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Abstract 

 This paper examines the role of cultural tourism as a strategic instrument for economic revitalization in small 

urban areas, with a particular focus on post-industrial regions. In the context of economic restructuring and 

industrial decline, many small cities face persistent challenges such as unemployment, population decline, and 

limited economic diversification. Cultural tourism offers an alternative development pathway by valorizing local 

cultural and industrial heritage and transforming it into a source of economic growth. The analysis is based on 

secondary data and focuses on key tourism indicators, as well as on the identification of development opportunities 

and structural constraints. The findings indicate that cultural tourism can significantly contribute to local 

economic development through job creation, support for local entrepreneurship, and increased public revenues. 

At the same time, the research highlights major challenges, including insufficient infrastructure, limited 

promotion, and the lack of coherent strategic planning. The paper proposes an integrated development model 

based on the valorization of industrial heritage, the development of thematic tourism routes, the organization of 

cultural events, and the integration of cultural tourism with other forms such as mountain and ecotourism.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

 The increasing importance of cultural tourism in the 

global economy has positioned it as a key driver of 

local and regional development. In recent decades, the 

growing demand for authentic and experience-based 

tourism has transformed cultural tourism into one of the 

most dynamic segments of the tourism industry. 

 Small cities, particularly those affected by 

deindustrialization, face significant economic and 

social challenges, including unemployment, population 

decline, and reduced economic activity. In this context, 

identifying alternative development pathways becomes 

essential. Cultural tourism offers such an alternative by 

transforming local cultural resources into economic 

assets. 

 This paper aims to analyze the role of cultural 

tourism as an instrument for economic revitalization in 

small urban areas.  The study focuses on the Jiu 

Valley region in Romania, a former mining area that 

has experienced significant economic decline 

following industrial restructuring. 

 The main objectives of the research are to define the 

concept of cultural tourism, analyze its impact on local 

economic development, identify opportunities and 

challenges in small cities, and propose development 

strategies based on European best practices. Therefore, 

this study provides both a theoretical and empirical 

contribution by examining how cultural tourism can 

support sustainable economic revitalization in small 

post-industrial cities. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

 

 Cultural tourism has become one of the most 

dynamic segments of the global tourism industry, 

reflecting the increasing demand for authentic, 

experience-based travel. It is commonly defined as a 

form of tourism motivated by the desire to explore 

cultural resources, including heritage, traditions, and 

artistic expressions. According to World Tourism 

Organization, cultural tourism represents a significant 

share of international tourism flows, emphasizing its 

growing importance in economic development 

processes. 

 From a theoretical perspective, cultural tourism is 

closely linked to the concept of cultural heritage, which 

includes both tangible elements, such as monuments, 

museums, and historical sites, and intangible elements, 

such as traditions, customs, and local practices. These 

components form the core of tourism experiences and 

contribute to the uniqueness and competitiveness of 

destinations. As highlighted by Timothy and Boyd 

(2003), heritage tourism plays a crucial role in 

preserving cultural assets while simultaneously 

generating economic benefits. 

 The literature emphasizes that cultural tourism 

contributes to economic development through multiple 
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channels. It supports job creation, stimulates local 

entrepreneurship, and generates revenues for both 

private and public sectors (Brida et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, cultural tourism produces multiplier 

effects by influencing related sectors such as 

hospitality, transport, and creative industries. In this 

sense, cultural heritage can be transformed into a 

strategic economic resource, particularly for regions 

seeking diversification. 

 In addition, cultural tourism is increasingly 

associated with sustainable development. International 

institutions such as the European Commission 

underline the role of cultural heritage as a driver of 

inclusive and sustainable growth (European 

Commission, 2019). However, the literature also points 

out the need for balanced management, as excessive 

tourism development may lead to over-

commercialization and loss of authenticity (Smith, 

2006). 

 A significant body of research explores the 

relationship between cultural tourism and urban 

regeneration, particularly in post-industrial contexts. 

Urban regeneration refers to the process of revitalizing 

declining urban areas through economic, social, and 

spatial interventions (Evans, 2005). Cultural-led 

regeneration strategies have proven effective in 

transforming former industrial cities into attractive 

tourist destinations. The case of Bilbao is frequently 

cited as a successful example, where cultural 

investments contributed to economic recovery and city 

rebranding (Plaza, 2000). 

 Nevertheless, scholars argue that cultural initiatives 

alone are not sufficient for long-term development. 

According to Richards and Wilson (2006), successful 

regeneration requires integrated strategies that combine 

cultural assets with infrastructure development, 

governance, and stakeholder involvement. This 

highlights the importance of a holistic approach to 

tourism development. 

