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Introduction 

With an increasing number of people traveling domestically or abroad, tourism 

management represents an integral part of most World Heritage Sites. If used 

proactively, tourism can contribute to the local economic development and deliver 

numerous socio-cultural benefits, such as building pride resulting in enhanced 

appreciation of these precious resources.  Within a competitive industry such as 

tourism, many believe that a powerful designation - such as UNESCO’s World Heritage 

– can be a trigger for many positive impacts on the site’s image and visitation. A 

World Heritage Site’s acknowledged significance can resonate with people which may 

result in a competitive advantage for the site.  

Research has shown designation to be much more complex than thought. Among 

worldwide recognition and additional funding for conservation, tourism represents a 

signification motivation for the nomination. Some consider that achieving a World 

Heritage designation results in growth in visitor numbers, while in reality existing 

factors such as site’s nature, pre-WHS tourist profile, governance, infrastructure and 

most importantly, an incentive of local populations to proactively use the status to 

contribute to socio-economic objectives are the real drivers (RC and TBR, 2009).   

Several researchers believe that increasing number of World Heritage sites has 

produced a growing ‘World Heritage Literacy’ or awareness among the general public; 

this awareness can be used for tourism development purposes. Several research 

questions will be analysed, such as: what are the implications of World Heritage 

Status for tourism development, what role does ‘World Heritage Literacy’ play in this 

regard, and why is it essential to communicate World Heritage values in order to 

enhance tourist experience of the site and raise awareness of heritage preservation 

importance. This paper might help site managers to better develop their tourism 

strategies by relying on the UNESCO designation to obtain a variety of opportunities 

for the site and local communities. 
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In order to answer the research questions stated above, a thorough literature review 

was conducted, as well as a field research at Suomenlinna, Finland to analyse how the 

WH status is communicated onsite and outside of it. Results of the research show that 

‘World Heritage literate’ visitors exist; however, without an efficient site 

communication scheme, any significant long-term benefits for the site’s tourism will 

hardly be achieved.    

 

World Heritage and Tourism 

According to international research conducted by Rebanks Consulting and Trend 

Business, World Heritage is underutilized for socio-economic purposes, however, if 

skilfully used the designation can result in significant socio-economic benefits (RC and 

TBR, 2009). There are also data proving that a higher understanding and appreciation 

of World Heritage values might stimulate visitors to look for UNESCO-designated sites 

while planning a trip. Some tour operators offer packaged tours combining several 

World Heritage sites and argue that such an itinerary is an extremely attractive 

holiday.  

There is a common confidence that after the inscription on the World Heritage List 

along with public attention, the visitation on the site will rise dramatically; however, a 

newly-designated site might expect a negligible impact on visitation numbers which 

equals to 0-3% (PricewaterhouseCoopers LL, 2007). It is also believed that the World 

Heritage brand is well-known and might immediately stimulate a decision to visit a 

site. It appears this is far from truth. As mentioned above, the impact of the WHS 

status is strongly affected by the pre-WHS socio-economic profile of the property, 

including the existing tourism brand profile and other factors, such as motives of State 

Parties for listing and, most importantly, post-inscription management and actions.  

After contact with several site managers and a literature review, it can be concluded 

that it was not completely accurate to quantify the effect of the designation to certain 

numbers since better infrastructure establishment or events taking place at the site 

might also have a significant effect on the visitation. In that sense, the regression 

analysis undertaken by VanBlarcom and Kayahan (2011) isolates the effect of WHS 

designation from other factors that could affect visitation using the Canadian Old 

Town of Lunenburg, in Nova Scotia, as a supporting case study. According to the 

researchers, the Old Town of Lunenburg achieved 6.2% growth per annum in 

visitation rates (which is obviously higher than estimated 0-3%) as a consequence of 

two factors – 1) it was the first site nominated in the province of Nova Scotia, and 2) it 

had a low global profile before being inscribed but high economic motivation towards 

tourism reinforcement (Van der Aa, 2005).  

