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Abstract: Cultural tourists have become increasingly interested in intangible cultural heritage and
in minority, peripheral areas. This paper will focus on the ICH of minority communities, with a
closer look at minority languages, considering the Ladin communities of South Tyrol (Italy). This
study uses a qualitative methodology—16 semi-structured interviews with German- and Italian-
speaking tourists in Val Pusteria, with a video presenting a real-life situation in Ladin. It reveals
that, although culture is not the main motivation to travel to South Tyrol, tourists are fascinated by
tangible and intangible aspects of the South Tyrolean culture, such as the architecture, traditional
lifestyle, events, practices, dresses, and the language. What is particularly interesting is the role that
cultural sustainability plays for the region: the successful maintenance of traditions, including the
traditional languages—dialect and Ladin—are mentioned with affection. Tourism practitioners in
Val Pusteria and the neighboring Ladin valleys should consider experiences in and with the Ladin
language as fun and interesting for tourists but should also provide interpretational and educational
support.

Keywords: intangible cultural heritage; minority language; cultural tourism; cultural sustainability;
sustainable tourism; Ladin language

1. Introduction

Even though culture remains the main reason for tourism consumption [1], recent
years have seen some significant changes in the cultural tourism industry, i.e., increasing
interest in intangible cultural heritage and in minority, peripheral areas [2,3]. According
to Richards [4], cultural elements, including ICH, contribute to the attractiveness and
distinctiveness of the destination. ICH includes all practices, traditions, and knowledge
that a community considers part of its cultural heritage, and includes, inter alia, oral
traditions, and languages [5]. Similarly, many linguists, such as Heller [6], have seen
the language as one of the elements that contribute to defining the cultural heritage of
a population, since it is “best able to name the artifacts and to formulate or express the
interests, values, and worldviews of that culture” [7] (p. 20). This explains the growing
interest in minority languages by tourists [8–10].

In fact, research in the field of sociolinguistics of tourism has focused on the interest
in languages and language learning prior to traveling [11,12]. Even though the most used
language in tourism situations is English—being a lingua franca—some tourists perceive
the acquisition of language of the destination as a souvenir [11], with the consequence of
language commodification [6,13]. In some cases, the desire and need for tourists to learn
the language of the country they are visiting has resulted in a niche market: language
tourism [14].

However, the continuous growth of tourism and the consequences of the SARS- SARS-
CoV-2 pandemic call for a change in the paradigm and highlight the need for a sustainable
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development of cultural tourism [15]. Recently, scholars have debated the concept of
cultural sustainability and whether it could be considered a pillar on its own or should be a
sub-pillar of the social sustainability concept [16]. The preservation of ICH is particularly
important for cultural sustainability since it is with constant practice that it survives and is
transmitted to the next generation [17].

This study will focus on one aspect of ICH: minority languages. Even though some re-
search into minority languages and tourism has been conducted before, Whitney-Squire [13]
called for further research to focus on tourists’ preferences. As languages are an essential
part of the culture of a country/region [7,18], it would be interesting to understand how
tourists perceive this aspect.

This study focuses on South Tyrol, northern Italy, where the three official languages
are German, Italian, and Ladin. The Ladin language is a Rhaeto-Romanic language spoken
by approximately 30,000 people in two valleys of South Tyrol—ca. 4.5% of the population of
the province [19]. Although Ladin is considered as definitely endangered by the UNESCO
Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger [20], the language is particularly vivid in those
valleys, with various initiatives to preserve and promote it [21].

Moreover, South Tyrol has been a well-known tourism destination for decades, espe-
cially appreciated because of the majestic mountains surrounding it. Pechlaner et al. [8] have
shown that the Ladin culture also represents an added value for the tourists, who especially
appreciate their customs, traditional clothing, architecture, and language. Through the qual-
itative analysis of 16 semi-structured interviews with tourists, this paper will contribute to
the understanding of the relevance of cultural elements of the Ladin community—including
the language—for the tourism experience in South Tyrol (Italy).

