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Abstract: Cultural tourism is recognised as one of the broader sectors of the tourism industry,
embracing an extensive range of tourist interests. Italy is a remarkable tourist destination due to its
cultural appeal in tangible and intangible heritage as well as its cultural resources connected to food
and gastronomy, and it is of special interest since the COVID-19 pandemic was declared in March
2020. This study sought to analyse the perceptions of diverse significant actors regarding culture
and tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic in Langhe, Monferrato and Roero, an area of southern
Piedmont in north-western Italy. As part of a larger collaborative international project addressing the
coronavirus situation, the research examined residents, tourists and tourism-related professionals to
investigate their perceptions of culture and tourism. Data were collected through a survey employing
three distinct questionnaires for the three target groups of residents, tourists and entrepreneurs and
cultural bodies. The data analysis reveals that residents embraced a static representation of the local
cultural tourism’s appeal and heritage, while tourists were motivated mainly by gastronomic and
wine experiences. The perception of the coronavirus among the three groups of interviewees reflects
a general reduction in almost all cultural activities and travel possibilities.
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1. Introduction

Since Italy is a travel destination, culture and tourism are inextricably connected.
Some hyperbolic statements affirm that Italy has 60, 75 or 80% of the world’s cultural
heritage: these percentages seem more of a claim than judgements of fact. In writing
about arts and cultural heritage, some journalists have sought to discuss them in light
of the UNESCO World Heritage List or cultural participation statistics, but they remain
substantially unfounded [1–3]. The Best Countries ranking of the US News & World Report
has put Italy as the best country for cultural influence and in second place for heritage [4].
This and similar reports suggest the most common representations about Italy and its
heritage from the perspective of those outside Italy.

The matter is more complex for those inside the country’s borders because of great
regional differences and an ambiguous long-lasting relationship between culture and
tourism, from both an institutional and policy-making perspective. The recognition of the
key role of tourism has changed over time, but the health emergency due to the coronavirus,
which began in early 2020, unfortunately, gave it great media coverage. The pandemic
contributed to a larger resonance to the “tourism dependence” of the Italian economy,
employment rates and its international reputation [5].

The case study area of Langhe, Monferrato and Roero, an area of southern Piedmont
in north-west Italy, is strongly characterised by important and well-known vineyards, by
producing fine wines and the assortment of very particular local products such as the
white truffle of Alba. The beauty and characteristics of this hilly landscape, together with
authentic winegrowing and winemaking traditions, led to the inscription of part of this
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area on the UNESCO World Heritage List in 2014 as The Vineyard Landscape of Piedmont:
Langhe-Roero and Monferrato. As serial property, its outstanding value is recognised in
harmony between nature and men’s work, architecture and local history [6]. These same
considerations concern local attractions for tourism, characterised by a rural environment
and its related products [7–9]). The area is also represented through the special form of
intangible heritage in literature: between the late nineteenth and twentieth century, this
area gave rise to many famous intellectuals who lived, wrote, and in some cases, even
fought the War of Liberation in this part of Italy. They have inhabited the cultural imaginary
of many generations of Italians: from classic to realist writers, poets and men of letters,
also internationally well known for their works of regional and local rooting. Among the
best known, we mention Vittorio Alfieri, Giovanni Arpino, Luigi Einaudi, Beppe Fenoglio,
Davide Lajolo, Augusto Monti and Cesare Pavese [10]. Rurality, cultural tangible and
intangible heritage, and a creative milieu coexist in this case study. Different aspects
of the landscape beauty, specific typical products, built as well as intangible historical
resources differently contribute to shaping this destination and attract tourists from Italy
and from abroad.

Since the second half of the 1980s, the role of local communities in tourist destination
management and success has become a growing concern in tourism planning [11], and it
includes critical elements with respect to governance strategies [12]. Residents’ perceptions
of tourism have constituted a well-developed field of research in tourism studies since the
1990s [13,14]. In the USA earlier in this century, researchers analysed diverse aspects of
tourism’s effects on the community in Arizona [15] and the cultural benefits of residence
along a historic scenic byway in Colorado [16]. More recently, residents’ perceptions were
investigated in emerging countries in the context of tourism’s sociocultural impacts [17].

This article sought to analyse the perceptions of various actors regarding culture
and tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic in Langhe, Monferrato and Roero. Within a
larger, internationally led project, it considers the representations of the local communities
(residents and tourism-related professionals) and tourists by investigating their perceptions
of culture and tourism. This article describes how the case study area evaluates and
enhances its cultural resources in light of tourism activities.

The case study research questions revolved around the insiders’ understanding of
culture and tourism in the case study area. The fieldwork was conducted in early autumn
2020, when the coronavirus crisis seemed to be loosening its grip on Italian domestic travel,
a period marked by the apparent return of tourists after months of closures and social
distancing. The impacts of the COVID-19 situation on the ongoing connection between
culture and tourism in this territory are examined from the perspective of the interviewees
and in light of the local stakeholders’ responses.

