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Abstract 

Tourism was a constantly growing industry until the halt brought about by the COVID-19 

pandemic. In cities, its negative impact was increasing, with significant cases of overcrowding. 

COVID-19 has emerged as an exceptional disruptive stage, yet it is also an opportunity to 

abandon the rush towards unsustainability. This study is a critical analysis of tourism, looking at 

the most appropriate post-pandemic perspective for urban cultural tourism, based on 

sustainability and leaving aside the search for profit as the ultimate goal. The main objective is to 

make proposals for an alternative paradigm. This is a theoretical paper that draws on a literature 

review of 180 works of scientific reference. Complementarily, information published by the 

media is accessed and direct observation is carried out as fieldwork. Proposals are made on 

limiting the number of visitors, improving guided visits, tourist routes, experiential tourism, and 

virtual tours. We also propose a new centralised tourism governance and regulation of private 
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agents. Therefore, the present text is of interest for public representatives working in the field of 

urban tourism. 

Key words: post-COVID-19 tourism; pandemic response; sustainable tourism; tourism policy; 

crisis management. 

Resumen 

El turismo era una máquina en continuo crecimiento hasta su paralización con la pandemia de la 

COVID-19. En las ciudades, se incrementaban sus impactos negativos y había situaciones de 

sobreturismo. La pandemia es un momento disruptivo y excepcional. Es una ocasión para 

abandonar el camino hacia la insostenibilidad. Este artículo es un análisis turístico crítico donde 

se plantea cuál es la perspectiva pospandémica del turismo cultural urbano con una visión 

alejada de la búsqueda del lucro como fin último. El objetivo principal es plantear propuestas de 

un modelo alternativo y sostenible. Es un trabajo teórico que recurre a la revisión literaria de 180 

obras científicas. De manera complementaria, se accede a las informaciones de los medios y se 

realiza una observación de la realidad, con trabajo de campo. Se propone una limitación de los 

visitantes y una mejora en la calidad mediante visitas guiadas, rutas turísticas, turismo experiencial 

y turismo virtualizado. Y se plantea una nueva gobernanza turística centralizada y una regulación 

de los agentes privados. Se considera que el artículo es de interés para los responsables 

públicos del turismo en las ciudades. 

Palabras clave: turismo pos-COVID-19; respuesta pandémica; turismo sostenible; política 

turística; gestión de crisis. 

1 Introduction  

There is no Chartres or Salisbury feel, with the church as the excuse for everything 

else (Sinclair, 2015, p. 18). 

Normalcy was declared. (Normalcy was always a declaration.)  (Roy, 2017, p. 378) 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a disruptive event (Baldwin & Weder, 2020) that has had a great 

impact on tourism (Pepe & Percoco, 2020), given the effect on people’s movement of non-

pharmaceutical interventions, such as the unavoidable experiments with quarantine measures and 

lockdowns (Florida et al., 2020) or border controls (Ryu et al., 2020), bearing in mind that 

tourism cannot exist without mobility (Russo, 2016). Sönmez et al. (2019) show that travel 

networks work as channels for disease proliferation through increased contact caused by rising 
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population mobility and can affect tourists that come into contact with pathogens in their 

destinations, and, similarly, tourism destination residents can be put at risk by exposure to 

tourists. This has been the pattern in the COVID-19 pandemic, where, indeed, tourism has not 

only been hit by the consequences but has also been one of the causes (Brito, 2020), having 

played a key role in its propagation (Iaquinto, 2020). For this reason, mobility and travel have 

been restricted. The scale and implications of the current crisis are unparalleled and 

unprecedented (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020) and tourism is unlikely to continue developing in 

the same way as before (Castello, 2020). 

A report published by the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) in January 2020 stated that 

tourism was a vigorous and robust economic sector (UNWTO, 2020a). Indeed, tourism activity 

was a continuously growing machine (Mansilla & Milano, 2018), that, for decades, had been 

generating constantly rising economic benefits based on increased supply and demand. In fact, 

this trend could plausibly continue in coming decades and tourism would continue to be a source 

of income for local and regional economies (Kourtit et al., 2019). Some studies, however, 

suggest that tourism was sustained by a process where investment was built on the anticipation 

that visitor numbers would continue to grow indefinitely (Cocola, 2019), but the truth is that, as in 

many other economic bubbles, such warnings were ignored. However, the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which started in 2020 and is still growing exponentially in May 2021, obliged tourism flows to be 

abruptly suspended. Tourism is undoubtedly one of the most seriously affected (Corbisiero & La 

Rocca, 2020; Pimentel, 2020) of the major economic sectors (UNWTO, 2020b). 

Until a few months ago, cities were developed as tourism destinations under a neoliberal 

approach (Blanco et al., 2018). Urban spaces specialised in the sector underwent a complete 

transformation into sites for tourism (Belhassen et al., 2014). City centres were ‘touristified’ (de la 

Calle, 2019) with significant negative impacts (Velasco et al., 2019). The intensification of city 

tourism negatively modified the environmental, economic and social conditions required for 

future sustainability under any model of development (Blanco et al., 2018). The problems caused 

by overtourism were exacerbated (Boniface, 2013). Tourism had negative effects on urban 

destinations, affecting both visitor satisfaction and local residents’ quality of life, leading to 

increasingly serious conflicts (Stecker & Hartmann, 2019). Concepts such as overtourism (Milano 

et al., 2019) were the subject of intense academic interest and generated extensive scientific 

output (Capocchi et al., 2019; Escudero, 2020; Veríssimo et al., 2020). 
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Furthermore, having reached the third decade of the 21st century, the human footprint on the 

planet is undeniable. The scientific community increasingly uses the neologism ‘Anthropocene’ to 

describe the current geologic period. It has become synonymous with the threat to planetary 

systems posed by human activity (Thomson & Newman, 2018). Urban tourism is one of the 

driving forces to blame for the effects of urbanisation on the planet, through its dependence on 

polluting use of transport –the increase, for example in flights as a result of growing international 

tourism (Stovall et al., 2019)– and by contributing to worldwide pollution and climate change 

(Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020; Scott et al., 2019). A global approach is needed to respond to 

planetary limits and sustainable tourism (Hall et al., 2020). Climate change is a major challenge 

for tourism (Olcina, 2019, 2020) given that its possible future consequences have specific 

dramatic implications for the activity (Sharpley, 2020). For this reason, robust strategies in tourism 

are required to fight against climate change (Kietävainen & Tuulentie, 2013; Prideaux et al., 

2020). A number of authors suggest this challenge reflects the need to advance towards a 

decrease in tourism as an alternative approach to achieve sustainability (Alpestana, 2020; 

Andriotis, 2018; Mansilla & Milano, 2018; Sharpley, 2020), as there is ample evidence showing 

that continuing with a model that prioritises growth is simply unsustainable (Brito, 2020). 

Thus, cities’ economic dependence on tourism monoculture, the negative impacts of overtourism 

and the challenge of climate change in the Anthropocene emerged as key problems in urban 

cultural tourism. The forced halt caused by COVID-19, where the scenario has shifted from 

overtourism to no tourism (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020), is a unique opportunity to create an 

alternative model (Ateljevic, 2020; Brouder, 2020; Brito, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; 

Ioannides & Gyimothy, 2020). This exceptional circumstance represents a significant challenge 

for the global community and, specifically, for the tourism industry (UNWTO, 2020b).   

Tourism has demonstrated its resilience, understood as the capacity to recover from a 

perturbation (Faulkner, 2001; Ritchie, 2008), to rebound from any crisis (Hall et al., 2020). 

