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Abstract 
This article presents a systematic review of cultural tourism’s multifaceted evolution during 

the first quarter of the 21st century (2001-2025), a period defined by rapid expansion, global 

crisis, and structural transformation. Addressing critical gaps in interdisciplinary research, the 

study employs a documentary methodology to synthesize insights from international reports 

and peer-reviewed literature. It traces the sector's conceptual shift from traditional tangible 

heritage to dynamic forms, including creative, gastronomy, and pop-culture tourism. The 

analysis critically examines the pre-COVID-19 era's economic growth alongside the escalating 

threats of overtourism and cultural commodification. Subsequently, it evaluates the pandemic's 

pivotal role as a catalyst for digital disruption, accelerating the adoption of virtual tourism, AI, 

and the Metaverse. The findings reveal that post-pandemic recovery is characterized by an 

uneven trajectory, necessitating a paradigm shift towards community-based resilience and 

environmental sustainability. Conclusively, the paper argues that future viability depends on 

balancing economic imperatives with socio-cultural integrity. It offers strategic frameworks 

for policymakers to navigate the digital divide and ethical challenges, positioning this work as 

a vital reference for understanding the complex interplay between preservation, innovation, 

and sustainability in the contemporary global tourism landscape. 
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Introduction 

Cultural tourism has emerged as one of the most crucial mechanisms within the global tourism 
industry during the first quarter of the 21st century. The United Nations World Tourism 
Organization (UNWTO) estimates that cultural tourism accounts for approximately 39% of 
global tourism (Matteucci et al., 2022). This trend shows a continuous increase from 37% in 
1995 to 40% in 2004, according to UNWTO data (Henriques et al., 2017). This growth in 
cultural tourism is not coincidental but reflects a profound shift in tourist demand for 
meaningful experiences, cultural learning, and connection with the unique identity of 
destinations (Duxbury et al., 2021). Furthermore, cultural tourism plays a vital role in driving 
the creative economy, generating employment, and fostering sustainable local community 
development (Raymond & Hall, 2008; Borowiecki et al., 2016). 
While cultural tourism has significant potential to create both economic and social value, 
existing research still presents several critical gaps. Firstly, much research often focuses on a 
single dimension, such as economic or cultural factors, lacking an interdisciplinary integration 
that comprehensively covers economic, social, cultural, environmental, and technological 
dimensions (Matteucci et al., 2022). Secondly, most studies published before 2020 could not 
anticipate or analyze the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on cultural tourism, while post-COVID 
research still lacks systematic comparative analysis between pre- and post-pandemic periods 
(Gössling et al., 2021). Thirdly, despite existing studies on overtourism and sustainability 
challenges, there is an apparent absence of a conceptual framework that integrates knowledge 
from diverse perspectives to facilitate concrete practical application (Russo & Scarnato, 2018). 
This research article has three primary objectives. Firstly, to establish a comprehensive 
fundamental understanding of cultural tourism in the 21st century. Secondly, to delineate an 
overview of the status and trends of cultural tourism during the first quarter of the 21st century 
(2001-2025) across various dimensions, by segmenting the analysis into three critical periods: 
pre-COVID-19 (2001-2019), during the crisis (2020-2021), and post-COVID (2022-2025). 
Thirdly, to synthesize lessons learned from the COVID-19 crisis and propose policy and 
practical guidelines for diverse stakeholders. 
This study employs a documentary research approach, systematically reviewing and analyzing 
secondary data. The primary data sources include (1) statistical reports and academic 
documents from international organizations such as UNWTO, UNESCO, World Bank, and 
OECD; (2) peer-reviewed research articles published in international academic journals during 
2001-2025, retrieved from databases including Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, PubMed, 
TCI, and Google Scholar; and (3) books and policy research reports related to cultural tourism 
and the creative economy. The analytical framework for this study comprises four key 
dimensions: economic-business, socio-cultural, environmental, and technological-innovation. 
The findings are presented using a descriptive-analytical approach, emphasizing synthesis, 
comparison, and critical appraisal. 