2. Cultural Tourism: Definitions and Problems from an Italian Perspective
2.1. An Overview of Cultural Tourism

Cultural tourism has been recognised as one of the largest and fastest-growing tourism
sectors, at least until early 2020 when the pandemic was declared. Tourism is a social
phenomenon that puts the economy, environment, culture, and politics into a complex
and interrelated system. Over time, scholars and policy makers have developed actions of
various nature and scope regarding tourism, its organisation, management, and planning.
Local stakeholders, namely host communities and local entrepreneurs, have different
concerns regarding the tourism industry because it represents both a source of wealth and
a potential cause of cultural change. Nowadays, the most shared perspective, in which
the development of such a complex social and economic activity can be thought, is the
paradigm of sustainability with its contradictions and rhetoric [18–21].

It is very difficult to define cultural tourism because the notion of culture is always
directly related to the perspective of time and space. Reference is generally made to visiting
the cultural resources of a place, region or country. To preliminarily define it, cultural
tourism seems to be one of the earliest forms of mobility for expressive and communicative
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purposes, and not just for instrumental ones. Interest in the cultures, habits, customs, and
artefacts of others, together with a general desire to push the boundaries of knowledge, are
traits coexisting in humanity itself [22].

Cultural tourism manages to combine not only different resources for tourists’ attrac-
tions but also different activities to entertain them [23]. Therefore, tangible and intangible
heritage, landscape, traditional knowledge and crafts are all motivations for tourists, while
host communities work on their own legacies and practices to present themselves on the
“glocal” tourist market [24].

Examining its historical development, the emergence of a cultural tourism emphasises
different values over time. Representations of the high culture, arts, and history charac-
terised Italian attractiveness in the early times of travels and tourism. More recently, the
interest for the natural and the authentic can be related both to the incessant urbanisa-
tion, which involves all Western countries, and a sort of progressive sophistication that
leads from the proximity to nature and pre-industrial culture to the actual post-industrial
societies [25].

In the current European societies, the urban and rural contexts are equally considered
cultural tourism destinations, especially since attention to experiences and the active role
of tourists has progressively differentiated the tourism supply and demand process [26].
Rural environment through landscape attractiveness [27,28] and its related products meet
the postmodern tourist’s search for food and gastronomy [29,30].

Therefore, the sociological understanding of cultural tourism is complex, so much so
that it can be categorised on the basis of both the activities undertaken and the motivation
that drives the tourist to carry them out. As Du Cros and McKercher and [31] underline,
when tourism is analysed from multiple points of view, a sort of circularity emerges. If
a technical definition of cultural tourism takes into account all the movements of people
towards cultural attractions, a conceptual definition instead privileges the cognitive traits of
this shift, highlighting the travellers’ intention to collect new information and experiences
to satisfy their own cultural needs [32].

Culture is promoted to attract travellers to a certain location or to offer particular
experiences: impacts of tourism on culture and cultural reproduction are widely discussed,
especially when specific identity traits enter the consumer circuit and cause various impacts
on the cultural characteristics of the host communities [33]. Today, cultural tourism focuses
on the attractions, activities and experiences that become the main motivating factors
for travel, even if their practices receive growing and crucial attention [34]. Nonetheless,
classifying the forms of cultural tourism is always a partial exercise: it can take into account
the cultural products of the present or the past offered to or enjoyed by tourists. For this
reason, it can relate to the past with its traditions and its objects: the interest in history
is expanding enormously, especially with its transformation into heritage. Yet as Holtorf
argues [35], looking at heritage futures, it is less important to know what cultural heritage
is than what it does.

Heritage seems omnipresent today and operates as a constant process that involves
cultural resources and operates massively through social and institutional arrangements
at different international, national and local levels [36]. Among these, non-governmental
organisations focusing on the peaceful expansion of knowledge and education, such as
UNESCO, have a very particular role in the taxonomy of cultural tourism and the activities
that are undertaken locally. The participatory processes of an inscription on the World
Heritage List are an aspect of cultural tourism with an ever-wider impact [37], including in
Italy [38].

It is precisely because of the breadth and temporal rootedness of the relationship
between society and culture, on the one hand, and tourism, on the other, that the great
“container” of cultural tourism could be attributed to entertainment and holidays, the
experience of food and wine, and visiting cultural heritage sites and buildings. Likewise,
the enjoyment of the geographical features, the environment, and the ways of life of the
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inhabitants of a certain region, as well as its historical sites, significant attractions, and its
ritual customs, are a cultural experience.

