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1. Sustainability Theories: Tourism and Cultural Heritage

In the Euro-Mediterranean context, the concept of sustainable tour-
ism – particularly sustainability related to cultural tourism and cultur-
al heritage – has been investigated at length (du Cros and McKercher, 
2022). In general, however, most contributions are rooted in econom-
ic and managerial approaches, and often focus solely on the analysis 
of tourism flows (Giglio et al., 2019; Bertacchini and delle Nogare, 
2021), whereas approaches to sustainability from the scientific field of 
Cultural Heritage studies are less prevalent (Roblek et al., 2021; Ra-
soolimanesh et al., 2021; Loulanski and Loulanski, 2011).

This hints at the existence of an underlying bias in the literature on 
the topic, which may derive from the implicit assumption that “cul-
tural” tourism – i.e., tourism strongly rooted in experiences involving 
historical and archaeological heritage – may be “sustainable” in and of 
itself (Cerruti, 2021; Richards, 2018). Consequently, cultural tourism 
is often regarded as “good” tourism by definition. From this perspec-
tive, the very notion of sustainability appears blurred, and one funda-
mental question is avoided, namely: “sustainable for whom?” or “sus-
tainable for what?”. And yet, ascertaining whether a cultural tourism 
experience or industry is sustainable for the physical integrity of the 
cultural assets themselves, and/or for the heritage communities that 
operate around those cultural assets, is crucial.

In recent years, the idea has emerged that tourism (including cul-
tural tourism) can hardly be considered an element of sustainable de-
velopment per se (Richardson, 2021), at least if we interpret sustain-
ability in the traditional tripartite division of economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability. Any form of tourism – even more so, in 
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its global dimension – is in fact proven to consume and wear out cul-
tural heritage, due to the immoderate use of energy and the movement 
of large masses of people. All forms of cultural tourism, therefore, 
generate “impacts”. From this awareness stems the idea that research 
today should first and foremost deal with the proxies that signal the 
reduction of the negative impacts of tourism locally and globally, rath-
er than with the development of tourism flows.

1.1 Sustainability for Cultural Tourism: An Inverted Perspective of the 
Concepts of “Polluters” and “Polluted”
If we consider all three pillars of sustainability – economic, environ-
mental, and social – it appears that the interaction of the three pro-
duces inevitable contradictions in terms of developing and promoting 
“cultural” tourism, which has long been considered as “good” tour-
ism by definition. For instance, to what extent is it possible to recon-
cile the concepts of environmental and social sustainability (guaran-
teed by controlled access and quality tourism) with the democratic 
notions of openness and inclusion, which are inherent in the defini-
tion of cultural tourism and cultural heritage as “open to all”?

Similarly, in balancing economic and environmental sustainability 
within tourism management, there is often an unchallenged assump-
tion that the tourism industry is inherently beneficial; we assume that 
social benefits are guaranteed by the economic enrichment of cities 
and territories, as well as by those measures aimed at reducing the 
environmental impact of tourism. However, cultural heritage prac-
titioners and heritage communities propose an almost reversed per-
spective, as they tend to identify tourism – especially mass and uncon-
trolled tourism – as an adversary, even when it is framed as “cultural” 
tourism. In fact, an underlying assumption in the narratives and onto-
logies of conservation/preservation is that cultural areas and sites are 
at risk of being “polluted”, with the tourists themselves perceived as 
the primary polluters. Cultural heritage would find in “tourist over-
use” a danger on a par with other possible threatening elements, such 
as geo-environmental variations, climate hazards, construction-relat-
ed dangers, etc.

To better understand the nature of these contradictions, it is there-
fore appropriate to question our assumptions on the three pillars of 
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sustainability, and to focus on each of them not in a descriptive way, 
but rather in a normative way, with the aim of defining for each pillar 
what are the objectives to be achieved today in order to obtain a ful-
ly and consistently sustainable model of cultural tourism in the medi-
um and long term.

