<@ sustainability

Article

The Influence of World Heritage Sites on Tourism Dynamics in
the EU 27 Nations

Didem Kutlu 1'*(, Mehmet Zanbak 2(, Sezer Soycan 37, Murad Alpaslan Kasalak * and Zeynep Aktas Cimen °

check for
updates

Citation: Kutlu, D.; Zanbak, M.;
Soycan, S.; Kasalak, M.A.; Aktag
Cimen, Z. The Influence of World
Heritage Sites on Tourism Dynamics
in the EU 27 Nations. Sustainability
2024, 16, 9090. https:/ /doi.org/
10.3390/5u16209090

Academic Editor: Harry Coccossis

Received: 14 September 2024
Revised: 17 October 2024
Accepted: 17 October 2024
Published: 20 October 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Program of Tourism and Travel Services, Akdeniz University, 07030 Antalya, Ttirkiye

Department of Econometrics, Akdeniz University, 07058 Antalya, Tiirkiye; mehmetzanbak@akdeniz.edu.tr
Department of Econometrics, Dokuz Eyliil University, 35160 Izmir, Tiirkiye; sezer.soycan@deu.edu.tr
Department of Recreation Management, Akdeniz University, 07058 Antalya, Ttirkiye;
muradkasalak@akdeniz.edu.tr

W N e

Program of Marketing, Akdeniz University, 07030 Antalya, Tiirkiye; zaktas@akdeniz.edu.tr
*  Correspondence: didemkutlu@akdeniz.edu.tr

Abstract: Culture and tourism are crucial for economic growth and sustainable development, working
together symbiotically. Culture boosts tourism by supporting heritage, production, and creativity,
while cultural heritage, reflecting national identity and traditions, strengthens local economies. This
study uses a panel data analysis to examine the impact of cultural factors on international tourist
arrivals in 27 EU nations. The Driscoll-Kraay method reveals that UNESCO World Heritage Sites,
government cultural expenditures, household recreation and cultural expenditures, real GDP per
job, and bed capacity positively influence international tourist numbers. Regarding cultural factors,
World Heritage Sites have the most significant influence, with each additional UNESCO site leading
to a 0.22% rise in tourist numbers. The most crucial determinant of tourist arrivals is bed capacity,
with a one percent increase leading to a 0.66% increase in tourist arrivals. Conversely, healthcare
expenditures and political civil liberties have a negative impact on tourist arrivals. This study
discusses managerial implications and offers recommendations for future research.
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1. Introduction

The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) ranks tourism third,
following fuel and chemicals, in terms of export categories, recognizing it as a catalyst
for both developed and developing economies, offering direct and indirect employment
opportunities, particularly for women and youth [1]. Nations seeking to increase their
tourism revenue, cater to diverse consumer needs, and address the seasonal nature of
tourism have begun to explore various forms of tourism. In this regard, cultural tourism
has emerged as a significant alternative, contributing to the diversification of destination
offerings, expanding the customer base, and prolonging tourists’ stays. The substantial
contributions of cultural tourism have motivated nations to recognize their historical
and cultural values through the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), a globally recognized entity [2]. Inclusion in UNESCO’s cultural
heritage list, one of its notable designations, not only raises public awareness but also
boosts tourism activities. While the primary objective of World Heritage listing is to
protect and preserve these tangible and intangible assets that belong to humanity, these
sites have been significant sources of tourism in numerous countries, contributing to the
formation of national image and identity [3]. Moreover, the creation of World Heritage
Sites (WHSs), when carried out in line with sustainable tourism principles, can potentially
yield substantial financial benefits for both the region and the local economy [4]. Beyond its
positive influence on the local economy, cultural heritage also invigorates various economic
sectors, including traditional ones such as agriculture and creative industries. These sectors
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are intimately connected to the restoration (i.e., construction and repurposing businesses)
and valorization (i.e., publishing and tourism) of cultural heritage [5].