Another example proving the argument is the Town of Bamberg, Germany, that 

Rebanks Consulting and Trends Business Research referred to several times as a 

successful practice in terms of achieving positive results for its tourism after the 

inscription. However, according to Patricia Alberth, the Head of Zentrum Welterbe 

Bamberg (email comm, 19.08.2015), with some strategic effort, WHS status can 

contribute to increased visitation leading to higher consumption, museum visits etc. 

and the Town of Bamberg did experience arrivals raise since its inscription. The site’s 



ISSUE SIX (2017) 

 
 

3 
 

success was highly reinforced by the construction of a new highway and a better train 

connection, as well as the State Garden Show, which took place in 2012 and attracted 

thousands of guests to the city. Apart from improved accessibility or introduction of 

new services and attractions, general tourism trends play a role in higher numbers of 

visitors. 

Undoubtedly, WHS designation can be a great asset depending on the goals and 

motivations of specific site managers. Identified below are some ways to use the 

UNESCO designation to develop tourism: 

 

 

Fig 1: Potential effect of WHS status on tourism (after PwC, 2007; RC and TBR, 2009; 

Leask, Fyall, 2006; King, Halpenny, 2014; with additions compiled through 

communication with site managers and fieldwork) 

 

As previously mentioned, some tour operators actively offer tours only to World 

Heritage Sites or simply the ones including several of them. They perceive the 

designation as a unique selling point for their businesses and highlight the designation 

as an outstanding quality experience. In 2004, Ralf Buckley undertook an analysis on 

WH tourism, and his research provided some helpful results. He agrees that the WHS 

designation might be used by the tour operators in their advertising and can affect 

the tourist numbers. However, there is a lack of data proving or disproving that 

argument. He also notices that ‘World Heritage designation is not intended as a 

tourism marketing device, but it may work that way’ (Buckley, 2004). Another study 

conducted among tourism businesses operating near WHS at the Tongariro National 

Park in New Zealand demonstrated that 48.4% of the respondents believed that the 

WHS status was crucial in attracting visitors (Hall and Piggin, 2003). 

quality indicator 

selling point in promotion  

platform for new 
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Moreover, WHS designation may reinforce a sense of pride for local communities 

which respect and value their heritage, and at the same time might be a catalyst for 

visitor profile change focusing on higher spending cultural tourists. Additionally, the 

status may provide an opportunity for a new image establishment. As pointed out by 

Arthur Pedersen (2002) ‘developing a site’s ‘tourism identity’ is an essential element 

of a promotional strategy’ and this identity strongly associates with the site. The 

designation embedded in the site’s identity in turn might serve as an additional value 

indicator and consequently provide a destination with a competitive edge in the 

market.  

Finally, designated sites can use their World Heritage status for a range of associated 

branded products. It does not mean though that there is a possibility to create a 

‘World Heritage Coca-Cola’ since it is not allowed to make use of World Heritage 

Emblem for commercial purposes as it stated in the Operational Guidelines. Still, WH-

branded products that can be beneficially used for the place promotion without 

contradiction to the UNESCO’s requirements are cultural heritage routes (established 

by sites’ stakeholders and by third parties only with the permission), craft products of 

the local community and printed and internet promotional materials. 

Finally, there are a number of tour operators that use WHS status as a unique selling 

point for their offers. Several examples are World Heritage Tours based in the US and 

organizing trips around WHS of all continents, Cosmos Tours (part of the UK based 

Globus family) with the World Heritage itineraries in Europe and Jet Tours operator 

that not only offers packages including WHS, but also was involved in a joint project 

with World Heritage Centre in 2006-2007 in order to promote preservation and 

awareness with the help of responsible tourism (UNESCO, 2006).   

However, it also needs to be mentioned that the tourists who pursue holidays with 

itineraries around World Heritage Sites are the ones who recognize and value the 

UNESCO brand, and thus the tour packages in turn demonstrates a very niche offer. 

Therefore, raising the WH brand awareness by organizing different initiatives like 

GoUnesco travel challenges along with efforts from site managers to communicate 

the brand and its value represent greater potential for the market in the future.  