Leveraging this proven resilience, the pandemic represents a historic moment in which to change 

tourism, where it is possible to propose a new approach (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020), 

implement a drastic but necessary overhaul (Montanari, 2020) and abandon the path to 

unsustainability followed by urban cultural destinations. The COVID-19 health crisis should inspire 

the sustainable relaunch of urban cultural tourism, driving proposals and better decisions for the 

future and avoiding the repetition of past mistakes (Pepe & Perococo, 2020). This fork in the 

road (Brito, 2020) may be an opportunity to tackle the phenomenon of overtourism (Montanari, 

2020) in tourist-historic cities (Ashworth & Tundbridge, 1990). 
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COVID-19 has swiftly become a source of academic study in the social sciences (Baldwin & 

Weder, 2020; Crítica Urbana, 2020; Finisterra, 2020; Florida et al., 2020; Geopolítica(s), 

2020; Harlem & Lynn, 2020; Reuschke & Felstead, 2020; Ryu et al., 2020; TeMa, special issue 

2020;1 Zazo & Álvarez, 2020; Zusman et al., 2020; BAGE, special issue, 20212). As a sector 

especially affected by the consequences of the pandemic, works dealing with the issue soon 

began to appear in the tourism literature (Alpestana, 2020; Ateljevic, 2020; Bakar & Rosbi, 

2020; Bauzá & Melgosa, 2020; Brito, 2020; Brouder, 2020; Carvalho, 2020; Castello, 2020; 

Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020; Davies, 2020; Fletcher et al., 2020; Flew & Kirkwood, 2020; 

Gössling et al., 2020; Gretzel et al., 2020; Guerra, 2020; Hall et al., 2020; Haywood, 2020; 

Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Iaquinto, 2020; Ioannides & Gyimothy, 2020; Jones & Comfort, 

2020; Lapointe, 2020; Menchero, 2020; Montanari, 2020; Murray & Cañada, 2020; Pascoal 

et al., 2020; Pepe & Percoco, 2020; Pimentel, 2020; Prideaux et al., 2020; Sariego, 2020; 

Sequera, 2020; Simancas et al., 2020; Singh, 2020), and, undoubtedly, the number of studies 

will continue to rise exponentially. 

Rethinking the type of tourism cities should promote is key (Alpestana, 2020; Guerra, 2020). The 

main aim of the present study is to address this challenge by suggesting approaches and 

proposals for developing a different type of urban cultural tourism once the COVID-19 pandemic 

is over. In a world in crisis, studying the effects of the pandemic on urban cultural tourism and 

designing new proposals are questions that should be urgently addressed. The pressing 

demands of the present require interrogation, re-exploration and re-envisioning of the future of 

tourism (Haywood, 2020). Hence, the current study uses an academic perspective to make a 

critical analysis of tourism in order to pursue responses to the question and propose reflections 

and proposals for the future, following the example of Haywood (2020). This research primarily 

focuses on the future of cultural tourism in cities, as did the works by Richards (2019) and 

McKercher (2020). Nonetheless, where Richards (2019) looks ahead as far as 2095, sketching 

the future in 75 years’ time, and McKercher (2020) presents the main aim of increasing the 

profitability of cultural tourism by means of new marketing strategies, this article addresses the 

immediate perspectives of urban cultural tourism in a post-COVID-19 world, based on 

1  Special issue: COVID-19 vs CITY-20. Scenarios, insights, reasoning and research (2020). TeMa. Journal of Land 
Use, Mobility and Environment. http://www.tema.unina.it/index.php/tema/issue/view/510  

2  Special issue:  Geography against COVID-19. Territorial analysis and multidisciplinary perspectives (2021). 
Boletín de la Asociación Española de Geografía, (91). https://bage.age-
geografia.es/ojs/index.php/bage/issue/view/130  
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sustainability (Brito, 2020) in the Anthropocene (O’Callaghan & Antó, 2020), and removed from 

the vision of the search for profit as the ultimate goal.  

Scientific research can be innovative and propose strategies and operative actions that can 

support decision-makers (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020). The present is a key moment for public 

management of tourism and the practical contribution of the current study is to propose an 

alternative model of urban cultural tourism for policy makers. The challenge of balanced tourism 

growth is one of the key factors in the General Tourism Plan of any city (García et al., 2017). 

Nonetheless, there is a lack of general and integrated approaches in tourism management and 

policies to react to the pandemic (Corbisiero & La Rocca (2020). The response to the crisis in 

tourism shows a lack of active decisions for a future sustainable model, and, by contrast, attempts 

are being made to return to the prior situation while providing economic stimulus packages for 

the sector (Hall et al., 2020), without actually addressing the challenges and opportunities 

generated by the pandemic. The intention of this article is to trigger a deeper general debate on 

post-COVID-19 urban cultural tourism and to incentivise a paradigm shift. 

The article continues with a section on the methodology used. This is followed by four sections 

focused on the principal topics: the limitation of urban cultural tourism after COVID-19, the 

design of quality tourist visits, centralised tourism management and planning and the commitment 

to a new approach and proposals for an alternative model. The article finishes with a set of 

conclusions. 

2 Methodology 

This is a theoretical study, drawing on a number of specific examples, based on the philosophical 

premise of the need for an alternative, sustainable model of urban cultural tourism after the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Following Capocchi et al. (2019), it is considered necessary to link theory 

with practice, not only through case studies, but also by making general proposals that suggest 

solutions. In addition, in line with D’Auria (2009), this work adopts a creative approach to 

sustainable development based on urban cultural tourism. The study provides a vision, from the 

viewpoint of human geography, of the possible changes in tourism paradigms as a result of the 

pandemic. 

The research draws on a literature review of 180 scientific reference works. Complementarily, the 

information published by the media and online is accessed and direct observation is carried out, 
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using fieldwork on the phenomenon under study, that is, urban cultural tourism, from before and 

after the onset of the pandemic.  

As in Hall et al. (2020), the study takes into account the previous literature in the form of a review 

of a selection of academic studies. Following Bask and Rajahonka (2017), studies were selected 

and analysed to meet the research aim. Specifically, first, the literature on urban cultural tourism 

was reviewed, especially that related to the problems generated by overtourism in certain cities. 

Second, all attempts were made to access the publications emerging in tourism studies on the 

effects of the pandemic. This involved a continuous search during the research, which was 

triggered by alerts based on the key words “COVID-19” and “turismo”/”tourism” in Google 

Scholar and the Scopus databases. As we are dealing with an ongoing phenomenon of great 

significance, new scientific publications are constantly appearing. All these literature references 

formed the framework required to develop the introduction and were subsequently the sources 

used to construct the discussion section. 

The literature review was also essential to obtain results. In this case, a thematic search was 

conducted based on the investigator’s main premises. Especially key was obtaining academic 

articles related to guided visits in urban cultural tourism, the design of tourist routes, experiential 

tourism and virtualised tourism. These scientific studies lent consistency to the findings. On 

occasions, use was also made of news in the media and diverse online resources. This was done 

to seek information on the present and examples for clarification.  

The desk research was completed by fieldwork using direct observation. Understanding pre- and 

post-COVID-19 urban cultural tourism and the search for an alternative model required direct 

knowledge of the question, which was based on the author’s prior experience and fieldwork 

conducted on visits to Athens and its outskirts, Bilbao (the Guggenheim Museum) and Burgos (the 

cathedral) during the pandemic in August 2020. These observations served as the source of 

inspiration for the ideas subsequently developed with the support of the scientific literature and 

were key to elaborate the discussion section. 

The perspectives and proposal presented in this work are built, therefore, on the review of the 

literature, observation and reflective and analytical deduction with the aims of suggesting 

purposeful. Despite having an empirical component, the text is essentially conceptual. The 

intention is to combine the universal and the particular in a dialectic method in which theory and 

the analysis of specific situations feed off each other, following Benach and Albert (2019) in their 

comments on the work of David Harvey.  
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3 Limiting urban cultural tourism post-COVID-19 or the end of 

overtourism and its unsustainable impacts 

To visit Antelope Canyon, in north Arizona, tourists have to form part of a small group that is 

constantly in the company of a local Navajo guide (Figure 1); free, uncontrolled access is not 

permitted. Admittedly, it is an example of extremely fragile natural heritage, but future, post-

COVID-19 urban cultural tourism must adopt similar measures. That is, the proposal is to limit the 

number of visitors, and with this, bring an end to overtourism and its negative impacts. 

Monuments that have implemented similar strategies have shown improvements in sustainability, 

as reported by Larson and Pudyal (2012) for the case of Machu Picchu, or García (2001) for that 

of the Alhambra. At destination level, Loades (2019) highlights the example of Dubrovnik, where, 

in 2017, live surveillance cameras were installed at the five city gates to monitor the numbers 

entering and leaving through the city wall entrances, as a successful measure to control and 

manage tourism flows. Limiting the number of visitors to attractions, and even entire destinations, 

is a solution that works if the steps taken to implement it are reasonable, transparent and fair 

(Dodds & Butler, 2019).  

