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The birth of tourism as research/policy issue

Italy can be regarded as one of the birthplaces of tourism in Europe. The
word «tourism», invented in the nineteenth century, comes from the Grand
Tour, a traditional trip undertaken by the English aristocracy since the
seventeenth century, allowing the discovery of Europe, and especially France
and Italy, for educational purposes (Black, 1985). Rome, Naples, Florence,
Milan constituted some of the main urban stages of these trips.

At the same time, mountain as well as seaside resorts were created for
medical and aesthetic purposes, following a change of mentalities with re-
gards to mountains and shorelines (Corbin, 1990). It was the thermal
waters and the cold waters in Northern Europe that led to the birth of the
first resorts in the eighteenth century (Bath and Brighton). Nevertheless,
trips to Italy during the Romantic era praised the transparency of the waters
and the sun, resulting in a positive valuation of the Mediterranean waters
(Boyer, 2000) and the first Italian resorts were developed in the nineteenth
century in mountains, seaside or lakes (Berrino, 2011; Battilani e Fauri,
2004; Orioli, 2013).

Therefore, tourism appears as the result of a multi-century evolution
(Equipe MIT, 2005 and 2011), relying on changes of mentalities and the
valorization of new practices, and mainly being based, at its origins, on
private investments. Consequently, it seems legitimate to wonder: does tou-
rism need to be accompanied and regulated? Given the widespread nature
of tourism in the world, what are the issues, objectives and possibilities of
tourism policies? Moreover, in this perspective, at which scales should these
policies be implemented?
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The globalization of tourism

According to the World Tourism Organization (WTO), international
tourism has been growing strongly since the second half of the 20th century,
rising from 25 million international arrivals in 1950 to 436 million in 1990
and 1.3 billion in 2017. Tourism is a major sector of the world economy
(10% according to the WTO), and for some island states a structuring acti-
vity of their GDP (such as the Seychelles, Maldives, Dominican Republic).

This growth is based on several dynamics. First of all, it is linked to the
development of transports: for example, in 2017, 4 billion passengers were
transported by air, compared with 750 million in 1980. Above all, this
growth reflects a massification and globalization of tourism. The globalization
of tourism concerns the emergence of new major destinations: the United
States, France, Italy and Spain remain the most visited countries since 1950,
but nowadays China, Turkey, Malaysia or Thailand are among the 15 most
visited countries. Moreover, outbound tourism basins have also become globa-
lized. China has become the first outbound tourism market in the world
(gradually allowing travel abroad for its inhabitants since 1984). Thus, tou-
rism is becoming more and more polycentric (Gravari-Barbas et Jacquot,
2018), even if some countries remain isolated or withdrawn from global
flows, Sub-Saharan Africa or Central Asia for example.

However, international tourism statistics should not overshadow two major
facts. International tourism relies mainly on intra-continental mobility between
neighboring countries (the main flows to Italy come from Western Europe, and
German and French tourists account for one-third of border arrivals in Italia
in 2016). Furthermore, domestic tourism, including the case of Southern coun-
tries, generally exceeds international tourism and is better distributed over the
national territories, although its measurement is more difficult (with a larger
share in non-market accommodation).

Europe remains the first international tourism destination in the world, for
both inbound and outbound travels (see Battaglia in this issue). In the Euro-
pean region, the development of high-speed trains and low-cost transportation
has led to a growth in short-stay urban tourism (in its cultural or festive dimen-
sion). Simultaneously, tourist resorts are experiencing new issues such as climate
change, transformation in practices, decay and obsolescence. Tourism remains a
major strategy to reconvert cities, agricultural or industrial regions in crisis (see
Basile in this issue), largely supported by national and European funds, and
appears as an important axis of a new economy of enrichment (Boltanski et
Esquerre, 2017, see the review of Sanoussi in this issue).