The following section will describe the theoretical framework behind the study, in-
cluding three key themes: (1) cultural tourism, (2) intangible cultural heritage, (3) minority
languages and tourism experiences. After that, the methodology, including the description
of the case study, will be shown. The fourth paragraph will present the main results of
this study, followed by the discussion. The final part of this paper will be dedicated to the
conclusions of the study, with limitations and suggestions for further research.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Cultural Tourism

Recent research in tourism studies has confirmed culture as the main motivation to
travel [1,2]. The UNWTO General Assembly of 2017 has provided an updated definition
of cultural tourism, highlighting that the industry has changed and is no longer entirely
related to tangible monuments and sites. “Cultural tourism is a type of tourism activity
in which the visitor’s essential motivation is to [ . . . ] experience [ . . . ] the tangible and
intangible cultural attractions [ . . . ] in a tourism destination. These attractions [ . . . ] relate
to a set of distinctive [ . . . ] features of a society that encompasses arts and architecture,
historical and cultural heritage, culinary heritage, literature, music, creative industries, and
the living cultures with their lifestyles, value systems, beliefs, and traditions.” [22] (p. 30).

Richards [2], in his literature review, emphasizes various sub-themes that are emerging
in the cultural tourism studies, such as cultural consumption, motivations for cultural
tourism, economic aspects, the relationship between cultural heritage and tourism, and the
creative economy. What is striking, according to Richards [2], is the rather interdisciplinary
nature of cultural tourism studies.

Other studies have linked cultural tourism to visitors’ engagement [23], satisfaction,
and the intention to return to the holiday destination [24]. According to Richards [4], culture
can be a driver of attractiveness for a tourism destination. In fact, the relationship between
culture and tourism is mutual: on the one hand, tourism contributes to strengthening the
competitiveness and distinctiveness of a place; on the other hand, tourism creates an income,
which supports and valorizes culture [4]. In this model of culture, tourism, attractiveness,
and competitiveness, governance plays a fundamental role through better public services,
quality of life, as well as valorizing and preserving heritage [4]. Another fundamental
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study [25] highlights how local culture, as well as meaningfulness and involvement, are
part of the seven domains that form part of a memorable tourism experience. According
to Kim et al. [25], this domain consists of three aspects: “good impressions about the
local people”, “closely experienced the local culture”, “local people in a destination were
friendly” (p. 19).

What is particularly important for cultural tourism is the complex concept of authen-
ticity [26], as cultural tourists search for “authentic” experiences of “everyday culture” [4].
MacCannell [27] first introduced the concept in tourism and leisure studies, with the use
of the term “staged authenticity”, i.e., when the local community creates and stages an
appealing package for tourists. Wang [28] adds the concepts of “objective authenticity”,
i.e., “the authenticity of originals” (p. 352), where experts evaluate the genuineness and
objectivity of an object, or event—and “existential authenticity”—i.e., when tourists are
authentic to themselves.

Integrating tangible and intangible heritage in tourism and the increasing growth of
cultural tourism has led to concerns about sustainable cultural tourism [2]. The notion
of cultural sustainability has arisen in 1995, with the World Commission on Culture and
Development, and focuses on the management and transmission of cultural heritage to the
next generations [29].

Loulanski and Loulanski [30], for instance, provide a systematic analysis of the relation-
ship between cultural heritage and tourism, and identify 15 critical factors for sustainable
cultural tourism, including local involvement, education and training, authenticity, and
interpretation, sustainability-centered tourism management, and integrated planning. Lo-
cal involvement in tourism is especially fundamental for minority groups. For instance,
community-based tourism [31,32] encourages the active participation of the community [4]
in all phases of tourism development, especially tourism decision-making processes, be-
cause this reflects the interests of the community, which can profit out of tourism [13,32,33].
Finally, Soini and Birkeland [16] identify four aspects around which the concept of cul-
tural sustainability is organized: heritage, vitality, economic viability, diversity, locality,
eco-cultural resilience, and eco-cultural civilization.