The purchase of entrance tickets and tourist packages on the Internet, as has been adopted by 

multiple cultural tourism sites, is the most equitable environment for visitors to access places with 

limited availability. Internet has changed the tourism market by altering barriers to entry, 

minimising switching costs, revolutionising distribution channels, facilitating price transparency 

and competition, while enhancing production efficiency (Buhalis & Law, 2008). The idea is to 

convert from free access to cultural tourism destinations to tourism on demand (Corbisiero & La 

Rocca, 2020) with advance sales and limited availability of places. 

As heritage sites, cities are complex to manage, but where the growth in tourism flows makes it 

urgent to design control measures (García, 2000) which, in this disruptive period, in this historic 

transformative moment (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020), must be adopted once and for all. To this 

end, it is essential to place the concept of carrying capacity at the centre of the debate 

(#TurismoRESET, 2020), given both its importance in controlling the number of tourist visitors 

and its usefulness in the challenge generated by COVID-19 of complying with measures of 

biosafety and maintaining order (Guerra, 2020). The United Nations World Tourism Organisation 

(UNWTO) defines carrying capacity as “the maximum number of people that may visit a tourist 

destination at the same time, without causing destruction of the physical, economic, sociocultural 

environment and an unacceptable decrease in the quality of visitors’ satisfaction” (PAP/RAC, 
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1997, p. 5). Since the 1970s, the theoretical and practical aspects of the concept have been 

widely explained in the academic literature (Schneider, 1978; Butler, 1980; Thurot, 1980; 

O’Reilly, 1986; Williams & Gill, 1995; García, 2000 & 2003; McCool & Lime, 2001; Marsiglio, 

2017; Świąder, 2018; Wall, 2020). Most cultural tourism destinations, however, have failed to 

define their carrying capacity and do not regularly control it, resulting in dramatic tourism 

overcrowding, as is the case, for example, of Dubrovnik (Stecker & Hartmann, 2019).  

Figure 1. Tourist visits with limited numbers at the Antelope Canyon (Arizona, USA)  

and the Refectory of the Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie (Milan, Italy) 

 

Source: author’s own photographs taken 

on August 4, 2010 (Arizona) and March 30, 2019 (Milan) 

It is necessary to construct models linked to carrying capacity to assess sustainability in historic 

cities (Williams & Gill, 1995). Technical studies are needed, grounded in reliable data, based on 

the capacity to receive tourists and which pursue a sustainable equilibrium. Zhang et al. (2015) 

asked whether urban heritage sites should opt for fully open or limited access for visitors. Due to 

the effects of COVID-19 –the need, for example, for social distancing between visitors– many 

heritage tourism sites have been forced to choose the second option: at the Oia Monastery in 

Galicia (Spain), guided visits are conducted in groups of 24 persons (Vilar, 2020); the Leaning 

Tower of Pisa reopened on 30 May 2020, with a limit of 15 visitors every 15 minutes (Opera 

della Primaziale Pisana, 2020), the Royal Alcazar of Seville (Spain) has restricted access to 125 

visitors every 30 minutes, while the Alhambra, which, as mentioned, had already limited visitor 

numbers, has reduced  its maximum capacity by half (Kayser, 2020). These options are the result 
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of the health crisis, designed to deal with current circumstances, and do not represent voluntary 

decisions of those who manage such places. For example, the Mosque of Córdoba has 

increased its capacity in line with the different stages of the de-escalation of the lockdown 

(Mezquita-Catedral de Córdoba, 2020) and the Louvre has limited its capacity, but expects to 

increase it as the situation develops with the aim of recovering the maximum possible number of 

tourists and income (Vicente, 2020).  

Wall (2020) proposes possible theoretical solutions to the management of carrying capacity for 

an entire tourism destination and not just its resources , such as limiting access, restricting 

activities, imposing participation requirements with permits and licences, enforcing rules and 

regulations, designating sites for specific activities, increasing control by means  of more staff 

and patrols, varying ease of access, provision of information, education and limiting ancillary 

facilities, such as parking and accommodation. However, applying such measures across an 

entire destination is a complex matter, as shown by de la Calle et al. (2021). These authors 

analyse the use of urban planning regulations as an instrument for containing tourism activity in 

situations of overtourism in historic centres in Spain and conclude by highlighting imbalances 

between the economic and urban planning visions, and between the rapid change in tourism and 

the much slower response capacity of government (de la Calle et al., 2021). During the 

pandemic, few destinations have applied measures to limit visitor numbers at a scale beyond 

individual resources. A notable exception, however, is Venice, a city with a serious overtourism 

problem before the COVID-19 crisis (Bertocchi, 2019), which has decided that, after the 

pandemic, from summer 2022, admission to the city will be payable, with bookings being made 

through an application or on the website, using a QR code that will checked by optical readers 

located at the main points of entry to the historic centre (Gómez, 2021). In contrast, , not only 

does Athens have no measures to restrict the number of visitors, but it has taken advantage of the 

forced halt of tourism to increase the visitor capacity when reopening its main attraction, the 

Acropolis, destroying the access path designed by Dimitris Pikionis (Herreros, 2021). 

On occasions, the limits imposed as part of the COVID-19 preventive health measures have even 

been applied with shortfalls in planning and counterproductive secondary effects. For example, 

in the National Archaeological Museum of Athens, the standard COVID-19 protocols have been 

adopted and the number of persons allowed entry is controlled. However, as no advance 

ticketing system was planned nor is there a clear limit to capacity, people freely access the 

building and accumulate outside while waiting for a guard to let them enter. Thus, the measures 

that are to be respected inside the museum are not complied with outside, as the visitors stand 
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together with little distance between then and without, in some cases, wearing protective face 

masks (Figure 2).    

Figure 2. Poster announcing COVID-19 health measures and people waiting 

outside the National Archaeological Museum of Athens 

 

Source: author’s own photographs taken on 3 August 2020 

Sustainable urban cultural tourism needs well-planned limits to tourist attractions. It is a question of 

reducing group visits, as in the example of Antelope Canyon, tailoring them to the capacities 

resulting from calculating the carrying capacity of each site and imposing restrictive policies to 

achieve it. As proposed by Castello (2020), it is necessary to limit the number of visitors per day 

at tourist attractions, which would consequently give rise to a fall in the overall number of tourists 

visiting a city. It is not intended to close cities, but to assume that, if they cannot visit the heritage 

sites as they do not have tickets, people will not travel to the urban cultural tourism destination.  

Moreover, in the first post-COVID-19 phase, it is reasonable to think that the number of those 

seeking out urban cultural tourism will be lower, as has been corroborated in the fieldwork, either 

due to the fear of the pandemic that has led to the low tourism demand (Bakar & Rosbi, 2020), 

fear of travel as social scarring (Florida et al., 2020) –COVID-19 has left not only an economic 

after-effects but also social and psychological ones (Guerra, 2020), be it due to the restrictions 

on mobility caused by the pandemic or the lower level of consumption resulting from the 

economic crisis  triggered by the pandemic. It may also be assumed, as is indeed happening, 

that the number of flights, especially low-cost ones (Pimentel, 2020), will fall for a time, and, 

consequently, also the number of international, and even national, tourists. This first reduction, 

and the disruptive experience of COVID-19, should be capitalised on to raise awareness among 
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the population, through education and information, about the necessity of limiting urban cultural 

tourism.  

Additionally, limits to capacity at sports and musical events have been accepted, and thus 

applying the same process to heritage sites might also be considered appropriate (Dodds & 

Butler, 2019). Awareness should be raised among tourists, through education and sensitisation, 

so they are conscious of the cultural and environmental impacts of excessive, mass tourism on 

destinations (#TurismoRESET, 2020). It is important that political decision-makers in tourism focus 

on the process of educating tourists (Papathanassis, 2017). Tourist can be provided with 

information and education, which, to be effective, should be carefully coordinated and 

specifically designed for real problems (Dodds & Butler, 2019). For example, by means of 

techniques to promote tourism, it is possible to explain that limits on the number of tourists not 

only benefit sustainability but also provide visitors with an uncrowded and almost exclusive 

destination. Such ideas have already been implemented in promoting the reopening of Toledo 

(La Tribuna de Toledo, 2020), albeit with the sole aim of attracting visitors. Overall, the authorities 

need to raise awareness of the sustainable development of tourism (Stecker & Hartmann, 2019). 