The management of destinations

The expansion of this phenomenon at European level fosters the need for
destination management. The promotion and explicit management of desti-
nations began at the local level, with the creation of the first tourist offices
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in France or Switzerland (Grenoble in 1889, Davos in 1901). A national
organization was created in Austria in 1909, in France in 1910 (Office
national du tourisme français). In the twentieth century, a more integrated
approach was developed, with the investment in public tourist facilities,
especially for mountain resorts, while the 19th century model relied on
private capital, often associating railway companies. In Italy, the creation
in 1919 of the Ente Nazionale per le Industrie Turistiche aimed at coor-
dinating national tourist development (Malia Hom, 2015). Tourism is thus
gradually managed at various scales: state, regions, districts, cities or muni-
cipalities, the choice of the scale of tourist promotion depending on the ori-
gin of the visitors.

The notion of tourist destination has become essential since the beginning
of the 21th century. Firstly, it referred to the imagined destination of a tou-
rist (Amirou, 2012), and by extension is now used to signify the territory of
promotion and management of tourism.

The focus on destination management is also part of an increased com-
petition between territories, to attract tourists, validating or not tourism
strategies and policies, and reflects a new tourism paradigm, based on the
notion of attractivity. The issue becomes to capture resources, activities,
people, and visitors, in a generalized competition between territories, at
different scales (Harvey, 1989). Attractiveness then results from the compe-
titiveness of tourist territories in terms of positioning, quality of services and
prices (Ritchie and Crouch, 2003) but also from distinctive attributes, in
an economy of singularities (Karpik, 2007). This leads to a search for the
comparative advantages that enable thematizing the destination (on the
basis of gastronomy, wine tourism or war tourism – see Hertzog in this
issue). In France, the creation by the French government of the destination
contracts in 2014 reflects this new conception of territories relying on distin-
ctive assets rather than making a broad and non-hierarchical promotion of
all their points of interest. The strategic paradigm goes from territories to
tourist destinations, and many territories are developing for the first time a
tourism strategy, from Les Assises du Tourisme in France in 2014, to the
strategic plan of Paris in 2017, or in Italy with the Piano Strategico del
Turismo (see Palumbo in this issue). However, these destination strategies
also reflect new tourism trends.

New Trends in Cultural Tourism

The astonishing growth of tourism and the globalization of this pheno-
menon are accompanied by the development of new trends that can question
traditional definitions, such as cultural tourism, as well as the comprehen-
sion of the tourism system, its strategies, its organization at different scales,
and the interactions among its actors.

As seen, since the time of the Grand Tour, culture and heritage have
been some of the main reasons for travelling; and later the notion of cultu-



8

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

ral tourism has been largely used to address practices especially concentrated
around monuments, historical urban centers, and since the 1970s, UNE-
SCO World Heritage sites (Cousin, 2008). Nevertheless, the boundaries of
what can be defined as cultural tourism kept expanding, under the pressure
of a new understanding of cultural heritage and a new relation between the
different actors. On the one hand, it is clear that in the last decades the
sphere of heritage continuously changed, slowly incorporating natural sites,
landscapes, traditions, culinary heritage, fashion, etc. (see Rabbiosi et al. in
this issue), following a trend that goes from «exceptional» to «typical» (Hei-
nich, 2009), from the isolated monument to more complex heritage systems
integrating both tangible and intangible dimensions. This process has been
guided at international and national level by the adoption of legal instru-
ments and policies contributing to redefine the framework of heritage, like
the UNESCO Convention of 2003 (Smith and Akagawa, 2009).

On the other hand, this trend also results of the evolution of uses of
people committed to heritage, that drive to a new conception of what heri-
tage is and which values are related to it (Fabre et Iuso, 2015). Industrial
and vernacular heritage, vineyards, festivals and celebrations rehabilitated
thank to « heritage communities » (Council of Europe, 2005), within the
field of cultural heritage. Thus, inhabitants play a crucial role as first users
of this heritage and are increasingly responsible of its mise-en-scène through
storytelling that fascinate tourists, as seen in the case of the craft district of
Naples, along the two decumani, (see Mezza in this issue). These new actors
of tourism can thus become part of broader projects of urban regeneration
actions and benefit from an improved quality of their neighborhoods and
lives, like in Barriera di Milano, in Turin (see Guerra in this issue).