Tourism and culture play a vital role in economic growth and sustainable develop-
ment. They share common values and goals, with tourism enhancing local authenticity and
supporting cultural production [6]. The rising interest in cultural tourism has led to the
development of various niche areas, such as heritage, art, gastronomy, film, and creative
tourism. Concurrently, academic studies on this topic have increased, examining the moti-
vations of cultural tourists from marketing, psychology, and consumer perspectives [7]. A
study conducted in Tiirkiye identified several key motivational factors for cultural tourists,
including “adventure, creativity and challenge, knowledge and experience, achievement
and autonomy, rest and relaxation, sports and socialization, escape, family togetherness,
fun, and travel bragging” [8]. However, research from Budapest in 2022 indicated a shift
in these motivations over the past decade, moving from a focus on heritage sites and mu-
seums to an emphasis on atmosphere and gastronomy. Nonetheless, tourists still express
interest in cultural interactions and local lifestyles, valuing authenticity, rarity, and the
early development of urban ruins [9,10]. A study by the UNWTO revealed that when
tourists” primary and secondary motivations are taken into account, 47% of tourists are
driven by cultural interests. This indicates a broader market of travelers who engage in
cultural activities, even if these activities are not their primary purpose for traveling [11].
Other research has focused on the impact of culture on regional economies. For example,
Bowitz et al. [12] demonstrated that cultural heritage influences employment and income in
Roros, Norway, estimated to be 7%. Guccio et al. [13] indicated that the presence of cultural
heritage sites in Italy correlates with an increase in the number of visitors and reveals
cultural heritage’s monetary value. Given the crucial role of cultural heritage in tourism
demand, many studies have used the number of UNESCO World Heritage Sites (WHSs)
as a variable [2,3,6,14-16]. Panzera et al. [14] discovered that WHSs are more effective
than monuments, museums, and cultural landscapes in attracting international tourists.
The presence of WHSs was linked to an increase in tourist flow, from 6000 to 60,000. The
authors of [16] examined the impact of tourism on the economy between 1980 and 2002,
using data from WHSs, and found a positive relationship between the degree of specializa-
tion in tourism and economic growth. Nevertheless, research has also identified adverse
impacts of WHS designation on tourism. For instance, Cuccia [5] observed that UNESCO
site certification does not have a long-term effect on the growth rate of tourist numbers.
Similarly, Huang et al. [17] found that the inclusion of a WHS did not significantly influence
the promotion of tourism. In addition, the international recognition of the WHS can give
rise to a conflict between the local relevance of the designation and the global ownership of
the site, as well as issues such as over-tourism [18], a loss of privacy for local people [19],
site degradation [20], and commercialization [21]. In light of these inconsistencies in the
studies on the relationship between WHSs and tourism, it is evident that further research
is required.

Drawing from the extensive body of literature on cultural heritage, it is evident that
WHSs have been a predominant focus in numerous studies [5,15,22]. However, additional
factors, such as the GDP, healthcare quality, and cultural expenditures, have emerged as
crucial determinants of tourism demand. Over the past six decades, the sustained growth
of international tourism has catalyzed two primary streams of research: one focusing on
the relationship between tourism and economic growth, and the other on the determinants
of tourism demand [6]. Among these determinants, the GDP stands out as a key indicator,
both in the tourists” countries of origin and in destination countries, significantly influencing
tourism patterns [2]. The role of culture as a determinant of tourism demand has also
gained considerable attention. In examining the relationship between cultural factors and
tourist arrivals, WHSs have frequently been used as a proxy for a destination’s cultural
appeal [2,14,16]. This study expands the analytical framework by considering not only
WHSs but also additional cultural indicators, such as government expenditure on cultural
activities and household spending on recreation and culture. This approach seeks to offer a
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more nuanced understanding of how cultural factors drive tourism development beyond
the established focus on WHSs alone. Moreover, recognizing the importance of healthcare
quality in influencing tourists” decision-making and destination preferences [23], this
research incorporates healthcare expenditure as a significant variable in tourism demand
models. The proportion of national spending allocated to healthcare is therefore examined
as a critical determinant alongside other economic, social, and cultural indicators. In
addition to economic and cultural factors, institutional variables—such as political stability,
democracy, and freedom—are influential. As highlighted by Bulut et al., political freedom
significantly affects international tourist arrivals, further enriching the model of tourism
demand [24]. Accordingly, the present study incorporates the political civil liberties index
as an institutional variable.

The method of a panel data analysis is commonly used in cultural heritage
studies [3,15,16,22,25,26]. This method is popular in social sciences due to its benefits,
such as the ability to measure individual change components, collect a wider range of data
on each sampled element, and provide high-quality intergenerational data and measures
of event frequency, timing, and duration [27]. This study aims to investigate the impact of
World Heritage Sites on the number of international tourists in EU-27 countries (Germany,
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Cyprus,
Croatia, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Portugal,
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Greece) using a panel data analysis. This study differs
from its counterparts in terms of both the year of coverage and the variables used. Previ-
ous studies have concentrated on WHSs in specific countries, including China, Italy, and
Norway [2,3,12], or on WHSs in some countries in Europe [15]. Several studies have been
conducted on the EU group [6,14]. Panzera et al. [14] used the Bayesian Attraction Model
to investigate the impact of tangible cultural heritage on visitor mobility in EU NUTS2
regions. UNESCO [6] studied the impact of cultural assets on tourism development in
27 EU member states, analyzing data from 2008 to 2018. It is hypothesized that WHSs
are unevenly distributed across Europe, with certain regions likely containing a higher
concentration of these sites compared to others [14]. To better understand the broader
implications of WHSs on tourism patterns, it is proposed that the scope of the analysis
be extended to cover all EU member states. By incorporating data from all EU countries,
a more comprehensive and accurate assessment of the relationship between WHSs and
tourist numbers can be achieved.

