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The sun, sea and sand model that has characterized the Spanish tourism sector and has 

caused Spain’s tourist sector to become a world-class industry is actually undergoing drastic 

changes. This model is based on the existence of major tourism destinations characterized by 

high levels of industry specialization, which makes them a target of analysis as tourism clusters 

in which the geographic concentration of synergies reinforces the competitive position. In this 

study, Spanish tourism clusters are identified using quantitative methods and the current validity 

of the economies of location that have made them possible are also analyzed. Although all the 

identified clusters can be defined as mature and became less significant during the last decade 

in Spanish tourism, according to the results the creation of externalities measured in terms of 

higher generation of profit is higher in companies belonging to the tourism clusters than in those 

outside of them. 

Introduction 

Spain had over 52.2 million tourists in 2009 (UNWTO, 2010) and ranked number three 

worldwide in the arrival of foreign tourists. Much of the success of Spanish tourism is due to so-called 

mass tourism destinations (Valenzuela, 1991; Claver et al., 2007; Segreto et al., 2009). These 

destinations arose in the second half of the twentieth century and quickly became worldwide references 

for sun, sea and sand tourism (Aguiló et al., 2005). However, the tourism sector in general is facing 

important changes (Kumral & Onder, 2009; Papatheodorou et al., 2010) which are particularly 

significant in the traditional tourism model (Poon, 1993). According to the tourist destination life cycle 

theory (Butler, 1980), these locations are mature and paradigmatic destinations of so-called second-



generation tourism under the classification of Knowles and Curtis (1999). Destinations of this type offer 

a much standardized product controlled by large tour operators which certain authors have identified 

with Fordist production (Ioannides & Debbage, 1997). Second-generation tourism tends to be regarded 

as unsustainable and on the decline (Agarwal, 2002), being unable to adapt to the demands of new 

more independent, flexible and discerning customers resulting from the emergence of new technologies 

and lifestyles, which lead to a new tourism model called third generation or neo- Fordism and 

characterized by higher control and planning, a greater focus on the quality of the tourism product and a 

decrease in intermediaries (Fayos, 1996). 

In this connection, traditional tourist destinations have made significant efforts to reposition 

themselves and diversify (Aguiló et al., 2005; Avraham & Ketter, 2008; Polo & Valle, 2008). In recent 

years, different studies have been performed analyzing this repositioning in destinations such Costa 

Blanca (Claver et al., 2007), the Balearic Islands (Aguiló et al., 2005; Alegre & Caldera, 2006) and the 

Canary Islands (Sherrer et al., 2009). These analyses stress that this strategy involves both a promotional 

effort (Hayden, 2009) and an increase in the quality of tourism products offered. Tourist satisfaction is 

becoming less dependent on traditional factors such as fair weather or the quality of beaches (Alegre & 

Garau, 2011) because tourists are increasingly more sophisticated customers who place greater 

emphasis on factors such as environmental quality and care (Moutinho, 2000; Esteban et al., 2009) as 

well as local factors and social and economic changes (Pulina & Biagi, 2010). 

Therefore, knowing whether placing hotel and catering establishments in mature destinations 

continues to offer a competitive advantage (Marrero & Santana, 2008) is key. Certain authors claim that 

nowadays mass tourism should be analyzed as a “mature destination” where it is not on the decline 

(Farsari et al., 2007), although the current economies of agglomeration may offer an advantage to hotel 

and catering companies located in these territories, as argued, inter alia, by Chun and Kalnins (2001). In 

this connection, the general aim of this study is to analyze whether Spanish mass tourism destinations 

form tourism clusters generating externalities which can be measured in terms of the business profits 

earned by the hotel establishments located therein. The territories which can be considered to be 

tourism clusters in Spain due to their level of tourism specialization were first identified, following which 

different economic and financial ratios were compared in hotel establishments located inside and 

outside the clusters. 

To achieve these aims, this study is divided into five sections. First, the aims are presented, and 

secondly, the concept of tourism cluster is analyzed; in the third section, the Spanish tourism clusters 

are located, and in the fourth section, the validity of economies of agglomeration is studied by means of 



a comparative analysis between the results of hotel and catering companies inside and outside of the 

clusters. Lastly, main conclusions are drawn and future lines of research are proposed. 

Tourism Cluster and Territory Effect 

The concept of cluster has mainly been used in the manufacturing industry, whereas few studies 

have been performed on service clusters. This is due to the fact that the existence of a cluster has 

traditionally been substantiated by “resource” and “supply” externalities and only recently has the 

concept of “demand” externalities been used (Canina et al., 2005). This new perspective has opened up 

the possibility of studying clusters in service sectors such as financial (Cook et al., 2007), tourism 

(Michael, 2003; Jackson & Murphy, 2006) and other service sectors (Pandit et al., 2008). 