In short, the aim is to move from theorising a model of sustainable tourism to applying one, 

where limiting the number of visitors is a guiding principle. Space and time, however, prevent 

this model being applied in the same way in all cultural tourism destinations. Space, because 

developing sustainable tourism depends on the initial number of tourists and the state of tourism 

quality, as reported by  Schubert & Schamel (2020), and time, because the evolution of the 

pandemic will result in highly diverse scenarios and possibilities in which to apply the novel 

paradigm. In a scenario without COVID-19, limitations could be applied gradually and in an 

organised manner, while in the present circumstances, the restrictions are obligated by the 

pandemic. These are different situations. For example, in a scenario where the pandemic and 

restrictions on movement are prolonged over time, and, as it seems (Castello, 2020), the current 

situation is not due to change in the near future, limiting the number of booking or entry tickets to 

heritage sites in urban destinations, as well as implementing health measures and tests, may be 

the ‘passport’ for travel, especially in the case of international movements. It would be necessary 

to apply an electronic system to authorise journeys, as was obligatory, for example, in the pre-

COVID world, to visit the United States. Indeed, during the pandemic, to travel between certain 

countries, it is a requirement to complete a form, either on paper, or preferably online, to obtain 

a QR (quick response) code. In other cases, it is necessary to be tested for COVID-19 infection 

before travelling. In this sense, Pimentel (2020) proposes creating an internationally recognised 

Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles, (91)                                                            12 



 
  
 

Safety and Security tourist card with information on the tourist with regard to infection, immunity 

or vaccination for COVID-19 and other diseases. 

4 A high-quality tourist visit or the end of mass cultural tourism? 

To visit the ‘The Last Supper’, Leonardo da Vinci’s wall painting, housed in the refectory of the 

Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan, booking is obligatory and access is restricted to a 

group of 25 people every 15 minutes, a number reduced to 18 due to COVID-19 (Cenacolo 

Vinciano, 2020). Although it can be visited independently, access is typically as part of a guided 

group visit. The low number of people compared to the carrying capacity and the pleasure of 

seeing this masterpiece with the guide’s expert explanations make the visit a unique and 

unforgettable experience, in this author’s opinion and that of the travel opinion portal Tripadvisor 

(2020): “it is worth visiting in small group and the painting can be admired close-up” (Figure 1).  

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) recommends 

cities to develop sustainable tourism practices, including replacing mass tourism with high-quality 

tourism (UNESCO, 2016). Although, strictly speaking, mass tourism refers simply to large 

numbers of people and not necessarily bad-quality tourism, empirical evidence in the literature 

supports an association between the two concepts: mass tourism and a poor visitor experience 

(Reisinger, 1994; Troitiño & Troitiño, 2010; Álvarez, 2018; Harrison & Sharpley, 2017; García et 

al., 2018; Opačić, 2019; Karamehmedović, 2020; Méndez et al., 2020). Moreover, mass 

tourism may have multiple negative impacts on urban destinations, which can affect both visitor 

satisfaction and the quality of life of local residents, which increases the conflict (Stecker & 

Hartmann, 2019). 

This strategy, with initiatives to encourage a quality tourism offer (Montanari, 2020), undoubtedly 

involves higher costs for tourists, but the result will be the end of low-price superficial mass 

tourism, where uninterested demand has resulted in the banalisation of cultural offerings, both 

material and immaterial (Montanari, 2020), engendering overcrowding and overtourism. 

Additionally, post- COVID-19 travellers are likely to be willing to pay higher prices (Carvalho, 

2020).  

The optimum strategy for sustainable tourism is to enhance quality and reduce visitor numbers 

(Schubert & Schamel, 2020). Once this number has been limited, the aim would be to fulfil the 

wishes of tourists to enjoy an uncrowded destination in a quality tourism environment. Due to 

questions of space, this article will not explore all the possible approaches, but, rather, present 
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some proposals that should be applied to urban cultural tourism to improve visit quality. These 

are explained individually, but are actually intertwined: guided visits, tourist routes, experiential 

tourism and virtual tourism (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Proposals for post-COVID-19 sustainable urban cultural tourism I 

 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

4.1 Guided visits 

Limiting visitor numbers fits perfectly with creating small groups with a tourist guide. In the pre-

COVID-19 world, visitors using tourist guides were a minority in cultural tourism. In Europe, for 

example, they were used by only 15% of visitors (Richards, 2007). Furthermore, guides are one 

of the tourism industry professions whose employment has been most deeply affected by the 

health crisis (Crvalho, 2020), being the source of tension and conflict (Riaño, 2020b). 

Nonetheless, the literature has shown that a visit in the company of an expert guide can provide 

tourists with a much richer experience (Koo et al., 2019), being one of the factors that influences 

visitor satisfaction and the intention of returning to the destination (Zhang & Chow, 2004) and 

which can be a powerful means of boosting the competitive positioning of the tourism destination 

(Baker & Cameron, 2008). Tour guides can play an important role in conserving and adding 

value to cultural heritage (Santos & dos Santos, 2019). 

Academic research has evidenced a direct relationship between tourist satisfaction and tour 

guide performance (Ap & Wong, 2001; Bowie & Chang, 2005; Chang, 2009; Mak et al., 

2011; Huang et al., 2015; Crespí, 2020). The experience of a guided visit tends to generate 

great satisfaction (Morgan & Dong, 2008) if guides play an active role (Beattie & Schneider, 

Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles, (91)                                                            14 



 
  
 

2018; Crespí-Vallbona, 2020). If not, a visit that involves only observation can be extremely 

boring and visitors’ interest may decline after a few minutes if the guide is unable to capture their 

interest (Crespí, 2020). Consequently, tour guides hold great responsibility and require good 

training, especially in heritage sites (Teruel, 2016). Without going too deeply into the question, 

tour guides require competence in four dimensions: professional competence, interpersonal and 

organisational skills, problem solving and empathy (Huang et al., 2010). Their activities should be 

participatory and involve discussion and social interaction during guided visits (Kidd, 2016) –the 

question of social interaction in tourism experiences is of paramount importance in the 

motivation, satisfaction and engagement of visitors (Falk & Dierking, 2012)– and should create an 

affective dimension among visitors (Crespí, 2020). Their honesty, professionalism and 

enthusiasm are determining factors of satisfying visits (Huang et al., 2015). In the case of urban 

cultural tourism, it is also essential for the designers of guided visits to leverage aspects of the 

local identity, culture and history to differentiate their products and add value (Crespí, 2020). 

Finally, in light of COVID-19, they must possess the relevant training in hygiene and safety 

(Carvalho, 2020). 

Consequently, it is essential for the discourse and interpretation of the heritage provided by 

guides, without necessarily being standardised, to be guaranteed and balanced for it to be 

authentic and accurate, and not based on banalities or falsehoods. Tour guides’ work should be 

continuously appraised. Nonetheless, in Spain, for example, although the tour guide profession 

has been regulated since the beginning of the 20th century (San Román, 2018), it still presents 

multiple problems. There is a need for an accreditation system, formal access to positions, 

appraisals, inspections, rules and regulations, etc. to ensure they perform their job properly. 

4.2 Tourist routes 

One proposal for sustainable post-COVID-19 urban cultural tourism is to design guided tourist 

routes in cities, which enable visitors to be distributed in a way that is compatible with the 

destination’s carrying capacity and its tourist attractions, with control of the flows, and with the 

visitors’ behaviour within the itineraries and the preventive health measures and safety protocols 

being those required by the evolution of the pandemic, with the aim of recovering the 

confidence of the primary source markets and to bolster links with tourists (Sariego, 2020). This 

safety must be combined with ease of access to the heritage sites, even if this challenge might 

seem, in principle, more than a little quixotic (Singh, 2020). Additionally, designing high-value 
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urban cultural tourist routes would enormously enhance the quality of visits, if this achieves a 

uniqueness of the tourist product to avoid any form of artificial reproducibility (Montanari, 2020). 