2.2. Defining Cultural Tourism in Italy

Italy is a privileged destination for cultural tourism in the world. It still benefits
from a sort of historical and touristic stratification. Some scholars trace the matrix of
today’s cultural tourism to the practice of the Grand Tour historically developed between
the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries [39]. Through the rediscovery of ancient Roman
civilization, the two centuries of the Grand Tour certainly represented one of the first
historical moments in which it was possible to experience a peaceful cosmopolitanism.
However, it was reserved for a small group of travellers, mainly aristocrats coming from the
Northern regions of Europe. Within the Grand Tour, the Italian peninsula and its culture is
recognised as having a central role in inspiring the changes in the European social space
through the spread of Renaissance ideas [40].

Protecting and safeguarding cultural heritage is an opportunity to motivate today’s
tourists to visit Italian heritage, and it arises in the wake of the past, such as in the past the
Grand Tourists came to the Italian peninsula. Historical heritage and the development of a
heritage consciousness in the Italian pre-Unitarian states were realised in a chronological
parallel of the Grand Tour practices. According to art historians, the Italian peninsula was
at the forefront in the protection of its historical and artistic heritage in the pre-Unitarian
and pre-republican periods [41].

In their contribution to pioneering work in the study of cultural tourism, van der
Borg and Costa [42] considered cultural heritage connected to the listed and protected
conservation areas officially recognised by the Italian Ministry of Culture and Tourism. A
definition of cultural tourism for Italy, starting from the official statistics compiled by the
Italian Institute of Statistics [43], takes into account its restriction to the sphere of cultural
heritage, especially historical and artistic sites and monuments. Nevertheless, as pointed
out in the periodic report on Italian tourism (Rapporto sul turismo italiano), it is important
to shift from the “Site and monument approach to the experience approach” in the field
of tourism and cultural consumption [44]. Nowadays, the role of tourist attractions is
granted to Italian cultural resources as a whole: in other words, the visitor and the tourist
are consumers of Italian culture [45], in its broadest sense. Culture and tourism have a
virtuous relationship because they may cover a spectrum of Italian cultural activities that
extend from museums to cities and places of art in a growing combination of creative
industries and the growth of tourism that also considers the landscape as an element of
great interest [46].

2.3. Research Questions for the Italian Case Study

In the multidisciplinary field of tourism studies, tourism planning is that set of anal-
yses and practices that aim to develop tourism in a controlled and integrated manner in
order to maximise its positive impacts and minimise the negative ones (Edgell et al., 2013).

Concluding his historical overview on tourism and social sciences, Holden (2005)
argues: “destinations that we view as desirable to visit are highly influenced by cultural
perceptions” (p. 37). Those are both produced in the destination area and in the tourists’
homes. This is why the local community’s representations of cultural resources for tourism
is an interesting issue to question not only the renowned tourist attractions but also
residents’ most meaningful heritage. Rural tourism is considered a strong lever for the case
study area, above all in its rooting into the multiple dimensions of intangible heritage and
resources for the tourist attraction [9,47].

The coronavirus pandemic has completely overturned all the terms of tourism space
interrelations planning and objectives; actors and governance; stakes, motivations and
behaviour, and the tourist consumption of individuals and groups. However, the situation
in which we are still immersed (as of writing this article in February 2021) also has the
burden of making us reflect deeply and for a long time on many aspects that affect the
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most recent past, the present, and above all, the future of tourism not only at the regional
and national level but worldwide. If in other aspects of social life, the consequences of the
pandemic are still developing, in tourist mobility, they have had immediate and disruptive
visibility, forcing us to think in a completely changed context in terms of economic system,
social distancing and ecological concerns [48–52].

3. Materials and Methods

The research design partly depended on the international project’s directions and was
partly adjusted to the local research question focusing on the local perception of cultural
tourism. A quantitative survey was carried out on three target groups: residents, tourists,
and entrepreneurs and cultural bodies. A certain freedom in research design allowed to
adapt the data collection methods and numerous samples. The reference universe was
not previously circumscribed, so the samples were modulated according to each specific
target. This article has selected the questionnaire items and questions concerning the social
representation of cultural tourism in the case study area in the three targets, connecting
them to their perception of the coronavirus situation.

3.1. Residents Sampling

For residents, the territorial integration area of Alba was selected, as defined by the
2011 Regional Territorial Plan of Piedmont [53] (Figure 1). The area includes 75 municipali-
ties, among which the 44 with at least 500 inhabitants were selected.
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The reference universe was thus made up of about 95,000 residents, according to the
official Italian demographic statistics [54]. We proceeded to construct a sample of 400 adults
stratified by gender and age (42.5% men and 57.5% women), to whom we administered the
questionnaire relating to the group of residents, using CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone
Interview) and CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interview). The research was carried out in
October 2020.

3.2. Tourists Sampling

For tourists, mixed data collection was chosen: face-to-face interview and eventually
through CAWI (after they personally provided a link). The convenience sampling method
was chosen, trying to diversify it both for gender (reaching about half males and females)
and age. Finally, the result is a self-selected convenience sample, as the willingness to
answer the questionnaire was quite low.