Capone and Boix (2008) suggest that high levels of agglomeration in tourism are not based 

simply on the existence of natural features or an attractive heritage, but rather on the presence of 

economies of location present on all links of the chain of economic activities relating to tourism 

products. 

Within the scope of industrial districts, there are also studies attempting to relate externalities 

and the tourism industry (Pearce, 1995; Hjalager, 2000). However, the industrial districts studies focus 

their analysis on more uniform sectors, and it is difficult to apply them in service sectors where 

significant inter-industrial relationships are generated (Segarra-Oña & De Miguel-Molina, 2009). 

Studies on tourism clusters have focused mainly on the role played by territory, different actors 

and productive and social relations (Van den Berg et al., 2001; Nordin, 2003; Hall, 2005; Flowers & 

Easterling, 2006), but, from our standpoint, it is necessary to point out two peculiarities. 

1. Tourism clusters are the result of the location of complementary companies which do not 

necessarily belong to the same sector (Novelli et al., 2006), but which benefit from the 

existence of networks, alliances and other dynamics between them (Tinsley & Lynch, 2001; 

Saxena, 2005; Presenza & Cipollina, 2010; Weidenfeld et al., 2010). This feature allows the 

concept of “diagonal cluster” to be introduced (Michael, 2003) since the location of new 

business directly or indirectly related to tourism not only adds value to the companies inside 

the same cluster but also the tourism experience itself. In these diagonal clusters, trust, 

relationships and share capital play a key role (Inkpen & Tsang, 2005). 

2. The prominence of cooperation over competition. The traditional microeconomic model of 

competition is not applicable because in this case companies are required to cooperate to 

promote a destination (Jackson & Murphy, 2006). In the tourism market, the first thing sold 



to the customer is the destination. Therefore, services and products must be combined to 

offer the specific experience sought by the customer (Michael, 2003). 

These two peculiarities differentiate the traditional cluster from the tourism cluster. Currently, 

much of the competitive ability and the ability to react of these mass tourism destinations is a result of 

the agglomeration of companies and institutions relating to tourism, which are able to create specialized 

products or services and provide skilled and trained labor, as well as infrastructures and services 

adapted to needs, thereby generating externalities and acting in a symergetic manner (Segarra et al., 

2011). A tourism destination’s ability to adapt will depend on the creativity and interaction of the 

different local bodies (Richards &Wilson, 2006) on the geographic externalities produced (Lazzeretti & 

Capone, 2006) and, ultimately, on the existence of tourism clusters enabling areas to compete globally 

while working together locally (Novelli et al., 2006; Mazanec et al., 2007; Erkus-Öztürk, 2009; Ferreira & 

Estevao, 2009). 

However, there is still a certain agreement that the application of the concept of clusters to 

tourism is appropriate (Jackson &Murphy, 2002). In any case, the discussion of tourism clusters is still in 

an early stage (Nordin, 2003). There are recent studies analyzing tourism clusters in specific sectors such 

as convention tourism (Bernini, 2009) and food and wine tourism (Hall, 2005), as well as the appearance 

of tourism clusters in transition economies (Jackson & Murphy, 2006) or emerging economies (Sharma 

et al., 2007; Erkus, 2009). However, the analysis of mature tourist destinations as tourism clusters 

should still be studied, as well as the influence of tourism clusters on economic performance. 

In the Spanish case, the analysis of touristic clusters is also a recent field of study. There is a 

perception that a destination’s competitive advantage depends on the dynamic level of its agencies, as 

well as on the coordination of different actors and administrations (Aguiló et al., 2005). In this line, we 

can find, at the Spanish level, several studies analysing knowledge transmission within tourism clusters 

(Alvarez & Gonzalez, 2008), the dynamics of the relationships between public and private levels 

(Merinero, 2008) or the role that tourism clusters play when innovating and improving their 

competitiveness (Alvarez & Gonzalez, 2006; Prats et al., 2008), but there has not been found any study 

that quantifies the benefits of the cluster effect. 

Regarding tourism cluster mapping, it is remarkable in the work of Aurioles et al. (2008) that 

develops a Spanish map of tourist municipalities classified by type of prevailing tourism. Touristic 

clusters have also been studied at a regional level; Blasco et al. (2009) mapped Catalunya and Segarra et 

al. (2011) did it with the Valencian region, but we have not found any study that analyses the economic 



impact of geographic concentration in the tourism sector regardless of administrative boundaries as a 

measure and considering the area expertise. 