Economic sustainability – in other words, the ability of tourism 
and cultural tourism activities to endure and prosper (Smith 2015; As-
melash and Kumar, 2019) – must be interpreted today in the direction 
of “low impact”. Activities and experiences should be characterised 
by: 1) limited numbers of visitors (especially with respect to the “nu-
merical” and “volumetric” capacity of the host site); 2) infrastructur-
al options for tourism services that prioritise the transformation of el-
ements already present in the urban and/or environmental landscape, 
rather than foreseeing the construction of new structures/infrastruc-
tures; 3) balance between current intended uses and exclusively tour-
ist uses in the management of sites; 4) mitigation of gentrification phe-
nomena; 5) controlled environmental impacts.

Environmental sustainability is the subject of several in-depth stud-
ies related to tourism. The perception of a destination as sustainable 
is largely due to its “green” qualities, which many sites or accommo-
dation facilities have gradually implemented in recent years (carbon 
footprint optimization, waste management, corporate environmental 
policies, energy reductions, etc.). Such environmental declination of 
cultural tourism has two dimensions: one on the supply side, and one 
on the demand side. On the supply side, “green” tourism implies re-
gional or national policies designed to improve performance and, at 
the same time, investments by economic and institutional operators 
at a local level to guarantee the achievement of specific objectives. Al-
though “green” tourism is enabled by the concrete achievements of 
administrations and/or operators, still it is the tourist who ultimately 
chooses whether and how to appreciate these services when choosing 
the destinations to visit (Hedlund, 2011). In this sense, sustainabili-
ty becomes the responsibility of the tourist, who determines whether 
to spend on environmentally conscious travel options. From this per-
spective, it should be considered that the sustainability label can also 
be used as a marketing tool, with operators or locations self-certifying 
or self-narrating themselves as environmentally sustainable. And yet, 
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it is the choices of tourists that ultimately determine the success of the 
system; the procedures implemented by tourism operators or by the 
communities that host those destination sites are only one part of the 
success equation of the proposed solution (Gelter et al., 2020).

A more complex issue arises in the analysis of social sustainabili-
ty applied to cultural tourism. There are, in fact, two lines of investi-
gation: the sustainability itself of cultural heritage (which is a prima-
ry, unique, and non-replicable asset of societies) and the sustainability 
of “heritage communities”. On the one hand, scholars in conserva-
tion and preservation studies of cultural heritage have long indicated 
the criteria and methods to assess the impacts of tourist flows on ar-
chaeological or complex cultural sites. A first aspect of sustainability, 
in fact, revolves around the concept of physical integrity of the sites, 
monuments, and other elements affected by cultural tourism (de Ol-
iveira et al., 2024). From this point of view, the notion of sustainabili-
ty has been mostly linked to the material care of sites and assets: ma-
teriality would testify the sites’ unique and unrepeatable tradition and 
collective memory. From a technical point of view, such sustainability 
is achieved by planning actions to attain limited or at least controlled 
wear of archaeological sites, monuments or historic centres with re-
spect to tourist flows (Demas, 2002).

It seems clear, however, that another understanding of social sus-
tainability exists, which is linked to the life of cultural heritage as-
sets in their being part of the life of the communities that welcome 
tourists, i.e., primarily, of the communities that live in or around the 
sites subject to protection. These are the so-called heritage commu-
nities, defined by Article 2 of the Faro Convention as: «people who 
value specific aspects of cultural heritage which they wish, within the 
framework of public action, to sustain and transmit to future genera-
tions».1 The Faro Convention therefore makes the picture even more 
complex, since communities are not just defined as the people who 
live around a site, but rather include all the stakeholders and the com-
plex hybridizations of our contemporary democratic society, where 
diverse social groups intersect in fluid configurations (e.g., museum 

1 UNESCO (2005) – Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage 
for Society, Council of Europe Treaty Series – No. 199, art. 2, paragraph b.
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patrons, music enthusiasts, regional educators, artists, professional 
associations connected to traditional activities, neighbourhood resi-
dents, and countless other forms of community). The concept of sus-
tainability deriving from this definition is very peculiar: it is, in fact, 
the sustainability of the daily actions (economic, political, and social) 
that characterise a specific site outside of the tourist economy; in other 
words, the sustainability of actions related to living, meeting, moving, 
purchasing, etc. – all actions that can be profoundly disturbed and 
made unsustainable by processes of overtourism.

