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Abstract

This study analyzes the content of internet ratings of beaches to identify the indicators used. The methodology used
an exploratory internet survey using the term ‘best beaches'in five languages. For each site, the ranking method used
was extracted and the indicators considered were listed, where applicable. Of the 70 websites analyzed, 47 ranked
the beaches (67%) but less than 50% used indicators. The remaining were based on the opinion of the editorial board,
personal experience, and users’ perceptions. The most used indicator was the color of water, followed by the color

of the sand. These results show that the majority of ‘best beaches'lists are based on subjective criteria. They are

an overview of places that appeal to the person that wrote the page and are not scientifically or analytically based.
Even when indicators are considered, these are mostly a reflection of the idea of an idealized beach, crystal blue
waters with white or gold sand. The actual quality of the beach, including water quality, carrying capacity, and eco-
system balance, is not addressed. Although visual attractiveness is a key element for the public, these rankings should
incorporate a wider range of indicators to fully assess the quality of a beach.

Keywords Best beach, Ranking, Paradise, Beach quality, Indicator

1 Introduction
Sun, beautiful beaches, and warm ocean waters have
become standard vacation requirements for many tour-
ists (Miller and Hadley 2019). Tourism is one of the prin-
cipal means of the global commodification of natural and
cultural resources, turning these ecosystem services into
abstract exchange values in the shortest time possible
(Gossling 2002). Coastal tourism is one of the key sectors
of the Blue Economy (EC 2021) and involves both natural
and cultural resources (Miller and Hadley 2019), but con-
sists mostly of beach tourism.

To truly comprehend coastal tourism, it is fundmen-
tal to define the key aspect: the beach. A beach can be
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defined as a wave deposited accumulation of unconsoli-
dated sediment, ranging in size from very fine sand up to
boulders, deposited between the upper swash limit and
wave base (Bird 2008; Short and Jackson 2013). Transi-
tioning from this geological definition, a tourist beach
can be better understood as a socio-ecological resource
located mainly on coastal destinations, which is devel-
oped and managed for the primary purpose of attracting
tourists interested in Sun, Sea, and Sand (3S) activities
(Botero et al. 2018a). 3S tourism is a unique attribute
that, in combination with climate and calm seas, charac-
terizes tourism in many coastal and especially island des-
tinations (Alipour et al. 2020).

Next, the concept of ‘beach quality’ must be consid-
ered. Beach environmental quality is defined by Botero
et al. (2018b) as “the state of the beach as a socio-natural
system in a certain time, concerning its ecosystem fumnc-
tionality and satisfaction of human needs. Using the
aesthetic appeal of Sun, Sea, and Sand, the coastal tour-
ist industry applies a variety of aesthetic scales, rating
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recreational areas to inform the public where the ‘best
beaches’ are located (Williams and Micallef 2009).
Beach ratings are the ranking of beaches according to
their performance against a checklist of different cri-
teria, based on physical, biological, and human use
attributes (Cagilaba and Rennie 2005). The evaluation
results in an ordered ranking with the ‘best’ beach at
the top. An example of a famous rating scheme is one
used by TripAdvisor, a platform that provides a list
of the best beaches based on the preferences of the
tourists. TripAdvisor Beaches’ Ranking appears to be a
reference, with its content replicated by several pages.
However, many other websites have their own list of best
beaches around the world.

The internet has become the main platform for seek-
ing and disseminating information (Lin and Huang 2006)
and it is considered the least expensive and fastest way
to reach international travelers (Stepchenkova and Mor-
rison 2006). Studies of the relationship between inter-
net and tourism have been focusing on the influence of
internet in the construction of destination image (Pav-
lovic and Belullo 2011; Abodeeb et al. 2015; Wang et al.
2021; Guo et al. 2022); on the potential of social media as
a marketing tool for tourism (Zivkovi¢ et al. 2014; Caro
et al. 2015; Varga and Gabor 2021); on the evaluation of
content to identify the linguistic, techniques and efficacy
of websites (Stepchenkova and Morrison 2006; Gomez-
Martin et al. 2017; Malenkina and Ivanov 2018; Juanna
et al. 2022); and on the role of mobile travel apps to pro-
mote tourism and services (Corréa 2013; Mayordomo-
Martinez et al. 2019). The connection between beach
rankings, tourism and destination images, however, has
not yet been pursued.