The purpose of this study is to examine the influence of WHSs on the number of
international tourists, using data from 2001 to 2022. The effect of an increase in WHSs
is predicted to be increasingly noticeable when the study’s scope is broadened. Under-
standing whether the rising number of WHSs in EU countries actively stimulates tourist
flows is essential for crafting effective strategies aimed at promoting and preserving these
cultural landmarks. To provide a more nuanced analysis, the model not only considers
UNESCO WHSs but also integrates indicators of government investment in culture and
household expenditure on recreation and cultural activities. This holistic approach enables
a deeper exploration of the broader impact of cultural factors on tourism development. The
remainder of the study is organized as follows. The literature review part delves into the
relationship between culture, cultural heritage, tourism, and the World Heritage List. The
Methods Section discusses the technique, data selection, and analysis. Finally, the paper
summarizes the research findings, conclusions, and suggestions.

2. Conceptual Framework
2.1. The Relationship Between Culture, Cultural Heritage, and Tourism

Throughout most of the 20th century, tourism was largely viewed as a leisure ac-
tivity that was disconnected from everyday life and local culture. However, since the
1980s, cultural tourism has emerged as a key driver of economic development for many
destinations [28]. In today’s tourism industry, culture is seen as a major attraction for
domestic and international tourists [2]. Research has shown that culture serves as a crucial
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motivational factor in studies examining tourists’ destination preferences [11,12,29]. In
an era of globalization, the relationship between culture and tourism has strengthened
due to a growing interest in culture as a source of local identity and increased access to
cultural experiences [11]. While the connection between culture and tourism has fostered
cultural tourism, enhancing the cultural content of a place, tourist experience, and identity
differentiation in an increasingly diverse and competitive landscape [30], this relationship
is also perceived to have a destructive aspect. Tourism can threaten local communities
and cultures through exploitation, displacement, and desecration. However, maintaining
a sustainable relationship between tourism and culture will ensure the preservation of
traditional culture and sensitivity towards cultural practices [31]. It is crucial to evaluate the
collective value that culture and tourism create for each other. Tourism generates resources
for cultural conservation and benefits host communities. It encourages communities to
manage cultural assets effectively and motivates tourists to raise awareness of the value
of “local heritage” elements. The contribution of culture to tourism is to enhance com-
petitiveness, provide consistency for the destination offer, and increase the length of stay,
satisfaction, and expenditure of tourists [11].

Cultural tourism encompasses activities like visiting heritage sites and engaging
in local culture and creative experiences. It offers job opportunities, addresses tourism
seasonality, revitalizes local cultures, instills community pride, and promotes architectural
conservation. Destinations emphasize historical and cultural attractions, often seeking
UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS) status for international recognition and visibility.
WHSs attract tourists and aid in national tourism marketing, enhancing global visibility
and securing support for heritage conservation [2,3,7,14,32].

Tourists engage with cultural areas for various reasons, including nostalgia, under-
standing history and culture, honing hobby-related skills (e.g., collecting antiques), social-
izing, relaxation, and seeking emotional and spiritual experiences [33]. Studies conducted
to comprehend the demographics of cultural tourists suggest that the majority of tourists
are aged between 30 and 50, possess a high level of education, and are employed in white-
collar jobs. They also fall into the high-income group [8,9,33]. The 2006 ATLAS survey
disclosed that cultural tourists spend more than rural tourists, those engaged in sea and
sun travel, health tourists, sports tourists, ecotourists, and city travelers [28]. The discovery
that cultural tourists outspend most other types of tourists has led to a significant increase
in the classification and inventorying of heritage [30]. A study conducted in Korea re-
vealed that tourists with higher cultural awareness demonstrate a greater interest in the
objective authenticity of WHSs and tend to appreciate the true value of traditional culture.
Furthermore, enhanced tourist satisfaction facilitates cultural integration [34].

Cultural heritage, encompassing tangible and intangible elements, plays a crucial role
in cultural tourism. It enhances the quality of life and well-being, highlighting the social
aspects of managing, conserving, and sustaining cultural heritage and tourism [30]. Accord-
ing to UNESCO, cultural heritage includes both tangible and intangible elements. Tangible
heritage comprises artifacts, monuments, buildings, sites, museums, and underwater arti-
facts, valued for their symbolic, historical, artistic, aesthetic, ethnological, anthropological,
scientific, and social significance. Examples include buildings, rural landscapes, cities,
art collections, historical gardens, handicrafts, and antiques. Intangible heritage includes
music, dance, folklore, social customs, ceremonies, and rituals. Both tangible and intangible
elements are crucial for tourism and other purposes [33].