 

Evolution of Cultural Tourism Concepts and Forms in the Contemporary 
Era 
The definition and scope of cultural tourism in the 21st century have undergone significant 
evolution, shifting from traditional concepts focused primarily on visits to historical sites and 
museums to a more comprehensive, complex understanding. The UNWTO defines cultural 
tourism as "the movement of persons essentially for cultural motivations such as study tours, 
performing arts and cultural tours, travel to festivals and other cultural events, visits to 
archaeological sites and monuments, travel to study nature, art, or folklore, and varied cultural 
experiences" (Henriques et al., 2017). However, this definition has been criticized for being 
overly broad and lacking specificity. 
Contemporary scholars have expanded the understanding of cultural tourism by categorizing it 
into two crucial dimensions: Tangible Cultural Heritage and Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
Tangible heritage includes UNESCO World Heritage Sites, historical monuments, 
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archaeological sites, and culturally significant edifices that are visually perceivable and 
physically tangible (Lin et al., 2024). Conversely, intangible heritage, recognized by the 2003 
UNESCO Convention, encompasses traditions, performing arts, rituals, local wisdom, 
language, and craftsmanship passed down through generations (Blake, 2008; Alivizatou, 
2012). This shift towards emphasizing intangible heritage reflects the recognition that culture 
is not static but a living, continuously evolving process (Carbone, 2016). To systematically 
comprehend these dynamic transformations, it is essential to categorize the development of 
cultural tourism into distinct paradigmatic phases. As this study shows, the sector has not 
merely expanded in volume but also undergone fundamental structural shifts driven by 
globalization, changes in consumer behavior, and technological disruptions. Figure 1 visualizes 
this evolutionary trajectory from 2001 to 2025, demarcating the transition from static heritage 
preservation to dynamic creative experiences, and finally, to the current phase of digital 
resilience and sustainability. 
 

 
Figure 1 The Evolutionary Trajectory of Cultural Tourism (2001-2025): Shifting Paradigms 
and Key Drivers 
 
Aligning with the "Creative and Experience Era" illustrated in the framework, cultural tourism 
in the 21st century takes many forms, reflecting the complexity of contemporary culture. The 
first form is Creative Tourism, defined by Richards and Raymond as "tourism which offers 
visitors the opportunity to develop their creative potential through active participation and 
learning experiences related to the arts, cultural heritage or the distinctive characteristics of a 
destination" (Duxbury et al., 2021). This concept transforms tourists' role from passive 
spectators to active, engaged co-creators (Duxbury & Richards, 2019). The second form is 
Gastronomy Tourism, which centers on local culinary experiences as the core of travel. Here, 
food is not merely sustenance but a medium for accessing unique cultural identities and 
community memories (Fusté-Forné, 2020; Berbel-Pineda et al., 2021). The third form is Film-
Induced Tourism, in which travelers visit the filming locations of popular movies, series, or 
TV shows, exemplified by the Game of Thrones phenomenon, which turned small 
Mediterranean towns into immensely popular destinations (Huerta-Viso et al., 2024). The 
fastest-growing form over the past decade has been Pop Culture Tourism, particularly the 
Hallyu Wave phenomenon driven by K-pop and K-drama. The BTS group alone generated an 
economic impact of up to 12.3 billion USD for South Korea in 2019, attracting a massive 
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number of international tourists to related key sites (Fahrisa, 2022; Nair, 2025). The success of 
the Hallyu Wave demonstrates a "Cultural Multiplier Effect," where pop culture can expand 
into other industries such as fashion, food, and technology (Lou, 2025). Additionally, other 
emerging forms include Cultural Routes Tourism, which connects multiple destinations 
through historical routes or cultural themes (Lin et al., 2024), and Festival Tourism, focusing 
on participation in music, art, or local traditional festivals (Altun et al., 2024), or even Medical 
Tourism, such as cosmetic surgery businesses (Ritwatthanavanich et al., 2018). 
The relationship between cultural tourism and the creative economy is another significant 
dimension that has garnered considerable attention in the 21st century. The creative economy, 
as defined by Florida (2002) and UNCTAD (2010), refers to economic activities rooted in 
human creativity, skills, and talent, encompassing the arts, design, media, and digital 
technologies. The integration of cultural tourism with the creative economy creates 
opportunities to develop high-value tourism products, such as contemporary-designed 
handicrafts, performances blending tradition with technology, and personalized tourist 
experiences (Canaan, 2019; Zhang, 2022). However, this linkage has been criticized for 
potentially leading to the commodification of culture and the loss of authenticity, particularly 
when cultural heritage is overly adapted to market demands (Richards & Marques, 2012). 