‘World Heritage Literacy’ 

The Rebanks Consulting and Trend Business Research work proved a valuable 

resource for research; it presents the first international research analyzing the use of 

WH designation for socio-economic purposes at all the World Heritage Sites inscribed 

by 2009 - it also introduced an interesting concept known as ‘World Heritage 

Literacy’. As defined by RC and TBR, it appears when ‘the designation starts to be part 

of the way that people think about places in their home region, and perhaps more 

importantly when they visit other places’, and is produced by increasing the number 

of World Heritage Sites around the globe and results in higher awareness among the 

general public (RC and TBR, 2009). 

Cleere (2011) questions the necessity to include tens of properties per year on the 

World Heritage List since it can make the whole concept of World Heritage less 

exceptional and in the future there might be a need to minimize the amount of sites 

to pre-1990s level in order to allocate expertise and resources more thoroughly. 
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However, RC and TBR still see a positive side of the annual addition of new sites since 

it affects World Heritage brand recognition even though they agree with Cleere that 

‘the perception of devaluing the exclusiveness of the WHS brand over time through 

inscription of too many sites might still be expected’ (RC and TBR, 2009).  

Another interesting aspect was mentioned in a study of Maria-Gavaris Barbas and 

Sebastien Jacquot, later referred to by the RC and TBR –‘there is a fairly good 

correlation between the number of tourists by country and the number of (WHS) sites 

classified by country; there are more sites in a country, then there are more visitors 

from that country’ (ibid.). However, this idea should be critically elaborated, since 

there is no range of data available proving or disproving the argument. One of the 

recent examples that can disprove that people coming from countries with a high 

influx of World Heritage Sites understand the WH brand value is Alamo, USA where 

100 people organized a protest when they found out about a plan of inscribing Alamo 

on the World Heritage List as they were concerned that by nominating a property the 

UN would direct the site and completely influence its management (Fechter, 2015).   

Before applying this concept to actual sites and basing their tourism strategies on it, 

the majority of sites should implement a profound communication and interpretation 

programme allowing visitors to understand what it means for a site to be designated 

and why this particular one is of Outstanding Universal Value. The World Heritage 

Information Kit (2008) states that ‘the overarching benefit of ratifying the World 

Heritage Convention is that of belonging to an international community of 

appreciation and concern for universally significant properties’, where the State 

Parties are the ones who ‘protect and cherish the world's natural and cultural 

heritage’ (UNESCO, 2015) and ‘ensure that World Heritage status is adequately 

marked and promoted on-site’ (UNESCO, 2016). In other words, by ratifying the 1972 

Convention, State Parties take responsibility to properly communicate the World 

Heritage status both on the site and outside of it.  

  

Furthermore, the interpretation and communication framework narrated with the 

use of themes and messages, some of which highlight the designation, is a powerful 

tool not only to deliver an authentic experience for the visitor but also to establish an 

emotional connection between the visitor and the site, the community and the site, 

and the visitor and the community. The Fortress of Suomenlinna, a Finnish World 

Heritage Site does an excellent job of communicating World Heritage values, and, as a 

result, of reinforcing ‘World Heritage Literacy’. 

Case Study: The Fortress of Suomenlinna, Finland  

Suomenlinna (Swedish name – Sveaborg) is a sea fortress located on islands close to 

the Finnish capital of Helsinki. A Swedish lieutenant colonel designed this low-profile 

bastion-type fortress with multifunctional buildings in 1748 (The Governing Body of 

Suomenlinna, 2012). The fortress’ identity was formed throughout several significant 

historical stages – Swedish, Russian and Finnish eras. This is one of the reasons why in 

1991 the Fortress of Suomenlinna was inscribed on the World Heritage List under 

criterion (iv) as ‘an outstanding example of general fortification principles of the 17th 
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and 18th centuries, notably the bastion system” that “also showcases individual 

characteristics’ (UNESCO, 2017). 