Upon the analysis of the studies on the relationship between cultural heritage and
tourism, it becomes evident that the results vary considerably. For instance, the results of
a study conducted on Italy, France, Spain, and Portugal between 2003 and 2008, utilizing
a panel data analysis, revealed a positive correlation between natural and cultural assets
and the growth of tourism demand [15]. UNESCO’s WHSs on tourism in the context of
domestic tourism. The results indicated that an increase in WHSs led to a 4% increase
in the number of tourists. However, this intensity was found to have a negative effect
on the emission of settlements [2]. Concerning international tourists, a study conducted
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in China revealed that the locations within the WHS list are significant in explaining the
number of international tourists and have a greater tourist-increasing effect. The study,
which covered 26 cities in China and employed the attraction model, found that cultural
heritage sites were more effective for international tourists than natural heritage sites [3]. A
study on EU tourism development found that while the number of UNESCO Heritage Sites
did not significantly affect overnight stays, it positively influenced international tourism
revenues and employment. Additionally, cultural employment and government spending
on culture positively impacted overnight stays, tourism revenues, and employment [6].
Another study conducted in the NUTS2 regions of Europe found that an increase in WHSs
significantly enhances a destination’s appeal to international tourists, with a 40% increase
in the number of international tourists observed. However, the research suggests that
tangible cultural heritage alone is not enough to attract international tourists [14]. Cuccia
et al. [26] demonstrated that the cultural and environmental infrastructure of Italian regions
positively influences the efficiency of tourism destinations, as indicated by the occupancy
rates of businesses. However, they found a negative correlation between the presence of
UNESCO sites and technical efficiency, which measures how effectively destinations utilize
available resources to maximize tourism outputs. The authors argue that the quality of
WHSs is more important than their quantity. Consequently, local policymakers should
recognize that incorporating cultural heritage into WHS designation is merely the initial
step in a broader local development initiative, rather than its conclusion [5].

2.2. World Heritage List

WHSs offer significant advantages to regions that lack proper recognition, commercial
development, or conservation resources. Achieving WHS status draws public interest,
engages policymakers, attracts donors, and appeals to businesses, thereby increasing
regional appeal and contributing to economic benefits such as job creation and income
growth [12,16,35]. For instance, around Nigeria’s Old Oyo Park, residents are becoming
cultural creators in long-established crafts like cloth weaving, sculpture, blacksmithing,
drum making, leather work, and iron smelting. The sustainable development of cultural
tourism aids in enhancing the socio-economic lives of local people by stimulating their
creative initiatives. Promoting culture-oriented regeneration boosts competitiveness and
attractiveness, particularly to the international community, and has a cascading effect
on the standard of living [10]. Alongside the positive impacts of cultural heritage, there
are also negative effects at the local level. These include cultural heritage deprivation,
social degradation, loss of the character and identity of a place, foreign ownership, foreign
exchange leakages, and unequal distribution of costs and benefits. Moreover, there’s a risk
of local culture degradation, loss of identity, commercialization, sanitization of history, and
musealization of society. There’s also a need for improvement in areas such as managerial
deficiencies and the lack of a holistic approach that links local people, tourists, and the
industry [36]. For instance, a study conducted in Japan revealed that the inclusion of
“Ogimachi” on the WHS led to tourists becoming part of the lives of local people, thereby
weakening the spirit and feeling of local communities. This situation resulted in a division
between the WHS and its surroundings. Furthermore, despite its WHS status, the level
of protection appears to have decreased following the designation of WHC [19]. The
designation of a WHS can attract foreign investment to the region. However, in some
countries, domestic policy may prioritize health and education, and the local population
may be unaware of the artistic and historical significance of the heritage [5]. For example,
following Fez'’s inclusion on the WHS list, foreign investors played a pivotal role in the
rehabilitation of historic residences and the attraction of tourists [10]. A further negative
issue of the WHS is the observed decline in the average quality of heritage sites as the
number and types of such sites increase. Other negative consequences include substitution
effects burdening non-listed sites and the destruction of sites due to over-tourism, conflict,
or targeted attacks [18,35]. Over-tourism has particularly become a significant issue for
global destinations, resulting in traffic congestion, parking difficulties in historic areas,
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resident discomfort due to tourist behavior, rising living costs, visitor dissatisfaction,
and the degradation of heritage sites [18]. From the visitors’ perspective, over-tourism
negatively affects the tourism experience, largely due to the adverse attitudes of locals and
employees, which also lead to a decline in the quality of life for the local community [37].
For example, a study in the Amhara region, known for its rich tangible and intangible
cultural heritage, reveals that over-tourism leads to the commodification of local culture,
the degradation of socio-cultural assets, and the production of inauthentic goods [20]. To
address over-tourism, the UNWTO suggests various strategies such as distributing visitors
over different times, promoting alternative routes, ensuring local communities benefit from
tourism, improving urban infrastructure and facilities, and enhancing communication and
engagement with local stakeholders and visitors [38].

