your destination), 
formulating strategy (Guide 2, Developing a strategy for 
progressive change), and setting the benchmarks to evaluate 
whether or not the destination is providing them with what 
they need and aspirations they have outlined.

“ Credibility and buy-in for sustainability depends 
to an extent on the outcomes being transparent, 
accountable, and evidence-based. If you 
want the wider destination to support 
sustainability, then you need to build the 
evidence base for it, and encourage people to 
question and challenge your approaches..”

To ensure that the OUV (Outstanding Universal Value) of  
a site is being maintained

To assess the condition and/or state of conservation

To allow outstanding issues to be recognised and dealt with

To allow good practice, knowledge, and experiences to be 
shared between states, site managers, and other heritage 
professionals.



3.  Benchmarks and results should be published 
and signed by the key stakeholders as 
transparent measures of success or failure

4.  Revisit benchmarks annually and check they 
are still relevant

2.   Benchmarks should be SMART

Benchmarks should be relatively simple to understand 
and should be widely communicated. We recommend no 
more than 10 benchmarks, which should be published as the 
final page of the strategy (See Guide 2, Developing a strategy 
for progressive change). Tourism businesses can struggle 
to understand heritage professionals at times, so having a 
simple set of benchmarks that can be explained easily 
to everyone is important.

You cannot opt out of benchmarks to make life  
easier, but you can develop them with good reason. If  
the global economy grows, or declines, faster than anyone 
could have predicted, the projects and issues in your strategy  
may change, and your benchmarks may need to adjust to 
reflect those changes. Simply opting out of tough targets 
is cheating. However, you can evolve benchmarks in a 
transparent and accountable way – just be sure to explain 
to stakeholders what you have changed and why. 
We would suggest that every year, or every other year, might 
be a suitable moment to review benchmarks and add new 
ones if needed.

Set timescales for monitoring. Tourism numbers and 
impacts will change quite rapidly, and will need to be reviewed 
at least every year. Other benchmarks, such as ecological 
conditions linked to long-term deterioration, might change 
very slowly and do not require annual review.

Other benchmarks might be about when the destination feels 
too crowded or when quality of life deteriorates because 
of congestion – such measures are subjective, but can be 
measured if people are encouraged to keep simple records or 
diaries. The number of potential benchmarks is endless, 
but you can work with the community to determine the 
ones that matter to them.

3) Economic/Tourism benchmarks

The previous two sets of benchmarks were about protecting 
places and protecting communities, but it is, of course, 
necessary to benchmark a number of key tourism 
variables. These will differ from site to site, but as we saw 
in Guide 1 (Understanding tourism at your destination), it 
is crucial to understand the specific tourism trends for the 
destination in a way site and destination managers are aware 
of how many people are visiting, when they are coming,  
why they are coming, how much they are spending, and in 
what ways. There is a need for benchmarks that shed 
light on both the demand and supply side of the 
tourism sector.

Unfortunately, many sites do not monitor visitor expectations 
and perceptions about the quality of what they experience – 
this is crucial. In this guide, we stress that many more  
sites need to develop simple surveying techniques to 
provide insights for monitoring this over time. All significant 
tourism destinations should also be monitoring the 
economic value of tourism to the local area, as this 
is a key benchmark and crucial to understanding and 
communicating its significance.

4) Other benchmarks 

The strategic focus of different sites will inform which 
benchmarks should be monitored over time. Be confident  
in making the benchmarks fit-for-purpose for your  
site and its context. Do not worry if your benchmarks are 
unique to your site – they should be. If the key local issue  
is visitor management, then most benchmarks may be about 
that issue. Similarly, if the issue is an unsustainable funding 
situation, then the benchmarks might be about costs relative 
to income. Your issue might also be ecological degradation, 
so the benchmarks might be about the quality of the 
environment. All of these are site-specific, and all must  
be based on understanding the issues and challenges of the 
site as set out in Guide 1 and 2.

Some destinations might monitor:

The average wage in the tourism sector paid to local people

The poverty rate in the local community

The quality of life of the host community

The percentage of young people finishing school

The percentage of local young people who receive training  
in the tourism industry

Even the number of local people who run a business.