On this front, research has suggested a list of values ​​to be respect-
ed to maintain sustainability characteristics for the life of communities 
and places (Jover and Diaz Parra, 2020; Damnjanović, 2021); how-
ever, the real issues remain gentrification and the risk – particular-
ly dire in the long term – of losing residential quotas as a result of the 
indiscriminate increase in prices in the real estate market due to resi-
dential rentals, purchases or tourist rentals. Where this gentrification 
process is now advanced, we are witnessing what is called the “Disney-
fication” (Bryman, 2004) of the urban landscape, with historic centres 
that gradually lose the local specificity of daily life in favour of a tour-
ist “staging”, which invades residential areas. A Disneyfied place is a 
place where, exactly like in a theme park, almost obligatory entrances, 
exits, and routes are identified to guarantee the safety of visitors. The 
same local cultural traditions are flattened for communication pur-
poses and for the promotion of the tourist offer, to become more sale-
able in a global market. Furthermore, Disneyfication provides a global 
narrative, which is non-contradictory and sufficiently free of elements 
of complexity, in order to satisfy the highest possible number of tour-
ists/customers.

1.2 Is it possible to achieve Social Sustainability in Sustainable Tourism? 
Communities and the Convention of Faro 
Given the complexity of the three pillars of sustainability, who gets 
to decide on how much and what is deemed sustainable? From what 
has emerged in our discussion so far, social sustainability in cultural 
tourism has usually been controlled through mostly top-down deci-
sion-making systems, as the result of choices made by heritage prac-
titioners (archaeologists, art historians, landscape scholars, officials 
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museums, restorers, conservators, etc.) and by policy makers. These 
institutional decision-makers traditionally choose how to interact with 
local stakeholders (especially representatives of the tourism industry) 
and define the social sustainability parameters which, at the end of 
the process, are eventually imposed on tourists and resident commu-
nities alike. It should be underlined, however, that in recent years we 
have increasingly witnessed the creation of consultative decision-mak-
ing processes, where representatives of local communities participate 
and have a consultative role. Although Italy has yet to adopt fully par-
ticipatory models that empower communities to make long-term po-
litical and cultural decisions, some progress has been made. Partici-
pation therefore often tends to transform into protests by the various 
communities or sectors which, following territorial political actions al-
ready approved or implemented, complain about a lack of consulta-
tion. The parameters of these actions depend on the different degrees 
of overtourism and tourist saturation, which can possibly lead to tour-
ism-phobia (Milano, 2019).

What if communities dictated policies instead? This perspective 
is particularly interesting within the recent theories of Cultural He-
ritage (Harrison, 2010; Harrison et al., 2020; Smith, 2004; Id., 2006; 
Id., 2020) and in light of a new Italian law, which revolutionises the 
perception of cultural heritage. It is the law of 1 October 2020, n. 
133, which ratifies and implements the Council of Europe Frame-
work Convention on the value of cultural heritage for society, signed 
in Faro on 27 October 2005 (https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/
gu/2020/10/23/263/sg/pdf, 15/10/2024). This rule is added to Italy’s 
Cultural Heritage Code and brings a completely revolutionary con-
cept into its regulatory system, especially if applied to cultural sus-
tainability in the tourism sector. If heritage was previously defined by 
a complex “authoritative” system (Smith, 2006), where antiquity, rar-
ity, scientific value, social value, and political-cultural value allowed 
cultural heritage practitioners to define what was a cultural heritage 
asset and what was not, the so-called Faro Convention imposes a re-
flection on the very definition of cultural heritage. It is a Copernican 
revolution, which puts the traditional decision-making system in Ita-
ly to the test. According to the Faro Convention, a cultural asset does 
not exist in itself (at least, not due to its materiality or its antiquity), 
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but only exists due to the complex ability of communities to perceive 
it as an element of importance for their identity. The community, at 
various levels, would indicate it as an element that must be protect-
ed, preserved, studied, and narrated for the benefit of contemporary 
and future generations. Within this process, which we can define as 
“transformative”, citizens reclaim their role and contribution in shap-
ing cultural heritage. They are actively called to contribute to redefin-
ing what constitutes a cultural asset over time, reflecting evolving cul-
tural and changing socio-political contexts. The “citizens” therefore 
have the possibility of intervening, as individuals and as a community, 
in the processes of knowledge around cultural heritage, transforming 
said processes into Citizen Science actions.