In this process, the choices, the practices and the impressions of tourists,
more and more numerous and left in digital forms, cannot be anymore
ignored. Cultural tourists transform the field of heritage and, as underlined
by Friel and Perez in this issue, quest for new ways of experimenting cul-
ture. Cultural tourism shifts towards creative tourism (Richards and Wilson,
2007) and a deeper link with the creative industries is established.

In this context, the widening of the heritage sphere, as well as the emer-
gence of more disperse and less specialized tourism actors is also deeply
linked to the impact of digital innovations. Technologies transform the
attitude of both demand and supply sides, contribute to develop a less con-
centrated offer and to create new services, as well as an environment for
production and consumption that can be inscribed within the framework of
the sharing economy (see Valeri in this issue).

Tourism strategies and the importance of measuring and monitoring

The accelerated growth at global scale interrelates, at local scale, with
new practices that seem to weaken traditional categories, as for example the
distinction between inhabitants and tourists (Sherlock, 2001). Tourists
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aspire at living like locals, meeting them, sharing experiences. Inhabitants
become an asset of tourism destinations, also as a consequence of the deve-
lopment of collaborative platforms as Airbnb. This brings three major needs
for tourism institutions and governments: understanding the phenomenon
and defining strategies able to govern and orient it; adapt current fra-
meworks and procedures of data collection and tourism statistics; define
monitoring processes to forecast transformations and update policies.

As underlined, the growth of the tourism sector is so important and high
that it can no longer be ignored in national strategies. Literature on tourism
destination competitiveness (Ritchie and Crouch, 2003; Dwyer and Kim,
2003) stresses the central role of planning in the process of value creation as
well as in tackling the problem of a more harmonious growth. Strategic plans
for tourism becomes crucial to address the development of the sector, taking
into account not only the objective of growth, but also the perverse effects that
over tourism can have for the local population, the cultural and natural re-
sources, infrastructures, etc. Thus, the objective becomes to ensure the balance
between tourism development, on the one hand, and the organization of the
territory for permanent residents, on the other hand. The recent adoption by
the Italian government of the Piano Strategico del Turismo, is the occasion
to reflect on these questions at national level, taking into account the increasing
need for a wider participation of all tourism stakeholders in the planning
process, as well as to think about how the interaction between different levels
of governance, not only in planning tourism, but also in attracting European
funding (see Mariotti in this issue).

These processes are certainly based on political views and values, but also
need a strong set of data and statistics in order to comprehend and forecast
the tourism phenomenon and its transformations. Since decades, specific
institutions, like ISTAT in Italy (see Santoro in this issue), are in charge of
data collection and statistical analysis to describe tourist practices, impacts
and flows. Wide and costly surveys are organized at national levels to measure
the phenomenon, nevertheless, these technics are no longer sufficient today
to follow new trends, such as the ones pointed out for the specific case of
cultural tourism. New data, as Big Data, need to be taken into account,
and the interaction between tourism statistics and strategic planning ought
to be reinforced, including the adoption of nowcasting models (see Montal-
bano e Pellegrini in this issue). The use of these data can bring to a deeper
and unexpected understanding of some tourist phenomena, such as «shared
accommodation» (see Schmücker et al. in this issue), and provides insights
for a better measurement, as well as for an improved regulation of this
major economic sector.

This publication comes at a crucial moment: the engagement of many
territories in new observation processes and in the formalization of tourism
strategies, the entrance of new major players in the tourism sector at inter-
national level (the Online Tourism Agencies, OTA), the dynamic of disin-
termediation with the increasing commitment of inhabitants in tourist
development and of the tourists themselves (e.g. in the production of online
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recommendation), the diversification of territories and axes of tourist valo-
rization. In this perspective, this Economia della Cultura issue aims at
putting in dialogue Italian experiences with more global trends and concrete
experiences from other European countries.
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