In order to achieve cultural sustainability, education and learning are particularly
important, since more educated tourists sometimes contribute to preserve and regenerate
the cultural heritage [34]. Educational tourism, in fact, leads to a better awareness of
both the local community and visitors [35]. Finally, educational experiences in the field of
heritage tourism improve the memorability [36].

2.2. Intangible Cultural Heritage

The UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
defines intangible heritage as “practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills—
as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith—that
communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural
heritage” [5] (p. 5). According to the convention, ICH is manifested in various domains,
such as oral traditions and languages, performing arts, rituals, practices, and traditional
craftsmanship [5]. Because of their peculiar geographical positions, as well as historical
and social reasons, mountain regions are often repository of ICH [37,38].

One of the main changes in cultural tourism in the past few decades has been the
increasing interest in living traditions [2]. Previous research has proven that tourists are
interested in experiencing the authentic ways of life of the local population, including their
ICH [8,13,39]. Moreover, including ICH in tourism experiences often allows for a certain
amount of participation by tourists, who recommend these activities to their friends and
relatives [40].

ICH is a particularly important aspect in the sustainable development of tourism
because of its intangible and fragile nature, since it needs constant practice and recreation
by the population to survive and be available for future generations [5,17,29,41]. In this
vein, the concept of cultural sustainability gains particular importance [16]. Interestingly
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enough, previous studies have proven how the use of ICH in tourism activities has led
to increased awareness of local cultural specificity [42]. Consequently, the interest of
visitors has moved and motivated local community members to protect and promote
their own culture. Furthermore, the locals have become visibly prouder of their cultural
identity, including traditions and languages [42]. Another perspective sees ICH as a driver
for sustainable tourism, as an asset that can contribute to fostering tourism during the
off-season [43].

More recently, the UNWTO Inclusive Recovery Guide [41] highlighted the importance
of sustainable and community-based tourism to strengthen the systems for transmitting
ICH to future generations. UNWTO also recommends focusing on how ICH in tourism
contributes to the improvement of the livelihoods of communities while it safeguards the
social functions and cultural meanings of that heritage [41].

On the other hand, the tourism industry imposes changes in the living traditions and
lifestyle of the local population, in order to make it relevant and marketable for the tourism
market [44]. Particular importance must be therefore given to avoid over-commodification
and exploitation of ICH by external actors [44–46].

2.3. Minority Languages and Tourism Experiences

As already mentioned, ICH also includes oral traditions and languages, as fundamen-
tal for the transmission of cultural heritage [5].

The traditional language in a tourist area is very present and guests are constantly
in contact with it [8,13,46]. Whether in restaurants, shops, or alpine huts, tourists are
constantly confronted with the traditional language of a place (see Figure 1 for an overview
of touchpoints with the language). In fact, minority languages are even more specific and
unique to a territory. The Council of Europe [47] defines minority languages as: “languages
that are traditionally used within a given territory of a State by nationals of that State who
form a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s population; and [that are]
different from the official language(s) of that State” (p. 2).

Figure 1. Touchpoints of culture and traditional language.

The potential of places with minorities for tourism is very high [48,49]. The sustainable
use of their culture and languages can represent a competitive resource contribute to the
variety and uniqueness of the destination’s tourist offers and, thus, increase the engagement
and memorability of the tourism experiences [8,9,37,46]. More specifically, languages can
be also used as a guarantee of authenticity and, thus, serve as an asset for a holiday
destination [46].

Previous research has proven that this kind of valorization of language leads to a
revival, not only of the language itself but also of culture [48]. A growing interest from
visitors from outside the community strengthened the cultural ties of the communities, by
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awakening a sense of pride in the individuals and an increasing desire to learn more about
one’s cultural heritage, including their traditional languages [37,42]. Moreover, cultural
tourism can provide an alternative source of income in remote, rural areas, and contribute
to sustaining traditions and local language [17,48].

