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Cultural tourism: Adopting a marketing approach

to sustainability
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or decades, Hong Kong was praised as the “Pearl of the

Orient” appealing especially to visitors from the West. During
the 1970s and 1980s, it relied heavily on its reputation as a
“shopping paradise”. The 1997 Asian financial crisis forced in-
dustry leaders to re-evaluate the range of products Hong Kong
offered and to reformulate a long-term strategy to regain its
position as a leading tourist destination in the Asia Pacific region.
Cultural or heritage tourism was identified as an opportunity
and has recently been named as one of the four pillars for
Hong Kong tourism. It is suggested that the beauty of develop-
ing cultural tourism is that heritage can be used as a resource
for tourism while tourism can help to conserve and preserve
the very best of the community as well as showcasing the long
history of and abundant heritage in Hong Kong.

On the surface, this seems to be a wise decision. The 1999
Hong Kong Tourist Association (now Hong Kong Tourism Board)
visitors survey ranked performing arts, arts and cultural exhibits,
traditional Chinese festivals, gourmet and heritage among the
top five product interests of Hong Kong inbound tourists. Moreover,
the level of interest in heritage activities has grown significantly
over the past few years from 7.6% in 1994 to 23% in 1998. The
Hong Kong Polytechnic University’s School of Hotel and Tour-
ism Management study conducted in November 2000 revealed
that a number of cultural heritage sites, including the Wong Tai
Sin Temple, the Big Buddha, various museums and temples,
are major tourist attractions that appeal to both cultural and
mainstream tourists. Many other places have appeal for the
specialist cultural tourism market.

Cultural tourism: opportunity or threat?

But care must be taken when developing Hong Kong's
cultural tourism potential, for tourism, or more appropriately,
poorly managed tourism can pose a threat to the very assets
tourists wish to see. Tourism’s interest in cultural heritage rests
on capitalising on heritage for economic gain. Indeed, tourism
has been identified as providing an economic justification for
the conservation of buildings since it provides an alternative
economic use for these assets. However, heritage and conser-
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vation are more than just making money. Heritage has value in
its own right, for it forms the bond between the present and
the past and it is difficult, if not impossible, to put a price on
these values. Conserving a community’s cultural heritage can
show reverence for the community’s well-being, contribute to
the quality of life and enrich the human spirit.

Therefore, the issue of using heritage as tourist attractions should
be taken seriously because of its vulnerability and irreplaceable nature.
If tourism destroys heritage, we all lose. As such, the goal of heritage
tourism must be sustainability, which requires achieving a fine balance
between conservation and development. It must also be remembered
that the majority of cultural tourism attractions are owned by government,
community groups, and non-profit organisations. The asset owners
therefore have legitimate non-financial goals, including education, preservation,
and enhancement of awareness of the significance of the cuttural heritage,
which are more important to them than revenue generation.

To what extent this fine balance can be met depends very
much on how successfully heritage is identified and managed
as a tourism product. This task is much easier said than done,
for the needs of the tourism industry may be different from
those of the asset’s custodians and tradition bearers. Both the
cultural heritage sector and the tourism industry may use the
same resource, but they may value it differently and may, therefore,
seek different and sometimes incompatible uses. Further, while
the cultural heritage sector manages the raw asset, the tour-
ism sector has largely assumed the role of converting that as-
set into a product, promoting it and encouraging visitation. Sometimes,
the legitimate needs of the cultural heritage sector and tradi-
tion bearers are ignored in pursuit of attractive tourism products.

Visitor Impacts

The greatest threat from tourism to our heritage comes
from the visitors. Overuse, under-use, and misuse are common
problems. We are all familiar with the impacts of overuse: too
many visitors can lead to the degradation of an asset’s physi-
cal fabric, its cultural values and the quality of experience to be
offered to tourists. Likewise, we all have experiences of misuse,
where the manner in which the asset is used by visitors or
promoted by the tourism industry is incompatible with its core
character or traditional uses. Impacts such as littering, picture
taking when it is prohibited, vandalism, or treating traditional
users as objects for the tourist’s benefit are common. These
impacts are symptomatic of two root causes: attracting the
“wrong” type of tourists whose expectations are incompatible
with the desired experiences and failing to educate tourists about
appropriate behaviour while visiting,
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Under-use is the less well-understood problem, but its impacts
are equally great, especially when heavy investment has been
made to turn the heritage into a tourism product. Under-use
occurs when visitation levels are insufficient to generate nec-
essary revenue for conservation and daily operation, or to maintain
ongoing political support to conserve the asset. Indeed, in Hong
Kong, under-use of cultural tourism assets is, by far, the great-
est problem facing Hong Kong's cultural heritage sector. Our
research on cultural tourism showed that the vast majority of
Hong Kong’s listed heritage places promoted for tourist use
receive virtually no visitation. Why? There are many reasons,
but the key is that most of these places do not have the de-
sired characteristics of tourist attractions and, as such, tour-
ists see no reason to visit.

