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Touristification, smartization, and social sustainability in European regions 

 

Abstract 

Touristification and smartization processes are commonly associated with economic growth 
strategies. Here we emphasize and demonstrate the need to consider the implication of these 
processes on social sustainability. Initial results imply that: (1) regions not specialized in tourism are 
associated with a lower share of population in poverty; and (2) regions’ “smartness” level is 
negatively associated with the share of poverty. However, in regions highly specialized in tourism, 
smartization demonstrated an opposite association of increased intra-regional poverty. As residents’ 
quality of life is becoming a key policy consideration, understanding the effect of these socio-
economic processes on socially sustainable growth has timely implications for regional planning, 
including for post-COVID-19 recovery strategies.   

Keywords: social sustainability; smart regions; tourism specialization; European regions; smart 
tourism 

 

Introduction 

Touristification and smartization are often associated with urban development strategies that 
support economic growth. The current study contributes to the investigation of these two processes 
in two ways. First, although sustainability is often considered a central pillar of smartization, social 
issues are rarely taken into account in the emergent smart destination indicator systems (Ivars-
Baidal et al., 2021). Here, we call to test the impact of smartization and touristification on social 
sustainability rather than on economic growth. Second, smartization and, to some extent, 
touristification are strongly connected to urban processes and the “smart city” paradigm. Here, we 
emphasize the need to investigate these two processes at the regional level, a scale often neglected 
in research (Gretzel, 2018).  

Touristification and smartization 

Evidence suggests a positive relationship between regional tourism specialization and economic 
growth, though this may be dependent on characteristics of structural and regional economy (Li et 
al., 2016). However, touristification’s negative, less sustainable economic effects have also been 
documented in the literature. First, as tourism is a labour-intensive industry, specialization may lead 
to reduced efficiency and productivity (Harb & Bassil, 2020). Second, touristification may crowd out 
investments in human capital, as these are not rewarded in the context of tourism (Harb & Bassil, 
2020). Third, tourism may significantly depreciate the value of natural and cultural resources in the 
long run with the increase in tourism pressure (Parrilla et al., 2007). Fourth, some touristification 
processes may be associated with the elimination of jobs in other sectors and the reduction of 
economic variety as a consequence of the so-called “Dutch disease,” affecting the overall resilience 
of the regional economic system (Chao et al., 2006). 

Smartization has often been marketed as a utopian solution for many social and urban issues, 
including economic stagnation, exclusion of social groups, inefficient supply of services, and traffic 
congestion (Hollands, 2015). However, much criticism has been directed at smart initiatives and 
their ability to support more sustainable and equitable societies. For example, it has been suggested 
that smartization is derived from a neo-liberal ideology and that noncompliant citizens will be left 
behind. Furthermore, some argue that smart initiatives are promoted by profit-driven corporations 
that are not entirely committed to promoting socially sustainable urban living (Hollands, 2015). Job 



loss is another issue; automation processes may generate socioeconomic gaps between groups in 
the short run.   

Smartization processes are also apparent within tourism and linked to the concept of smart tourism 
ecosystem. The smart tourism ecosystem is characterized by the intensive use of information and 
smart technologies to deliver intelligent tourist experiences (Gretzel et al., 2015). It is an open and 
dynamic system where actors join through digital platforms and social media, and in which functions 
may be redistributed among these actors due to processes such as the sharing economy that are 
supported in this ecosystem. Consequently, smart tourism ecosystem implies a shift from business-
centric model and demands new avenues of research that connect the processes of touristification 
and smartization with their implications in the social sphere.  Hence, within the tourism context, 
smartization has been viewed by some as an opportunity to nurture economic growth through, for 
example, the reduced cost of labour-intensive activities and the support of more effective tourist 
management (Boes et al., 2016; Gretzel et al., 2015). On the other hand, it has been argued that 
tourism smartization may enhance socially and economically unsustainable practices. For example, 
digital tourist platforms, such as Airbnb, may crowd out investments in other sectors, contribute to 
processes of gentrification (Cocola-Gant & Lopez-Gay, 2020) and generate negative spillovers on the 
competitiveness of forward and backward supply chains (Ganzaroli et al., 2021). Furthermore, the 
adoption of smart tourism platforms may reduce investments in the quality of human capital.  

While the review above implies that complex relations between touristification, smartization and 
social sustainability exist, the literature does seem to support the following hypothesizes that are 
tested in this study: (H1) the more tourism-specialized the region is, the less socially sustainable it is; 
(H2) the smarter the region is, the more socially sustainable it is; and (H3) smartization, if coupled 
with high tourism specialization, makes a region more socially sustainable. In this research letter we 
test the hypothesis while focusing on one dimension of social sustainability, the share population in 
poverty. 

 

Methodology 

Data used for this study were comprised of a combination of Eurostat statistics, the European Union 
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), and Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) datasets on 
the NUTS2 regional scale. A region’s “smartness” was assessed using the percentages of workers in 
the high-tech sector (“smart people”). Touristification was assessed using location quotient (LQ) for 
the EU, with relation to specialization in tourism divided into terciles. For social sustainability 
(dependent variable) we used the percentage of the population in poverty/deprivation. Data was 
obtained for two periods, 2013 and 2018, for each region, while differentiating between settlements 
based on their degree of urbanization (three levels of DEGURBA: urban, suburban, and rural). 
Therefore, the multi-level models that were employed using R had four levels: DEGURBA, NUTS 
region, year, and NUTS-year (see supplementary materials for a detailed explanation about the 
variables’ classifications and the utilization of the multi-level model).  