 

Dynamics of Cultural Tourism in the Pre-COVID-19 Era (2001-2019) 
The nearly two decades preceding the COVID-19 pandemic marked a period of rapid 
expansion for the global cultural tourism market. International tourist arrivals surged from 674 
million in 2000 to 1,460 million in 2019, representing an average annual growth rate of 3.8% 
(Shao et al., 2020). Within this growth, cultural tourism constituted approximately 39-40%, or 
over 560 million annual arrivals (Matteucci et al., 2022). International tourism receipts also 
increased substantially, rising from 485 billion USD in 1995 to 1.649 trillion USD in 2018 
(Shao et al., 2020). This growth, however, was not uniformly distributed globally, with a 
concentration in Europe and Asia-Pacific. Europe accounted for roughly 50% of all 
international tourists, while the Asia-Pacific region recorded the highest average annual growth 
rate of 6.1% (Brida et al., 2016). 
From an economic and business perspective, cultural tourism has proven to be a significant 
driver of growth, particularly in developing countries rich in cultural resources. Tourism 
contributed approximately 10% to global GDP and employment (Zhao et al., 2023). The 
Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis has been confirmed by numerous empirical studies, 
especially in European countries (Matzana et al., 2022) and including Thailand 
(Rattanasirivilai, 2023), where tourism exhibits a positive correlation with long-term economic 
growth. Studies on the economic impact of UNESCO World Heritage Sites indicate a 
significant positive correlation between the number of World Heritage Sites in each country 
and tourism revenue and employment in the tourism sector, particularly within EU member 
states (Škrabić Perić et al., 2021). However, these economic benefits were often inequitably 
distributed, with a majority flowing to multinational corporations and large capital investors, 
while local communities received minimal benefits and bore negative externalities (Holden & 
Fennell, 2013). 
Regional diversity was a key characteristic of cultural tourism prior to COVID-19. In Southeast 
Asia, cultural tourism experienced rapid growth, driven by an expanding Chinese middle class 
and increased travel convenience. The number of outbound Chinese tourists grew from 10 
million in 2000 to 130 million in 2017 (Zhu et al., 2021) and over 150 million in 2018 
(UNWTO, 2019). Countries like Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam significantly benefited 
from this trend, attracting Chinese tourists interested in cultural heritage sites such as Angkor 
Wat, the Grand Palace, and Ha Long Bay (Shao et al., 2020). In Europe and the Mediterranean, 
historic cities like Paris, Rome, Venice, and Barcelona remained powerful magnets for global 
tourists. Spain alone welcomed over 82 million international tourists in 2017, ranking it second 
globally in both visitor numbers and receipts (Artal-Tur & Correia, 2019). 
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A notable phenomenon during this period was the rise of the Hallyu Wave (Korean Wave), 
which fundamentally reshaped the cultural tourism landscape in East Asia. South Korea saw 
its tourist arrivals increase 14-fold between 1980 and 2014, propelled mainly by Korean pop 
culture (Bajgier-Kowalska et al., 2017). Research on Hallyu's impact on tourism in Korea 
revealed that Korean TV series and films significantly influenced tourists' travel decisions, 