Marketing as a tool

All three types of impacts are symptomatic of a deeper
management problem. We argue that the core causes of overuse,
under-use or misuse are the failure to treat the asset as a product
and to adopt a marketing management approach to guiding its
overall management and use strategies. Many cultural heritage
experts resist seeing their assets as “products” and find the
term “marketing” offensive, for they equate with sales maximisation,
promotion and compromising the cultural values for maximum
commercial gain. In fact, just the opposite is true. Marketing is
a management concept that is about exchanges between sup-
pliers and consumers. Its primary focus is on the provision of
products that help organisations achieve their financial and non-
financial goals. They do this by providing appropriate goods and
services that suit the needs and wants of targeted customers.
Pricing and promotions are the end result of a marketing process,
but they exist as a means to a desired end, and not as an end
in themselves. Marketing is all about understanding the market,
product development and communication with potential customers.

The underlying principle of marketing is to begin with a
desired outcome, a thorough understanding of the potential customers,
and the shaping of products to match the desired outcome
with the customers’ needs. In doing so desirable exchanges are
achieved, be they relating to financial or non-financial goals. In
the case of cultural tourism, these exchanges include both profitability
and non-financial goals such as education, awareness and greater
understanding of Hong Kong’s history.

At the core is treating heritage assets as “products”. Here,
the meaning of a product should be well understood, for prod-
ucts exist only to satisfy the customer’s underlying needs and
wants. In other words, the core product must satisfy a need
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and is then transformed into a physical product that people will
consume. For example, people pay airfares for access from their
home countries to the destinations. This core need is trans-
formed into something tangible, i.e. air tickets and the airplane
seats.

What many people fail to realise is that there is a pro-
found difference between a cultural heritage asset (such as a
temple or historic building) and a cultural tourism product (a
cultural heritage experience that visitors will consume). Raw cultural
heritage needs to be transformed into cultural tourism products.
This task begins by identifying why people want to visit, or what
core need will be satisfied by a visit. An old house is an old
house after all! It, however, may also be transformed into an
opportunity to learn something about our past, how our ances-
tors lived or even where a famous person came from. Thus,
importantly, organisations need to know in what way and by
what means this transformation will have to take so as to sat-
isfy the needs and wants of customers.

Many cultural tourism assets do not perform well as tour-
ist products because no one has considered what the core benefit
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being provided is and whether or not enough people are willing
to consume that core benefit. In other words, an accurate and
honest assessment of why people visit, what they will get from
a visit and what the attractions’ market appeal is has not been
made. Instead, the conversion of assets into tourist attractions
is built on the false assumption that because it is old or locally
significant, tourists will want to visit. No consideration has been
made about why they want to visit, whether other more ap-
pealing products exist or what they will do while visiting. In the
cases of under-use, overestimating the market appeal of the
site results in unrealistic expectations of high-level tourist flows
and hence heavy investment in infrastructure, promotions and
visitor brochures. Similarly, overuse stems from underestimat-
ing the market appeal of the heritage, which results in insuffi-
cient preparation to cope with the large number of tourists,
thus placing a strain on infrastructure, tourist information and
manpower. Misuse occurs as a result of the failure to shape
the experience in order to control visitor use.

Why so much trouble Again, it relates to the unique na-
ture of cultural tourism. Unlike every other type of tourism products
where one organisation or compatible organisations are involved
in the product development, management and promotion tasks,
in cultural tourism, two different sets of stakeholders with quite
different needs adopt different roles. The asset manager is re-
sponsible for the day-to-day management and conservation of
the tangible asset. However, it is the tourism industry that shapes
the product and promotes the site, sometimes without fully
understanding the core values of the heritage.

Conclusion

The elusive balance between conservation and develop-
ment is the focus of sustainable tourism development. Portraying
tourism and impacts simplistically as a direct cause and effect
relationship between visitation and adverse impacts is unfair to
the tourists. Without a proactive and market oriented approach
to developing appropriate cultural tourism products, overuse,
under-use and misuse of heritage for tourism consumption can
easily occur. Understanding the philosophy of marketing and
with the partnership between cultural heritage and tourism sectors,
it is not impossible to achieve sustainable cultural tourism. LIt
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