In this study, tourism clusters are statistically located in order to analyze their influence on 

economic performance, which is known as the validation of the district effect in the literature (Soler, 

2006; Puig et al., 2008). 

In any case, unlike the studies on industrial districts, when studying tourism, it becomes 

necessary not to restrict the sources of location advantages to the Marshallian concept of externality, 

but it is necessary to extend it to the Weberian concept of “natural resources” (Weber, 1909; Ellison & 

Glaeser, 1997), to the existence of urbanization economies (Jacobs, 1969; Henderson et al., 2001) or to 

the idea of clusters of demand (Canina et al., 2005). 

Signorini (1994) was the first author to attempt to quantify the district effect, showing that the 

productivity of companies within the district is greater than that of companies outside it. Subsequently, 

other studies have made similar comparisons focusing on different aspects such as technical efficiency 

(Hernández & Soler, 2003), the ability to export (Melitz, 2003), the generation of externalities (Miret-

Pastor & Segarra, 2010) and the ability to innovate (Canielli & De Liso, 2004). 

In any case, it should be noted that all the literature presented has focused its analysis on 

industrial sectors. Our study follows the line of research of Fabiani (2000) and focuses on the analysis of 

financial results, but unlike in all previous studies, an agglomeration of service companies, such as a 

tourism cluster, and in particular, the economic performance of its hotels is analyzed. 

Location of Tourism Clusters: Methodology and Analysis 

In order to identify tourism clusters, a hotel and catering specialization rate was calculated 

according to the theory of geographic agglomeration and specialization intrinsic to all clusters 

(O’Donoghue & Gleave, 2001). The same methodology had previously been used to analyze the 

performances of clusters in the region of Valencia (Miret-Pastor et al., 2010; Segarra et al., 2011). The 

data used in the analysis were taken from the population census database (last version available 2001). 

The rate used to measure the specialization levels was the location quotient (LQ) 

 

where Eis is the number of employees in province S in sector i, Es is the number of employees in province 

s, Eis is the number of employees in Spain in sector i and E is the total number of employees in Spain. 



This same LQ method is used for the different cluster mappings (Porter, 1998), and for the 

location of “local production systems” specializing in tourism (Lazzeretti & Capone, 2006). Just like the 

concept of a cluster, this LQ method is simple and flexible, although given its simplicity it is not free from 

criticism. In recent years, new methods have appeared such as those based on the comparison of spatial 

distributions (Brenner, 2006) or on bilateral distances between companies (Marcon & Puech, 2003; 

Duranton & Overman, 2005). However, since our aim is not to define the geographical scope of the 

cluster but rather to compare territories whose boundaries have already been determined, the LQ 

method is considered to be appropriate for our analysis. 

Regarding the geographical division, we thought about considering the local labor markets as 

the location variable measure, as it has been considered in previous works to locate a regional tourism 

clusters in Valencia (Miret-Pastor et al., 2010) or at a national level in Italy (Lazzeretti & Capone, 2006; 

Capone & Boix, 2008). However, the resulting maps we identified were too much fragmented. 

Finally, we decided to use geographic areas officially recognized, which makes the analysis more 

simple, understandable and useful, especially for agents responsible for tourism planning, since these 

entities have competencies in tourist promotion strategies. 

In previous research on the Spanish tourism clusters, the town has been considered as 

geographical reference (Auriol, 2008; Merinero, 2008); however, there is a consensus about the 

expansion of the economies of location, going beyond the municipal area and expanding wider (Alonso 

et al., 2003). We could have chosen the region as the geographical reference (Segarra et al., 2011), the 

provincial area (Alvarez & Gonzalez, 2008) or even regions (Alvarez & Gonzalez, 2006). We have finally 

decided to analyze the data using the provincial division, being aware that this geographical division 

carries a high degree of internal heterogeneity, but also the advantage of being officially recognized 

territories whose institutions (the provincial or regional governments in uniprovincial regions) play an 

important role in the design and implementation of tourism policies. It is precisely the institutional role, 

along with the provincial associations, which is one of the reasons for this choice, explaining that many 

of the most popular Spanish tourist brands worldwide totally fit (or largely) with provincial boundaries 

(Table 1). 

Since there is no formal definition of the tourism sector at a statistical level, we identified some 

of the sectors or subsectors represented in the NACE code. 