McKenna et al. (2011) affirm that beach awards
enhance the popularity of a beach. Moreover, promotion
strategies like the ‘best beaches’ lists also contribute to
the popularity of a destination as they play an important
role in image construction (Mendes et al. 2011; Li et al.
2015). Since travelers are likely to use travel intermedi-
aries in their destination selection process (Echtner and
Ritchie 1991; Baloglu and Mangaloglu 2001), these rank-
ings can be considered a source of information when
choosing the next beach to visit. However, the informa-
tion provided on how these rankings are performed is
often unclear or missing. This lack of information raises
some research questions. What is the ‘best’ beach based
on? How was the ranking made? Can these rankings be
considered reliable and objective? The aim of this study
is to analyze the content of internet beach ratings, identi-
fying the indicators used and the data that underpin the
ratings including the general characteristics of the rated
beaches.
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2 Method

A literature review was undertaken to evaluate the rank-
ing of best beaches, detecting the approach and indica-
tors considered by each ranking. The procedure was
divided into three main steps: a systematic examination
of “best beaches”; a comprehensive analysis of the com-
piled data; and a comparative assessment against scien-
tific information. The systematic review was conducted in
Google using the term ‘best beaches’ in several languages
(English, French, Portuguese, Spanish, and Italian). Over
200 websites were checked based on the following cri-
teria (i) focused on beaches, (ii) more than five beaches,
(iii) original content. Websites that merely replicate or
translate other rankings were disregarded.

The websites that fulfilled the requirements (n=71)
were selected and their content was analyzed according
to (i) the method used to rate the beaches (e.g., indica-
tors, personal experience, opinion of the editorial board,
etc.) and (ii) the indicators considered, where applicable.
The indicators were summarized based on (i) if they are
described or not, (ii) frequency of appearance, and (iii)
the average number considered by the site. The infor-
mation gathered was systematically documented in a
spreadsheet, recording the name, ranking position, and
coordinates of each beach. Moreover, a thorough review
of website content was conducted to identify recurring
terms. After a previous analysis, 26 specific words were
identified, and the prevalence of each term across web-
sites was recorded. This data was then utilized to gener-
ate a word cloud using a free online tool (https://www.
freewordcloudgenerator.com/).

The top beach of the world for each website was plotted
into a map using a combination of Google Earth (GE) and
QGis. Firstly, the coordinates of every beach were input
as a position mark into GE and exported as a kmz file.
Next, the kmz file was converted to shapefile in QGis and
plotted as a map using the Google Satellite layer available
at Quick Map Services Plugin. Additionally, GE was used
to characterize the beaches and extract common fea-
tures (turquoise water, white sand, high vegetation cover,
pocket shape, presence of rocks or promontories, pres-
ence of facilities, localized in an island). The information
collected was organized into a spreadsheet using 1 if the
beach met the parameter and 0 if it did not. Finally, the
values were added up and the percentages calculated.

To compare the results of the general websites with the
scientific literature, a search was conducted in the Google
Scholar (GE) and Science Direct (SD) journal databases.
The search, utilizing the terms ‘beach’ AND ‘quality’ in
the title, abstract or keywords, returned 95 articles in
SD and 771 in GS. The titles of all articles in SD and of
the initial 100 articles in GE were filtered to identify the
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alignment with the theme and to check the full article
availability. Duplicate articles were excluded. Finally, 17
peer-reviewed journal articles, proposing indices for the
holistic evaluation of overall beach quality, were identified.
The content of the selected articles was examined based on
the number and area of indicators, as well as the method-
ology employed. The results were recorded in a table.

3 Results

The systematic review returned 71 websites contain-
ing some type of ‘best beaches’ ranking. The major-
ity presented a list of ‘best beaches of the world;, but
some of them exhibited the best beaches of a coun-
try (Portugal, Spain, Mexico, Colombia, Brazil, EUA)
or a region (Algarve, Sardegna, Europe, Caribe). The
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name and link of each site is shown at the end of ref-
erences. Of the 71 websites analyzed, 47 (66%) ordered
the beaches according to their position on the list. The
others presented just a list with the beaches that satis-
fied their checklist. Since a rating scheme needs to have
some order, sites that do not present the beaches by an
increasing order cannot be considered as a ‘ranking’
Regarding the method used, only 39% (28 sites) con-
sidered indicators in their assessment, as shown in
Fig. 1. The rest are the opinion of the editorial board
(21 sites), personal experience (14), users’ perception
(11), opinion of travel specialists (5), and Instagram
popularity (2). Only one site used certification and
awareness schemes, such as blue flag, and the results
of previous scores. Finally, 11 sites did not specify what