Tourist routes are an excellent tool if they are built on a study of the movement patterns of tourists 

(Xia et al., 2010). They determine useful chronological sequences that help the administrators at 

the destinations avoid occasional accumulations at specific points in the city and safeguard the 

social distancing required in times of COVID-19. Using technologies for the management of 

traffic and flows, similar, for example, to those used in the transport and logistic sectors, and by 

means of geolocation of groups and contact and communication between guides, it is possible to 

distribute visitors across the city by proposing specific itineraries. In fact, the use of digital 

infrastructures to monitor movements and behaviours in urban areas has grown as a means to 

prevent and fight the pandemic (Alpestana, 2020). These tools can be used to provide real-time 

information on the state of tourist influx. Moreover, in a post-pandemic future, tourist routs may 

play a key role in facilitating the management of visitor impacts on the physical environment 

(Timothy & Boyd, 2006) and optimising the sequences of visits between the main tourist hubs 

(Forer & Pearce, 1984). 

Effectively presenting the cultural and historical content of heritage sites requires the design of 

multiple tourist routes based on different topics (Koo et al., 2019), combining them with 

experiences, as will be discussed in the next subsection. The literature includes works on the 

design of routes in specific heritage cities, such as Gerona (Donaire & Galí, 2008). In urban 

cultural tourism destinations, in Toledo, for example, the design of tourist routes has been 

applied to increase the time tourists remain in the city and the number of overnight stays visitors 

make, and also to add value to their heritage resources (Escudero, 2018); and the pandemic has 

led to these tours being provided without payment “to reactivate the historic centre” (ABC, 

2020). However, the central focus should now be on improving the quality of visits. Furthermore, 

tourist routes would allow for the promotion of cultural assists and destinations that had fallen into 

disfavour. These spaces add to the wealth of places to visit and not only help to distribute visitor 

flows and decongest overcrowded destinations, but also offer a more complete and richer vision 

of the tourism experience (Martínez et al., 2018). This would serve to take advantage of the 

opportunity offered by the pandemic to act on the solution suggested by de la Calle (2019) of 

redirecting tourist flows from highly ‘touristified’ destinations to other, less crowded competitors.  

Routes can be used to create offers at destination that include monuments, complementary 

activities and the sale of complete, varied experiences (Braintrust, 2018). In this way, tourist 
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routes allow approaches to be coordinated with other sectors related to tourism and greatly 

affected by the crisis, such as the creative arts and the world of culture (Davies, 2020; Flew & 

Kirkwood, 2020). The aim would be to hire, offer and integrate ancillary services related to 

tourism, such as those in the sectors of culture, entertainment and events, respecting the 

precautions and health measures required while the pandemic persists, following the proposals 

of Davies (2020). 

Furthermore, capitalising on the capacity of culture as a source of differentiation (OECD, 2009), 

cultural itineraries may be used to create products to sell to specific market segments. This would 

achieve the aim of creating models of tourism to attract different groups of cultural heritage tourist 

depending on their motivation (Opačić, 2019). In this sense, it has been shown there are 

significant differences between the ‘specific cultural tourist’ and general cultural tourists 

(McKercher & du Cros, 2003). Overtourism has been related to the ‘uncouth’ tourist as opposed 

to the ‘civilised’ cultural tourist (Richards, 2019).  The focus of tourism development would be 

shifted towards qualitative growth, seeking to capitalise on market segments with greater value 

added and a lower impact so as to balance the economic effects of tourism, income and 

employment with cultural, social and environmental sustainability (Capocchi et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the new tourist routes should be integrated with the existing traditional itineraries; 

the aforementioned city of Toledo, for example, offers many routes, through both private 

operators and the city council, which designed 12 new routes in 2017. Nonetheless, many of the 

current routes are exclusively limited to heritage sites whose main function is tourism, as reported 

by Troitiño (2012) in the case once more of Toledo. Consequently, competitive tenders for tourist 

routes should be made to find sustainable, high-quality products to attract the public and truly 

diversify supply. These routes would make up a renewable catalogue, where those that fail to 

attract visitors are dropped. Constant assessment of results would allow organisers to vary the 

programme and seek to optimise the supply. Cultural tourism cities would limit the number of 

visitors but could remain open 24 hours a day, 365 days a year if considered necessary, offering 

both daytime and night-time routes. Longer timetables would allow for more visitors without 

increasing overcrowding or squeezing carrying capacities. Furthermore, tourist routes fit perfectly 

with the typical short trip patterns common in cultural tourism (Ashworth & Page, 2011), while 

configuring a broad supply of itineraries might lead tourists to make a second visit or stay for a 

few days in order to explore all the routes.   
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It is essential for routes to eschew a model that concentrates visitors and distributes them spatially 

across the city using disperse and/or linear resources (Wall, 1997). This would achieve a 

redistribution of visitors in space and time, which is something frequently called for by theorists in 

cultural tourism (Alpestana, 2020), but which has not truly been successful, expect perhaps at a 

very local level (Dodds & Butler, 2019). Distributing tourist flows is the most promising regulatory 

form of developing more sustainable cultural tourism in cities (Stecker & Hartmann, 2019).  

Finally, tourist routes would be promoted, booked and paid for online. This is the key moment for 

culture and heritage to generate appropriate, creative, innovative proposals. Creativity is a 

potential solution to the problem of homogenisation and serial reproduction of tourist experiences 

(Richards & Wilson, 2006). 

4.3 Experiential tourism 

According to the UNWTO, there has emerged a new type of tourist seeking experiences focused 

on relaxation, discovery, enjoyment and knowledge (UNWTO, 2015). In reality, most tourists 

simply pursue a holiday experience that is entertaining, pleasant and memorable (Timothy & 

Boyd, 2006). In designing tourist routes and urban cultural tourism services in general, to 

achieve the necessary and much sought creativity and innovation, the offer of experiences is 

fundamental. Creating experience value in tourism is essential (Prebensen et al., 2014). The post-

COVID-19 tourism sector must also take an experiential tourism approach, with the supply 

gradually shifting from a ‘product’ to a ‘service’ and then to an ‘experience’ (Istoc, 2012). In pre-

COVID-19 tourism, there was a lack of rich, profound, satisfying experiences (Song & Tan, 

2012). There is a need to change experiences in heritage tourism, which are currently 

fragmented and superficial, making them more profound, richer and meaningful for tourists 

(Song & Tan, 2012). Additionally, it is necessary to develop the possibility of supplying bespoke 

experiences and to seek authenticity in the supply (Montanari, 2020). Cultural destinations need 

to create memorable tourism experiences (Jelinčić & Mansfeld, 2019), as these impact positively 

on tourists’ intention to make return visits and recommend the cultural destination (Chen & 

Rahman, 2018). 

The combination of tangible and intangible heritage is key in designing the visit. In cultural 

tourism, travellers appreciate both tangible and intangible elements of culture (Yamashita, 2016) 

and, as a whole, culture has emerged as one of the primary content providers for tourism 

experiences (Richards, 2019). It is not only about visiting and interacting in monuments and 

architectural sites, but also about visiting artisan workshops, learning legends about the city, 
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enjoying panoramic views of urban cultural landscapes, trying the local gastronomy, etc. 

Moreover, cultural tourism attractions should be combined with accommodation, local 

commerce, restaurants and other tourism services.  

Cultural tourism destinations must create more person-to-person interactions, exhibitions and 

participatory and educational activities that provide experiences for their visitors (Chen & 

Rahman, 2018). In short, the idea is to offer a complete experience of the sense of place of a 

specific tourist destination (Opačić, 2019), to immerse tourists in its culture through more 

interrelations (Chen & Rahman, 2018), where guided visits would be the central hub and the 

tourist routes the connecting path. The aim is to build a sense of enjoyment in urban cultural 

tourism, understood as the experience of emotions such as inspiration, curiosity and the sensation 

of being immersed in the historic site and feeling a bond with the location (Kuo et al., 2015). 

Cultural tourism products designed with a focus on participation, hedonism, knowledge, local 

culture and nostalgia are the ingredients required to serve up satisfying visits and emotion-filled 

experiences (Crespí, 2020).  

Nonetheless, as mentioned in the case of tourist routes, these experiences must be reasonable 

proposals. Unrealistic expectations must not be generated among potential visitors so as to avoid 

their feeling frustrated with the experience and the emotions they feel (Vareiro et al., 2018), 

while tourists will be satisfied if their perceived experience goes beyond their expectations (Chiu 

et al., 2016). 