The International White Truffle Fair inauguration weekend in Alba (9–11 October
2020) and the weekends following the in-presence fair were judged as the best time to meet
visitors face-to-face (both excursionists and tourists [55]. The research team planned to
approach every tourist in three spots (see below), queuing for the entrance to the Tourism
Office, the International White Truffle Fair stands and the Grinzane Cavour Castle, until
a targeted number of between 12 and 20 respondents was reached by each of the three
researchers. Because of new national sanitary restrictions for containing the coronavirus,
just one round of data collection was carried out, collecting 46 questionnaires

3.3. Entrepreneurs and Cultural Bodies Sampling

For entrepreneurs and cultural bodies, the questionnaire was structured for CAWI
collection, starting from the entire directory of activities in the Western area of the Langhe
Monferrato and Roero local destination management organisation. The final sample (data
collection October–December 2020) is composed of 215 anonymised questionnaires. The
result is a non-probabilistic self-selected convenience sample (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Composition of interviewed entrepreneurs and cultural bodies sample.

3.4. Methods of Analysis

In the international project, the surveys of the three target groups touched on diverse
issues related to tourism, culture, and the coronavirus situation. In the project’s question-
naires, a limited number of items were selected to answer the specific research questions in
the Italian case study. This article describes the responses to questions concerning the inter-
viewees’ perceptions of cultural tourism, their understanding of tangible and intangible
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cultural heritage and its importance for the case study area as well as questions concerning
the coronavirus situation.

Firstly, the research considered the nexus of culture and tourism in the residents’
representations, looking at their definitions of cultural tourism and at which local cultural
resources were freely named by interviewees. Those open-ended questions were exam-
ined through qualitative content analysis implemented through conceptual analysis. The
coding method followed that described in the previous literature review as well as the
definitions provided in the leading project. The text was pre-treated to remove articles and
conjunctions. The absolute frequencies were calculated using Excel, and the results are
described through their main occurrences. Word clouds enabled further description of the
results, illustrating the semantic extensions of the answers; even if their scientific value
is quite limited, these continue to be recognised as a simple and immediately apparent
visualisation that captures perceptions at a glance.

The importance of cultural tourism assets and the perception of the coronavirus situa-
tion in all the interviewee groups, as expressed by Likert scales or close-ended questions,
was analysed through descriptive univariate statistics (managed by SPSS software). The
three samples were very different, and, for that reason, no more sophisticated statistical
processes could be launched at this stage. On the one hand, both the local community’s
residents and entrepreneurs and cultural bodies were quite well represented, on the other,
the scant number of tourist cases could not be considered in any statistical inference.

4. Representations of Cultural Tourism
4.1. The Residents’ Definition of Cultural Tourism

The culture and tourism nexus in residents’ representations were analysed: three open
questions about the interviewees’ definition of cultural tourism, what they see in their area
of residence as the most interesting cultural assets and where they would accompany a
guest (someone from outside). These three open questions showed what they considered
valuable from a cultural point of view and their representation of the local cultural offer.

The interviewees represent (Figure 3) the idea of cultural tourism primarily as linked
to museum experiences (83 occurrences), to history (89), to arts (81) and monuments (36),
especially castles (23) and churches (23). The most recurrent actions associated with this
experience are: visits and visiting (103), seeing (33), knowing (28), and discovering (9).
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Figure 3. What is cultural tourism in your opinion? Word cloud from the open question
(400 respondents).

Other rather widespread representations concern the idea of place (4 occurrences) and
spots (26), notions of territory (45) and landscape (26). Beauty is a transversal theme named
22 times that intercepts both the characteristics of the visited heritage and aesthetic value,
probably due to the specificity of the area concerned in terms of food and wine. Themes
linked to recreation and leisure, such as holidays (3), entertainment (1) and diversion (1),
were also detected.
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This picture highlights the association between the experience of cultural tourism and
a passive experience of traditional, routinised and expressive practices and forms of tourism.
An interesting theme arises here because, in a certain sense, it notes that the interviewees
associate the experience of cultural tourism with a classic and all-encompassing idea of
culture. Overall, according to their answers, the residents’ approach cultural tourism
positively (à la Tylor [56], to be clear), according to which culture (and the experiences
associated with it) relates to civilization and the moral elevation of the spirit.

The residents’ representations of cultural tourism show a typical dichotomy between
heritage tourism and creative tourism: the past, settled in forms and practices of various
kinds, associated with its experiential fruition. Both of these meanings seem to, in turn,
presuppose a rather static representation of the tourist–cultural experience. In fact, if we try
to split our reference binomial, we can associate a large part of the tourist experience with
the idea of travel and visit, that is, a proactive action of the tourist towards an object that is
in a different place than their habitual life. What is visited, seen, sightseen and known is a
system of cultural objects [57] that reside and represent a fixed and immutable past.