Of course, tourism can also have negative impacts on the minority languages because it
can reinforce the hierarchies between the major and minor languages [50,51]. Furthermore,
tourism can have a ripple effect that has a social impact on the cultural environment and
can even destroy it if the local culture is exclusively used as a tourism attraction [33,52].
This can lead to increased social tensions and, in the worst case, cause a socio-cultural
breakdown [53]. Bruyèl-Olmedo and Juan-Garau [51] also showed that in “beach and sand”
tourism destinations—such as Mallorca (Spain)—the minority language does not represent
an added value and its presence in the public signs would not be welcomed by tourists.

Finally, the inclusion of minority languages in tourism experiences is, of course, full of
complexities [54]. Minority languages are perceived as more authentic by tourists [45,55]
and, thus, used to differentiate, and promote the destination and unique experiences [8,13,37].
Through educational experiences this can lead to preservation of those languages, thanks
to higher income of touristic activities, increased sense of pride and identity, and desire to
learn more about one’s cultural heritage [13,48]. However, excessive commodification [6],
stereotypization of minority languages, as well as increased use of global or national
languages [50,51], aggravate, in some cases, language endangerment [50,51].

Building on previous knowledge about minority languages and tourism experiences,
this paper will contribute to the understanding of tourists’ motivations and preferences for
tourism experiences involving a minority language, using a qualitative analysis of sixteen
interviews with tourists, who frequently visit Val Pusteria (South Tyrol, Italy), considered
an access point to the Ladin valleys.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Case Study

The study focuses on the autonomous province of Bozen/Bolzano or South Tyrol,
which is an Alpine region located in the north of Italy, part of the region Trentino-Alto
Adige. Tourism has been an important economic branch in the area for over 50 years
and a significant source of employment [56–58], especially because of alpine summer and
winter activities, as well as, more recently, food and wine tourism [58]. Table 1 provides an
overview of the tourism industry in 2019 in South Tyrol. The year 2019 was chosen so that
data would not be affected by the pandemic. South Tyrol, in 2019, was visited by 7.7 million
people and mainly in the summer; the biggest share comes from Germany, followed by
Italy. The most visited valley is Val Pusteria [59].

Table 1. Tourism in South Tyrol (data from tourism year 2018/2019) (ASTAT, 2020).

Number Percentages

Arrivals 7.7 million

Arrivals in summer 4.7 million 61.79%

Arrivals German tourists 3.4 million 48.8%

Arrivals Italian tourists 2.6 million 30.4%

Arrivals in Val Pusteria 2.2 million 29.11%

It is important to highlight here that, in 2009, the Dolomites—a mountain range
located in northeastern Italy—were declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site, because of
the scientific importance of the geomorphology, geology, and the distinctive value of the
mountain landscape.

South Tyrol is an interesting case study for this research: it is a trilingual region—
Italian and German are the two most widespread languages, but in two valleys—Val
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Gardena and Alta Badia—most of the population speaks a minority language, the Ladin
language. In fact, one of the assets of the region relies on the different cultural heritage and
on numerous traditions.

The Ladin language is a Rhaeto-Romanic language, mainly spoken in the Dolomites
(Italy) in the autonomous province of Bozen/Bolzano (South Tyrol, Italy), the autonomous
province of Trento, and in the Veneto region, in the province of Belluno [19]. The language
survived because of geographical, historic, political, cultural, and, of course, linguistic
isolation from Italy and Tyrol [19,21].

The language is nowadays still spoken by approximately 40,000 people in total—30,000
of which are in South Tyrol [19]. In Val Gardena and Alta Badia, in particular, most of the
population can speak the language at a high level and use it daily: the language is officially
recognized by provincial and national law, is present in trilingual street signs, is used in
public administration, and is one of the teaching languages in schools and at the university.
The Ladin Cultural Institute (Istitut Ladin Micurá de Rü), located in both Alta Badia and
Val Gardena, is responsible for scientific studies of the language, history, and culture of the
Ladin people, and for the maintenance of Ladin heritage, and through collaborations with
schools. It is especially active in South Tyrol [19]. Therefore, in these two valleys, there is
proof of an ample survival of this language, and people are very connected to this aspect of
their heritage.