4.4 Virtual tourism 

Immersive technologies, including virtual and augmented reality, have given rise to virtualized 

reality. Drawing on the power of mixed reality, heritage sites can emerge as places that offer new 

experimental products for education and entertainment. For example, the new methods of 

augmented reality can provide a more immersive (Bec et al., 2019) and interactive experience of 

historical, cultural and architectural details (Koo et al., 2019) and add value to the visitor 

experience (Jung & tom Dieck, 2017) and satisfaction (Tsai, 2019). ). Additionally, interactive 

technologies, which require visitors’ active participation, provide opportunities for verbal and 

physical interaction with others (Ponsignon & Derbaix, 2020). 

Tourism and heritage have been significantly impacted by virtual reality and its potential to 

facilitate access to cultural sites and resources and to enhance visitors’ on-site and off-site 

experience (Gavalas et al., 2020). Indeed, cultural destinations and attractions have capitalised 

on augmented and virtual reality to optimise the cultural experience they offer (Richards, 2019). 
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Many museums are already using digital technologies to enrich the visiting experience (Siang et 

al., 2019). The post-COVID-19 future needs to favour digitalization (Sariego, 2020) but, as shown 

by Hausmann and Schuhbauer (2020) the new technologies, such as augmented reality, continue 

to be under-used and, to a certain extent, are even little known. 

There is a wide range of possibilities in the relationship between cultural tourism and the digital 

future (Arnold & Kaminski, 2014). The digital transformation of the management of supply and 

demand needs to continue to advance (Montanari, 2020). Furthermore, many of the changes 

subsequent to the pandemic will be driven by new technologies that may usher in an age of 

cyber-tourism (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020) and virtual tourism, understood as a combination of 

the real and the virtual, a type of hybrid tourism. Indeed, technical reproductivity can help limit 

tours and visits by means of total or partial three-dimensional reproductions – as suggested by 

Choay (2018), although in the form of physical models that can now be produced by virtual 

reality, thus reducing overcrowding and facilitating social distancing during visits. In this sense, 

Frey and Briviba (2020) predict that cultural overtourism will return once the pandemic has 

ended and propose a new conceptual approach they call “Revived Originals”, based on 

identical reproductions of the most visited historic sites in an appropriate location, with the 

support of the most state-of-the-art digital technology, such as holograms. 

Moreover, if we are constantly looking at smartphones in our everyday life and when travelling 

(Wang et al., 2016), why think they cannot be used while visiting a cultural tourism attraction? 

This is especially true since we know all tourists carry a mobile phone (Figure 4). Consequently, 

the use of smartphones in cultural heritage tourism must be carefully considered (Garau, 2014). 

Experiments have been conducted using smartphones to scan QR codes for virtual assistance in 

historic buildings (Rodríguez et al., 2013) and at heritage sites in cities such as Naples and 

Warsaw (Solima & Izzo, 2019). With COVID-19, this practice has been extended to multiple 

cases, such as the Cathedral of Burgos and the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao. The most 

common use of mobile phones, however, is through applications that incorporate audio guides 

and information leaflets, as implemented in the city of Toledo (M. G., 2020). Proposals for the 

future, nonetheless, must be built on more complex theoretical models, such as that suggested by 

tom Dieck & Jung (2018) for the use of augmented reality in mobile phones in cultural tourism. 

Koo et al. (2019) and Siang et al. (2019) developed and implemented an application that does 

this using the camera scan mode and augmented reality content.  
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Other experiments and applications are also in operation, such as the “Beyond the Castle” 

experience at the Sforzesco Castle in Milan, which recreates historic events from the Renaissance 

and shows how the castle looked in that age, or the VR Pilgrim application, which allows tourists 

to combine virtual reality scenes while visiting Christian cultural heritage buildings around the 

world. In the case of VR Pilgrim, the application is available at the spectacular monasteries in 

Meteora, in central Greece, declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site. However, its existence is 

announced with posters and leaflets at some of these monasteries (Figure 4), without, at least 

during this author’s visit, the presence of staff to personally promote the product and supply 

information on the application. It is of great importance to communicate the specific individual 

offer of this type of technology and its availability, especially to first-time visitors to a cultural 

attraction, as they inevitably are less aware of what is on offer and have a greater need for 

orientation (Hausmann & Schuhbauer, 2020). Information on an application like VR Pilgrim 

should not be limited to simply indicating its existence, but its purpose should also be explained 

and how to use it in the context of the visit and the different stages of the experience. 

Observations in Meteora suggested that this appealing application was not being used by any of 

the visitors. 

The use of augmented reality in tourism settings is still in its infancy (Siang et al., 2019).  

Although virtual reality opens up a new and unexplored territory in which to present and 

disseminate cultural heritage, it continues to represent a challenge (Pybus, 2019). It has, 

however, enormous potential to make the tourism experience more enjoyable, exciting and 

interactive (tom Dieck & Jung, 2018). This qualitative leap requires designing and developing 

applications that are more accessible and intuitive (Pybus, 2019), with it being crucial to 

effectively promote, explain and furnish their use among visitors. Smartphones will thus facilitate 

active learning though visualisation of graphic illustrations that can involve tourists in interactions.  

The participation of writers and professional voice actors in designing the applications would 

deliver a creative interpretation and deeply memorable results (Pybus, 2019). This would trigger 

a symbiotic relationship with the cultural sector, also profoundly damaged by the pandemic, as 

has been suggested. 
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Figure 4. Two visitors referring to their smartphones at the National Archaeological 

Museum in Athens and poster for the VR Pilgrim app 

at the Monastery of Saint Nicholas (Meteora, Greece) 

 

Source: author’s own photographs taken on August, 3 & 5, 2020 

The long-term impact of a tourism experience can be significantly increased through the use of 

technology and social media to maintain contact with visitors once they leave the site (Packer & 

Ballantyne, 2016). Tourists use technologies to widely share their experiences and impressions 

about places they have visited, with a substantial influence on the decision-making processes of 

others (du Cros & McKercher, 2002). Social media are critical in promoting cultural tourism 

destination, being an excellent platform to promote products such as high-quality, guided, 

experiential tourism routes, which should characterise the cultural tourism of the future. 

Nonetheless, social media vary in use. A destination opening an account on Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, YouTube, etc., is just the first step, which should be followed by professional 

management of these networks and others. Strategic management of presence on social media is 

important (Pascoal et al., 2020).  

Finally, the difficulties of movement during the ongoing pandemic and the necessary constraints 

on the number of visitors to cultural tourism destinations mean, and will continue to mean, that not 

all the potential tourists will immediately be able to travel to their desired destination and may 

resort to virtual visits online. As an example, while the Prado Museum in Madrid was closed 

Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles, (91)                                                            22 



 
  
 

during lockdown, the number of its website visitors rose almost 250%, exceeding 12 million 

(Riaño, 2020). In this sense, it is important for the growth in virtual cultural tourism (E-Tourism) to 

continue, offering quality, plurality and creativity (Gretzel et al., 2020). The availability of online 

content, be it in the form of archives, live transmission, or the use of virtual reality, is a factor in 

promoting the destination and a complement to the on-site visit (Alpestana, 2020). The health 

crisis has forced cultural tourism entities to evolve rapidly, in an arguably excessively improvised 

and incomplete manner, with the creation or enhancement of virtual visits to multiple attractions 

(Hooi, 2020). In recent years prior to the pandemic, virtual reality tours had been developed by 

great cultural heritage institutions, such as the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, 

the Palace of Versailles, the Vatican Museums and the State Hermitage Museum (Marasco, 

2020). Cultural tourism post-COVIID-19 must continue to make advances in E-Tourism, 

developing technologies for web-based support of cultural tourism (Chanchí et al., 2020). 

5 Centralised tourism management and planning and regulation of 

private tourist agents 

The proposals set out in this article to achieve the sustainability of cultural heritage tourism require 

a new type of governance of cultural urban tourism based on centralised tourism management 

and planning,3 which includes, as advocated by Hargrove (2017), policies, procedures and 

guidelines to measure and control impacts and the regulation of private tourist agents. Robust 

political leadership, governance and the support of residents and visitors are needed (Kuščer & 

Mihalič, 2019). Balancing the overall range of interests involved in tourism development is 

necessarily based on creating an efficient system of governance (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020). 

