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ABSTRACT

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and applications (apps) for tou-
rists are key tools for sustainability of World Cultural Heritage Sites (WCHS). Their
integration into tourism marketing strategies poses challenges regarding the satisfa-
ction of the expectations of the target stakeholders. This paper adopts an exploratory
approach, to understand the relation between cultural tourism and ICT and how digital
technologies must be considered in the context of creating more sustainable, acces-
sible destinations with innovative experiences that promote cultural heritage. The
results reveal that ICT are essential tools for tourists and positively influence touri-
sts’ final perception of the travel experience. The development of mobile applications
must consider the expectations of senior tourists, who constitute a relevant generation
for cultural tourism and are of special interest for the sustainability of WCHS.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

The Importance of Information and Communication Technologies
in Cultural Tourism

Cultural tourism is a growing sector in which technologies play an important
role. Location-based technology, or augmented, virtual and mixed reality,
amongst many others, open up new possibilities for managers and at the same
time enhance cultural tourism experience in all its stages. In this context,
cities, and destinations in particular need to innovate in order to assure a
sustainable and competitive offer that benefits both tourists and residents by
facilitating their daily life through smart initiatives.

© 2022. Published by AHFE Open Access. All rights reserved. 139

https://doi.org/10.54941/ahfe1002047


140 Martins et al.

The development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
over the past decades has conditioned the evolution of destination mar-
keting and cultural tourism communication. Smartphones have become
necessary tools in tourists’ interaction between the physical and digital
world (Gomez-Oliva et al. 2017). The growth of this expanding sector
has triggered the mobile applications (apps) expansion, including tou-
rism apps, a category that stands out for its large number of downloads
(Del Chiappa et al., 2015). This circumstance has generated growing interest
in this research area (Martín-Sanchez et al. 2012; Vieira Soares et al., 2017).
Tourism apps should provide value to users beyond the mere transformation
of tourism services (Saura et al., 2017). In this sense, their design and deve-
lopment require a marketing-based approach that grants all the protagonism
to the needs and expectations of stakeholders (Saura et. al 2017; Del Pino
Romero et al., 2013) fundamentally with regards to the management of rela-
tionships (Martínez-Sala et al. 2017) which are essential tools in destination
promotion and marketing as they allow the tourist user to adopt the role of
adprosumer (Caro et al. 2015), which is based on positive experiences that are
the origin and driving force of relationships (Galmés Cerezo et al. 2015). The
concept of adprosumer (advertising, producer, and consumer) refers to a per-
son who not only consumes products and services, but also determines how
products and services are produced and advertised. This new figure has gai-
ned special prominence with the development of ICT, which not only enables
these functions, but alsomultiplies their potential and scope. Tourist adprosu-
mers use ICT to plan their trips, to share on-travel experiences, and generate
post-travel options that influence the brand image and reputation of the desti-
nation (Caro et al. 2015; Martínez-Sala et al., 2018). Thus ICT contributes to
sustainable tourism through their communicational, relational, and experi-
ential capacity (Saura et al. 2017; Liang et al. 2017; Kuska et al., 2017). The
value of experience is a key element in the configuration and development of
all cultural destinations. The intangible and eminently experiential nature of
tourism products and services (Vieira Soares et al., 2017) and the fact that
they cannot be tested before they are bought give great importance to the
user’s experience. In the tourist sector, the key is the experience resulting from
all the travel stages: pre-travel (search of information, planning, decision-
making), on-travel (experiences resulting from the use and consumption of
the product or service, and the relationships establishedwith the host commu-
nity) and post-travel (Martínez-Sala et al. 2017; Martínez-Sala et al. 2018;
Campillo Alhama et al. 2019; Parra-Meronõ et al., 2016). In addition, the
value of experience has acquired more importance with the arrival of
the model 2.0 (Parra-Meronõ et al., 2016; Lerario et al., 2017) and
its potential to multiply the reach of the traditional word of mouth
(Martínez-Sala et. al, 2018; Luo et al., 2015) and the electronic word of
mouth (eWOM), when focused in the digital field (Cheung et al. 2008;
Chu et al., 2011).