 

Results 

The multi-level model in Table 1 suggests first that lower tourism specialization (LQ-low) is 
associated with a lower (−0.042 percentage points) share of population in poverty. Regions that are 
highly specialized in tourism (LQ-high) do not deviate significantly from the LQ average in terms of 
poverty rates. Second, region’s “smartness” is negatively associated with the share of poverty in the 
model, implying that smartization is associated with greater sustainability. These results were 



obtained when controlling for housing burden, income from rent, regional GDP per capita, and age 
groups. 

Third, the interactions between region smartness and LQ demonstrate that smartness is associated 
with higher poverty rates in regions highly specialized in tourism compared to regions with average 
tourism specialization. This may indicate that smartization decreases social sustainability in regions 
specializing in tourism compared to regions with average specialization.  

Table 1: Multi-level model for testing the association between touristification, smartification, and 
inequality  

 M1 
Smartness=High-tech sector 

Tourism LQ: Low (<0.85) -0.042** 
 (-0.018) 
[reference category]  
Tourism LQ: Avg (0.85–1.15) 

 

  
Tourism LQ: High (> 1.15) -0.005 
 (-0.015) 

Region “smartness” -0.016*** 
 (-0.003) 

Smartness * Tourism LQ low 0.007 
 (-0.005) 
[reference category] 
Smartness * Tourism LQ avg 

 

  
Smartness * Tourism LQ high 0.007* 
 (-0.004) 

Share of housing burden 0.024 
 (-0.016) 
Share of income from rent -0.127*** 
 (-0.03) 
GDP per capita 0.000 
 (0.000) 

[reference category] 
Age group: 15–29 

 

  
Age group: 30–49 0.097*** 
 (-0.005) 
Age group: 50–64 0.083*** 
 (-0.006) 
Age group: Over 65 -0.021*** 
 (-0.006) 
Constant 0.089*** 
 (-0.022) 

Sd(Time) 0.004 
Sd(DEGURBA) 0.004 
Sd(NUTS) 0.007 
Sd(nutsyear) 0.03 
Sd(nutsyear:Low LQ) 0.032 
Sd(nutsyear:Avg LQ)  

Sd(nutsyear:High LQ) 0.056 
Sd(residual) 0.06 

Observations 967 
Log-likelihood 1,213.31 
Akaike inf.crit. -2,382.62 
Bayesian inf.crit. -2,275.66 
Dependent variable: Share of population in poverty/deprivation 
*p<0.1;**p<0.05;***p<0.01 

 



4. Discussion and conclusions 

In this study, we made a first attempt to examine the intricate association between smartization, 
touristification, and inequality on the intra-regional level. Our aim was to advance a discussion that 
goes beyond regional economic growth towards questions of equality and social sustainability. In 
line with our first hypothesis, our exploratory study suggests that tourism specialization is not 
necessarily associated with greater sustainability (i.e., poverty deprivation). We also have support to 
our second hypothesis that smartization processes contribute to social sustainability. However, 
when coupled with high tourism specialization, respectively, smartization processes seem to 
increase poverty compared with regions with average tourism specialization. This last finding is 
somewhat contrary to our third hypothesis. In general, it is understood that long-term investments 
in human capital, smart infrastructure, and smart ecosystems more generally will cultivate more 
sustainable regions. Nevertheless, results of our third hypothesis do not reinforce this statement for 
regions highly specialized in tourism. Obviously, this research letter only delivers initial insights into 
these issues. However, we have the hope that researchers and policymakers will further consider 
these matters, test them empirically, and come to a more conclusive understanding. In any case, the 
results do highlight the complexity and challenges in establishing sustainable and socially equitable 
regional development strategies in European tourism regions.   

It should be noted that our study refers to the pre-pandemic period. Importantly, tourism has been 
one of the sectors most affected by COVID-19. This has raised concerns about resilience and social 
sustainability in regard to tourism development. Post-COVID-19 recovery plans are likely to take 
these concerns into consideration in highly specialized regions. Visions about the socially 
unsustainable nature of some forms of tourism development also converge with the pre-pandemic 
discourse on overtourism. This is especially significant in a context where tourism has been a 
strategic choice for developed and emergent tourist regions in the smart specialisation promoted by 
the EU Cohesion policy in the 2014-2020 financial framework (Biagi et al., 2021). It seems that 
tourism will continue to have a central role in the new 2021-2027 programming period. Therefore, 
new initiatives in tourism and smart specialization require a good understanding of their potential 
impact on regions’ social sustainability. 

We should bear in mind that our temporal and geographical perspective on smartization processes is 
limited, as it is based on two temporal observations (2013, 2018), and refers to certain European 
NUTS2 regions due to issues of data availability. Furthermore, our operationalization of the main 
constructs—smartization, touristification, and inequality—was limited to variables available in the 
NUTS2 Eurostat dataset, and it could rightfully be argued that these are suboptimal. For example, 
the concept of social sustainability goes beyond poverty deprivation to include aspects such as 
equality, cultural diversity, labour rights and community resilience which are not included here.  
More adequate variables and indicators should be used in future investigations. In order to establish 
causal relationships between smartization and touristification and social sustainability, research 
could rely on longitudinal data of greater scope that can portray the sequential evolution of regions 
and on tools such as instrumental variable regressions. Finally, in this study we conceptualized 
smartization and touristification as two separate constructs. Future investigation should also 
consider the convergence of these two concepts into “smart tourism” and smart tourism ecosystems 
as a new framework for the governance and management of tourism destinations (Boes et al., 2016; 
Gretzel et al., 2015; Ivars-Baidal et al., 2019). Currently, we still lack adequate data to support such 
investigation, but new relevant data sources have become available in recent years. 
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