 In the context of small and post-industrial cities, 

cultural tourism is increasingly seen as a viable 

alternative for economic revitalization. These areas 

often face structural challenges such as industrial 

decline, unemployment, and population loss. Industrial 

heritage tourism, in particular, offers the possibility of 

transforming former industrial sites into tourism 

attractions, contributing to regional restructuring 

(Hospers, 2002; Edwards & Llurdés i Coit, 1996). 

 Moreover, small cities benefit from authenticity, 

local identity, and lower levels of mass tourism, which 

are increasingly valued by visitors (Lane, 1994). 

However, they also face constraints such as limited 

financial resources, insufficient infrastructure, and 

weak promotion strategies (Sharpley, 2002). These 

limitations underline the need for strategic planning 

and policy support. 

 Despite the extensive literature on cultural tourism 

and economic development, there is a noticeable gap in 

studies focusing on post-industrial regions in Eastern 

Europe. Most existing research concentrates on 

Western European cases, leaving underexplored 

contexts such as the Jiu Valley. Therefore, this paper 

contributes to the literature by analyzing cultural 

tourism in a Romanian post-industrial region and 

proposing a development model adapted to small cities 

in transition economies.  

 Recent studies emphasize the increasing complexity 

of cultural tourism, highlighting its multidimensional 

impact on economic development, visitor experience, 

and community sustainability. Cultural tourism is no 

longer limited to passive consumption of heritage, but 

increasingly involves immersive and experiential 

dimensions, including creative and cultural activities 

such as music and artistic engagement (Mazlan et al., 

2025). These experiential components contribute 

significantly to tourists’ well-being and satisfaction, 

particularly when combined with active participation 

and information sharing, which enhance the overall 

tourism experience and destination attractiveness (Dini 

et al., 2026). 

 At the same time, the success of cultural tourism 

development is strongly influenced by local community 

awareness and perceptions of cultural heritage 

resources. Community involvement plays a crucial role 

in ensuring authenticity, sustainability, and long-term 

viability of tourism initiatives, as local stakeholders 

contribute to preserving and promoting cultural identity 

(Mteti et al., 2025). In the context of post-industrial 

regions, such as the Jiu Valley, the valorization of local 

resources requires not only infrastructure development 

but also strategic planning and stakeholder 

engagement. Previous research highlights that 

increasing tourism attractiveness in such regions 

depends on the effective integration of cultural, 

economic, and institutional factors (Slusariuc, 2023). 

 Overall, these perspectives underline the need for 

an integrated approach to cultural tourism 

development, combining experiential value, 

community participation, and strategic governance in 

order to achieve sustainable economic revitalization. 

This highlights the need for empirical analysis in post-

industrial small cities, such as the Jiu Valley, in order 

to better understand how cultural tourism can support 

sustainable economic revitalization. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

 

 This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-

analytical approach to examine the role of cultural 

tourism as an instrument for economic revitalization in 

small urban areas. The research combines theoretical 

analysis with an empirical case study, allowing for both 

conceptual understanding and practical application. 

 The theoretical component is based on a review of 

relevant literature in the fields of cultural tourism, 

cultural heritage, and urban regeneration. This provides 

the conceptual framework necessary to understand the 

relationship between tourism and local economic 

development. 
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 The empirical component focuses on a case study of 

the Jiu Valley region, specifically the cities of Lupeni 

and Petroșani. The case study method is appropriate for 

analyzing complex socio-economic phenomena within 

a specific geographical context and allows for an in-

depth examination of local development dynamics. 

 Data were collected from secondary sources, 

including statistical data provided by national 

institutions, official reports, and existing research 

studies. The analysis considers key tourism indicators 

such as the number of tourists, overnight stays, 

accommodation capacity, and tourism infrastructure. 

 The research follows a descriptive and 

interpretative approach, aiming to identify the main 

economic effects of tourism, as well as the 

opportunities and constraints associated with its 

development. This methodological framework enables 

a comprehensive understanding of the potential of 

cultural tourism in post-industrial regions. 

 

4. CASE STUDY: STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 

FOR CULTURAL TOURISM DEVELOPMENT 

 

 The analysis of the Jiu Valley highlights that, 

despite its current limited tourism performance, the 

region possesses significant potential for cultural 

tourism development. This potential can be capitalized 

through a set of integrated strategic directions aimed at 

economic revitalization and territorial rebranding. 

 One of the key development directions is 

represented by industrial heritage tourism. The mining 

history of the region constitutes a unique cultural asset 

that can be transformed into a tourism product. The 

creation of thematic routes focused on mining heritage, 

including museums, former industrial sites, and related 

infrastructure, can contribute to the diversification of 

the tourism offer and to the preservation of local 

identity. 