4.2. Importance of Attractions, Sites and Events in the Case Study Area
4.2.1. Residents’ Perceptions

In the group of residents, the importance of cultural attractions, sites and events in
the case study area was doubly recorded. First, they were invited to freely indicate what
they saw as cultural attractions, sites or events in their neighbourhood; second, they were
asked to express, on a scale from 1 to 5, the degree of importance of certain categories
of sites and attractions as codified (see Table 1). This highlighted the specifics that the
interviewees observed in the Langhe, Monferrato and Roero areas. The cultural attractions,
sites and events that the interviewees freely named included the built cultural heritage,
the local geography of cultural sites, the cultural motivations linked to local products
and their transformation and, finally, the intangible cultural heritage of literature. Castles
were the most frequently cited cultural attractions (67 occurrences), followed by museums
(29), historical sites (23) and historical centres (12), arts and artistic attractions (26) and
churches (20). According to residents, towers (7), monuments (6) and exhibitions (4) could
be considered the secondary poles of cultural heritage attraction in the area (Figure 4).

Table 1. How important are the following cultural attractions/sites/events for this area on a scale of
1 (not important) to 5 (very important)?

Attractions/Sites/Events Average Score

Restaurants/food festivals 4.48

Local traditions/folklore 4.07

Historical sites and buildings 4.02

Cultural heritage sites and buildings 4.01

Cultural routes 3.92

Townscapes 3.87

Music events (concerts/festivals) 3.59

Museums 3.14

Religious sites/events 3.05

(Film) theatre 2.91

Sport events 2.88

Art galleries 2.74

Health sites (e.g., spas/hot springs) 2.10

Dance events 2.05
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If we focus on geographical attractions, the most named cultural site was the town of
Alba (31 occurrences), but other places were also named, such as the Langhe (19), which,
with Roero (6), is the topographical name of the case study area and covers the territorial
integration area of Alba (selected for the sample). The other most frequently mentioned
places were Barolo (6; although that is the name of a wine) and le Rocche (5), which is a
picturesque chasm that is important in the history of the Resistance during the war. The
landscape (15 occurrences) and hills (5) were the most cited comprehensive geographical
terms, while vineyards (14) represent the connective element between the historical rural
vocation of the territory and the visual appeal that visitors experience. In answers to the
same open-ended question about the sites or cultural activities of greatest interest, specific
traditional agricultural products were recognised in the truffle (18 occurrences) and its
traditional fare (13), while the food and wine sector was named differently, with gastronomy
(16) and culinary tradition, oeno-gastronomy (9), wine (12) and wine cellars (10).

Specific local intangible cultural heritage, such as literature, was named but definitely
less prominent; Cesare Pavese (11 occurrences) and Beppe Fenoglio (4) were evoked by the
interviewees, who also named the war (3) and the partisans (2) important in the biography,
such as in the poetics of the writers mentioned above.

According to the residents, the most important cultural assets in the case study
area are connected to gastronomy and wine. In fact, Alba was part of the UNESCO
Creative Cities Network for Gastronomy since 2017 [58]. Piedmont food traditions are very
important, particularly in its southern part, where the case study was focused. Traditionally
connected to hazelnuts, the confectionery multinational Ferrero (brand of Nutella©) has its
headquarters in Alba, while not far away, Carlo Petrini founded the international “Slow
Food” movement in 1986.

Looking at activities with an average above 4 (on a scale of 1 to 5), the broad theme of
local traditions, historical sites and cultural heritage emerges, which, further confirming
what has been argued previously, note the importance that the interviewees attribute to the
dimension of culture understood as a system of “classic” practices and expressions linked
to spiritual cultivation.

This is followed by the sector that could be connected to the “territory”: a system
of resources and attractions related to the landscape, environment and places, namely
the cultural itineraries and townscape. Finally, as can be seen, the vast majority of the
dimensions proposed to the interviewees are above the median of 2.5, testifying to the
residents’ opinion of having a remarkable cultural tourism offer in the area.
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The majority of interviewed residents consider an increase in cultural tourism in the
area as highly positive for infrastructure, jobs, quality of life: the average score of the
impact is 4.34. Moreover, despite that residents perceive the number of tourists as high
or very high: it is on average 4.20, but 55.25% of respondents choose the very positive
impact on a Likert scale of five points. They do not feel annoyed by the tourists’ presence
in their daily life scoring the tourism-related nuisance on average at 2.06. These three items
suggest that the local community is aware of the importance of tourism for the area and
has a positive opinion about their presence

4.2.2. Tourists’ Interests in the Case Study Area

Tourists are the interviewees who can give the most significant information about the
attractive factors of the area, despite the small number of interviews. First of all, it must be
said that the composition of the sample of interviewees was almost exclusively made up of
Italians (82.6%) and local, continental tourists, especially Swiss (13.04%). This composition
naturally reflects the peculiar situation determined by COVID-19 in 2020.