especially those from the United States, China, Japan, and Hong Kong (Kim et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, studies indicated that the Hallyu Wave not only boosted tourist numbers but also 
created a multiplier effect on other Korean exports, including cosmetics, food, and electronics, 
with a total value exceeding 12 billion USD in 2019 (Fahrisa, 2022). 
Digital innovation and technology began playing a crucial role in cultural tourism from the 
mid-2010s onwards. Social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok became 
essential tools for destination marketing, with tourist-shared photos and videos inspiring many 
others to travel (Kang & Schuett, 2013). Augmented Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR) 
technologies were increasingly adopted in museums and heritage sites to enhance visitor 
experiences, for instance, by using AR to reconstruct damaged ancient sites or VR to create 
immersive museum experiences (Guttentag, 2010). Sharing economy platforms like Airbnb 
transformed travel patterns by allowing tourists closer access to local accommodations and 
authentic local lifestyles (Guttentag, 2015). However, Airbnb's growth was also criticized for 
contributing to gentrification and housing shortages for residents in many key tourist cities 
(Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018). 
The challenges and problems emerging during this period grew increasingly complex and 
severe. Overtourism, or excessive tourism, became a significant public discourse from the 
1980s onwards (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2020). Cities like Venice, which welcomed over 30 million 
tourists annually compared to its mere 55,000 residents, experienced a severe decline in the 
quality of life for its inhabitants, infrastructural strain, and damage to historical architecture 
(Bertocchi & Visentin, 2019). Barcelona faced similar issues, leading to Anti-Tourism 
Movements where residents protested and demanded local government control over tourist 
numbers and short-term rental expansion (Colomb & Novy, 2016). Research on Barcelona 
residents' attitudes towards tourism revealed that negative economic impacts, such as rising 
rents and living costs, were the primary drivers of negative sentiment towards tourism (Milano 
et al., 2018). 
The issue of cultural commodification and authenticity has been a widely debated topic in 
academic circles. Some scholars argued that cultural tourism development leads to the 
adaptation and commercialization of local cultures to meet tourist demands, resulting in a loss 
of original meaning and value (MacCannell, 1973; Cohen, 1988). In contrast, other scholars 
posited that authenticity is a socially constructed concept, and culture is inherently flexible and 
dynamic; thus, tourism can stimulate cultural revitalization and innovation (Wang, 1999). 
Furthermore, the environmental impact of cultural tourism became an escalating concern. 
Studies indicate that tourism accounts for approximately 8% of global greenhouse gas 
emissions, with air travel and accommodation as the primary sources (Lenzen et al., 2018). 
This climate change, in turn, emerged as a severe threat to numerous World Heritage Sites, 
particularly those in coastal and low-lying areas vulnerable to rising sea levels and intensified 
natural disasters (Sesana et al., 2021). 

