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Tourism, Heritage and Digital Features: A Manifesto for 21s Century Tourism in Poland

Tourism is a double-edged sword, which drives the economic development while exerting significant pressure on cultural and environmental resources. (Magnusson et al., 2023) on one hand, it generates employment, stimulates invest[image: ]ment, and enhances global visibility. In Poland, tourism contributes over 4.4% of national GDP and continues to expand as a key economic sector. (WTTC,2025) On the other hand, rapid and often unregulated growth may lead to overcrowding, environmental degradation, and the commodification of cultural heritage, raising critical concerns about sustainability and long-term resilience (UNWTO,2018) 

Within this context, heritage preservation refers to the safeguarding of cultural, historical and memorial assets to maintain their authenticity and integrity for future generations. (Timothy and Boyd, 2003) While tourism growth denotes the increasing scale and intensity of visitor economics driven in part by globalisation and digital platforms. (Sharpley, 2018)
Poland shows a compelling and timely case study through which to critically explore these tensions. Rich in historical, cultural and memorial heritage, which includes globally significant sites such as Krakow and the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, the country has experienced a notable rise in international tourism demand, amplified by digital platforms that enhance visibility and accessibility. (EU Transition Pathways Platform, 2026) However, this growth has also intensified spatial concentration, ethical concerns and raising critical questions whether tourism development is reinforcing or undermining the very heritage it depends upon.
This essay critically investigates whether Poland can balance heritage preservation with tourism growth in the 21st century, which particular attention to the role of digital platforms in shaping contemporary tourism dynamics. It argues that while tourism offers clear opportunities for cultural promotion and economic development, its current trajectory risks contributing to overtourism and the erosion of meaningful, place-based experiences. Nevertheless, this imbalance is not inevitable. By integrating academic theory, empirical evidence, and critical reflection, the essay will demonstrate that a more sustainable and ethically grounded model of tourism is achievable. 
It will examine key theoretical frameworks surrounding heritage tourism, overtourism and the digitalisation of travel, before analysing Poland as a case study of both opportunity and tension. It will then evaluate the extent to which tourism growth undermines heritage preservation, ultimately proposing a forward-looking manifesto for 21st century tourism that repositions technology as a facilitator of meaningful, community-centred experiences rather than a driver of unchecked growth. 
Understanding the relationship between tourism growth and heritage preservation requires engagement with key theoretical perspectives. The concept of the experience economy (Pine and Gilmore, 1999) suggests that modern tourists seek immersive and emotionally engaging experiences rather than passive consumption. This can create opportunities for deeper cultural engagement and lead to the staging and commodification of heritage.
[image: ]Heritage tourism encompasses travel centred on experiencing places and practices representing the past, including both tangible and intangible resources. (Cheng et al., 2025) It can support conservation through funding and global recognition (Garrod and Fyall, 2000), yet it simultaneously risks reducing complex histories into simplified, marketable products. The concept of overtourism has become central to this debate. Defined by the UNWTO (2018) as excessive visitor growth causing negative impacts on destination, it is often intensified by digital platforms that concentrate attention on specific locations. (Gretzel, et al., 2015) This process aligns with Gretzel (2018) describes as digital overtourism, where algorithm-driven visibility shapes travel demand before journeys even begins. 
The shift from sustainable tourism to regenerative tourism reflects a growing recognition that tourism should not only minimise harm but actively contribute to the restoration of communities and environments. (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020) This perspective closely aligns with Professor Terry Stevens (2025) emphasis on tourism as a source of ‘’meaningful experience’’ and ‘’sense of wonder’’, rather than passive consumption.
Tourism in Poland has grown significantly over the past two decades, driven by increased accessibility, EU integration and digital promotion. Cities such as Krakow have become major cultural tourism hubs, attracting millions of visitors annually due to their preserved a model of urban regeneration, blending reconstructed heritage with modern development. It is a second- fastest growing tourism destination with estimated 104.5 million nights spent in 2025 just after Malta. (Tillies, 2026)
One of the most globally significant sites is the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial Museum, which attracts over 2 million visitors annually (Auschwitz- Birkenau Memorial and Museum, 2023), demonstrating the global importance of Poland’s heritage offer. This diversity spans leisure, cultural and dark tourism, reinforcing Poland’s position as an increasingly prominent destination. 
Digital platforms such as Airbnb, Instagram and TripAdvisor have played a crucial role in role promoting these destinations, making Poland more accessible to global audiences. However, this increased visibility has also led to the concentration of tourists in specific areas, intensifying pressure on infrastructure and heritage sites.
Tourism growth can play a vital role in supporting heritage preservation. Economically, it provides funding for conservation projects, infrastructure development and cultural initiatives. (UNWTO,2018) Revenue generated from tourism in Krakow, for instance, has contributed to the maintenance of its historic centre and it has been a key economic driver.  (UNESCO World Heritage, n.d.)
Furthermore, tourism enhances cultural visibility, allowing Poland to showcase its history and identity on a global stage. This can foster cross-cultural understanding and appreciation, especially in sites of historical importance such as the Auschwitz. (UNESCO,2026)
Digital platforms also offer opportunities for education and engagement, enabling virtual tours, storytelling and broader access to heritage. Such technologies can deepen visitor understanding and encourage more responsible tourism behaviour by improving knowledge, engagement and appreciation of heritage sites. (Yin, Huang and Huang, 2024)
Despite its economic and cultural benefits, tourism growth presents significant challenges to heritage preservation, especially through overtourism and increasing spatial pressure. In cities such as Krakow, rising visitor numbers have resulted in overcrowding, strain on infrastructure and escalating living costs. 
This reflects a broader European pattern, where 50% of tourism activity is concentrated in just 10% of destinations. (European Parliament, 2018) The expansion of short-term rental platforms has further reduced housing availability for residents, contributing to social tensions and the displacement of communities. (Chandra, 2025)
Moreover, the growing demand for ‘authentic’ experiences often leads to the commodification of culture, whereby traditions and cultural practices are repackaged for tourist consumption. This processes risks eroding their original meaning and undermining cultural authenticity. (Richards, 2018) 
Sites such as Auschwitz present unique ethical challenges. While they serve an important educational purpose, inappropriate tourist behaviour often amplified by social media can undermine their solemnity and importance. Professor Terry Stevens (2025) argues that tourism should evoke reflection and emotional depth, excessive commercialisation risks reducing experiences to superficial encounters.
The role of digital platforms intensifies these issues by promoting viral destinations and encouraging ‘checklist tourism’. Algorithms recommendation systems often prioritise highly visible and popular locations, reinforce existing destinations hierarchies and concentrating tourist flows. This process, described as ‘digital overtourism’, can amplify visitor pressure even before travel decisions are made. (Gretzel, 2018)
A well-documented example of these challenges can be observed in Barcelona, where rapid tourism growth has led to significant overtourism and increasing social tensions. Over the past decade, the city has experienced a sharp increase in visitor numbers, which has led to overcrowding, congestion and significant pressure on urban infrastructure. This concentration of tourism activity has disrupted everyday life residents, reducing the liveability of local neighbourhoods. 
A main issue has been the expansion of short-term rental platforms such as Airbnb, which has contributed to rising housing costs and the displacement of local communities. Research by Agustin Cocola-Gant (2016) highlights how the conversion of residential properties into tourist accommodation has accelerated processes of gentrification, forcing lower-income residents out of central areas. 
In addition, the spatial concentration of visitors in iconic cultural and heritage areas has placed considerable strain on public spaces and historic sites, raising concerns about long-term preservation. As highlighted by Claudio Milano et al. (2018), overtourism is characterised by excessive growth of visitors in specific destinations, leading to overcrowding, pressure on infrastructure and the transformation of local environments. This concentration of tourism activity can overwhelm public spaces, diminish the character of heritage areas and create significant management challenges for local authorities. 
In response, Ajuntament de Barcelona (2020) has implemented a range of policy measures including restrictions on new tourist accommodation, stricter regulation of short-term rentals, and the promotion of more sustainable and dispersed tourism models. While these initiatives aim to rebalance the relationship between tourism and local communities, the Barcelona case study shows the complex and often conflicting dynamics between economic benefits and the sustainable management of cultural heritage. 