From the middle of the 18th century to 1917 the fortress was involved in various 

‘games of powers’ between Swedish and Russian forces, and only in 1918 when 

Finland gained independence from the Russian Empire did the fortress officially 

belong to the Finnish nation and receive its Finnish name - Suomenlinna. It was also at 

this time when the fortress established its nationally symbolic profile. Today is it one 

of Finland’s most popular attractions with around one million annual visitors.  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2 Fortress of Suomenlinna (Source: Lentokuva 
Vallas Oy ) 

Fig. 3 Ehrensvärd’s Tomb (Source: 
Suomenlinnaofficial) 

 

Like most relatively small sites, the Fortress of Suomenlinna did not experience a 

dramatic leap in visitor numbers immediately after its inscription in 1991. However, 

its tourism development was reinforced by a special event: the 250th anniversary of 

the sea fortress, when several new services were introduced. As a result Suomenlinna 

achieved high media coverage and almost a double growth in visitation (The 

Governing Body of Suomenlinna, 2015). 

Since the idea of ‘World Heritage Literacy’ is grounded in the correlation between the 

amount of WHS in a given country and the World Heritage brand awareness of its 

residents, the case of Suomenlinna’s popularity should be measured based on its 

visitors from countries where ‘World Heritage Literacy’ is already well-established, 

countries such as Italy, Germany, France, China, or the US. Since there is no entrance 

fee at Suomenlinna, no precise data of international visitors by country/year could be 

found. The following figure was developed based on the survey results determined by 

Erika Lempiäinen and Sanna Ruoho in 2014 in order to demonstrate an approximate 

ratio of international visitor distribution: 
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Fig. 4 Distribution of visitors to Suomenlinna in 2014 

 

 

The Fortress of Suomenlinna is a popular recreational area of Helsinki and a 

significant destination for the domestic tourism market, therefore the majority of 

visitors were either from Helsinki or other parts of Finland. The bulk of visitors from 

countries like the USA, Germany or Russia might be considered ‘World Heritage 

literate’ and as a result there is a reason to believe some tourists actually visited the 

fortress due to its UNESCO status and that in turn proves success of Suomenlinna’s 

tourism communication plan.  

 

Suomenlinna’s Interpretation and Communication Framework 

It is stressed in the Sustainable Tourism Strategy of the Fortress of Suomenlinna that 

interpretation and communication programme represents an essential part of the 

tourism development strategy. The site’s value is transmitted using the following 

communication messages and objectives determined by Suomenlinna’s stakeholders: 

Messages Objectives 

 Suomenlinna represents our 
shared heritage 

 To present Suomenlinna above 
all as a historic sea fortress and a 
World Heritage Site 

 Suomenlinna is an important part 
of Finnish history  

 To change Suomenlinna’s image 
from “a nice place for a picnic” 
to a highly valued historic 
destination 

41% 

11% 
11% 

8% 

5% 

5% 

5% 
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 Suomenlinna is a district of 
Helsinki that is full of life and a 
home and place of work to 
hundreds of people 

 To present Suomenlinna as a 
year-round destination that is 
worth visiting in any season 

  To share information on 
Suomenlinna’s services and 
events 

  To present the restoration and 
maintenance of the fortress 

Table 1. Suomenlinna’s interpretation messages and objectives (The Governing Body 

of Suomenlinna, 2015) 

It can be noticed that there is direct reference to the most important elements: 

heritage, history, preservation and community.  At Suomenlinna and outside these 

messages are communicated with the use of different tools and channels. On-site 

communication is supported not simply by the presence of WH logo but also by 

explaining the role of UNESCO and reasons for inscription on the World Heritage List. 

In this way visitors who were not even aware of the World Heritage Status of the 

Fortress of Suomenlinna or simply of UNESCO itself before coming to the site will at 

least obtain a general understanding of the site’s significance and the role of UNESCO 

in preserving its heritage.  