 Another important direction is the organization of 

cultural events. Festivals, exhibitions, and artistic 

manifestations can increase the visibility of the region 

and attract visitors. Event-based tourism represents an 

effective tool for destination promotion and for 

extending the tourist season. 

Infrastructure development also plays a crucial role in 

enhancing tourism attractiveness. Investments in 

accommodation facilities, tourist routes, and 

information centers are essential for improving 

accessibility and the overall tourist experience. Without 

adequate infrastructure, the tourism potential of the 

region cannot be fully exploited. 

 Tourism promotion represents another strategic 

priority. The use of digital platforms, marketing 

campaigns, and partnerships with tourism agencies can 

significantly increase the visibility of the Jiu Valley. In 

the current context, digital marketing is a key factor in 

attracting tourists and positioning destinations in the 

competitive tourism market. 

 Furthermore, the development of an integrated 

tourism model is essential. Combining cultural tourism 

with mountain tourism, ecotourism, and rural tourism 

can create a diversified and competitive tourism offer, 

capable of attracting different categories of visitors. 

 

 Development models based on best practices 

 The proposed strategies are supported by successful 

examples from other regions that have undergone 

similar economic transformations. 

 A relevant model is the Ruhr region in Germany, 

where industrial heritage has been successfully 

converted into tourism and cultural assets. Former 

industrial sites have been transformed into museums 

and cultural centres, contributing to regional 

regeneration. A similar approach could be applied in 

the Jiu Valley through the transformation of former 

mining sites into tourist attractions and the creation of 

a mining heritage park. 

 Another example is Sibiu, where the restoration of 

the historical center and the organization of cultural 

events significantly increased tourism flows. In the Jiu 

Valley, urban regeneration initiatives such as the 

rehabilitation of historical buildings and the creation of 

pedestrian tourist areas could enhance the 

attractiveness of cities like Petroșani and Lupeni. 

 The case of Sighișoara demonstrates the importance 

of cultural events in tourism development. Festivals can 

generate high visitor numbers and contribute to 

destination branding. In this context, organizing events 

such as a mining heritage festival or cultural and 

gastronomic festivals could significantly improve the 

visibility of the region. 

 Similarly, Alba Iulia illustrates the benefits of 

integrating heritage, infrastructure, and cultural 

activities into a coherent tourism strategy. The Jiu 

Valley could adopt a similar model by combining 

industrial heritage tourism with natural and recreational 

tourism. 

 

Proposed Development Model for the Jiu Valley 

 Based on the analysis conducted, the development 

of cultural tourism in the Jiu Valley requires a coherent 

and integrated strategic approach, capable of 

transforming local resources into sustainable economic 

drivers. The proposed model emphasizes the 

valorization of regional identity, the diversification of 

tourism products, and the strengthening of local 

economic structures. 

 A central pillar of this model is the valorization of 

industrial heritage. The mining infrastructure of the 

region represents a distinctive cultural asset that can be 

reinterpreted and integrated into tourism circuits. The 

transformation of former mining sites into museums, 

interpretation centers, or cultural spaces would not only 

preserve historical identity but also generate new 

economic opportunities and enhance the attractiveness 

of the destination. 

 In addition, the development of thematic tourism 

routes can contribute to structuring the tourism offer 

and improving the overall visitor experience. Routes 

centered on mining heritage, cultural landmarks, and 



Journal of tourism 

[Issue XXX] 

 

natural attractions can create coherent and engaging 

tourism products, facilitating longer stays and higher 

levels of tourist satisfaction. 

 Cultural events also play a strategic role in 

increasing the visibility and competitiveness of the 

region. Festivals, exhibitions, and artistic initiatives can 

attract diverse categories of visitors, stimulate local 

economic activity, and contribute to the consolidation 

of a regional identity. Moreover, such events can 

reduce seasonality by generating tourism flows beyond 

peak periods. 

 Infrastructure development remains a fundamental 

condition for tourism growth. The improvement of 

accommodation capacity, accessibility, and tourism 

services is essential for enhancing competitiveness and 

ensuring a high-quality visitor experience. Without 

adequate infrastructure, the potential of the region 

cannot be fully realized. 

 At the same time, the promotion of the Jiu Valley as 

a tourism destination requires a modern and coherent 

marketing approach. Digital platforms, branding 

strategies, and partnerships with tourism stakeholders 

are essential for increasing visibility and positioning 

the region within the tourism market. The creation of a 

strong regional brand could contribute significantly to 

attracting both domestic and international tourists. 

