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A PARADIGM SHIFT

The tourism industry has reached a new 
frontier where globalization and technological 
advancements are driving an unprecedented 
shift in thinking and consumer needs. We are 
witnessing the birth of a new traveler who sees 
the world through a different lens and embraces 
different lifestyles compared to the traditional 
aruba visitor of the past 30+ years. a traveler 
that not only looks for authentic experiences 
but also values sustainable destinations. We 
can expect significant changes as to how 
travelers select destinations, consume travel 
services and make purchasing decisions in the 
coming years.  These transformations, coupled 
with the fact that aruba’s tourism product has 
reached a state of maturity, means it was time 
to reflect on what it has achieved over the past 
decades and look ahead to where it wants to 
go in the future.

an island where the community is defined 
by, and proud of, their instinctive sense of 
curiosity, aruba has again taken a pioneering 
approach towards destination development. 
To guide its destination into the future, aruba 
together with its people, re-assessed its 
strategic priorities to continue a smart path 
for sustainable destination development. a 
small island destination greatly dependent on 
tourism requires a forward-thinking destination 
development plan. This will:

• fortify its foundation to continue to thrive 
as a tourism destination for the years and 
generations to come.
• help balance external factors and conserve 
its scarce and fragile natural resources. 
• safeguard the aruba way of life and happiness 
of its people.
• prioritize sustainable tourism practices and 
the united nations 2030 agenda, sustainable 
development goals (sdgs) at national level.

“Aruba’s tourism development approach 
to the future cannot be based upon its past 
success, as it will not guarantee similar 
results in the future.” 

Ronella Tjin Asjoe-Croes
CEO Aruba Tourism Authority 
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ABOUT ARUBA

To help understand the why behind the 
significance of a destination development 
plan for this small island nation, it is important 
to pause and reflect on the history of aruba’s 
tourism sector. 

History

The closure of aruba’s oil refinery, lago, in 1985 
had a big impact on aruba’s economy. The 
government of aruba immediately lost 50% of its 
income and aruba was faced with a staggering 
unemployment of 35%. The government made 
a choice at that point in time to focus on the 
tourism industry to recover from this crisis. 
aruba has since been exceptionally successful 
in spurring its economy through tourism.1

Rapid expansion over the past 30+ years 

• hotel rooms expanded from 2,000 to more 
than 8,000 over the past 30+ years.
• stay-over visitor arrivals grew from 200,000 
back in 1985 to over 1.1 million in 2016. 
• gross domestic product (gdp) reached 
an amount of $2.7 billion us dollars in 2016 
compared to $406mln in 1986. 

aruba’s tourism sector is known for its resilience. 
however, notwithstanding its government’s 
economic diversification efforts to minimize 
the burden on tourism’s contribution to gdp, 
it is expected that tourism will remain the main 
economic pillar for the medium to long term. 

The total contribution of aruba’s tourism industry 
represents 88% of aruba’s gdp as of the end 
of 2016. This high dependence on tourism puts 
significant pressure on the islands’ natural and 
cultural assets, the fragile environment and 
social constituents. The pursuit of innovative 
pathways for sustainable tourism development 
is fundamental to achieve balanced growth and 
maintain economic stability. 

THE CHALLENGE

1. p3a conference - sustainable Tourism session, presentation by ronella Tjin asjoe-croes - ceo aTa, march 21, 2016.
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in reflecting on the challenges and external factors impacting the tourism industry, aruba recognized 
the need to continue to evolve and rethink its destination strategy to:

• maximize economic impact.
• guard intangible elements of its nation’s development such as but not limited to cultural identity, 
happiness and wellbeing of the aruban people.
• protect the already fragile environment and natural assets.

The ddp offers a fresh approach for collaborative destination development. it allows aruba and 
its stakeholders to go forward with a renewed sense of purpose and a refreshed perspective by 
challenging assumptions and eliminating dated habits.

THE WAY FORWARD

THE ARUBA DESTINATION DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

The ddp is a strategic framework for destination development that will be used to guide both strategic 
and policy decisions affecting destination aruba. 

The plan leverages the wealth of data and research conducted by a.T.a. and stakeholders over the 
past decades, whilst providing an innovative outlook on the future of the destination.
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DDP Big PictuRe Value PRoPosition 

• provides a decision-making framework to support cohesive destination development 

• supports a common vision and direction for destination aruba. 

• provides a proactive approach toward development and greater alignment in management of destination 

aruba and the visitor experience.

• fosters a collaborative approach for sustainable destination development.

• helps maximize return on investment with respect to product development and marketing.

• addresses fragmentation to help address better use and management of resources. 

• preserves aruba’s core assets whilst stimulating progress.

• leads to greater alignment between visitor experience and expectation.