 

 
Fig 5. World Heritage Emblem displayed at 

Suomenlinna (Source: Anna Titova) 

 

Fig. 6 Reason for inscription and 
role of UNESCO in 3 languages – 
Swedish, Danish and English 
(Source: Anna Titova)  

An essential role in the communication process is given to tour guides at the site - not 

only do they introduce Suomenlinna in a memorable and interactive way supported 

by the use of a mascot, but they also explain why the fortress was inscribed on the 

World Heritage List, the idea behind the list, how irreplaceable local communities for 
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Suomelinna are, and finally, encourage positive visitor behavior. Tour guides at 

Suomenlinna are seen as essential mediators of the visitor experience.  

Fig. 7 Guide at Suomenlinna is holding 

the site’s mascot – a gnome – that is 

also displayed on Suomenlinna’s 

social media platforms  

(Source: suomenlinna.fi) 

 

 

 

Since the Internet and social media platforms play a significant role in people’s lives, it 

is essential for a site to be have an online presence, and to have a user-friendly and 

informative web-site. Suomenlinna’s web-site delivers the most important 

information for the visitors; the homepage  mentions the WHS status and the website 

even has a specific section dedicated to World Heritage Convention, the List, as well 

as offers an opportunity to download site’s Management Plan and Sustainable 

Tourism Strategy.  Through the social media channels the site managers engage with 

visitors as well as share information about events at the site and volunteering 

opportunities to preserve the natural landscape of Suomenlinna.  

 

 

 

Fig.8. Suomenlinna’s official web-site, 
available in 9 languages, and the site’s 
Facebook page 
 
 

 

Through other media mechanisms the Governing Body of Suomenlinna provides 

detailed information about the site emphasizing its UNESCO status (e.g. brochures), 

guides visitors towards experiences and mitigates impacts by restricting access to 

certain areas (signage on site) and communicates all its key messages onsite and in 

the museum.  
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According to Tripadvisor, the Fortress of Suomenlinna is the number one attraction to 

visit in Helsinki with many reviews referring to the site’s World Heritage status, 

interesting history throughout three historic eras, and outstanding military 

architecture. Moreover, Suomenlinna’s Tourism Consultants reply to most of the 

comments, which creates a positive experience for tourists and impacts their decision 

to come again, or to recommend a visit to their friends and family.  

 

 

 

Fig.9 Tripadvisor reviews 

 

All methods mentioned in this section reinforce the connection between the site and 

visitors, helping to make their experience memorable. Even if they visit the fortress 

without knowing anything about its UNESCO status, the efficient on- and off-site 

communication helps to make visitors better informed about the fortress. 

Conclusion 

In summary, ‘WHS status is what you make of it’ (RC and TBR 2009) and it does not 

automatically guarantee any significant economic impact. Precisely speaking, it does 

not directly affect tourism development without requiring any additional effort. Many 

research works state that the World Heritage status can be an incentive for more 

effective development in numerous areas, however its impact on tourism is limited 

and might be achieved only with considerable effort involved – success very much 

depends on the actions conducted at the local level.  

Furthermore, taking into account the highly competitive nature of the tourism 

industry along with changing expectations of its customers (visitors), it can be a 

challenge for destinations alone to attract visitors. If skillfully used, a destination 

supported by the significance of its World Heritage status resonating in minds of 

people World Heritage brand would be “resistant” to possible competiveness primary 

attraction.  

Organizations working in the tourism industry strive for certifications and awards 

highlighting their efforts towards sustainability. In some cases, this distinction might 

include a World Heritage designation - which presents a mechanism to advance more 

sustainable forms of tourism (King and Halpenny, 2014). As already mentioned, WH 

brand awareness is still constantly questioned as well as the ways to use the status for 
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tourism development purposes. A communication framework plays a crucial role in 

transmitting the meaning and significance of the World Heritage designation and 

further elaboration of the so-called ‘World Heritage Literacy’ concept that is not a 

stand-alone factor. 

Additionally, the last visitor survey at Suomenlinna (2014) had the biggest group of 

respondents from Finland, USA, Germany, Russia, Italy and UK and 66% of all 

respondents were aware of the stie’s World Heritage status. This supports the 

argument that some degree of ‘World Heritage Literacy’ exists, and demonstrates 

successful communication and interpretation of the Fortress of Suomenlinna. 
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