The public authorities must ensure heritage sites are preserved, control the number of visitors and 

inspect tourism services (Feng et al., 2017). The perspectives for urban cultural tourism post-

COVID 19 and the measures discussed –for example, regulating and inspecting tourist guides or 

setting up tourist routes, promoting and selling them-require these functions be bolstered and 

centralised. 

To this end, it is necessary to set up permanent entities representing the tourism sector and local 

society for public consultations and decision-making (#TurismoRESET, 2020). These organisations 

will be tasked with applying policies to manage tourist flows, adapting the technologies required 

3  The present study understands centralised tourism governance as a model where the authority, responsibility and 
the power to make decisions rest exclusively with a central organisation.  
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to monitor them –a key aspect to achieve sustainable cultural tourism (Guzmán et al. 2017) – 

and control them (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 2020), leveraging, for example, the possibilities of 

smart cities to better manage the tourism flow and physical spaces in cities (Romero et al., 2019). 

They would also be responsible for the relevant preventive and health measures during the 

pandemic, as well as for inspecting and following them up. Furthermore, they would administer 

and implement the previously mentioned tenders for tourist guides and routes.  

There have been calls for the setting up of a permanent observatory at heritage sites to constantly 

monitor the impacts of tourism, introducing preventive and/or corrective measures as and when 

required (Branton, 2015). However, they exist in few destinations. For example, the World 

Heritage Cities in Spain lack a permanent, continuous system to collect information from visitors 

and do not manage data (Braintrust, 2018). The statistics generated in these future observatories 

should be openly accessible for all administrations, companies, professionals and universities 

(#TurismoRESET, 2020). Furthermore, big data analysis management systems on cultural tourism 

should be established (Cai & Cai, 2021) 

It is worth noting that this new model of tourism governance, with organisations and 

observatories, the calculation of carrying capacities, setting and control of limits, implementation 

and management of tourist guides and routes and the designing of experiential and virtual 

tourism will generate stable employment, with greater use of full-time staff (Hall et al., 2020) 

receiving appropriate salaries. In contrast to the precarious nature of employment in and through 

tourism (Cañada, 2019), as demonstrated by the pandemic’s impact on employment, with the 

loss of an enormous number of jobs (Murray & Cañada, 2020), there emerges the perspective 

of probably fewer jobs but with better working conditions than those typical of the sector (Lacher 

& Oh, 2012). 

For urban tourism to function properly, planning and direct governance are required, but are not 

the definitive solution (Blanco et al., 2018). All stakeholders’ opinions must be considered when 

planning (Dodds & Butler, 2019). Solutions to sustainability in the tourism system require 

multilateral responses (Hall et al., 2020). Tourism is a complex system of stakeholders that covers 

transport services, accommodation, attractions, intermediaries, such as travel agencies and tour 

operators, and food services, to name just a few (Swanson & Timothy, 2012). These stakeholders 

need to be aware that the post-COVID-19 world necessitates a new paradigm, where tourism 

operators are carefully trained and information is readily available for the new generation of users 

(Montanari, 2020). Indeed, politicians, the local community and the private tourism system are 
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obliged to work together on the measures for tourism resilience (Cheer & Lew, 2019).  

Nonetheless, not all the actors in the tourism system regard this opportunity for change as 

desirable (Hall et al., 2020). 

This would be ideal and the foundation on which to implement the new model, but heritage 

tourism management is, in many senses, a form of conflict resolution (Zhang et al., 2018). If a 

desirable consensus is not reached, public regulation of tourism services is advocated, with more 

restrictive rules for tourism-related businesses (Blázquez in Blanchar, 2020) and measures such as 

limiting the number of accommodation places available. 

It is precisely in the area of accommodation where categorical limitations have been implemented 

by means of modifying urban planning and land use (Arana, 2018). The governmental policy 

makers can limit the number of tourists that visit a destination by indirect methods such as limiting 

the number of beds available (Schubert & Schamel, 2020). Blanco et al. (2018) explain the case 

of the Tourism Use Plan for the Ciutat Vella in Barcelona related to the regulation and limitation of 

official hotel accommodation and housing used for tourism.  

Figure 5 graphically represents the proposals for governance toward sustainability in post-COVID-

19 urban cultural tourism.  

Figure 5. Proposals for sustainable urban cultural tourism post-COVID-19 II 

 

Source: authors’ own elaboration 
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6 A new outlook and proposals for an alternative model 

This article, as suggested by Massey (in Albert & Benach, 2012), has attempted to apply 

imaginative shock tactics to overhaul antiquated ideas and open the way to new forms of thought. 

In line with Blanco et al. (2020), the problems of sustainable urban tourism cannot be addressed 

without radical transformations in the seeking of solutions. Thus, coinciding with Jones & Comfort 

(2020), the present study suggests radical solutions to the challenges of tourism sustainability, 

questioning specifically, as do Corbisiero and La Rocca (2020), the logic that more arrivals mean 

higher profits and this is what should drive tourism management and planning. This author agrees 

with Marsigilio (2017), who suggests that public authorities should rethink the policy of attracting 

increasing numbers of tourists. Although authors such as Haywood (2020) claim that, after the 

pandemic, traditional economic reactivation should be the priority, this article, in line with 

Fletcher et al. (2019), defends the application of post-capitalist alternatives and tourism de-growth 

to resolve the reactivation vs ‘touristification’ dilemma (Guerra, 2020). This is not, however, a 

defence of an anti-tourism stance, but, as suggested by Castello (2020), the aim is a planned 

reduction of tourist flows and concentration that allows for the maximisation of benefits for the 

local community and the environment. The proposals presented in this article also provide the 

possibility of greater gains for visitors, who will enjoy higher quality and uncrowded urban 

cultural tourism. 

Some of the proposals made herein conflict with free market capitalism and individual rights, 

such as freedom of enterprise and the freedom to provide services. Delgadillo (2018) suggests 

that, in relation to heritage tourism, the State considers its main activities to be the operation of 

the free market and the reproduction of capital. This article proposes that the administration shift 

its priorities towards the sustainability of urban cultural tourism. With regard to the freedom of 

enterprise, the Constitutional Court has ruled that it is not untouchable, and that, if adequately 

justified, it can be limited and regulated without its foundations being affected (Arana, 2018). For 

example, in the specific case of hotels and housing used for tourism in Barcelona, a judicial 

body, the High Court of Justice of Catalonia, ruled that regulating an activity is not equivalent to 

the impossibility of carrying it out, and thus the right of freedom of enterprise is upheld (Arana, 

2018). This is, in effect, a question of politics, and, as stated by Fletcher et al. (2019), 

repoliticisation of tourism sustainability is needed.  

A novel outlook on legislation and power would allow the necessary measures to be taken.  

COVID-19 has shown that systemic state intervention is possible, to such an extent that the 
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population of entire countries can be confined or companies can be obliged to manufacture 

health products, for example. The pandemic has shown, as noted by Latour (2020), that the 

world order, which appeared unchangeable, is astonishingly malleable, and that it can be 

changed by humanity when working as a community. If the existing instruments are substantially 

modified and new tools are utilised, any policy can be changed and old values can be 

subverted. This represents a discretional power, which, like any other, as indicated by Arana 

(2018), must be safeguarded by an exhaustive justification of why the measures are necessary. 

This author feels that the notion of sustainable urban cultural tourism post-COVID-19 is sufficient 

guarantee. Public authorities that enable such changes are now essential.  

Moreover, if before the pandemic, as stated by Timothy (2011), the economic diversification of 

tourist cities was important, it is now essential. An end must be put to the monoculture and 

stagnation of cultural tourism in myriad cities. According to Santos and Lois (2005), tourism in 

historic cities should never have been configured as the core activity, but rather as part of a 

pluralistic and multifunctional framework. Tourism should be seen as a complement to other 

sectors, instead of the primary source of a city’s resources, income and employment. It is now 

time to implement a process to redevelop tourism. If cultural tourism was an economic activity that 

replaced the industrial employment lost to the economic restructuring initiated in the last 25 years 

of the 20th century (Richards, 2005), it is now time for other activities to take over and for 

tourism to be regenerated. As suggested by Yescas (2018), the variations in tourism are a sign of 

its fragility when facing a disruptive event such as the current pandemic, and thus any 

governmental interest in supporting the sector to position it as an engine for growth should be 

questioned. This effort, as stated by Fletcher et al. (2020), will make tourism destination less 

vulnerable to market fluctuations, caused, for example, by future pandemics.  