The question of whether Poland can balance heritage preservation with tourism growth requires a nuanced evaluation. On the one hand, balance is possible. Effective governance, including visitor management strategies and regulation of short-term rentals, can mitigate negative impacts. Community involvement plays a crucial role in achieving sustainable outcomes, as it allows local stakehol[image: ]ders to participate in decision-making processes and ensures that tourism development aligns with local needs and cultural values. (Strålman and Milentijević, 2025) research shows that when communities are actively engaged, tourism can enhance heritage conservation, improve local wellbeing and foster a sense of ownership over cultural resources. (Li and Hunter, 2015)

On the other hand, achieving this balance is challenging. The economic incentives associated with tourism growth often prioritise quantity over quality. This creates tension between economic development and heritage protection, as tourism development can place pressure on cultural and environmental resources. (OECD, 2021) In addition, destinations frequently struggle to implement effective community participation despite its recognised importance, limiting the success of sustainable tourism strategies. (Wondirad and Ewnetu, 2019)
Ultimately, the ability to balance these competing demands depends on a fundamental shift from growth-oriented models to value-driven and regenerative approaches. Sustainable tourism frameworks emphasise the need to integrate economic, social, cultural and environmental objectives, ensuring that tourism contributes positively to heritage preservation rather than undermining it. (Ottaviani et al., 2023) Without such a shift, the long-term sustainability of Poland’s cultural heritage remains at risk.