3. Materials and Methods
Data and Variables

This study utilized a panel data analysis as its analytical method. A panel data
analysis allows for the estimation of economic relationships using models constructed
from horizontal, cross-sectional data with a temporal dimension. This method enables
researchers to work with a larger volume of data, as it simultaneously includes both time
series and cross-sectional data observations. As a result, as the number of observations and
degrees of freedom increase, the degree of multicollinearity between explanatory variables
decreases, thereby enhancing the efficiency and reliability of econometric estimations [39].
The data set used in the study extends from 2001 to 2022 and includes annual data for 27 EU
member states in order to ensure that the variables in the model do not contain missing
data, in accordance with the panel data analysis. The number of WHSs was sourced from
the official UNESCO website. Data on household expenditure on recreation and culture,
government expenditure on culture, government expenditure on health, bed capacity, and
international tourist arrivals were obtained from Eurostat, the statistical office of the EU [40].
Eurostat is responsible for producing European statistics in collaboration with National
Statistical Institutes and other national authorities in EU Member States. It also coordinates
statistical activities within the Union [41]. Household expenditures on recreation and
culture encompass audiovisual, photographic, and IT equipment, durable equipment
related to leisure and culture, other leisure-related equipment, gardening supplies and
pets, leisure and culture-related services, magazines, newspapers, books, and stationery,
drawing and painting, and organized tourism expenditures [40]. The most frequently
employed variable in studies measuring tourism development or demand in the literature
is tourist arrivals [3,6,42,43]. The majority of demand models employ economic factors
(such as the GDP), cultural factors (such as cultural expenditures), or the quality of goods
and services (such as the number of rooms and the variety of cuisine). Given the importance
of institutional variables in influencing tourism demand [24], this study adds the World
Bank’s Political Civil Liberties Index into its model. The Political Civil Liberties Index
measures the degree to which individuals enjoy freedoms of expression and association
and is based on indicators reflecting government repression that are not directly related to
elections. The index ranges from 0 to 1, with a score of 0 representing the least freedom
and 1 representing the most freedom. Given that the quality of health in host countries
is known to influence tourist decisions and destination choices [23], government health
expenditures are also included in the model. The health variable refers to the share in GDP.

An overview of the data provides important information about the distribution and
characteristics of the variables (Table 1). Variables such as international tourist arrivals
(T_International_Arr) and bed capacity (Bed_capacity) show a wide distribution with high
means and large standard deviations. This shows that the data vary over a wide range and
have some extreme values. Economic indicators such as cultural expenditure (Cul_Exp)
and GDP per capita (GDP_PC) are similarly widely distributed and positively skewed.
Variables such as the political and civil liberties index (Pol_Civil_Liberties_Index) and
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government expenditure on health (%GDP) are more narrowly distributed and have lower
standard deviation and skewness values.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Min Max Mean S.td'. Kurtosis Skewness
Deviation
T_International_Arr 571,942 185,121,042 26,831,622 40,942,591 3.301 2.098
Cul_Exp million Euro 18.83 18,343 2092 3437.31 7.371 2.725
Cul_Rec_Con_Exp 57.668 133.898 99.712 9.121 3.630 —-0.413
GDP_PC 1770.91 133,711.79 30,997.38 22,332.57 4.102 1.719
Pol_Civil_Liberties_Index 0.81 0.986 0.866 0.041 —0.816 —0.306
Bed_capacity 10,674 2260,490 424,851.6 593,930.78 2.281 1.889
Health Gov_Exp%GDP_ 2.50 10.10 6.15 1.45 —0.384 —0.247
Unesco 0 58 12.436 13.20 1.980 1.710

As indicated in Figure 1 above, the presence of fixed or random effects should be
tested at this stage where model selection becomes important in a panel data analysis. First,
the F test was conducted to test the appropriateness of the fixed effects model. According
to the results of the F test, the presence of fixed effects was detected, which indicates that
it is more appropriate to use the fixed effects model [38]. In the fixed effects model, the
effects of independent variables on the natural logarithm of the number of international
tourists are analyzed by controlling for the fixed effects of each country. In a fixed effects
model, the constant term is allowed to vary across units, but the slope parameter does
not vary across units or time. Moreover, all differences across units are reflected by the
constant term, while the error terms are assumed to be independent of each other and have
zero mean and constant variance. The Hausman test tests for the presence of correlation
between independent variables and unit effects to choose between a fixed effects model
and a random effects model. According to the results of the Hausman test (The Hausman
test result is given in Appendix A.1), the existence of a correlation between independent
variables and unit effects is detected. Based on this result, it was found appropriate to
use the fixed effects model [39,44,45]. If a correlation was not detected, the random effects
model would have been used.