This article posits a perspective for the future of cultural tourism following the COVID-19 

pandemic. Some of the proposals presented have already been implemented in certain 

destinations,4 albeit tentatively and as a result of circumstances, but there lack an outlook and 

political leadership for the adoption of a new paradigm. Instead, governments’ measures have 

focused on safeguarding financial aspects of the sector and in achieving recovery as broadly and 

quickly as possible (Hall et al., 2020). Nonetheless, and as stated by Montanari (2020, p. 303): 

4  In Burgos, the cathedral, its primary tourist attraction, has limited visitor capacity, designed visitor itineraries, 
provided QR codes for Smartphone access to explanations, etc. The reader can access a slide show of the 
author’s own photographs of these measures at the following link: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/jrne4lbi29hcisr/Presentaci%C3%B3n_catedral_Burgos_principal.ppsx?dl=0  
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“Tourism offers an important economic and social contribution to Europe’s cultural heritage (...), 

so it is good that it can receive an extraordinary economic support to help it overcome the 

current crisis. However, it would be detrimental if huge economic contributions were aimed at 

promoting a return to the mistakes of the recent past”. 

Tourism destinations are currently making efforts to adapt to COVID-19 health measures (Figure 2) 

and, particularly, to promote themselves to attract as many visitors as possible. In the case of 

Spain, where government aid has been made available, many destinations have launched 

advertising campaigns based on concepts such as proximity, re-opening and safety.5 This has 

been done by the autonomous communities –Andalusia (“Breathe Deeply”), Asturias (“Return to 

Paradise”), Castilla-La Mancha (“Your holidays have never been so near”), Extremadura (“2021, 

when we can travel”), Galicia (“Galicia is back”), cities –Córdoba (“The place to meet again”), 

Málaga (“Better than ever”), Oviedo (“Sure to delight you”), San Sebastián (“Breathe San 

Sebastián this summer”), Toledo (“Toledo opens up”) or Zamora (“A place with life”), and 

heritage sites –the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao6 (“Welcome home”) or the Picasso Museum 

in Málaga (“The genius returns”).  

Although academic debate reflects serious concern about climate change and the uncertain 

future of the pre-COVID-19 tourism model, the issue is actually treated with a noticeable lack of 

depth, when it is essential for tourism to tackle the ecological challenges of our planet (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2020). Parts of the business and political communities call for the economy, 

including tourism, to open up as soon as possible to return to normality, without necessarily 

considering requirements of sustainability or climate change mitigation (Corbisiero & La Rocca, 

2020; Hall et al., 2020). Moreover, as suggested by Gössling et al. (2020), as soon as the virus 

is under control, many will feel the urge to compensate for the excessive losses suffered during 

the pandemic, opting for aggressive growth. Nonetheless, as Montanari (2020) states, going 

back to normality is not a positive value. 

Transforming the tourism system is an extremely complex task (Hall et al., 2020), but the question 

is whether this is a historic moment in which to reinforce the old tourism paradigms or think of 

5 In an advertisement for Vitoria, a couple wearing face masks enjoys a visit to the historic centre: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/9onl276mo6uenrs/Vitoria_Gazteiz_publicidad_mascarillas_A%C3%91ADIR.png?
dl=0 

6  This museum, a great magnet for tourism, has implemented measures during visits for the COVID-19 pandemic. 
At the following link, the reader can see a slide show of the author’s own photographs: 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ox1q5bl4cl939xz/Presentaci%C3%B3n_Guggenheim_principal.ppsx?dl=0 
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new ones. The present article prefers the second option and this author believes, as do 

Corbisiero and La Rocca (2020), that the rebirth of urban cultural tourism requires dramatic 

changes to the industry and for it to turn its back on the excessive consumption and greed that 

defined much of the sector before COVID-19. Hall (2011) suggested that the perspective for a 

new paradigm, with more sustainable forms of tourism, was increasingly unlikely. Cócola’s 

forecast (in Blanchar, 2020) that “once we have the vaccine, everything will go back to normal” 

is not the ideal scenario for truly sustainable urban cultural tourism in the Anthropocene. As 

argued by Corbisiero and La Rocca (2020), hopes for a return to pre-COVID-19 patterns of 

tourism must be questioned if we are to rethink a more sustainable and resilient tourism system 

and respond to future shocks. 

7 To conclude 

Urban cultural tourism should contribute to an integrated global programme for sustainable 

development (Istoc, 2012). The COVID-19 pandemic has marked an unprecedented crisis in the 

sector, but, as argued in the present article, it also represents an opportunity for a new paradigm 

of sustainability that limits tourism development in cities, respects climate change and one that is, 

in short, truly sustainable.  

The analysis conducted herein defends the need for an alternative, sustainable model for post-

COVID-19 urban cultural tourism. The durability and reach of the changes will depend on the 

timescale of the pandemic (Florida et al., 2020), and on the depth and scope of the recession it 

has generated (Prideaux et al., 2020). In any event, rethinking a more sustainable and resilient 

tourism system is essential. In this regard, the present article proposes the perspective of 

sustainable urban cultural tourism with proposals for limiting tourism and enhancing the quality of 

visits. Limits on visitor numbers would be established depending on carrying capacities and with 

the aim of putting an end to overtourism and its negative impacts. Additionally, quality tourist 

visits should be developed that contrast with the mass tourism model. Guided visits, designing 

tourist routes, experiential tourism and the possibilities offered by virtualise tourism are the 

proposals suggested to achieve this aim. 

Furthermore, achieving sustainable urban cultural tourism post-COVID-19 urgently requires 

innovative planning, management and organisation in urban destinations and regulation of the 

tourism system. The measures proposed necessitate a new form of governance of urban cultural 

tourism based on centralised tourism management and planning. Permanent public institutions 

should be set up to take on this task. It is also essential to create tourism observatories with 
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experts and technicians for constant supervision of how tourism activity is developed in cities, 

ready to propose preventive or corrective measures as required.  

The proposals put forward in this article are of interest for public policy makers in cities and 

could enhance the resilience and sustainability of urban cultural tourism, and so halt mass tourism 

and overtourism if put into practice with respect for the context of each case. The new 

management models may vary from place to place but should share common policies capable of 

contributing to the human and cultural growth of cities’ residents and visitors (Montanari, 2020). 

Alternative scenarios have been posited, requiring committed, proactive and optimistic policies. 

This article presents a theoretical approach that could be the framework for a new paradigm for 

sustainable urban cultural tourism after COVID-19 and in the Anthropocene, with a rigorous battle 

against climate change being at the heart of its development. It is a vision of a future where cities 

are less dependent on tourism, with limits on their exploitation, but with benefits for residents, 

who will take back their city, for visitors, who will enjoy a more exclusive type of uncrowded, 

higher-quality urban cultural tourism, and for workers in the sector, who will have better paid, 

more stable employment. 

This article has the logical limitations of being research on perspectives for a future, which is by 

definition uncertain, and on proposals that admit discussion. The model proposed evidently has 

constraints and difficulties in the practical implementation of guided visits, tourist routes, 

experiential tourism and virtual tourism, according to the characteristics of each actual case. 

Furthermore, the ambition of the article’s aims had to be adapted to restrictions of space. The 

reality of urban cultural tourism is highly complex (actors, urban mobility management, business 

models, governance, planning …), and it was impossible to address all such as aspects in detail. In 

this sense, one of the deficiencies is not having delved deeper into the theoretical and 

conceptual framework, with more extensive references to the definition of urban cultural tourism 

and the idea of tourism sustainability. Nonetheless, the body of academic literature is sufficiently 

broad for the reader to seek further information on this theory in other studies (Ashworth & Page, 

2011; Frank & Medarić, 2018; Sharpley, 2020). Additionally, multiple aspects that have been 

mentioned should be further developed, discussed in detail and corroborated by case studies. 

The path has been opened for myriad future works on questions such as the application of 

carrying capacities and limiting visitor numbers, the role and regulation of tourist guides, the 

design of tourist routes, the creation of memorable experiences, progress in immersive 

technologies, tourism governance, etc. For a truly sustainable future, it would be of interest to 

empirically and practically apply the proposals presented in this research in cultural tourism cities. 
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