Visitor motivations to travel to the Langhe area were mainly connected to restaurants
and food, chosen by almost 74% of them. When interviewed about their cultural interests
in visiting (Table 2), the food and wine sector records a very high average choice (4.88,
on a scale of 1 to 5). It could be said that the main motivation that brings tourists to this
area is restaurants, and gastronomy is also the only one. However, the choices related to
other attractions should not be underestimated. If we consider only those that obtain a
score higher than four, we can detect the strong identity expressed by the area (Table 2). In
fact, classical cultural dimensions of the visited places have a preference for historical sites
(4.31), cultural heritage sites (4.30), urban landscapes (4.29), cultural itineraries (4.23) and
local traditions (4.04).

Table 2. How interested are you in visiting any of the following cultural attractions/sites/events on
a scale of 1 (not interested at all) to 5 (very interested)?

Sites, Events and Attractions Average Score

Restaurants/food festivals 4.88

Historical sites and buildings 4.31

Cultural heritage sites and buildings 4.30

Townscapes 4.29

Cultural routes 4.23

Local traditions/folklore 4.04

Museums 3.69

Music events (concerts/festivals) 3.59

Religious sites/events 2.85

Art galleries 2.82

Health sites (e.g., spas/hot springs) 2.77

Dance events 2.43

(Film) theatre 2.18

Sport events 2.13

4.2.3. Entrepreneurs and Cultural Bodies’ Cultural Tourism Offer

Entrepreneurs and cultural bodies were interviewed regarding their main offer and
what they would further develop in the case study area. Gastronomy and wine-related
tourism is the main lever of tourism in the case study area (81%; Table 3). This is followed
by heritage and folklore with local traditions. Such a configuration certainly shows the two
main attractors of the area but equally demonstrates interest in supporting and developing
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other sectors. For example, when the interviewees chose the “other” category, they men-
tioned outdoor activities and related themes such as sports and open-air tours or rambling
several times.

Table 3. What cultural themes does your business offer? Please indicate for each of the following
themes whether your business offers it, and choose which one is the most important.

Cultural Themes Percentage Respondents the Most Important

Gastronomy/Wine 81.40% 42.33%

Heritage 52.56% 18.14%

Folklore/local traditions
(including festivals) 26.98% 14.88%

Architecture/townscapes 18.14% 0.47%

History 16.74% 7.91%

Artwork 8.84% 6.51%

Other 8.37% 0

Literature 4.19% 0.93%

Archaeology 4.19% 0

Music 1.86% 0.47%

Religion 1.86% 1.40%

Film 0.93% 0

Theatre 0.93% 0

Dance 0.00% 0

The entrepreneurs and cultural bodies were asked to agree/disagree with ten state-
ments about cultural tourism in the area. This question sought to understand the relations
among cultural tourism, cultural assets and tourism governance (Table 4).

Table 4. Please indicate your agreement with any of the following statements regarding cultural tourism in your area, on a
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Statements about Cultural Tourism in the Area Average Entrepreneurs and Cultural Bodies

It is important that cultural tourism is present in this area 3.64

There are still locations/traditions in this area that have the potential to
become a cultural attraction/site/event 3.64

This area has a lot of potential for cultural tourism, i.e., it has a strong
cultural appeal 3.58

Government should invest in the development of cultural tourism in this area 3.57

Government should help businesses with developing and increasing cultural
tourism in this area 3.52

Tourist numbers should be higher in this area 3.48

Tourist flows should be better regulated in this area 3.46

There are enough cultural attractions/sites/events in this area 3.19

There is a good diversity of cultural attractions/sites/events in this area 3.16

There are enough cultural attractions/sites/events in this area 3.07
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In summary, the respondents consider the presence of cultural tourism in the area very
important (3.64), and the area has a lot of potential with appealing locations and traditions,
while the government should firstly invest in developing cultural tourism in the area then
secondarily helping businesses.

When interviewed about the cultural themes they would like to see further developed,
the wine and food sector stands out: 50.5% of respondents would like to see it further
developed, followed by natural and cultural heritage (30.5%), folkloric and traditional
forms of expression (15.9%), literary heritage (10.4%) and historical heritage (9.7%). This
also explains the perception of the territory’s strong tourism–cultural potential among
business operators, which records an average of 3.58.

According to the interviewees, there are still some difficulties in the management
and regulation of tourist flows (average 3.46) and in the general development of cultural
tourism in the area (3.07). This must all be considered within the context of the operators’
uniform satisfaction, at least in an ordinary context and not that affected by the emergency
conditions due to the pandemic. The aspects for potential improvement of the tourism
offer in the area and which could, according to the interviewees, strengthen the economic
income in the area, are above all the organisation of a greater number of events (which
29.6% of the interviewees declared as the first to be strengthened), followed by the ability to
better guide tourists by providing visitors with information (23.4%), and lastly, the growth
of available attractions, understood in the sense of enjoyable experiences (18.5%).