The Ladin language has always been part of the landscape and tourism experience
in the two Ladin valleys of Val Gardena and Alta Badia, but also in Val Pusteria. Even
though the tourism development in these destinations started with a focus on the nature,
the mountains, and outdoor sports, more recently, the Ladin language and culture has
become part of the tourism development [58]. Val Gardena and Alta Badia are keen to
promote the Ladin culture and language, which is mentioned in brochures, websites, and
social media, as well as in events that aim to inform visitors about their traditions, their
rural lifestyle, and their language inside museums. The Museum Ladin Ćiastel de Tor,
in Alta Badia, for instance, was inaugurated in 2001, whereas the Museum Ladin Ursus
ladinicus was inaugurated in 2011.

These actions also contribute to the long-term preservation of the Ladin language and
tradition [21]. The pride of a minority language group in their culture attracts tourists
because this contributes to delivering authentic holiday experiences [27].

This research focuses on Val Pusteria as a case study, considered an access point to Val
Gardena and Alta Badia, the two Ladin valleys in South Tyrol (see Figure 2). Val Pusteria is
one of the most visited valleys in South Tyrol. It is known for its hiking paradises in the
summer and great skiing experiences in the winter [59].

Figure 2. Map of South Tyrol.

3.2. Methodology

Since this is an explorative study, it will use a qualitative methodology; in particular,
it will use semi-structured interviews with tourists. Semi-structured interviews allow for
an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon being studied [60]. This method contains



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2729 7 of 15

a set of prepared questions guided by overarching issues and themes, but it also allows
asking follow-up questions or changing the order of the questions, if needed [61].

Two selected hotels in Brunico, Val Pusteria, were involved in the recruiting process of
this study. Regular customers of one hotel were asked whether they wanted to participate
in the study; these were then contacted via email by one author. Thus, interviewees were
selected following the judgmental sample, which helped to gather rich information from a
selected sample [62]; the main criterion was their repetitive visits, i.e., only tourists who
had spent their holidays in Val Pusteria at least twice took part in the study.

Since visitors in South Tyrol are mainly from Germany, followed by Italy, the inter-
view partners selected were 10 German-speaking and 6 Italian-speaking tourists, most of
whom have been spending their holidays in South Tyrol since childhood—with a total of
16 interviews. Table 2 provides an overview of the interview partners according to their
country of origin, age, and gender.

Table 2. Profile of the interview partners.

Interviewee Origin Age Gender

I1 Germany 24 Male

I2 Germany 62 Male

I3 Germany 45 Female

I4 Germany 60 Male

I5 Germany 21 Female

I6 Germany 56 Male

I7 Germany 55 Female

I8 Germany 23 Female

I9 Italy 53 Female

I10 Italy 58 Male

I11 Germany 56 Female

I12 Germany 58 Male

I13 Italy 52 Female

I14 Italy 24 Male

I15 Italy 57 Male

I16 Italy 56 Female

The initial plan was to conduct the interviews face-to-face in the hotels selected [60];
however, due to travel restrictions caused by the pandemic, interviews were conducted
online: thirteen interviews were conducted via Zoom and three interviews via WhatsApp
video calls. With written permission from the interviewees, the interviews were audio-
recorded for the subsequent analysis [60]. Interviews were held either in German or in
Italian. Only significant quotes were translated into English.

The interviews were conducted over three weeks, from 22 February to 15 March 2021,
and they lasted 31 min on average.