Others

Traveler Specialists
5

Users Perception
1

Not Specified
11

Personal Experience
14

~ R

Indicators
28

<

*

Editorial Team
21

Fig. 1 Ranking methods used by websites to rank the ‘best’beaches (n=71 websites)

Table 1 Explanations of ranking methods used by the websites

Ranking method Overview

Indicators

Editorial team
Personal experience
User’s perception General, public opinion

Specialists

Use of characteristics, such as the color of the water, to rank the beaches
Judgement of the group responsible for the subject of a specific website
Content of a singular individual that owns a blog or social media

Websites that consider the opinion of traveler specialists, such as journalists, bloggers, editors and travelling

agencies, rather than just from the owners of the webpage

Instagram

Previous scores
Certification/Awareness
Not specified

Websites that are interested in the popularity numbers of this social media

Previous critic reviews and former beach winners from other media results are incorporated into the ranking
The consideration of official recognition, such as Blue Flag, granted to a location

Websites where the assessment could not be identified
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information was used. Some rankings used more than
one approach in the process, e.g. indicators plus pub-
lic opinion. The different approaches are explained in
Table 1.

The ‘Users’ perception’ is normally based on popular
vote (like US News) or evaluation of beaches (like TripAd-
visor); however, other options are pursued, for example,
Kiwi.com promotes a world championship to decide the
best. The process involves duels, with the result decided
by votes on Instagram. Money.co delivers the best beach
according to the amount of Instagram posts per meter.

Page 4 of 11

World Beach Awards collects popular votes to reward the
best beach destination.

Concerning ‘indicators, the total number considered
by site ranged between 2 and 17 with an average of 8.
Whereas the indicators of some sites are explicit, in
others the indicators were extracted from the text, e.g.,
beaches with turquoise waters. A total of 49 indica-
tors were found. The most cited indicator was the color
of water (considered by 21 out of 28 sites), followed by
the color of the sand (20). Scenic value (15), well-kept
vegetation (13), access (13), and turbidity (11) were also
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Fig. 2 Number of websites that consider each indicator identified
Table 2 Indicators grouped by thematic area
Thematic Area % Indicators
Recreational 32.7% Access Facilities for children Parking
Accessibility for disabled Hotels Restaurants
Amenities Intensity of Beach Use Safety
Awareness & certifications Lifeguards Sports facilities
Competition for use Nightlife TripAdvisor rating
Sanitary 20.4% Cleaning Glass and rubble Sewage and runoff
Domestic animals Pests Sand quality
Floating human material Oil and tar balls Water quality
Trash and litter
Physical 20.4% Beach material Color of water Sand softness
Beach shape Cristal waters Size of breaking waves
Beach width Dangerous cliffs Tidal range
Color of sand Length
Environmental 16.3% Buildings & Urbanism Misfits Seaweed & jellyfish
Degree of urbanization Physical Features Well-kept vegetation
Scenic value Wildlife
Meteorological 10.2% Air temperature Rainfall Water temperature

Ne of sunny days

Wind speed
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highlighted. Figure 2 shows that many of the indicators
(75%) are used by less than 5 websites.

Organizing the indicators into thematic areas (Table 2),
it becomes evident that 32% are associated with recrea-
tional attributes, emphasizing services, amenities, and
overall safety. Another 20% addresses sanitary issues,
mostly the presence of litter and sewage. The physi-
cal characteristics of the beach, including the grain size,
beach width and wave parameters, comprise 20% of total.
A detailed examination of this category reveals a pre-
dominant association with scenic evaluation Environ-
mental considerations make up 16% of the indicators, yet
these also accentuate scenic and urbanization aspects.
Climate conditions, such as rainfall and number of sunny
days, contribute 10%.