The Uses of ICT Among Different Types of Tourists

Having highlighted the importance of ICTs in the tourism sector, including
the cultural one, there are questions about the uses of ICTs among different
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types of tourists, both real and potential, and, consequently, about the diffe-
rences between digital immigrants and digital natives (Prensky, 2001). Both
segments of the population constitute interesting groups for cultural destina-
tion marketing organizations (Soro et al., 2017; Moreira et al. 2015) with
different expectations and use of ICTs (Sherman et al. 2015). To be precise,
one of the fundamental questions posed by the literature review is whether the
reorientation of the marketing strategies and tourist communication based on
the web 2.0 model (Liang et al. 2017; Martínez-Sala et al., 2018; Del Vecchio
et al. 2017; Li et al., 2017) should pay special attention to the Boomers
(50–64 year-olds) and the Silent Generation (65 years and over) (Nielsen,
2015) or whether, based on the digital gap that characterizes them (Niel-
sen, 2015; González et al., 2018), they must be excluded from any approach
adopted in the digital environment. In addition to this trait shared by both
generations in relation to ICTs, the desires and aspirations of both generati-
ons are defined by a greater concern for health over wealth. In fact, in order of
importance, their interests focus on health, family, wealth, and professional
career (Nielsen, 2015).

In general terms, the members of the Boomers and the Silent Generation
(Nielsen, 2015) do not seem to identify themselves as tourists 2.0 according
to their use of and relationship with ICTs (González et al. 2018). However,
as noted in the study “Truth About Age” (McCann WorldGroup, 2017), age
is losing validity as segmentation criterion for older people, so it is important
to adopt a new approach that classifies the groups that belong to the same
socio demographic segment according to their behaviors, lifestyles, andmedia
consumption habits (Ramos-Soler, 2007).

In view of the advantages of the tourism sector as a driving force for eco-
nomic and social development (Mártinez-Sala et al., 2018; Benítez et al.
2018; Alhama et al., 2012), it becomes necessary for destinations to mar-
ket quality products and services that do not negatively affect their natural,
historical, and cultural assets (Alhama et al., 2012). The preservation of these
assets poses an extremely significant and permanent challenge for DMO. In
the field of cultural tourism, this view of the risk that entails the marke-
ting of heritage sites has been addressed by several authors (Lanuza et al.,
2015). In this sense, the sustainability of tourist destinations appears as a
controversial issue on which opposing positions have been expressed. The
three-dimensional approach to the sustainability of tourism destinations adds
the economic perspective, related to the necessary marketing of destinations,
to the traditional social and environmental perspectives (Fernández et al.,
2013). Sustainability allows destinations to develop a differentiating and sin-
gular positioning in an extremely competitive context (Liang et al., 2017;
Martínez-Sala et al., 2018). In this context, ICTs are particularly relevant
due to their great potential to improve the experiences of tourists in a sustai-
nable way (Strielkowski et al. 2012; UNESCO, 2012) for the development
of smart tourism (Lerario et al., 2015). This point highlights the importa-
nce and relevance of this study of the use of ICT, specifically tourism apps,
by one of the main segments of cultural tourists: Boomers and the Silent
Generation.
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Apps in Destination Marketing and Promotion Strategies

Apps have burst into the tourism industry, as proved by the growth of
tourist apps, including those developed for: tourism destinations, products
and/or services (museums, monuments, etc.), tourist companies (travel age-
ncies), specialized tourismwebsites (LastMinute, Booking, Rumbo, etc.), and
tourist in general (maps, route calculator, etc.). Their online presence is arti-
culated around the interactive potential of mobile devices (Martín-Sánchez
et al., 2012), since they oâŁ‚er tourists new experiences designed, mana-
ged, and controlled by DMO (Gretzel et al., 2015). For these organizations,
apps have become key communication channels for the success of their mar-
keting and communication strategies, that improves the tourist experience
and enables users’ loyalty (Liang et al., 2017). Content generation through
tourism apps conditions the selection of the destination, the planning of the
experience, the decision to purchase tourism products and services, and the
dissemination of the experience lived.

In the field of cultural tourism, tourism destination apps often provide
a full description of the destination and can become an essential channel for
promotion and branding of cultural heritage, and also contribute to the gene-
ration of a positive image of the destination that informs the decision making
process of all potential tourists (Lerario et al., 2017).