The term tourism industry is still used regarding the segments belonging to tourism including 

sectors directly related to tourism and non-hotel business, in line with the work of Leidner (2004). NACE 



sectors that identify the whole tourism industry can be considered Travel agencies and tour operators 

633, hotels and other accommodation 551–552 and restaurants, bars, canteens, catering 553–555. 

Upon applying the LQ to the 49 Spanish provinces, the highest rates were found in the provinces 

represented in Table 2. 

The LQ forces us to seek an arbitrary cut-off point from which to consider the concentration of 

employees to be high, meaning that there is a possibility of a cluster. In this study, a cut-off value of 1.25 

was set in line with the work of Miller et al. (2001) and Lazzeretti and Capone (2006). 

 

The six provinces listed in the table were the only ones meeting the requirement of having an LQ 

greater than 1.25 and which could be identified with the six main Spanish tourism clusters. Since the 

Canary Island provinces correspond to the Canary Islands tourism cluster, the results were grouped into 

five clusters which were equivalent to five tourist destinations (Figure 1). 

By using the province as a field of reference, we found five major tourism clusters, easily 

recognizable worldwide and we quickly identified not only the same model of tourism (3S), but also a 

model of tourism cluster “mature”. 

The traditional Spanish touristic model of sun, sea and sand has changed, and actually, we can 

find large classical localized clusters coexisting with other tourist beach destinations and a thriving urban 

tourism, nature, rural or cultural brands. 

In 2009, these five clusters accounted for 52% of all bookings in Spanish territory (HOS, 2010). 

However, in 1999, these destinations accounted for 60% of all bookings. Noteworthy is that, in a decade, 

these traditional sun, sea and sand destinations have lost bookings not only in relative but also absolute 

terms. According to the Hotel Occupancy Survey, from 1999 to 2009, there were 8000 less bookings in 



all five destinations,1 1 while bookings increased by over 20,000 in all of Spain in the same period (Figure 

2). 

 

 

In view of these data, a question arises as to whether the location of hotels in mature tourism 

clusters continues to offer a competitive advantage. The changes in the number of bookings might 

indicate that it is more profitable for hotels to be located outside the tourism clusters, but they might 

                                                           
1 This decrease was mostly caused by the decline in tourists in the Balearic Islands. 



also imply that other tourist destinations (in other provinces), and even alternative tourism models 

(rural tourism, city, etc.) have emerged or been consolidated. Consequently, it is necessary to analyze 

whether the economies of location which once led to the emergence and consolidation of the major 

Spanish tourist destinations continue to be valid today. For this purpose, we proposed studying whether 

the location within clusters affects the economic and financial rations of hotel and catering companies 

based on the following research hypothesis: 

H1: Hotels located inside tourism clusters perform better economically than those located outside the 

clusters. 

 

Validity of Agglomeration Economies in Spanish Tourism Clusters 

Data and Methodology 

To validate this hypothesis, a sample was analyzed comprising a total of 7699 Spanish hotels, 

which are shown in Table 3. 

From the total of 7699 hotels identified at the SABI database (2008 version), 5368 hotels were 

considered not located in a tourist cluster according to previous analysis (see Section 3) and 2331 were 



considered to belong to a cluster. Sixty-eight hotels were discarded due to the lack of some data 

necessary for the analysis. 

 

In the second part of the study, analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed using the SPSS.17.0 

program. ANOVA is a statistical technique in which the variance is broken down into independent parts 

with different explanatory variables. This analysis is used to compare whether the values of a set of 

numerical data are significantly different from the values of one or more other sets of data (Ching-Hui et 

al., 2010). In our case, the selected variables were used to compare hotels located in tourism clusters 

identified in the first part of the study and the rest of Spanish hotels (those which do not benefit from 

belonging to the previously identified clusters). The procedure for comparing these values was based on 

the overall variance observed in the groups of numerical data to be compared. 

The ANOVA analysis indicates whether the null hypothesis indicating the equality of the means 

for a given level of significance should be accepted or rejected. In other words, an attempt was made to 

verify whether the means of the variables analyzed were significantly different between the groups 

analyzed. 

The variables studied for each of the hotels are “Income per employee”, “Sales per employee” 

and “Size” (measured by the number of employees). EBITDA (earning before interest, taxes, 

depreciation and amortization per employee) was chosen as the variable to be used to measure 

“profitability”, since it is considered to be one of the most reliable and popular indicators for measuring 

and comparing financial profit. We have considered all the variables per employee in order to eliminate 

any correlation existing among size and economic results. 