In the model estimations, it was found that the error terms do not have constant
variance (the Wald test results are given in Appendix A.2) and there are heteroskedasticity
(the Bhargave, Franzini, and Narendranathan’s Durbin—-Watson test and the Baltagi-Wu
test results are given in Appendix A.3) and autocorrelation (the Pesaran test results are
given in Appendix A.4) problems. To overcome these problems, panel adjusted standard
errors proposed by Driscoll and Kraay (the final model obtained using the robust estimator
is given in Section 4) were used. This method provides estimators that are robust to
heteroskedasticity, autocorrelation, and cross-sectional dependence problems.

The effects of the independent variables used in the model on the natural logarithm
of the number of international tourists were analyzed. The coefficients and significance
levels of the independent variables were calculated, and the results were interpreted. The
findings show that cultural expenditures, the GDP per capita, civil liberties index, bed
capacity, health expenditures as a share of the GDP, and UNESCO World Heritage sites
have significant effects on the number of international tourists. The form of the model
using natural logarithms is as follows (Table 2):

In(Ty) = Bo + B1In(Cul_Exp;, ) + B2 In(Cul_Rec_Con_Exp;;) +Bsln(GDP_PCj; )+
Baln(Pol_Civil_Liberties_Index;; ) + Psln(Bed_capacity;, )+ Beln(Health_Gov_Exp%GDP;, )+ 1)
Brln(Unesco; )+a; + €5
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Figure 1. Implementation stages of panel data analysis.

Table 2. Natural logarithms of model.

In(Ty) Natural logarithm of the number of international tourists in country i in year t
In(Cul_Exp;, ) Cultural expenditures
In(Cul_Rec_Con_Exp;,) Cultural and recreation expenditures
In(GDP_PCy;) GDP per capita

In(Pol_Civil _Liberties_Index;; ) Civil liberties index

In(Bed_capacity;, ) Bed capacity
In(Health_Gov_Exp%GDP;,) Health expenditure as a share of GDP
In(Unescoyy ) Number of UNESCO World Heritage sites
o Fixed effect specific to country i

€it Error term

i Country

t Time (year)

4. Results and Discussion

The outcomes of Driscoll-Kraay’s standard error are presented in Table 3, which
arranges the coefficients of each variable, t statistics, standard error, and the correspond-
ing p-value.
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Table 3. Findings of Driscoll-Kraay’s standard error.

Driscoll-Kraay Fixed Effect Outcomes
Dependent Variable: International Arrivals

Explanatory Variables Coefficient Drisc/Kraay Std. Dev  t Statistics Probability
Cul_Exp 0.1122828 * 0.0580991 1.93 0.064
Cul_Rec_Con_Exp 0.215058 * 0.1202959 1.79 0.085
GDP_PC 0.1383726 * 0.070103 1.97 0.059
Pol_Civil_Liberties_Index —0.4126329 0.3146121 -1.31 0.201
Bed_capacity 0.6591333 *** 0.0911084 7.23 0.000
Health_Gov_Exp —0.7872108 *** 0.2896241 —2.72 0.012
Unesco 0.2215867 *** 0.0532267 4.16 0.000
Constant 2.598501 *** 0.4663868 5.57 0.000
F Statistics 80.45