• supports alignment with the unWTo sustainable tourism goals linked to the united nations 2030 agenda, 

sustainable development goals (sdgs), particularly, goals 8, 12 and 14 on inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth, sustainable consumption and production and the sustainable use of oceans and marine 

resources, respectively, and goal 17, partnerships for the goals.

THE 3 PHASES OF DESTINATION DEVELOPMENT PLANNING 

a phased approach: 

discovery: planning, initial research to establish key 
questions, challenges and objectives
development: development of the plan in 
collaboration with stakeholders
document: drafting the final report, supporting 
documents and action plan and discussing the 
findings with stakeholders 
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along with an extensive group of tourism 
stakeholders who contributed their knowledge and 
expertise during various sessions in september 
2016 through april 2017, the aruban community 
provided valuable insights and recommendations 
that shaped and informed the ddp.

1. planning
The first step in development of the ddp was to 
create a destination development road map to 
guide the process. key elements of the road map: 

 Timeline
 key milestones
 deliverables
 key stakeholders 

2. desk review

a.T.a. and tourism stakeholders have conducted 
various studies and surveys over the past three 
decades. The data and research process included 

a review of existing data, national reports and 
international studies on destination development. 
stakeholders were consulted throughout the 
research process as needed, for example, where 
there were data gaps and/or to clarify certain 
positions or policies. 

3. identify stakeholders
The ddp was developed with stakeholders through 
a participatory and open process over the course 
of nine months. 

COMMITTEES AND INCUBATORS
most participants were convened into committees 
or incubator groups based on:

 background
 diversity in age and gender 
 kind and level of expertise
 by worldview and interests 
 multi-disciplinary backgrounds and cross-sector
 balance (government, private sector, ngos)

The committee and incubator sessions were divided by clusters that can be linked to a general theme. 
sessions were held by cluster and/ or a combination of clusters. This method ensured both focused and 
comprehensive cross-theme discussions for each session. 

academics
activists
Business owners & Leaders
Change-makers 
Creatives
disrupters
entrepreneurs
Government
industry experts
innovators 
Local Community
Niche Connoisseurs
policy-makers

DISCOVERY PHASE 

Themes

active participation of 350+ 
stakeholders
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4. set Project objectives
 
The following project objectives were identified with stakeholders at the outset and
served as the guiding principles for development of the plan:
 
• strengthen synergy and collaboration amongst stakeholders.
• articulate a statement of purpose or common vision that is inspiring, concrete, and measurable
(aruba “to become The destination in the caribbean to [fill in the blank]”).
• identify priority actions that lead to enhancement of the overall visitor experience and delivery on 
brand promise. 
• identify actions that promote synergy between destination enhancement and community needs, 
and actions that strengthen the connection between community and tourism. 
• identify opportunities to increase the economic value of tourism.

5. sustainable tourism Diagnostic

integration of sustainable destinations alliance 
for the americas (sdaa) and the aruba 
sustainable development goals committee 
(sdg aruba)

in collaboration with sustainable destinations 
alliance for the americas (sdaa), and coordinated 
by sustainable Travel international (sTi), a.T.a. 
undertook a sustainable tourism diagnostic 
during the ddp discovery process. The timing 
of the diagnostic expediently coincided with the 
kick-off of the aruba sustainable development 
goals committee (sdg aruba) at national level. 
sdg aruba is an ambitious government-led 
initiative, supported by the united nations, to 
help coordinate and develop private-public and 
international relationships to achieve the united 
nations 2030 agenda, sustainable development 
goals on the island of aruba. 

sdg aruba was integrated into the ddp process 

to maximize destination resources and to ensure 
sustainable tourism standards and monitoring 
systems are developed in alignment with the 
sustainable development goals that impact or 
are impacted by tourism. 

aruba’s current performance was benchmarked 
against 105 internationally recognized indicators 
for sustainable destination management 
covering the following four main themes:

• sustainaBle Destination management

• community inVolVement anD Benefiits

• cultuRal anD natuRal management

• enViRonmental conseRVation

This diagnostic was completed through a wide 
range of methods, including a desk-based 
research, documents review, and field visits 
in october 2016 and January 2017. field 
visits included one-on-one meetings with key 
leaders and organizations involved in tourism, 
themed focus groups, and site visits to key 
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attractions. The aim of this assessment was to 
provide aruba with a 360-degree profile of its 
status with respect to sustainable tourism. The 
diagnostic findings and sTi recommendations 
are integrated in the ddp. 

6. Dna assessment

as part of the discovery phase, a.T.a. 
undertook a destination “dna” assessment to 
uncover aruba’s place dna or ever-evolving 
destination identity. aruba’s dna is the spirit of 
all experiences and stories it generates.