The Faro Convention has the merit of putting communities and 
citizens at the centre; however, there are some non-trivial elements 
of complexity. We focus on two in particular: the long timeframe and 
complex negotiations, which are inherent in participatory processes. 

A bottom-up approach, which empowers communities in the tour-
ism management of their territories, is bound to define the sustain-
ability criteria of the tourism that the territory will be able to welcome. 
Especially when the decision-making process involves communities 
that are not stable actors by nature and do not have defined spokes-
people, the risk of extensions and delays becomes very real. As the 
roles covered by individuals change, the concepts of social sustain-
ability may also change, and choices made in the past may no longer 
be acceptable to the same people in the near future. Laborious ne-
gotiation processes are therefore initiated, which can significantly in-
crease the time of communities’ response to the needs brought about 
by those decision-making processes in which they are active partici-
pants.

Furthermore, communities could refuse to let their cultural iden-
tity become crystallised around a narrative that serves a specific pur-
pose. For instance, a mountain village, traditionally known to pro-
duce cheese, may resist the idea of describing itself as a green place 
of traditional agro-food shepherds, for fear that its identity may 
become crystallised around such a narrative. What happens if the 
heritage community involved decides that such identity no longer 
reflects the life of that territory? Will other (sustainable) develop-
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ment possibilities, which derail from this traditional narrative, be 
allowed? In other words, how to make cultural identities for sus-
tainable tourism dynamic? The negotiation process risks being ex-
acerbated by the need to collectively redefine and balance the two 
concepts of protection (of the material qualities of the site) and au-
thenticity (of the changing life and aspirations of the heritage com-
munity involved). What should you protect from your assets? And 
for whom and why?

Well-known examples of co-participation and co-planning in cul-
tural heritage policy, both in Europe and beyond, demonstrate that 
collective protection of cultural assets takes shape when a communi-
ty defines its heritage while interacting with “external” communities – 
mostly tourists and visitors. In accordance with the Faro Convention 
and with Italian Law, the internal community should define the ways 
in which this meeting can become an economic opportunity, for the 
sake of environmental and social sustainability for all groups involved. 
The core issue lies in how different tensions are reconciled and how 
these tensions are mediated into shared policies. Achieving social sus-
tainability for cultural tourism thus requires navigating a complex 
negotiation process, which may include rethinking the foundational 
concepts of cultural heritage – such as the quality of its narratives and 
the concept of authenticity itself. 

2. Theories of Experientiality: Experience Economy and the De-
velopment of its Cultural Dimension

The concept of experience economy has been highly successful in ma-
nagement research. When Pine and Gilmore (1997; 1998) presented 
their model, they celebrated the emergence of an idea of ​​economics in 
which the mere purchase of goods is replaced by a semantic and emo-
tional experience capable of involving the consumer in fully and com-
pletely new ways.

However, as the same authors wrote several years later (Pine and 
Gilmore, 2013), the origins of the experience approach date back at 
least to the 1950s in the sociological field (Goffman, 1959) and then 
continue from the 1970s almost continuously (Toffler, 1970; Ogil-
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vy, 1985; Schulze, 1992) along a path that questions a world organi-
sed exclusively around the economy of standardized goods or com-
modities. If we observe the success and relevance that the experiential 
model has had, we realize that it involves more than a simple shift of 
attention towards those elements that attract the consumer-spectator. 
At the end of the last century, a trend which until then seemed con-
solidated was thus reversed. At the time, the scientific model of or-
ganization of production processes typical of manufacturing sectors, 
which stemmed from the Fordist lesson and had been diffusely ap-
plied to the American and European production systems, had extend-
ed to the world of services, which, in the meantime, had been growing 
continuously and required appropriate rationalization rules to sup-
port its growth.