p-value 0.0000

R 0.5370

Observation 586

Number of groups 27

*** * represent statistical significance at the %1, %10 levels, respectively.

As a result of the analysis conducted for this purpose, it was found that cultural
expenditures in countries have a positive and statistically significant (p < 0.1) effect on the
number of international tourists. In other words, a 1% increase in cultural expenditures
leads to an increase of approximately 0.11% in the number of international tourists. On
the other hand, just like cultural expenditures, an increase in household expenditures on
recreation and culture has a positive and statistically significant effect on the number of
tourist arrivals in line with expectations. Therefore, it can be said that a 1% increase in
household expenditures on recreation and culture increases the number of tourists coming
to the country by approximately 0.22%. This result is consistent with the findings of a
study conducted in China, which demonstrated that the government’s cultural system
reform policy has led to an increase in tourism development. The government’s cultural
policies facilitate tourism by enhancing the quality of service, developing public cultural
infrastructure, and promoting media integration [46]. In another study, Ref. [6] found that
the number of international tourists is positively influenced by the cultural expenditures of
the government. This suggests that when governments invest more in cultural activities,
there is a potential for an increase in the number of tourists visiting the country. This
further emphasizes the significance of culture in stimulating tourism. As a result of the
analysis, it is seen that the GDP per capita, which is among the indicators reflecting the
development level of the country, also has a positive and statistically significant effect on
the number of international tourists. A 100% increase in the GDP per capita leads to a
14% increase in the number of tourists. This finding indicates that a two-fold increase in
individual income will lead to a 14% increase in the number of tourists. The result that the
GDP, which is an indicator of economic development, has a significant positive effect on the
number of tourists is consistent with previous studies [6,14,22,25,43]. On the other hand,
the findings of the variable (Pol_Civil_Liberties_Index), which is included in the model and
represents the level of civil liberties in the country, are statistically insignificant (p > 0.1).
Therefore, based on the findings of this variable, it is not possible to directly associate
freedom with the change in tourist arrivals. Contrasting the findings of this research, there
are studies indicating that the factor of civil liberties can have a detrimental impact on
tourism demand. This is evidenced by a decline in tourist numbers as levels of freedom
diminish. Hence, it could be suggested that the inclination of international tourists to visit
specific countries might be linked to the prevalence of considerable levels of freedom [22,24].
Each 1% increase in the bed capacity in a country increases the number of international
tourists by approximately 0.66%. This level stands out among all the variables included
in the model. Cuccia et al. [26] suggest that a rise in lodging capacity leads to an increase
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in tourist numbers. In a similar vein, Ribaudo & Figini [47] found a positive relationship
between the number of beds available and the demand for tourism. While there is a belief
that expanding bed capacity will boost tourist numbers, it’s crucial to implement strategies
that address carrying capacity issues. These include the loss of land previously used for
farming or other activities, resource consumption and pollution, and the need for new or
improved roads to handle increased traffic. Therefore, when considering an increase in bed
capacity at a destination, factors such as land use and waste management should be taken
into account [48]. Although the coefficient of the variable representing health expenditures
is statistically significant, it has a negative effect on the number of tourists. This finding
is contrary to expectations. Before the estimation, it was expected that an increase in
health expenditures would increase the number of tourists due to its positive impact on the
welfare level in the country. Contrary to this finding, a study conducted by Su & Lin [22],
which analyzed the impact of heritage sites on the number of tourists across 66 countries
from 2006 to 2009, discovered a positive correlation between health expenditures and the
number of international tourists. The researchers concluded that an increase in health
spending, such as 1% of a country’s GDP, could enhance health conditions and result in an
additional 308,048 inbound tourist visits. This aligns with Konstantakopoulou’s [23] study,
which emphasized the significance of a host country’s health quality in influencing tourists’
decisions and choices of destination. The study suggested that potential health risks could
deter tourists from visiting certain countries. This highlights the interconnectedness of the
health sector and the tourism sector and underscores the need for countries to invest in
their health systems not just for the well-being of their citizens, but also for the growth of
their tourism industry.

As a result of the analysis, it is possible to say that a country’s cultural heritage areas
increase the number of international tourists. In other words, the number of UNESCO
WHCs in the European Union countries has a positive and statistically significant effect on
the number of international tourists (p < 0.01). Consequently, a 1% increase in the number
of UNESCO sites leads to a 0.22% increase in the number of international tourists. This
finding aligns with prior research [2,3,6,14,15,22,26,43] underscoring the significant role
of cultural heritage. It highlights how cultural heritage, particularly when preserved and
promoted, can serve as a powerful magnet for international tourists. It’s clear that cultural
heritage is not just about preserving the past, but also about enriching the present and
future through tourism and economic growth.

5. Conclusions

Cultural heritage serves as a valuable asset, encapsulating the history, art, traditions,
and lifestyle of a region. It enhances the appeal and competitiveness of a destination and
emerges as a significant motivator for tourists when selecting a destination. The WHS
has been the focus of numerous studies in recent years, and the results have sparked
considerable debate regarding the impact of these areas on tourism. This article aimed to
evaluate the relationship between culture and the number of tourists in the 27 EU countries
from 2001 to 2022. This was accomplished using a panel data analysis, in the context of
WHSs, cultural expenditures, and household cultural and recreational expenditures.

The most significant contribution of this study to the existing literature is the demon-
stration that the WHS, which is the focus of the research, has a positive and significant
effect on tourist numbers. This result underscores the importance of being included in the
WHIS list, a highly prestigious recognition. It also highlights that destination managers and
local governments should pay careful attention to the protection of WHSs. WHSs, which
contribute to the development and competitiveness of the destination, will play a crucial
role in the marketing and promotion of the region due to their international recognition. In
addition to the aforementioned factors, government expenditures on culture and household
expenditures on recreation and culture were also found to have a positive effect on the
number of tourists. This situation underscores the importance of government investments
in culture. However, it is also vital to raise awareness at the local community level and to
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demonstrate the necessary sensitivity regarding the protection and regulation of the WHS
at international standards. The use of culture and cultural tourism as a viable strategy
to circumvent over-tourism and environmental degradation [46] experienced by popular
destinations will also contribute to sustainability. Destinations featuring significant cultural
attractions might consider implementing operational strategies like timed ticketing and
variable pricing to efficiently control visitor density. Engaging local communities in the
preservation of cultural heritage, alongside encouraging tourists to act as co-creators of the
cultural experience, is considered an effective strategy. For those in positions of authority,
investing in culture is seen as a catalyst for local and regional economic growth, as well as
for the advancement of traditional projects and policies. For instance, dedicating a portion
of government tax revenue to cultural development and marketing initiatives is likely to
be a successful approach for safeguarding cultural resources. Consequently, the primary
economic consequence of culture is that it provides an additional rationale for the allocation
of resources to cultural projects, extending beyond the intrinsic value of culture itself [12].