The interviews followed a set of prepared questions developed from previous liter-
ature [8,13,54]. The subjects were first asked about their memorable experiences related
to the holiday spent in South Tyrol and in Val Pusteria. The aim was to find out what
motivated them to choose this holiday destination, what they remember most, and what
they valued most about this region [25]. The subjects were also asked about their experi-
ences with the local culture and traditional languages [4]. In a third step, the interview
specifically focused on the Ladin language: interviewees were put in a concrete situation
of a possible experience in direct contact with this language. More specifically, a video in
which a woman explains the preparation of a traditional dish in Ladin was shown. The last
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part of the interview was dedicated to opinions about the video and about similar tourism
experiences [8,25].

The data collected were analyzed with the data processing program MAXQDA
through a combination of qualitative content [63] and thematic analysis [64]. The inter-
views were analyzed step-by-step by elaborating categories and subcategories and coding
the data [63]. The two researchers conducted the thematic analysis separately, in order
to improve the quality of data analysis, and then double-checked the analysis. After the
individual coding, the two authors discussed it, reworded the categories and sub-categories
and revised the analysis. To enhance the objectivity of the study, all different opinions were
included in the analysis [65]. The analysis aimed to identify and report the patterns within
the data by comparing codes and themes derived from the data [64].

4. Results

The findings of this study provide insights into the role of cultural heritage, especially
the Ladin language, on the tourism experience of guests in Val Pusteria, South Tyrol (Italy).

4.1. Travel Motivation and Memorable Experiences

Results from the interviews reveal that the Alpine landscape and the atmosphere of
the destination were the primary motivations to choose South Tyrol, and in particular Val
Pusteria, as a holiday destination, and they represented the core values for tourists.

“ . . . when we arrived there for the first time it seemed like paradise [ . . . ] the
landscape is breathtaking [ . . . ] the first thing that amazes you is the beauty of
this wonderful place . . . ”

(I9_10)

Some of the participants felt that the colors of the landscape were stronger and richer
than in their hometowns:

“It’s sunnier, to be sure. And greener. Even the meadow itself with the pinewoods
[ . . . ]. In short, there is [ . . . ] always something more here. An extra gear.”

(I13_8)

Another interesting aspect that interviewees often mentioned was the contact with
locals, which contributed to a feeling of home and of being welcomed. Experiences with lo-
cals, their friendliness, and hospitality were especially praised and perceived as a trademark
for this valley.

“You always have the impression that you are welcomed in a friendly way [ . . . ].
It gives you the impression of arriving and also a bit of home.”

(I2_24)

“The people. The people, the friendliness, the impression of being welcome.
That’s what always sticks with us and that’s exactly why we come back.”

(I2_8)

Many interviewees took their holidays in Val Pusteria on an annual basis and they
were balanced between summer and winter stays. It was very interesting to see that
summer and winter visitors were fascinated by different things. Guests who spent their
holidays in South Tyrol in the summer focused on the colors and smells that surrounded
them. Winter visitors, on the other hand, were particularly concerned in the skiing area,
weather, and snow conditions.

“We went to a mountain hut somewhere and everything there was decorated
with flowers, so there were lots of colors and it looked so beautiful.”

(I5_8)
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“We mainly come in winter because Kronplatz is also a very beautiful skiing area.
In my opinion, one of the most beautiful.”

(I1_10)

Moreover, the traditional food of the region was also often noted as a memorable ex-
perience. Many guests found South Tyrolean food to be a balanced mix between traditional
and modern. Another very important point in the tourists’ memorable experiences was
represented by cultural traditions, such as festivals, food, events, and the language.

“You know when I even hear your voice, I think of [ . . . ] the mountains, the fresh
air, and the apple fritters.”

(I9_6)

“[ . . . ] that’s exactly why we travel there. We like the traditions, the language,
the people. We like everything.”

(I1_26)

Language and accent were related to other tangible and intangible cultural assets of
Val Pusteria, such as mountains or food; they were mentioned by two interviewees as one
of the reasons for returning visits.