At the same time, however, the demands of now mature markets, 
combined with the potential of flexible production technologies, had 
strengthened an increasing need for variety first, and then, for custo-
misation. The promise of personalisation favoured the emergence of 
a new model: the experience economy. In this context, the experience 
is not an “augmented” service, but has specific and original charac-
teristics, which recall the worlds of artistic and cultural production, 
opening up space for a trajectory of collaboration between the world 
of business and that of art and culture.

When Pine and Gilmore propose the concept of experience as theatre, 
it is not just a matter of proposing a metaphor; instead, we are faced 
with a true revolution of meaning. The theatre becomes the company’s 
language and space for action; in this space, consumers become actors 
capable of playing their part in a process of co-construction of mean-
ing. This process not only gives new meaning to the ways the company 
uses to communicate, but it also contributes to the creation of value. 
Unlike experiential marketing (Schmitt, 1999), which is mainly con-
cerned with enriching the consumption experience in a holistic way, 
here we witness an approach that entirely rethinks the company in its 
design and production activity, by creating a performative space. This 
transition begins a new season, in which data is accompanied by sto-
ries and businesses open up to society. 

Jensen (1999) uses the term “Dream Society”: «the Dream Society. 
It’s a new society in which businesses, communities, and people as in-
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dividuals will thrive on the basis of their stories, not just on data and 
information» (Jensen, 1999, p. 1).

From this moment on, the world of art will be repeatedly evoked 
to give new substance and form to the economic system; products be-
come experiences, the consumer becomes an actor, and the company 
builds a stage to address its audience.

The first and most obvious consequence of this transformation is 
the way in which economic value is realized. What the public appreci-
ates is the result of an extremely complex planning of actions, gather-
ing and leveraging the skills of an expanded ecosystem, in which cul-
tural actors and economic operators work together.

In this context, culture – understood in the sense of both tangible 
and intangible heritage – is recognized as a precious resource for the 
productions that characterise our “made in Italy” and (perhaps even 
more so) for the cultural tourism sector. The phenomenon of cultur-
al tourism is based on that value, material and immaterial, which cha-
racterizes almost the entirety of our territory, and which attracts flows 
of tourists every year in search of an emotionally engaging, memora-
ble, and unique experience.

The “Bel Paese” is the name that identifies Italy, and the tourism 
system finds precious elements of distinctiveness in its cultural re-
sources. The resource that allows this system to thrive is, however, a 
fragile and not always reproducible one; this is true whether we talk 
about material or immaterial heritage. In fact, not only monuments 
and archaeological finds are threatened by the process of physical 
erosion, which worsens exponentially with the growth of visitors; but 
even those intangible dimensions that make a place unique in its set 
of traditions, uses, and atmospheres undergo a process of impoverish-
ment due to their massive use, which risks affecting the dimensions of 
uniqueness and memorability of the experience.

Is there an optimal solution to solve these problems? Probably not. 
It is also clear that taking refuge in a merely protective vision of tangi-
ble and intangible heritage is not a solution. Recognition of the com-
plexity of these issues is the first step towards identifying real solu-
tions outside of easy stereotypes.
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3. What Sustainability for Cultural Tourism in Italy? Complexity, 
Values, and Experiences from the CHANGES project

These reflections are a fundamental starting point for understanding 
how the concept of sustainability with reference to cultural tourism in 
Italy is declined as an object of research, reflection, and development 
of new projects within the CHANGES project.2

CHANGES, acronym for “Cultural Heritage Active Innovation 
for Next-Gen Sustainable Society”, is a partnership that gathers 25 
different Italian partners including Universities, Research Institu-
tions, Schools of Advanced Studies, and companies. The partnership 
was born at the end of 2022 in response to a call issued by the Ita-
lian Ministry of University and Research to fund, through the Nation-
al Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRPP), large-scale projects focused 
on sustainability and innovation in different sectors, in strong synergy 
between universities and companies.