From the point of view of tourists, tourism apps not only facilitate their
decision-making process when selecting a destination but also determine,
to a large extent, their behavior as adprosumers by allowing the establish-
ment of two-way or multi-directional communication (Saura et al., 2017;
Fang et al., 2017; Kuska et al., 2017; Fernández-Cavia et al., 2013). Tou-
rism apps allow tourists to take virtual tours, and provide complementary
information and access to rebuilt or missing spaces, among other services,
anytime and according to their interests (Saura et al., 2017; Vieira Soa-
res et al., 2017; Lerario et al., 2017; Corallo et al., 2018). Thus, tourism
apps provide advantages to the tourist user as well as to DMO, since they
provide destination managers with necessary accurate and rigorous feed-
back and information to develop strategies for sustainable territorial tourism
(Corallo et al., 2018).

From a sustainability perspective, mobile technology in general is expe-
cted to contribute to the development of sustainable tourism that enhances
its economic dimension (Gretzel et al., 2015; Li et al., 2017; Corallo et al.,
2018) while resolving the challenges it poses in relation to its social and
environmental dimensions (Kim et al., 2017). These challenges include con-
stant monitoring and evaluation of the interaction that occurs between the
destination and tourists, to control their impact and identify their needs and
expectations, which allows DMO to continue promoting tourism in a con-
trolled manner, optimizing strengths and resources (Corallo et al., 2018;
Moscardo et al., 2015).

Therefore, tourism apps are presented as key tools in the development of
sustainable and smart tourism that adds value to users (Saura et al., 2017;
Fang et al., 2017; Kuska et al., 2017; Strielkowski et al., 2012), based on
the common goal of improving the experience of real and potential tourists
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(Collan et al., 2014) before, during, and after the trip (Corallo et al., 2018;
Collan et al., 2014).

The paradigm shift that the digital society represents has transformed the
marketing and communication strategies that aim to reinforce destination
brands as well as the destination–tourist relationship (Martínez-Sala et al.,
2017). Tourism apps enable two-way communication and relational mana-
gement between users of the tourist product and DMO, which is key to
consolidate, in the medium and long term, the territorial reputation of the
tourist brand.

CONCLUSION

ICT are essential tools in the preparation and planning phases of the trip, as
well as during the trip itself. The W generation uses ICT on the pre-travel
phase to book accommodation and transportation and for the localization
and search of products and services. In this sense, of the ICT available,
tourism apps are a key tool with enormous relational and experiential com-
munication potential that DMO should exploit. These advantages seem to
have been accepted by the main tourist destinations, although we cannot
confirm this in the specific case of the tourist apps that are the object of this
research, which continue playing the informative role typical of the Web 1.0
and of the premises of transactional marketing and one-way communication.
Likewise, the importance of senior citizens (Pereira et al., 2021) in the cultural
tourist industry has been confirmed, as well as their necessary consideration
in digital marketing and communication of DMO (Silva et al., 2021; Martins
et al., 2022), given their relationship with RICT, which has led us to develop
a new definition that surpasses the traditional approach of the digital gap:
the W generation.

The DMO of the SWHC faces the challenge of adapting the integra-
tion of tourist apps in their marketing and communication strategies under
the premises of relational and experiential marketing and the considera-
tion of the W generation. The design and development of tourist apps
from this marketing perspective should avoid focusing exclusively on tou-
rists and ensure the sustainability of the destinations. These apps have
the ability to improve the tourist experience and generate positive eWOM,
but can also promote a relationship between tourists and between touri-
sts and residents and serve as a tool for the continuous monitoring and
evaluation of the interaction that occurs between tourists and destinati-
ons, their products, services, residents, and other tourists, to control their
impact but also to identify their needs and expectations in order to conti-
nue enhancing tourism in a controlled manner and optimizing forces and
resources.

In this current and changing scenario it becomes relevant to study the
development of digital supplementary tools for cultural tourism. Combining
various forms, such as text, sound, video, graphics, or georeferenced impro-
ves users’ perception of their surroundings (Economou, 2015) and to locals’
identity awareness.
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