Results 

The empirical results obtained are shown in Table 4. 



In the case of all the variables studied (income/per employee, sales/per employee, size, 

EBITDA/per employee), the means for the hotels located inside the cluster were significantly higher than 

for the hotels outside the cluster. Empirical evidence showed significant differences between companies 

which were located inside tourism clusters and those which were not. Therefore, it can be concluded 

that the hotels located inside clusters generate higher income, sell more and show more profit, meaning 

that the hypothesis proposed “Hotels located inside tourism clusters perform better economically than 

those located outside the clusters” can be validated. 

 

After obtaining these results and validating the hypothesis posed, it was necessary to determine 

whether the results could be assumed in the case of all the clusters identified, and for this purpose, 

individual analyses were performed in order to avoid possible distortions. The empirical results are 

shown in Tables 5–9. 

Again, significant differences were found for most of the variables studied. In the hotels located 

in the tourism clusters of the Canary Islands, Balearic Islands and Málaga (Tables 5– 7), clear differences 

were evidenced, such as higher operating income and net sales, as well as higher profit measured by 

means of EBITDA per employee. In other words, these hotels are more profitable than the other 

domestic hotels not located inside a tourism cluster. Hotels in Alicante are more profitable in terms of 

Net incomes/per employee and sales/per employee but results are not transferred to EBITDA/per 

employee. The same results were not evidenced in the case of the clusters of Gerona (Table 9). As for 

the Hotels in Girona, all the indicators studied show figures which are lower than those shown for hotels 

located outside the clusters. In the case of Girona, it should be noted that unlike in the other provinces 



studied, tourism is very heterogeneous since together with the sun, sea and sand tourism of the Costa 

Brava there is a significant rural, cultural and snow tourism, etc. 

In any case, these results prove that it is important to be cautious when considering and 

generalizing the findings of our study. Although this study analyses Spanish tourism clusters in general, 

and although it is evident that there are similarities between all of them, each of these clusters should 

be considered as a different destination with its own features and trends. 

Conclusions 

The statistical analyses performed in this study enabled us to identify six Spanish provinces with 

specialization levels that can be defined as tourism clusters and which correspond to the five classic 

Spanish sun, sea and sand tourism destinations (la Costa Blanca, la Costa del Sol, la Costa Brava, the 

Balearic Islands and the Canary Islands). 

These five destinations now account more over 50% of hotel bookings in Spanish territory. 

However, in recent years, both in absolute and relative terms, these figures have decreased. 

Furthermore, combined with this empirical evidence is the consideration by different experts that these 

destinations are in a phase of stagnation or decline. 

 

Therefore, it is necessary to analyze the validity of economies of location which once made 

possible the birth and success of these destinations, success which is now at stake. In other words, the 

hypothesis that “hotels located inside tourism clusters perform better economically than those located 

outside the clusters” can be posed. 



By means of ANOVA, four economic indicators were compared, and it was concluded that for all 

the variables studied, the means for hotels located inside the clusters were significantly higher than for 

hotels located outside the clusters, which allowed us to validate the hypothesis posed. It has to be 

pointed out that all the variables have been studied referred to the number of employees, so we can 

compare them without considering the importance that the size of the hotel could have on the 

economic performance. 

 

 

A subsequent individual analysis continued offering similar evidence for the majority of clusters 

analyzed, although it was necessary to make some significant qualifications. 



 

 

The conclusion of this quantitative analysis was that despite the stagnation in the number of 

tourists and the fact that these destinations could be considered to be mature, economies of location 

are still valid both overall and for each of the main Spanish tourism clusters. 

In any case, the trend towards a change in the global tourism model requires the adaptation of 

these destinations to a rapidly changing and competitive environment. As reflected in many studies, 

these destinations have transformed and renewed the tourism possibilities offered, and they have done 

so as true tourism clusters “cooperating locally to compete globally”. 

The existence of tourism clusters has proved to be a tool which is able to positively influence 

economic performance, and therefore, the competitiveness of the companies located inside these 

clusters. If future tourism policies are meant to be as efficient and effective as possible, the existence of 

tourism clusters will have to be taken into account, and the understanding and strengthening of these 

clusters will need to be advanced. 



The analysis of these mass destinations as tourism clusters opens the door to future studies 

which identify and analyze the economies of locations by which they are substantiated. This paper has 

used a very broad concept of economies of location; we should also study the importance of 

urbanization economies, the different resources and demand externalities, as well as the analysis of 

geographical and sector areas into which they expand, in addition to the relationships existing inside 

those clusters. 
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