 

Crisis, Adaptation, and Recovery of Cultural Tourism in the COVID-19 Era 
(2020-2025) 
The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in early 2020, had the most severe impact on the global 
tourism industry in its history. International tourist arrivals plummeted by 74% in 2020 
compared to 2019 (Wu et al., 2022). The resultant loss in international tourism revenue 
amounted to approximately 1.3 trillion USD, exceeding the impact of the 2008 global financial 
crisis eightfold (Sharma et al., 2021). While the UNWTO initially projected a 20-30% decline 
in tourist numbers, equivalent to a loss of 300-450 billion USD, the actual situation proved far 
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worse than anticipated (Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020). Cultural tourism was particularly hard-
hit due to its frequent reliance on enclosed spaces such as museums, theaters, and indoor 
heritage sites, as well as festivals and cultural events that require large gatherings. 
The consequences for museums and cultural heritage sites were both short-term and long-term. 
A UNESCO survey conducted in mid-2020 revealed that 90% of museums worldwide had to 
temporarily close, with smaller and developing country museums facing a high risk of 
permanent closure (Agostino et al., 2022). Revenue losses from admissions and souvenir sales 
forced many museums to reduce staff, cancel or postpone exhibitions, and cut budgets for 
conservation and restoration (Agostino et al., 2022). UNESCO World Heritage Sites that 
depended on tourism for primary funding faced severe resource shortages, increasing their 
vulnerability to damage and degradation (Yang et al., 2021). 
The impact on employment within the cultural tourism sector underscored the industry's 
fragility. Studies on job precarity and income inequality during COVID-19 revealed that 
countries highly reliant on tourism experienced significant job losses, particularly affecting 
low-skilled workers and informal sector employees, predominantly women and youth (Sharma 
et al., 2021). In many developing countries, local communities whose livelihoods primarily 
depended on cultural tourism faced severe socio-economic crises, with some reverting to 
subsistence agriculture or migrating to larger cities in search of work (Dube, 2021). 
Adaptation and innovation during the crisis served as a critical turning point for cultural 
tourism in the 21st century. The digital transformation accelerated rapidly over the course of 
months. Museums and heritage sites globally embraced digital technologies to reach audiences 
despite closures. Virtual exhibitions, online tours, and digital cultural activities saw a massive 
increase (Agostino et al., 2022). The phenomenon of "Cloud Tourism," or virtual tourism, 
emerged in China, allowing tourists to explore destinations and museums through streaming 
platforms (Zeng et al., 2020). Augmented Reality (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR) technologies 
were widely adopted to create immersive experiences for audiences at home, such as virtual 
tours of the Louvre Museum in Paris or the Great Wall of China via VR headsets (Guttentag, 
2010). 
The Virtual Korean Wave Experience stands out as a prominent example of adaptation during 
COVID-19. The K-pop group BTS hosted an online concert, "Bang Bang Con: The Live," in 
June 2020, drawing over 750,000 viewers from 107 countries, setting a new record for live 
online concert attendance (Yoon et al., 2022). Research on the impact of COVID-19 on the 
virtual Korean Wave experience found that, despite being virtual, it generated significant value 
and satisfaction for participants, particularly in fostering emotional connections and a sense of 
belonging within the fan community (Yoon et al., 2022). However, the same study also 
concluded that virtual experiences cannot fully replace real travel, especially in terms of 
atmospheric immersion and on-site interaction. 
Post-COVID recovery strategies, implemented from late 2021 onwards, have primarily focused 
on building resilience and sustainability rather than merely returning to pre-crisis conditions. 
Several scholars and policymakers have proposed resilience frameworks emphasizing the 
ability to cope with and recover from crises (Sharma & Nicolau, 2020). These frameworks 
highlight several key principles: diversifying away from over-reliance on tourism, 
strengthening local community capacity for self-management of tourism, developing digital 
infrastructure to support both physical and virtual tourism, and promoting multi-stakeholder 
participation in decision-making (Hall et al., 2020). 
Sustainable tourism gained significant traction in the post-COVID era, with an emphasis on 
minimizing environmental impact, respecting and empowering local communities, and 
fostering sustainable economic value (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020). UNWTO and other 
international organizations widely adopted the "Build Back Better" concept to encourage 
countries to reform their tourism systems and address pre-existing issues of overtourism and 
unsustainable practices (Rowen, 2020). Community-Based Tourism (CBT) was particularly 
promoted as a model that distributes benefits equitably to local communities, reduces negative 
impacts, and fosters deeper cultural understanding (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2020). 
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The current situation and trends for 2023-2025 reveal an uneven and complex recovery. 
International tourism recovery varies by region, with Europe and Asia-Pacific showing faster 
rebounds than other areas. International tourist arrivals in 2023 returned to approximately 90% 
of pre-pandemic levels in some regions, but remained significantly lower in others (UNWTO, 
2023). Tourist behavior has noticeably shifted, with a greater focus on quality experiences over 
quantity, a preference for local and short-haul travel, a search for less crowded destinations, 
and increased interest in sustainability and social responsibility (Phori et al., 2025). The 
accelerated technological transformation initiated during COVID-19 continues intensely in the 
post-pandemic period. Artificial Intelligence (AI) is being used for tourist data analysis, 
demand forecasting, personalized experiences, and health and safety risk management (Buhalis 
& Leung, 2018). Concepts like Digital Twin and the Metaverse are still being applied in 
cultural tourism to create digital replicas of heritage sites accessible globally and used as tools 
for virtual visit planning (Gretzel et al., 2015; Suanpang et al., 2022). However, new challenges 
have also emerged, such as the digital divide in developing-country communities lacking 
access to these technologies, and concerns about privacy and control over tourist data (Gretzel 
et al., 2020). 

 