To address the growing tensions between tourism growth and heritage preservation, a fundamental shift in approach is required. Rather than prioritising visitor numbers and economic expansion, tourism in Poland must adopt a value-driven model that emphasises cultural integrity, community wellbeing and meaningful engagement. 
First, heritage must be prioritised over profit. While tourism generates essential revenue, excessive commercialisation risks degrading cultural assets. In cities as mentioned earlier, where historic spaces are increasingly shaped by tourist demand, stricter management strategies are needed to protect the authenticity and long-term sustainability of heritage sites. 
Second, tourism must become community centred. Residents should play an active role in shaping tourism development, rather than being marginalised by it. This includes participatory planning and ensuring that economic benefits are distributed locally, helping to mitigate issues such as displacement and rising living costs. 
Tourism in Poland must promote ethical engagement, especially at sensitive sites such as the Auschwitz. Visitors should be encouraged to engage respectfully and reflectively, rather than treating such locations as consumable attractions. This requires stronger educational frameworks and clearer behavioural expectations.
Decentralisation of tourism is essential. The concentration of visitors in key destinations has intensified overtourism, placing pressure on infrastructure and local communities. Redistributing tourism to lesser-known regions can reduce this burden while supporting more balanced economic development.
Also, promoting slow and meaningful travel can enhance both visitor experience sustainability. Encouraging longer stays and deeper cultural engagement allows tourists to move beyond superficial consumption and develop a more authentic connection with place. 
Finally, the responsible use of digital platforms is vital. Platforms such as Instagram should leveraged to promote diverse destinations and sustainable behaviours, rather than intensifying demand in already saturated locations. 
Collectively, these principles highlight the need to shift from a model of tourism based on growth and consumption toward one centred on preservation, responsibility and meaningful experience.

To effectively balance heritage preservation with tourism growth, a series of targeted and actionable strategies must be implemented across multiple stakeholders in Poland. 
Firstly, the Polish government should introduce a formal management system in high-pressure destinations such as Krakow. This could include times entry systems for key attractions, daily visitors' caps in historic districts, and zoning policies to limit commercial tourism in residential areas. In parallel, stricter regulation of short-term rental planforms such as Airbnb should be enforced through licensing schemes and limits on the number of properties pre host, helping to stabilise housing availability and reduce resident displacement.
Also, national tourism authorities should implement a destination diversification strategy. This would involve targeted digital marketing campaigns promoting lesser visited regions of Poland, combined with investment in transport and tourism infrastructure outside major cities. Partnerships with platforms such as Instagram and TripAdvisor could be used to algorithmically promote alternative destinations, reducing visitor concentration in already saturated areas.
Local governments should establish formal mechanisms for community participation, such as tourism advisory boards that include resident representatives. This would ensure that tourism planning reflects local needs and helps build public support for tourism development. Additionally, a proportion of tourism-generated revenue should be reinvested into community services and heritage conservation projects at the local level.
Site-specific ethical management policies should be strengthened, particularly at sensitive heritage locations such as the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum. This could include mandatory visitor education programmes, stricter codes of conduct, and the use of digital tools to guide appropriate behaviour before and during visits.
Finally, digital platforms should be integrated into national tourism strategies through data-sharing partnerships. By using real-time data on visitor flows, policymakers can better manage demand, predict overcrowding and implement dynamic responses such as redirecting tourists to alternative locations.

In conclusion, the case of Poland shows the complex and often conflicting relationship between tourism growth and heritage preservation in the 21st century. This essay has demonstrated that while tourism provides significant economic benefits and opportunities for cultural promotion, its fast and digitally driven expansion has also intensified challenges such as overtourism, commodification and increasing pressure on key destinations.
However, tourism is not inherently incompatible with heritage preservation. The analysis suggests that the issue lies not in tourism itself, but in the way it is currently managed. While growth-led models risk undermining authenticity and local wellbeing, a more balanced approach grounded in sustainability, ethical management and community participation offers a viable path forward.
Poland can balance heritage preservation with tourism growth, but only under the condition that it shifts away from prioritising volume and short-economic gain towards a more value-driven and regenerative model of tourism. As professor Terry Stevens suggests, the future of tourism lies in fostering meaningful connections and a sense of wonder, ensuring that heritage is not consumed but truly experienced and preserved. 
As digital platforms continue to shape travel behaviour, the challenge is not to limit tourism, but to manage it more responsibly. The future of tourism in Poland will therefore depend on its ability to protect cultural integrity while fostering meaningful and sustainable visitor experiences.
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