 Another key dimension of the proposed model is the 

development of integrated tourism products. The 

combination of cultural tourism with mountain tourism, 

ecotourism, and rural tourism can generate a diversified 

offer, capable of attracting different market segments 

and reducing dependency on a single tourism form. 

 Local entrepreneurship represents an essential 

driver of tourism development. The support of small 

and medium-sized enterprises, including guesthouses, 

restaurants, and cultural service providers, can 

stimulate local economic activity and create 

employment opportunities. In this context, policies 

aimed at encouraging entrepreneurship and facilitating 

access to funding are particularly relevant. 

 Equally important is the involvement of the local 

community. Active participation of residents 

contributes to preserving cultural authenticity, 

enhancing the tourism experience, and ensuring the 

sustainability of development initiatives. Community-

based tourism approaches can strengthen social 

cohesion and increase local support for tourism 

projects. 

 Finally, access to European funding represents a 

strategic opportunity for implementing development 

projects. External financial resources can support 

infrastructure modernization, heritage conservation, 

and tourism promotion, thus accelerating the 

transformation of the region. 

 The proposed model highlights that the success of 

cultural tourism development in the Jiu Valley depends 

on the integration of economic, social, and cultural 

dimensions within a coherent and long-term strategy. 

This approach can contribute to transforming the region 

from a post-industrial area into a competitive and 

sustainable tourism destination. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 The findings of this study confirm that cultural 

tourism can function as a viable instrument for 

economic revitalization in small cities, particularly in 

post-industrial regions such as the Jiu Valley. However, 

the results also suggest that the effectiveness of cultural 

tourism is highly dependent on the existence of 

coherent development strategies and supportive 

institutional frameworks. 

 Consistent with previous studies (Brida et al., 2016; 

Richards, 2018), the analysis demonstrates that cultural 

tourism contributes to local economic development 

through job creation, stimulation of local 

entrepreneurship, and the generation of multiplier 

effects across related sectors. In the case of the Jiu 

Valley, the presence of industrial heritage and natural 

resources provides a solid foundation for tourism 

development, supporting the argument that resource 

diversification enhances regional competitiveness. 

 Nevertheless, the findings also reveal important 

structural constraints that limit the capacity of cultural 

tourism to generate significant economic impact. These 

include insufficient tourism infrastructure, limited 

destination promotion, and the absence of a coherent 

long-term development strategy. Such constraints are 

typical for small and peripheral regions, as highlighted 

in previous research (Sharpley, 2002), and indicate that 

tourism development cannot rely solely on the 

existence of cultural resources. 

 A critical insight emerging from this study is that 

cultural tourism, in isolation, is not sufficient to ensure 

economic revitalization. Instead, its success depends on 

the integration of multiple factors, including 

infrastructure development, governance quality, 

stakeholder coordination, and access to financial 

resources. This finding supports the argument of 

Richards and Wilson (2006), who emphasize the 

importance of integrated and multi-level strategies in 

tourism development. 

 Moreover, the valorization of industrial heritage 

represents both an opportunity and a challenge. While 

the transformation of former mining sites into tourism 

attractions can contribute to regional regeneration 

(Hospers, 2002), it also requires significant investment, 

technical expertise, and long-term planning. Without 

these elements, such initiatives risk remaining 

symbolic rather than economically impactful. 

 Another important aspect highlighted by the study 

is the role of local communities. While community 

involvement is essential for ensuring authenticity and 

sustainability, in practice, participation may be limited 

by socio-economic constraints, lack of awareness, or 

insufficient institutional support. Therefore, 

community-based tourism should be supported by 

targeted policies and capacity-building initiatives. 

 From a policy perspective, the findings suggest that 

local and regional authorities should adopt a proactive 
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approach to tourism development. This includes 

investing in infrastructure, supporting local 

entrepreneurship, developing coherent branding 

strategies, and facilitating access to European funding. 

Without coordinated public intervention, the 

development of cultural tourism may remain 

fragmented and inefficient. 

 Despite its contributions, the study has several 

limitations. The research is based primarily on 

qualitative analysis and secondary data, which may 

limit the generalizability of the results. Future research 

could include quantitative approaches to measure the 

economic impact of tourism more precisely, as well as 

comparative analyses with other post-industrial 

regions. 

 Overall, the study highlights that cultural tourism 

has significant potential to support economic 

revitalization in small cities. However, this potential 

can only be realized through integrated strategies, 

effective governance, and sustained investment. In the 

absence of these conditions, cultural tourism risks 

remaining an underexploited resource rather than a 

driver of development. 