Specific. Be extremely clear about what you mean; vague 
or generic benchmarks do not work – target a specific area  
for improvement.

Measurable. Benchmarks must be based on data that  
can be repeated to provide comparisons – this requires 
quantifiable measures.

Assignable. Things only happen if someone is tasked with 
doing them, specify in your strategy who will make this  
thing happen.

Realistic. State what can realistically be achieved in the 
given time period, considering available resources.

Time-related. Specify when the action will be undertaken, 
and when its outcome can be achieved.



Guide 1 (Understanding Tourism) outlined that data on  
the conservation status of the site; the needs, aspirations, 
and quality of life of the host community; and the 
performance of the tourism sector, will be held by a range 
of stakeholders. Therefore, benchmark evidence will 
have to be monitored in the same way – by working 
together with a range of partners and providing the evidence 
through which benchmark performance can be assessed. 
When setting the strategy and agreeing on responsibilities 
for actions/activities (Guide 2, Developing a strategy for 
progressive change), you should ensure that stakeholders 
commit to their part of gathering data and periodically 
reporting progress against the agreed benchmarks.

Celebrate and publicise your successes. When you  
do great things and solve strategic issues, be sure to tell 
everyone in the destination and beyond about it. Asking 
people, communities, and businesses to work with you  
over a period of time requires faith in you and your actions/
activities. If you forget to tell people when you achieve 
something, it will go unnoticed, and their faith in you  
will be weaker as a result.

Go back to the start, and look again at tourism in your 
destination and World Heritage site. Look at what the 
issues are, what the pressures are, and how you are 
performing compared to other World Heritage destinations. 
Things change fast in tourism (not the least of which are 
visitors’ expectations of quality and storytelling), and new 
technologies mean that nothing stands still. Start the 
strategic process again – make your destination the 
most sustainable and most effective place it can possible  
be. Also, If you have cracked all the issues, please tell us  
about it… few sites have!

The whole point of a strategy and benchmarks is to 
provide a measure of what is and what is not working. 
It is crucial that you commit to reviewing progress and 
analysing the evidence at appropriate intervals. Ask yourself 
truthfully whether or not the actions/activities implemented 
are having the desired impact on the issues. If they are, 
congratulate yourself on the success, refocus on the remaining 
issues, or identify new ones. If your benchmarks are revealing 
a decline in circumstances, then you need to be honest and 
reassess what is needed.

It may be that you change your strategy in the light 
of what you learn from your successes and failures. Some 
of the most progressive World Heritage sites are those that 
have made lots of mistakes and quickly learned how to do 
things better. No one has all the answers to your site-
specific problems, so there will be a degree of trial and error 
to your solutions. Do not worry about failure, it means 
you are trying to make a difference. By monitoring and 
benchmarking, you can quickly assess and learn from your 
failures to succeed next time.

Be honest about your assumptions in terms of what 
is likely to happen. To avoid post-facto rationalisation, you 
should try and record your assumptions based on how certain 
actions might affect benchmarks when you are first identifying 
them. Capturing this is useful to help you understand change 
in the destination.

Do not be fazed by monitoring – it can be simple. 
Sometimes monitoring might be photographic, or simply 
holding a forum to record what local people think is improving 
and what is not. Some benchmarks might be simply measured 
by simple surveys of visitors, or through observation by 
experts.

5.  Who does the monitoring?

7.  Saving the world is not easy; it is not a race 
with an end point

 

6.  Assess what is working and what is not;  
if you need to do things differently, then 
refresh your strategy

“ The whole point of a strategy and benchmarks 
is to provide a measure of what is and what is 
not working. It is crucial that you commit 
to reviewing progress and analysing the 
evidence at appropriate intervals. Ask 
yourself truthfully whether or not the actions/
activities implemented are having the desired 
impact on the issues.”



UNESCO World Heritage
Sustainable Tourism Online Toolkit

To read the complete toolkit visit
whc.unesco.org/en/tourismtoolkit

UNESCO World Heritage
Sustainable Tourism Online Toolkit

To read the complete toolkit visit
whc.unesco.org/en/tourismtoolkit