As part of this new reality, one of the nine thematic groupings 
(“Spoke”) is dedicated precisely to the theme of cultural resources for 
sustainable tourism. Spoke 9 – CREST (“Cultural REsources for Sus-
tainable Tourism”) is based on the belief that widespread top-down 
processes, which dominate decision-making mechanisms for the ma-
nagement and valorisation of historic cities, sites, and territories, risk 
exacerbating the antagonistic separation between “tourists” and “citi-
zens”, as well as the tension between tourism as an economic resource 
and tourism as a source of negative impacts in terms of environmen-
tal and social sustainability. 

The objective of the ongoing research and pilot studies is to deve-
lop solutions – both methodological and technological – to help over-
come the current situation, through a holistic vision aimed at integrat-
ing the various facets of the concept of sustainability.

What are the pillars of an approach that can be defined as holistic? 
The projects outlined by Spoke 9 identify bottom-up participation 
and community activation as the key principles around which to build 
a tourism system which is as sustainable as it is authentic and aware.

2 www.fondazionechanges.org.
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Much has been written (Bishop, 2006; Bruns, 2008; Hindman, 
2009; Walmsley, 2016; Pawley, 2008; Bonet and Négrier, 2018) and 
practiced regarding participation in recent years. Participatory ap-
proaches are now increasingly referred to in various territorial ma-
nagement models, often expressed in terms of participatory and digi-
tal platforms. However, the adoption of bottom-up and participatory 
logics requires great attention in managing the processes required by 
participation. Bottom-up approaches are necessarily local and under-
line not only a collective operating mode, in contrast with top-down 
decision-making procedures, but also a political objective of activat-
ing local narratives for the benefit of tourists. 

Those who inhabit a territory, with various rights and in differ-
ent ways, should contribute to the definition of tourism policies. This 
means that all stakeholders, from local communities to tourist opera-
tors, Superintendencies, and administrations must be involved in de-
cision-making and planning processes. The dual value, both proce-
dural and political, of the bottom-up approach is something of which 
administrations and decision-makers must be convinced; in fact, bot-
tom-up does not work if it is a mere formal act, but only if what emerg-
es from the bottom has an actual weight in decisions taken at “high” 
level.

From this perspective, an interesting case is “Rosalia400”, an ex-
hibition organized by Fondazione Sicilia (one of the 25 partners of 
CHANGES) at Palazzo Branciforte in Palermo and inaugurated in 
March 2024. Designed to commemorate the four-hundredth anni-
versary of the first Santa Rosalia feast (“Festino”), “Rosalia400” tran-
scends the conventional exhibition format to become a broader par-
ticipatory cultural initiative. The project saw contemporary artists and 
teachers from the Art Academies of Palermo and Catania, students 
from schools located in the historic centre, and the broader local com-
munity working together to reach the major cultural institutions of 
the city. This participatory process led to the co-design and produc-
tion of installations, to the development of a shared narrative, and to 
the re-elaboration of the meaning of the exhibition. The project has 
thus gone beyond the didactic staging of rites and celebrations for the 
use and consumption of tourists in search of picturesque stories about 
the city; instead, it has offered an authentic and contemporary inter-
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pretation of this historical religious festival. The collection of some of 
the objects on display actively involved the students’ families through 
research which gave an intimate and renewed meaning to the tales of 
tradition, intertwined with the stories of the “Festino” experienced.