Conclusion: Lessons and Future Directions for Cultural Tourism in the 21st 
Century 
The review and analysis of cultural tourism during the first quarter of the 21st century (2001-
2025) reveal a complex interplay of growth, crisis, and transformation. Cultural tourism has 
proven to be one of the most powerful mechanisms for generating economic, social, and 
cultural value, accounting for approximately 39-40% of all tourism activities globally and 
contributing about 10% to worldwide GDP and employment. The pre-COVID-19 period was 
characterized by rapid expansion, with international tourist arrivals increasing from 674 million 
in 2000 to 1,460 million in 2019. However, this growth was accompanied by severe challenges, 
including overtourism, cultural commodification, and adverse environmental impacts. 
Key findings in the economic and business dimension highlight cultural tourism's significant 
role in driving economic growth, particularly in developing countries rich in cultural resources. 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites demonstrate a substantial positive correlation with tourism 
revenues and employment. The Hallyu Wave phenomenon exemplifies the potential of pop 
culture to generate economic multipliers across various industries, totaling over 12 billion USD 
in 2019. However, research also reveals that these economic benefits are often unequally 
distributed, with large proportions flowing to multinational corporations and major investors. 
At the same time, local communities receive minimal gains and bear negative externalities. 
In the socio-cultural dimension, a critical finding is the inherent tension between tourism 
development and the preservation of cultural authenticity and identity. The problem of 
overtourism in cities like Venice, Barcelona, and Dubrovnik illustrates severe adverse effects 
on residents' quality of life, infrastructure, and cultural heritage. Anti-tourism movements in 
several cities underscore the imperative of balancing economic development with the rights 
and well-being of local communities. While the debate over authenticity and commodification 
continues in academia, there is a growing consensus that local community involvement in 
decision-making and equitable benefit-sharing are fundamental to sustainable cultural tourism. 
In the environmental dimension, a concerning finding is that tourism accounts for 
approximately 8% of global greenhouse gas emissions, posing a risk of long-term degradation 
of cultural heritage. In the technological and innovation dimension, research demonstrates a 
paradigm shift with the application of digital technologies, particularly AI, AR, VR, and the 
Metaverse, in cultural heritage presentation, marketing, and destination management. 
Nevertheless, concerns persist regarding the digital divide in developing countries and issues 
of data privacy. 
The most significant lesson from the COVID-19 crisis is the tourism industry's vulnerability to 
global disruptions. The 74% reduction in international tourist arrivals in 2020 and the 1.3 
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trillion USD in revenue losses illustrate the magnitude of the industry's impact. However, the 
crisis also presented a crucial opportunity to reform the tourism structure to be more sustainable 
and resilient. The acceleration of digital transformation, the emergence of new tourism models 
such as Cloud Tourism and the Virtual Korean Wave Experience, and the heightened emphasis 
on sustainable and community-based tourism are vital legacies of the crisis. 
Policy and practical recommendations stemming from this study are directed at diverse 
stakeholders. For public policymakers, it is essential to develop integrated policy frameworks 
that harmoniously balance economic development with cultural and environmental 
preservation. Implementing Tourism Carrying Capacity systems is an urgent necessity for 
managing destinations prone to overtourism. Establishing mechanisms for local community 
participation in decision-making and equitable benefit sharing should be a foundational 
principle for all tourism policies. For cultural technology businesses and startups, innovation 
should respectfully integrate technology with cultural identity, avoiding exploitation or 
distortion of cultural heritage. Developing socially and environmentally responsible business 
models is not merely an ethical obligation but also a sound business strategy in an era where 
tourists increasingly value sustainability. 
For UNESCO heritage site managers, the primary challenge lies in balancing conservation with 
public access, developing efficient visitor management systems, utilizing technology for 
impact monitoring and assessment, and fostering international cooperation in cross-border 
heritage management. For academics and researchers, numerous areas warrant further 
investigation, including the long-term impacts of COVID-19 on tourist behavior and 
motivations, the relationship between climate change and cultural tourism, the potential and 
limitations of new technologies in heritage preservation and presentation, and the development 
of appropriate sustainability indicators and tools tailored to diverse cultural tourism contexts. 
In summary, cultural tourism in the first quarter of the 21st century has undergone significant 
transformations, from rapid growth between 2001 and 2019, through a severe crisis in 2020-
2021, and into a period of recovery and structural change from 2022-2025. The future success 
of cultural tourism will depend on its ability to integrate three core dimensions: creating 
economic value and distributing benefits equitably, preserving cultural identity and respecting 
local communities, and managing the environment sustainably to conserve resources for future 
generations. Cultural tourism in the remaining quarters of the 21st century must strike a balance 
between leveraging technological innovation to enhance accessibility and experience, while 
safeguarding the authentic value and meaning of cultural heritage. Success will be measured 
not solely by tourist numbers or revenue, but by the capacity to create sustainable value for 
both visitors and the host communities. 
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