The word cloud (Fig. 3) was generated using 26 words.
The majority of them are from the aesthetic and para-
disiac vocabulary (beautiful, special, unique, stunning,
picturesque, perfect, amazing, paradise, idyllic, wonder-
ful, postcard, instagrammable, outstanding, breathtak-
ing, must-see, unforgettable, spectacular, extraordinary,
unspoiled); a few are related with attributes of the beach
(white sand, golden sand, crystal waters, turquoise,
blue water); and two words (sustainable, quality) were
included to identify if quality and sustainability are men-
tioned by them. The word that appears the most (in 62
out of 71 websites) is ‘beautiful, followed by ‘paradise’
(56). Characteristics of the beach also have a high fre-
quency among the lists: ‘white (sand)’ and ‘crystal (water)’
are cited by 51 websites, ‘blue (water)’ by 47, ‘turquoise
(water)’ by 40 and ‘golden (sand)’ by 33 websites. ‘Quality’
is quoted by 15 websites, whereas ‘sustainable’ for only
two.

crystal
perfect stunning

paradise

amazing
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From the 47 websites that assessed the beaches, 21
were worldwide lists. The top-ranked beach of each site
was plotted onto a map (Fig. 4). Beaches on Bora Bora,
Zakynthos (Greece), and Seychelles won the first posi-
tion in more than one site. La Digue Island, in Seychelles,
was the front-runner in five cases. Looking into the dis-
tribution and characteristics of the winners it is possible
to find some similarities. First, all of them are located on
islands or archipelagos, have turquoise or emerald waters
and very white sand. They are also surrounded by vegeta-
tion, that can be either a dense forest or jungle (majority
of the cases) or a well-preserved dune or coastal veg-
etation. Promontories, cliffs, or mountains fence the top
beaches, giving them a pocket-protected shape. Facilities
are not mandatory and, when present, they are scattered
and well-distributed.

The survey of beach quality in the scientific literature
returned 17 indices (Table 3) applied by diverse authors
all over the world in beaches with different stages of devel-
opment. Weights were assigned in almost all assessments
through the evaluation of experts or users. The involvement
of stakeholders, mostly beach experts and users, is recur-
rent in the methodologies. Although, the authors adopted
different approaches for the definition of scores during the
rating of indicators, the majority evaluated the indicators
based on previous scores established in the literature.

4 Discussion

The results show that beaches in mostly pristine areas
are considered the best. Even those that are more urban-
ized, such as Grace Bay and St. Catherine’s, have a good
vegetation cover. Despite the element of naturalness,
beaches seem to be valued more from an aesthetic point

breathtaking

White must-see

| quality
turquoise

beautiful

outstanding b lu e Wonderful unspoiled

instagrammable

golden

extraordinary

sustainable

spectacular
unforgettable

Fig. 3 Word cloud with recurrent terms used by the ‘best beaches'lists. The bigger the word, the higher the frequency of appearance

among websites
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Veligandu Island
Country: Maldives
Ranking: Kiwi

—
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Country: Philippines
Ranking: Viajali BR
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Country: Australia
Ranking: TripAdvisor
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Country: Seychelles

¢ !

Ranking: Volta ao Mundo
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Country: Seychelles Ranking: Money.Co
Beaches: .
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National Geographic)
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La Digue Island (Viago CA)
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Fig. 4 Location of the beaches classified as the best (#1) in the world by different websites

of view, indicating that the rankings of best beaches are
judging beauty rather than beach environmental quality
as defined by Botero et al. (2018b). The importance given
to water and sand color supports the visually appealing
aspect since those parameters are elements that compose
scenic evaluation studies (Ergin et al. 2004; Anfuso et al.
2014 Cristiano et al. 2020; Mestanza-Ramén et al. 2020).
Furthermore, the word cloud supports these affirmatives
once the words used to describe the beaches are mainly
from the aesthetic vocabulary (Fig. 3). ‘Quality’ was found
in 15 websites, however, only three of them use the word
refering to a high beach quality. The others associate the
word with water/sand quality, accommodation quality or
certification schemes. The word ‘sustainable, meanwhile,
was identified in only two sites, in both of which the word
referred to commercial establishments that have sustain-
able production seals rather than the beach.