Reconstructing the meaning of the rites and re-interpreting them in 
a contemporary key thus became a collective exercise, which involved 
the various actors in a participatory process and led to the creation of 
entirely new content. In this sense, the connection between the end of 
the historical plague and the end of our modern Covid-19 pandemic 
motivated the inclusion of communities of people who have suffered 
a condition of deprivation more than others. Some of the projects 
conceived by the Fondazione Sicilia are aimed at people afflicted by 
«a generational crisis which is, however, not very visible [...], with 
the awareness that cultural institutions are responsibly called upon to 
contribute to rehabilitation, care and cultural education, as pedagog-
ic agencies, encouraging creativity and participation as tools of social 
responsibility, well-being and collective care».3

The project evokes processes of civic representation, social cohe-
sion, and inclusion, but also contributes, through this bottom-up ap-
proach, to the construction of an experience which becomes authen-
tic thanks to a contemporary rereading of the tradition. Authenticity 
for visitors and tourists arises from the ability to create an experience 
which is the result of a real process of value production, and which 
manages to fit within a real life, education, and work system. The tour-
ist who looks at the “Rosalia400” exhibition perceives its most au-
thentic meaning, in a territory which tries to implement tourism in a 
sustainable way. Can they do it? The answer is complex. Even cities 
like Palermo are experiencing the reality of tourist flows, which risk 
eroding any other process of building economic value outside of the 
tourism machine. Sustainability is therefore measured in the ability to 
maintain a dynamic balance between tourism, which occupies increas-
ingly larger portions of territory, and a city that aspires to other forms 
of economic and social development. These solutions must therefore 
be placed in specific contexts and take into account communities with 
different needs and objectives.

3 Extract from the document presenting the exhibition at the Press Conference.
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This balance is the subject of extensive discussions in cities like 
Venice, where a shift has taken place from tourism to overtourism. In-
teresting ideas for our discussion come from the recent introduction 
of an entrance ticket to the historic centre. Presented as a tool to con-
trol tourist overcrowding, this measure presents several ambiguities. 
Introduced in the spring of 2024, the ticket only operated on Satur-
days and Sundays and required a perimeter of the city with precise ac-
cess points, through which the flow of visitors could be controlled. 
Various user groups were exempted from paying the ticket price but 
not from booking access, thus allowing the Municipality to collect 
useful data on the influx of visitors.

Has the initial objective of limiting the number of daily accesses 
been achieved? From the first data available, it would seem not; on 
the contrary, tourist flows have exceeded the thresholds reached in 
previous months. The tourism councillor has anticipated some future 
developments of the ticket: an increase in the contribution is fore-
seen for all those who want to visit the city once the “sustainable” en-
try threshold has been reached. The ticket would then go from 5 to 
10 Euros, with different prices based on the level of access achieved; 
pay more to guarantee access to all in a more conscious way, with the 
idea that a higher price constitutes a deterrent to entry. However, the 
data currently available does not tell us much about this. As report-
ed by some journalistic sources, «the first estimates reveal a balance 
so positive as to be almost unexpected. In fact, during this first ex-
perimental phase, 440,000 people paid the contribution, for a total 
of 2.2 million euros. To these initial numbers we must add that 1.1 
million people exempted from payment also passed through the city 
and, in addition, another 160,000 inhabitants of Veneto who benefit-
ed from the exemption: (https://www.wired.it/article/venezia-bigliet-
to-ingresso-contribute-date-sito-ticket/, 24/07/2024)».

In other words, flows have remained high; the ticket is a measure of 
sustainability only in relation to the revenue produced (albeit limited 
by the costs incurred for monitoring activities in the area), but nothing 
can be said about the tourist experience of the city, nor the citizens’. 
It is important to note that the installation of entrance points, ticket 
machines, turnstiles, and gates has definitively transformed the city 
into an open-air museum. The process of Disneyfication has reached 
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its peak, effectively turning the few remaining residents into supernu-
merary actors playing the role of “Venetians.”

If the problem of overtourism can be debated – and, in fact, is of-
ten debated – in terms of monitoring, closing or opening of flows, lit-
tle or nothing is said about the experience of a person who inhabits the 
city and experiences different forms and levels of enablement of daily 
life. Any action aimed at controlling tourism flows is therefore only one 
element within a much more complex framework, in which it is worth 
questioning what, and how many forms of life a tourist city can host, 
and how to achieve a satisfactory balance for the different users.