A further noteworthy finding of this study is that the GDP has a positive effect on the
number of tourists. This demonstrates the inter-relationship between economic growth
and the tourism industry. Consequently, the economic development of a destination is
conducive to the growth of tourism. Furthermore, the study yielded another result: that
bed capacity, which is a crucial component of the tourism supply, has a positive effect
on the number of tourists. While increasing bed capacity can attract more tourists, it’s
important to ensure that this growth is sustainable and doesn’t negatively impact the local
environment or community. Overcrowding can lead to the degradation of natural resources,
strain on infrastructure, and can even diminish the quality of the tourist experience. There-
fore, focusing on improving the quality of existing accommodations and ensuring they
operate within the destination’s carrying capacity can contribute to a more sustainable
and responsible tourism industry. This research identified that factors associated with
healthcare expenditure and civil liberties were initially anticipated to positively influence
tourist numbers. However, paradoxically, these variables were found to exert a negative
impact on tourist arrivals.

The UNESCO heritage list can serve as a catalyst for foreign investment, especially
in countries where the protection of cultural heritage is not a top priority. Besides the
impact of cultural heritage on tourism, it’s also crucial to consider the economic and social
development of local communities. Moreover, cultural heritage can contribute to the
strengthening of individual self-esteem and the perception of identity [49]. This is believed
to increase local people’s awareness about the protection of cultural heritage. Additionally,
local administrations may offer educational programs and training courses to inform local
communities about the significance of the sites included in the WHS list, to enhance their
awareness, and to ensure the sustainability of these sites. In addition to the efforts of local
governments, the provision of training and information support by organizations such
as UNICEF and UNWTO, which are authoritative bodies with expertise in the fields of
culture and tourism, and the establishment of workshops or webinars can facilitate the
enhancement of public awareness.

The primary limitation of this study is that it considers only the number of international
tourists as the dependent variable. Given that the research covers data from 27 EU member
states, acquiring information on domestic tourist numbers for each country within the
specified period was not feasible. Therefore, it is suggested that including domestic
tourists in future research may yield different outcomes. Additionally, although the study
utilized alternative data sources to analyze cultural variables beyond World Heritage
Sites, incorporating additional variables, such as cultural employment, in future studies
would broaden the analysis’s scope. The current study aimed to analyze the impact of
UNESCO heritage sites on the number of tourists. In future studies, it would be beneficial
to determine the effects of cultural heritage on local communities. Furthermore, conducting
a study with countries that have the highest number of WHSs, excluding EU countries,
may provide insights into the impact of WHSs. Given the multitude of factors influencing
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tourism, it would be beneficial to examine the impact of heritage sites using a variety of
variables.
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Appendix A
Appendix A.1. Hausman Test Results

® ® (b-B) Difference S dr(diag(V_bV-B)

Cul_Bxp 01122828 02652185 01529358 0.0347423
Cul_Rec_Co~p 0.215058 01057718 —0.1092861

GDP_PC 01383726 0.0492924 0.0890801 0.0412872
Pol_Civil_-x —0.4126329 0.0018921 —0.414525 0.0767558
Bed_capacity 0.6591333 0.6313085 0.0278248 0.0543143
Health_Gov~p —0.7872108 —0.6908346 —0.0963763 0.0147143
Unesco 0.2215867 02214107 0.000176 0.0172625

b = consistent under Ho and Ha; obtained from xtreg.

B = inconsistent under Ha, efficient under Ho; obtained from xtreg.
Test: Ho: difference in coefficients not systematic.

chi2(7) = (b — B)'[(V_b — V_B)*(—1)](b — B) = 74.42.

Prob > chi2 = 0.0000.(V_b — V_B is not positive definite.)

Appendix A.2. Variance Test Results

Test

Modified Wald Test for Groupwise Heteroskedasticity

Ho

sigma(i)"2 = sigma"2 for all i

chi2(27) = 93.64 Prob > chi2 = 0.0000

Appendix A.3. Autocorrelation Test Results

Test F Test That Allu_i=0
F(26,525) 11.69
Prob > F 0.0000

modified Bhargava et al. Durbin-Watson = 0.98293337Baltagi-Wu LBI = 1.1376503

Appendix A.4. Cross-Sectional Independence Test Results

Test

Pesaran’s Test of Cross Sectional Independence

52.144, Pr = 0.0000
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