A significant observation is that the majority of beaches
featured on these websites align with the stereotypical
notion of ‘paradise’ The imagery of a tropical paradise
is characterized by white sandy beaches, blue waters,
and green palm trees (Gossling 2002). Those character-
istics (turquoise waters, white sand, and high vegetation

nearby) are recurrent in the beaches analyzed and at the
promotional language used in the lists (Fig. 3). According
to Costa (1998), the concept of a Western paradise dis-
course traces its origins to the works of Homer, Greeks,
and Romans, characterized by terms like warm, pleasant,
idyllic, and maritime; over time, this notion evolved into
an earthly paradise, akin to the Garden of Eden in the
Judeo-Christian worldview, with an unspecified and iso-
lated location. The narrative further transformed during
European expansionism, redefining the earthly paradise
as the newly discovered Pacific Islands (Costa 1998). To
this day, travelers continue to regard islands as paradisia-
cal destinations due to their inherent beauty, isolation,
warmth, and exotic allure (Costa 1998; Prayag 2011). This
association might be why the winning beaches (Fig. 4) are
consistently located on islands or archipelagos.

Humans respond to some colors associations in a bio-
logically based tendency (Elliot and Maier 2007). Kaya
and Epps (2004), while studying the emotional response
of college students to different colors, discovered that
blue, white, and green (the combination of paradisiac
beaches) are associated with feelings of relaxation and
calmness, followed by happiness, comfort, peace, and
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Table 3 Beach quality indices found in the literature (N° is referring to the number of indicators considered by the author)

Index Authors Ne  Dimensions of indicators Countries/ Regions
Environmental Quality of Coastal Areas Cendrero and Fischer (1997) 77 Resources; Hazards; Occupancy Spain
Beach Rating Scale Leatherman (1997) 50  Physical; Biological; Human use and impacts  USA
User-based Rating system Morgan (1999) 49  Physical; Biological; Human uses UK
Bathing Area Registration & Evaluation Micallef et al. (2004) 49  Safety; Water quality; Facilities; Scenery; Croatia
Litter
Beach Quality Sealeum et al. (2007) 50  Physical; Social; Pollution; Biological Thailand
Environmental Quality Indicators Araujo and Costa (2008) 60  Natural: Socioeconomic Brazil
Integrated Beach Value Index Cervantes and Espejel (2008) 74  Ecological; Socioeconomic USA, Mexico and Brazil
Beach Quiality index Ariza et al. (2010) 69  Recreational; Natural; Protective Spain
Environmental Function Analysis Amyot and Grant (2014) 21 Ecological; Socio-economic Canada
Coastal Scenic Assessment Ergin et al. (2004) 26 Physical; Human Turkey, UK and Malta
Index of Environmental Quality in Tourist Botero et al. (2015) 30  Sanitary, Ecological, Recreational Colombia
Beaches
Multi-criteria evaluation Chen and Bau (2016) 20  Cleanliness; Safety; Protection & Manage- Taiwan, China
ment; Facilities & Services
Beach Evaluation Index Lucrezi et al. (2016) 131 Physical; biological and environmental; South Africa
infrastructure and services; socio-cultural
and religious/spiritual; conservation
Integrated Beach Quality Index Semeoshenkova et al. (2016) 8 Environmental; Human welfare & health Italy
Beach Health Index Todd and Bowa (2016) 13 Beach Health Goals Australia
Multi-dimensional recreational quality Pefna-Alonso et al. (2018a) 69  Accessibility; Water; Environmental; Com- Spain
fort; Scenic; Human activity & infrastructure;
Safety; Facilities;
Double-Looped Beach Quality Index Bombana and Ariza (2019) 16 Economics; Morphodynamics; Recreational;  Spain

Ecology & natural heritage;

hope. Moreover, white tended to be related to purity and
cleanliness. In this sense, Pranzini et al. (2016) affirm that
beaches with lightest sands are the preference of tourists
and that the change of the original sand color by nour-
ishment can impact the perception of the users toward
the beach. Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibanez (2010), while
studying consumer behavior and landscape advertise-
ment, noticed that advertisements containing images of
clear water and lush green vegetation evoked the most
favorable emotional responses. These preferences are
supported by an evolutionary origin, as habitats with
these characteristics offer advantages crucial for sur-
vival and reproduction. In essence, contemporary society
appears to have inherited an evolutionary predisposition
to favor areas with green vegetation and clear waters. At
the same time, biological programming leads us to gravi-
tate towards beaches with specific characteristics, as the
associated feelings of freedom and relaxation are intrin-
sically linked to specific colors (green, blue and white).
Consequently, we perpetuate the same image of the per-
fect beach, potentially explaining the remarkable similar-
ity in the content of various beach rankings.