 The findings of this study have important 

implications for local and regional policymakers, 

particularly in post-industrial regions facing economic 

decline. 

 First, public authorities should prioritize the 

valorization of cultural and industrial heritage as a 

strategic development resource. Investments in heritage 

conservation and tourism infrastructure are essential for 

creating attractive and competitive destinations. 

 Second, policymakers should support the 

development of integrated tourism strategies that 

combine cultural tourism with other forms of tourism, 

such as mountain and ecotourism. This approach can 

enhance diversification, reduce seasonality, and 

increase economic resilience. 

 Third, the promotion of local entrepreneurship 

should be encouraged through financial support 

mechanisms, access to funding, and training programs. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises play a crucial role 

in the tourism ecosystem and in generating local 

economic benefits. 

 Fourth, effective destination branding and digital 

marketing strategies are necessary to increase visibility 

and attract tourists. Public-private partnerships can play 

a key role in implementing such strategies. 

 Finally, community involvement should be actively 

supported to ensure sustainability and authenticity. 

Participatory approaches can strengthen social 

cohesion and improve the quality of tourism 

experiences. 

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

 

 This paper set out to analyze the role of cultural 

tourism as a strategic instrument for the economic 

revitalization of small cities, with a particular focus on 

post-industrial regions. The findings confirm that 

cultural tourism represents not only a complementary 

economic activity, but a complex development 

mechanism capable of generating significant economic, 

social, and territorial transformations. 

 The theoretical analysis highlights that cultural 

tourism is strongly connected to the valorization of 

cultural heritage and to the increasing demand for 

authentic and experience-based tourism products. 

Unlike traditional forms of tourism, cultural tourism 

integrates economic objectives with identity, memory, 

and social cohesion, thus positioning itself as a key 

component of sustainable development strategies. In 

this context, cultural heritage—both tangible and 

intangible—emerges as a critical resource that can be 

transformed into a competitive advantage for local 

economies. 

 The study demonstrates that cultural tourism 

contributes to local economic development through 

multiple channels. Direct effects include the creation of 

jobs in tourism-related sectors such as accommodation, 

food services, and cultural activities. Indirect effects are 

equally important, as tourism stimulates local 

entrepreneurship, supports small and medium-sized 

enterprises, and generates multiplier effects across the 

local economy. Furthermore, tourism development 

leads to increased public revenues and encourages 

investments in infrastructure and urban services. 

 However, the findings also indicate that the 

development of cultural tourism is not without 

challenges. Key constraints include insufficient 

infrastructure, limited financial resources, weak 

promotion strategies, and the lack of coherent long-

term planning. In addition, there is a risk of over-

commercialization of cultural assets, which may lead to 

the loss of authenticity and cultural identity if not 

properly managed. These challenges highlight the 

importance of adopting a strategic and sustainable 

approach to tourism development. 

 One of the main contributions of this paper lies in 

proposing a development model tailored to post-

industrial small cities. This model emphasizes the 

integration of industrial heritage tourism with other 

complementary forms of tourism, such as mountain 

tourism, ecotourism, and event-based tourism. The 

diversification of tourism products is essential for 

increasing competitiveness, extending the tourist 

season, and maximizing economic benefits. 

 Another important contribution is the emphasis on 

community involvement as a key factor for successful 

tourism development. Local communities play a crucial 

role in preserving cultural authenticity, providing 

services, and shaping the tourist experience. Therefore, 

participatory approaches and local stakeholder 

engagement should be considered central elements in 

tourism strategies. 

 The research also underlines the importance of 

digitalization and marketing in enhancing the visibility 

of emerging tourist destinations. In the current global 

tourism market, the ability to promote a coherent and 
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attractive regional identity is essential for attracting 

visitors and investments. 

 From a policy perspective, the results suggest that 

local and regional authorities should prioritize cultural 

tourism in their development strategies, particularly in 

areas affected by industrial decline. Public policies 

should focus on heritage conservation, infrastructure 

development, financial support for local entrepreneurs, 

and the creation of integrated tourism products. 

 Thus, cultural tourism has the potential to become a 

catalyst for economic revitalization in small cities, 

especially in post-industrial contexts. The 

transformation of cultural and industrial heritage into 

tourism assets can generate long-term economic 

benefits, strengthen local identity, and contribute to 

sustainable regional development. The case of the Jiu 

Valley illustrates that, although challenges remain, the 

strategic use of cultural tourism can provide a viable 

pathway for economic recovery and territorial 

transformation. 

 Future research directions may include quantitative 

analyses of tourism’s economic impact, comparative 

studies with other post-industrial regions, and the 

evaluation of specific tourism policies and 

development programs. 
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