5. Perceptions of the Coronavirus Crisis: Impacts on Cultural Tourism

The pandemic has profoundly changed almost every aspect of social and individual
life. If any sector has been especially affected, it is certainly that of hospitality and the
travel industry. When the pandemic was declared in March 2020, Italian tourist flows
were expanding compared to the same period of 2019. According to Italian statistics,
tourist arrivals and presences decreased in Italy by 82.4% in March 2020 and 95.4% in April
2020 [59]. The summer period of 2020 represents a stall in the decrease for some sea and
mountain destinations. According to the Regional Tourist Observatory, tourist movements
in the case study area throughout 2020 registered a decrease of 51% in overnight stays
compared to 2019 [60].

5.1. Residents and COVID-19

The residents were asked how the coronavirus pandemic has impacted their fruition
of cultural assets. In order to compare the three different targets, the same categories of
attractions, sites and events were kept. We asked the interviewees how much the COVID-19
epidemic has affected their possibility of travelling long distances. Thus, they were asked
if, since March 2020, they had visited cultural sites and participated in cultural activities in
their surroundings more than before the coronavirus crisis or less than before (Table 5).

As expected, the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic has heavily influenced the possi-
bility of access and use of almost all the cultural tourism attractions in the area, affecting
indoor activities above all, which were closed to the public for a long time. The only
attraction that has resisted concerns the urban landscape, which, on a scale from 1 (I visit
much less) to 5 (I visit much more), records a score equal to 2.21. This is followed by
religious rites (1.98), to which, however, we can probably ascribe a non-strict tourist func-
tion and more of a ritual one. Finally, the restaurant and food sector “holds” 1.98, further
confirming the marked specificity of the case study area. These are certainly preliminary
results that are strongly affected by the economic situation of the year 2020, which, in Italy,
was characterised by many weeks (March–April) of total lockdown of each activity. There
was a limited recovery in spring and summer and a new lockdown, albeit softer, starting
from the beginning of autumn, the season in which the Langhe, Monferrato and Roero
concentrate most of the tourist activities.
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Table 5. Do you currently (since the crisis began in March 2020) visit cultural sites and participate
in cultural activities in your own surroundings more than before the crisis on a scale from 1 (I visit
much less) to 5 (I visit much more) with 3 being neutral (I visit the same as before)?

Attractions/Sites/Events Average Residents

Townscapes 2.21

Religious sites/events 1.98

Restaurants/food festivals 1.98

Historical sites and buildings 1.96

Cultural heritage sites and buildings 1.96

Cultural routes 1.93

Sport events 1.79

Museums 1.76

Local traditions/folklore 1.73

Art galleries 1.73

Music events (concerts/festivals) 1.70

(Film) theatre 1.65

Health sites (e.g., spas/hot springs) 1.65

Dance events 1.64

5.2. Tourists and COVID-19

The consequences of the COVID-19 epidemic on the tourist experience have obviously
had a significant impact. On a scale of 1 (very little) to 5 (very much), the epidemic has
changed the respondents’ way of travelling by an average of 4.02. The tourists express a
general sense of reduction: less travel, fewer stops during the journey, fewer holidays, less
overnight stays. In terms of how the interviewees declared having changed their way of
travelling after the pandemic was declared, this was not only by reducing their travel, but
also changing destinations (necessarily choosing “domestic” destinations) and, above all,
paying greater attention to hygiene and health rules in relation to social distancing and
personal protection. In fact, they avoid travel abroad, and the destinations are restricted
to those nearby, also restricting the travel group to the family: about one-third of them
came from the adjacent Italian region Lombardy. Other cautions are also named, reporting
the necessity of avoiding public transport. Some respondents also expressed emotions
connected to the actual pandemic situation, such as fear, anxiety and feeling and suffering
limitations on their freedom. Finally, a significant number of respondents declared having
a certain impatience with these rules (from the obligation to wear a mask to access quotas).

The health restrictions imposed, obviously indispensable, limit first of all the possibil-
ity of experience, understood in the sense of escape from everyday life, which is the very
and most profound essence of tourism. When the interviews were collected in autumn
2020, Italy was emerging from a summer season of relative domestic tourism recovery
before the second wave of COVID-19. The case study area of Langhe Monferrato and Roero
is a weekend destination. Even if it is still an unrefined statistic, one of the issues produced
by the pandemic event appears to use here, which generally impacts and will have the
greatest impact on the tourism sector.

5.3. Entrepreneurs and Cultural Bodies’ Perception of COVID-19

The pandemic strongly affected tourism-related activities in the area: 97.8% of the
respondents were affected and were interviewed on how their business has been affected
by the coronavirus pandemic (Table 6).
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Table 6. In what ways has your business been affected by the coronavirus pandemic on a scale from
1 (no impact) to 5 (strong impact)?