Images are the result of a complex and creative pro-
cess, where a mental construct is developed (elaborated,
embellished, and ordered) based on the impressions of

a flood of information (Reynolds 1965). Regarding des-
tination, individuals create images based not just on the
perception of the destination attributes, but also on the
holistic impression made by the place itself (Echtner and
Ritchie 1991; Urbis et al. 2019). According to Echtner and
Ritchie (1991), the flood of information used to gener-
ate destination images is influenced by promotional lit-
erature, (travel brochures, posters); opinions, (of family,
friends, and travel agents); and general media (television,
magazines, movies). Additionally, historical, political,
economic, and social factors influence these perceptions.
Since media has a huge influence on the creation of an
image by the public, the rankings of best beaches, where
all chosen locations have similar characteristics, will help
to disseminate the paradisiac discourse. In agreement,
Costa (1998) affirms that movies, television shows, and
books, as well as the stories and photographs of friends
and relatives, stimulate homology since the images
promoted are consistent with the Western concept of
paradise.

Another clear finding is the importance of user percep-
tion, as evidenced by the incorporation of users in vari-
ous websites. This involvement is manifested through the
integration of personal opinions (from the writers, the
editorial board, or specialists) or through public voting
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mechanisms, as shown in Fig. 1. Additionally, the web-
sites often use online reviews, while beach surveys are
the predominant method in scientific research (Roca
and Villares 2008; Lucrezi et al. 2018; Peia-Alonso
et al. 2018b; Cabezas-Rabadén et al. 2019). It is impor-
tant to note that the users who took part in these scien-
tific studies were physically present on the beach when
their opinions were requested, which implies that they
were actively enjoying the beach environment during
the evaluation. On the other hand, individuals voting on
websites may not have direct knowledge of the subject,
which could affect the outcome. The absence of familiar-
ity or direct experience with the beach in question may
contribute to a distorted perception, shedding light on
the notable influence of scenic elements on site ratings.
Echtner and Ritchie (1991) affirm that it is important to
separate the images of those individuals who have visited
and those who have not, since there are changes in des-
tination image before and after visitation. Hence, users
who have personally visited the beach are likely to shape
their perception based on their unique experiences, while
those unfamiliar with the destination may perpetuate an
idealized image influenced by external impressions.

The results found here support that the websites and
the scientific studies differ on their respective foci. While
the scientific literature is trying to understand what fac-
tors drive users to choose a beach and how geography,
culture, and social aspects can influence it; the webpages
are more interested in extracting which beaches are most
appealing for tourists. This is demonstrated by the use
of terms from the aesthetic vocabulary, like ‘beautiful,
‘paradise’ and ‘picturesque’ (Miller and Hadley 2019), as
seen in Fig. 3. Furthermore, the dissimilarity is reflected
by the indicators used. Whereas water and sand color are
the priority for users in websites, cleanliness is cited as
the most valued feature in scientific articles (Pena-Alonso
et al. 2018b; Roca and Villares 2018; Lucrezi et al. 2018).
Cleanliness, together with safety, is also considered the
most important parameter in a beach for most of the
existing awards, such as Blue Flag, Seaside Award and
National Healthy Beaches Campaign.

The disparity between the evaluations of websites and
journal articles is mainly due from variations in the con-
tent and nature of the indicators used in the ranking pro-
cesses. Whereas websites use an average of 8 indicators
(with a maximum of 17), in journal articles the average
reaches 47 (with a maximum of 131). This significant dif-
ference highlights the scientists’ concentrated effort to
thoroughly examine the quality of a beach, considering
all relevant factors. Regarding type, indicators in web-
sites concentrate mostly on the recreational use, physi-
cal characteristics of the beach, and sanitary aspects
(Fig. 3). However, it is clear that beach user satisfaction
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is at the forefront of these rankings and even when other
aspects are included, such as environmental and physi-
cal characteristics, they aim to promote recreation as
well (Bombana and Ariza 2018). Scientific articles, on
the other hand, embrace a broader spectrum of indica-
tor areas, including not only physical and human welfare
but also ecological, economic, sanitary, and management
indicators (Table 3). Williams and Micallef (2009) affirms
that ratings should cover many aspects of the theme
addressed, instead of just one or two, as is the case with
several websites ratings.