The Venice ticket highlights once again that to promote the sus-
tainability of tourism, rules and limitations are not sufficient if a quali-
ty market is not built on users’ expectations. Rules serve to “pay atten-
tion” to certain critical issues, such as a tourism flow that is no longer 
sustainable for the centres of historic cities; its function is to encour-
age renewed visitor responsibility. Rules are also important in curbing 
the “big players”, who often produce the strongest negative impacts; 
a case in point being the entry of cruise ships into Venice. And yet, 
the empowerment of individuals through the construction of aware-
ness remains central. In this sense, the contrast between tourists and 
citizens is, to some extent, artificial: we are all citizens and tourists 
in various forms and moments, but as citizens, we often behave bet-
ter than we do as tourists, because in the first case, we are more in-
formed, aware, and invested. Why is this the case? What are we miss-
ing as tourists, which may lead us to act towards a tourist destination 
the same way we do in our own neighbourhood?

Our conviction is that this missing “something” is awareness, 
which arises from correct information about those problems that are 
normally hidden to set up a touristic experience which claims to be 
authentic but, in fact, is not. A true experiential approach is not a fake 
setup; it should instead start from a real narrative of places and ter-
ritories. Therefore, building awareness among tourists compels us to 
work on this narrative and to construct a story that is positive/propo-
sitional, not oppositional. This storytelling challenge requires capable 
skills and professionalism in tourism operators, but it is also a chal-
lenge for local administrations. They are not merely called to establish 
rules and collect ticket revenues, but also to carefully plan and com-
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municate how they will put to a virtuous use the funds thus collect-
ed; for example, investing in maintenance and restoration activities, 
which preserve cultural heritage assets but can also enrich the experi-
ence of those who live in the city in various forms.

This planning effort draws attention to the need for policy mak-
ers and administrations to act and to communicate to different pub-
lics the choices made, the upstream motivations, and the downstream 
impacts. 

Participatory approaches fuel sustainable experience building and 
awareness but require long-term vision and planning. Perhaps this is 
the real sore point in a system that changes rapidly, following the ap-
proval of polls or the logics of economic lobbies.

4. Concluding Remarks

Addressing these still unresolved issues, but also proposing concrete 
and scalable solutions are the core objectives of the CHANGES/
CREST project, which builds on the concepts of participation and 
communities to rethink the tourist experience in its entirety. With a 
profound awareness of the fact that the solutions identified cannot be 
generalised, the CHANGES/CREST project aims to propose a (rep-
licable) model of sustainable tourism, based on a rigorous methodo-
logy of participatory and bottom-up management, built and validated 
through a large number of case studies and pilot cases, in collabora-
tion with economic operators who are already part of the project or 
will enter it in the coming months through cascade funding calls. The 
choice to use this funding mechanism – which is widespread in NRPP 
projects – to identify new operators, capable of sharing a common 
methodological approach, becomes the first step for the construction 
of value networks capable of anchoring the tourist offer to a cultural 
proposal that is built on a participatory approach and, as such, is au-
thentic, sustainable, and aware. 

In the cultural sector, where the value of the product is often diffi-
cult to quantify and, therefore, frequently contested, the construction 
of networks around “brands” with a widely recognized value becomes 
an important element from a reputational point of view. CHANGES/
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CREST can offer itself as a brand that recognises the specificities of con-
texts and territories which share a virtuous methodological approach.

CHANGES/CREST advocates for a process to define sustainabili-
ty in cultural tourism that is content-specific and community-tailored. 
This approach seeks to move beyond traditional methods that manage 
sustainability by displacing tourist flows to avoid over-touristed areas. 
Rather than merely managing tourist flows, this framework promotes 
an ontology that recognizes that tourism inherently involves impact. 
It acknowledges that such impacts can be understood, acknowledged, 
and controlled by embracing complexity and incorporating commu-
nity perspectives.
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