Average Entrepreneurs and Cultural Bodies

Reduced international visitor numbers 4.42

Cancelled events 4.28

Booking cancellations 4.24

Reduced bookings 4.15

Rearrangements/postponement of bookings 3.94

Forced closure of your establishment 3.84

Reduced national visitor numbers 3.58

The greatest impact was felt in relation to the reduction in the number of international
tourists (4.42), followed by the cancellation of organised events (4.28) and reservations
(4.24). A relatively smaller reduction was declared in the number of domestic tourists.
The entrepreneurs and cultural bodies facing the emergency revealed a significant datum
in autumn 2020: a significant resilience of the area’s economic system. Almost all of the
respondents declared that they have not been able to recruit new staff during the year
(96%); more than half (54.8%) benefited from social safety nets such as wage support
(54.8%); 33.6% retained the staff employed in their workforce even if at zero activity, while
23.4% opted for the use of partial leave such as forced holidays. The fact that the impact
of the pandemic is dramatic, but nevertheless allows us to glimpse some light, is also
shown by the data relating to the resilience of operators in the current conditions: 27.9% of
the companies in extremely serious difficulty were, however, able to resist at most three
months. This is almost one in three and is a figure that requires articulate reflections. Those
with medium difficulty (successfully resisting between six and nine months) were 32.21%,
while those who claim to have enough oxygen for a year or more represent 39.9% of the
sample. In other words, the resistance time horizon of six out of ten operators is less than
one year (in semi-lockdown conditions), while four out of ten seem to have more breath.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

This article described social representations and perceptions of cultural tourism in a
case study from multiple points of view, including those of residents, tourists and local
entrepreneurs and cultural bodies in the time of the coronavirus. In the residents’ sample,
those representations and perceptions were examined mainly from a qualitative point of
view. The open-ended questions posed at the beginning of the questionnaire provided an
understanding of what the respondents spontaneously meant by the expression of cultural
tourism and identified the main cultural attractions, sites and events that they considered
important in their area. The content analysis highlighted a definition of cultural tourism
linked primarily to what is traditionally attributed to high culture and that generally em-
braces the fruits of the culturally built heritage. Museums, history, the arts and monuments
(especially as exemplified in castles and churches) were perceived as national cultural
heritage, as was their preservation and transmission from one generation to the next.

Looking at what kind of experiences were regarded as cultural tourism, quite passive
experiences of routine practices were mostly suggested; among the most cited, visiting, see-
ing, and knowing are all activities that harken back to traditional, institutionalised forms of
tourism. Similarly, looking at the sites or attractions freely evoked, the choices were mainly
of the historical and built heritage, with an almost equal recognition of the importance of
local agricultural products and the wine-related tradition. In this sense, this research did
not explicitly find the well-known turn to the experience economy, which also involves
cultural tourism practices, as conceptualised by Andersson [26], detected by Richards [23]
and variously welcomed or ascertained by Italian scholars, such as Di Trapani [44] and
Becheri et al. [45].
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By comparing the three samples’ respective perceptions of cultural tourism, the case
study highlights that residents have a static representation of cultural tourism, even if they
recognise the specific appeal of their area through references to events, the landscape and
local rural cultural resources. This is in line with the most common definitions established
in Italy, but it does not represent all the richness of current trends in cultural tourism as
actually experienced by the 21st-century tourist. Food and wine were both the main tourist
motivations and the most important cultural tourism themes offered as recognised by both
tourists and the local entrepreneurs and cultural bodies interviewed. This confirms that, in
the case study area, tourist practices have moved towards experiences and a more creative
way of visiting and promoting places.

The research results underline the destination’s double vocation and its uncertain
compatibility. The town of Alba is the main centre that ISTAT [61] has classified, as a
municipality, in the cultural, historical, artistic and landscape vocation as established on
the basis of the tourist density index. The surrounding area included in the case study
expresses a more complex vocation; hills, landscapes and historic villages, with their rural
past and present (holiday farms are numerous), do not have a comprehensive and exclusive
classification. On the basis of its local distinctiveness [24], the area has pursued the aims of
international recognition and local-global identification. The UNESCO inscriptions in the
World Heritage List and in the UNESCO Creative Cities Network offer a precise mechanism
whereby global standards are interpreted in a framework for the co-production of heritage
and tourism. From a theoretical point of view, cultural resources may be interpreted
holistically; tangible and intangible cultural heritage are interconnected, but, ultimately,
when a destination is promoted on the market, it must be associated with a recognisable
heritage, at least at the regional level [62]. In the case study area, the collected data did not
allow for making larger assumptions on the specific matters of cultural change caused by
the specific tourism levers represented by the food and wine sectors.

In autumn 2020, when data were collected, Coronavirus crisis perception was serious
for all the three interviewed targets but not tragic yet. Both residents and tourists do
manifest a wide decrease of any kind of cultural activity, and this is also caused by the
reduction in supply and in the effective possibility to participate because of Coronavirus-
related rules. When asked to look to the near future, the entrepreneurs and cultural bodies
project their durability in the year 2021. At present, we are not sure this estimation is
still valid. However, local community and tourism stakeholders have continued to work
towards a destination recovery and relaunch.
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