Although some websites use indicators to rank the
beaches, the prevailing method in compiling rankings
relies significantly on personal experiences and opinions,
as illustrated in Fig. 1. However, given that user prefer-
ences are susceptible to influences such as interests, life-
style, motivation, age, education, geographic location,
nationality, and marital status (Prayag 2011; Bimonte
and Faralla 2012; Dodds and Holmes 2019), the ultimate
ranking is subject to the profile of the writer. As a result,
the position or even the names of beaches in the rank-
ing may change depending on the authorship. Support-
ing the role of the profile in the outcomes, Phillips and
House (2009) discovered that various user groups rank
the same beaches differently due to the prioritization of
indicators. For instance, surfers tend to prioritize physi-
cal criteria, conservationists lean towards ecological and
biological considerations, wheras families place emphasis
on human indicators, particularly safety. The published
ranking, therefore, is a reflection of the context and
beliefs of the writer at the time the list was written and
does not provide the environmental quality status of the
beaches.

Another divergence is the ranking itself. Unlike the
majority of websites, the articles are just qualifying
the beaches, rather than ranking them. A beach index
describes and evaluates the beach, allowing the detection
of attributes that do or do not favor the recreational value
of any beach (Cervantes and Espejel 2008). According to
Espinola and Marques Janior (2021), indices are created
to help the management of beaches, and not to rank the
best ones or help the tourist to decide their destination.
Besides, Botero (2018) explains that ratings (assessment
process) and certifications (recognition of a desired level
of quality) are not differentiated in the literature.

As a final point, we must recognize that a standardized
beach ranking demands a transparent methodology, com-
prising measurable indicators that respect a beach’s eco-
system functions and services. To align with sustainable
tourism goals, these indicators must adopt a holistic per-
spective, encompassing social/cultural, economic, gov-
ernance, and environmental dimensions. Furthermore,
employing a predetermined scoring system to measure
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these indicators is essential. Utilizing a specific scale
facilitates meaningful comparisons between beaches,
providing users with a comprehensive understanding of
strengths and weaknesses in each case. Another crucial
aspect is considering and differentiating beach typolo-
gies, avoiding generalization or inaccurate classification
(Williams and Micallef 2009). Recognizing the inherent
diversity among beaches is vital, and assessments should
be tailored accordingly. Finally, the classification system
should be designed for effective communication with
society (Fischhoft 2019). Therefore, presenting results in
an easily comprehensible and visually appealing format
is essential, enabling the interpretation of a substantial
amount of information. With those requirements in mind,
a new scientific framework for ranking beach quality
based on sustainable tourism and management effective-
ness is currently being implemented (Oliveira et al. 2023,
submitted article).

5 Conclusions

The analysis of the internet revealed that the existing
web-based rankings are mostly subjective. The majority
of ‘best beaches’ lists are either an overview of places that
appeal to the person that wrote the webpage or the win-
ners of social contests. They seem to be judging beauty
rather than quality, since they are relying on the aesthetic
component to rank the beaches, as evidenced by the
characteristics of the beaches included and the promo-
tion vocabulary used to create the content. Even when
indicators are considered, those are mostly a reflection of
the notion of a paradisiac beach (crystal blue waters with
white sand).

Although attractiveness is a key element for the public,
the perpetuation of these lists can have a major impact on
coasts. To begin with, these lists establish and enforce a
standard that is nearly unattainable, given that such cri-
teria hinge on factors like climate, geology, or dynamics.
Consequently, the distinctive and natural attributes of
beaches that fall short of these challenging standards are
being overlooked. Simultaneously, those beaches featured
on the lists may face a heightened influx of visitors. This
not only exacerbates the customary impacts of tourist
activities, such as increased waste production, wastewater
generation, and water consumption but also necessitates
additional facilities, leading to land modifications. Beach
rankings with a scientific basis can play an important role
in sustainable tourism since they can be used not only
to inform the public about the best beaches, but also to
support beach management by assessing their socio-eco-
logical state and primary weaknesses. The assessment of
beach quality from a comprehensive perspective is critical
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to ensuring and safeguarding the health of the ecosystem
and bridging the gap with scientific investigations.
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