The dna assessment was based on a self-
assessment and independent third-party desk 
review of the ddp incubator and town hall 
findings (collective stakeholder and community 
feedback), as well as an independent 

assessment of visitor surveys, online feedback, 
and what aruba projects (communication with 
visitors or target visitors). 

The dna assessment is an integral part of 
the ddp as it establishes the foundation for 
a strategic communication direction and 
development of potential new niches and visitor 
markets.
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along with an extensive group of tourism stakeholders who contributed their knowledge and expertise 
during various sessions over the course of nine months, the aruban community provided valuable 
insights and recommendations that shaped and informed the ddp.

The approach 

Bottoms-up

active stakeholder and

community participation 

Transparent process 

DEVELOPMENT PHASE 
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findings from all sessions were reviewed at committee and sounding board 
level and validated with incubator participants in an open process. The 

following “360-validation loop” method was applied:

This approach encouraged development of consensus amongst stakeholders on key destination 
themes. Including the community and stakeholders at all levels of the process helped hone 
strategic priorities, identify synergies and deliberate on allocation of responsibilities with respect 
to recommended actions. 
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eNerGy

In developing this innovative framework for 
destination development, local participants 
were asked some fundamental questions 
throughout a series of interactive incubator 
sessions. These sessions utilized a 
combination of gamification, design thinking 
principles, user experience philosophies, 
and techniques in order to elicit valuable 

responses. The results from the incubator 
sessions were vetted through a series of 
committee and sounding board sessions. 
In addition, the plan also considers visitor 
feedback gathered through various studies 
and exit surveys to ensure a balance between 
community and visitor needs. 

DEVELOPING THE STRATEGIC FRAMEWORk
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DOCUMENTATION PHASE

The extensive nine-month process described 
herein resulted in a cohesive destination plan 
for aruba. The ddp’s guiding philosophy is to 
preserve aruba’s core assets whilst stimulating 
progress. 

The ddp identifies 5 strategic objectives 
and 22 development priorities, which are 
further broken down into 90+ actions and 
recommendations to be implemented (or 
advocated) in 2017 through 2021.
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The development priorities and corresponding actions are co-dependent and jointly lead 
destination aruba toward a common vision that organically evolved through the process: 

    “Jointly working towards being a sensible boutique destination that inspires curiosity” 

WHy cuRiosity
aruba is a destination where the community is defined by, and proud of, their instinctive sense of 
curiosity. This is rooted in the island’s history of resilience and ability to turn resourcefulness into 
entrepreneurial thinking. To survive and to spur economic growth.  

curiosity will help preserve and enhance the aruba sense of place and instill in the community, 
stakeholders, and entrepreneurs the creative confidence and cultural curiosity necessary to 
innovate, preserve the environment and tell the stories they want to share. by doing this, aruba will 
stimulate experiential travel and unlock the untapped potential from its biggest asset: The aruban 
people.

“The very purpose of life is to seek happiness” - Dalai Lama

commitment
a highly integrated and synergized approach between a.T.a. and its destination development 
partners, is a fundamental factor for the success of the destination. This requires commitment of 
all stakeholders and the aruban community. stakeholder organizations who endorsed the ddp 
plan are expected to sign a destination pledge affirming their commitment to the plan’s execution. 
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kEY LESSONS LEARNED

do not lose track of who the ultimate 
beneficiaries are of the plan in developing the 
questions and assessments. in case of a ddp, 
the plan should benefit both the visitor and the 
community. 

involve key stakeholders from the onset to 
secure a participatory process and to ensure 
key objectives of the process are in alignment 
(needs and challenges differ per stakeholder 
groups).

simplify written and digital communication 
with stakeholders. keep emails and invites 
short. meeting invitation emails or letters can 
be limited to logistical info and key objectives. 
a standard briefing on the project may be 
attached to emails or linked to. 

newspaper ads and social media is not 
sufficient to activate town hall meetings. 
engage community leaders with a minimum of 
2-week advanced notice. The best marketing 
is word-of-mouth. 

planning each round of stakeholder and 
community sessions require about a month 
lead time.

create a communication kit with key 
deliverables, briefings, letterhead, template 
presentations, advertorials (including photos 
and videos of sessions), and invite letters that 
coordinating team members have access to. 
This can be accompanied with a one-page 
project communication guideline to ensure 
consistency in messaging.

Take a ‘listen’ and ‘guide’ approach during 
group sessions.

meetings on monday do not work as these are 
mostly reserved by skateholders for internal 
meetings.

short and interactive meetings are the most 
valuable, not longer than 4 hours.

Think of ways to present options that 
skateholders need to prioritize.

Working in group sessions enables to share 
knowledge and opinions/view points.

The inclusive approach taken produced a wealth of insights. Key procedural learnings and 
noteworthy observations are highlighted below:
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