4.2. Cultural Awareness

In regard to cultural awareness among guests in Val Pusteria, some interesting aspects
emerged. Only two of the interviewees stated that they felt too little contact with the local
culture to be able to say anything about it. The other interviewees primarily stated that
the traditions of this holiday destination were of great importance to them. When talking
about culture in South Tyrol, many interviewees enthusiastically mentioned traditions and
ICH: they talked about food, transhumance, traditional dresses, and traditional events. For
instance, guests enjoyed visiting the traditional farmers’ and craftsmen markets that took
place weekly in various villages during the summer. Other interviewees focused more
on how important the history of the region was for them and revealed that they visited
various places and museums related to the history of South Tyrol.

“I like when I see how lively and still present traditions are in Pustertal. For
example, in summer, when we were there, we saw those fires on the top of the
mountains. [ . . . ] Was it Herz-Jesu-Feuer (Mountain fires lit around Midsummer and
summer solstice to remember the pledge given to the Heart of Jesus in the 18th century,
after the victory against Napoleon’s army.)?”

(I12_26)

Many interviewees also found other tangible aspects of culture fascinating, such as
architecture and craftsmanship. Regarding architecture, the traditional ski huts and farms,
as well as the mix with the “modern”, were particularly charming.

Finally, interviews often focused on the importance of preserving traditions, highlight-
ing the difference between the holiday destination and the place where they usually lived,
where many traditions had disappeared.

“I also really like when I see how alive, how present the customs still are in your
country.”

(I12_10)

“I have seen a lot of embroideries and I find this a wonderful thing because . . . I
find it very beautiful that even now, in 2021, there is still respect for these customs
and these craft practices.”

(I9_14)

Interviewees, therefore, valued this attachment of South Tyrolean to their heritage
and their efforts to preserve tangible and intangible aspects of their heritage and transmit
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it to future generations. Finally, visiting a destination that valued cultural preservation
contributed to the perceived authenticity.

4.3. Traditional Languages

The final part of the interviews was dedicated to traditional languages. Some intervie-
wees specifically stated that they valued the traditional languages very much. However,
most of them referred to the German dialect spoken in South Tyrol. To put the interviewees
in a possible real-life experience with the traditional Ladin language, a video was shown to
them in which Ladin was spoken. Most interviewees said they had no negative feelings
or attitudes towards this video and welcomed the possibility to participate in such an
experience with enthusiasm:

“So, for me, it would be an interesting experience. The language seems very
friendly and bright. So, also very appealing [ . . . ] so very soft.”

(I3_14)

However, all of them said that they could not understand much of it—four intervie-
wees even confessed that they could not understand anything—and that they had preferred
to have a translation or subtitles.

“Oh, that would be . . . you really can’t understand a word. Without the subtitles
I would have been hopelessly lost.”

(I11_16)

About half of the interviewees said that they had contact with the Ladin language in
South Tyrol before, even though some of them—especially the German-speaking intervie-
wees —confused it with the Italian language. The main contact with the Ladin language
was in the linguistic landscape (signs of the streets, bars, and shops). Other contacts took
place in restaurants or public places, such as the cable car, by listening to conversations
between waiters or locals.

All interviewees who had direct contact with the Ladin language found it to be very
positive, while only one participant had very negative memories. The negative statement
was justified by the fact that not understanding the language on holiday was considered a
stress factor. It was a reason for the participant to prefer the case study—Val Pusteria—and
not to choose the neighboring Ladin valleys of Val Gardena and Alta Badia as holiday
destinations.

“But I can’t do anything with Ladin itself. There is nothing at all that you can
grasp. [ . . . ] It was too stressful. [ . . . ] when you are in such a particular
valley . . . spend the holiday there would not be an option for us.”

(I6_14)

However, even though not exclusively related to the Ladin language, interviewees felt
particularly connected to the traditional languages of South Tyrol and associated it with
the holiday destination:

“Yes, the languages are also associated with the holiday destination itself.”

(I1_24)

“ . . . the sound of the language gives me a holiday feeling and at the same time a
homely feeling.”

(I8_12)

As already mentioned in the paragraph about cultural awareness, ten interviewees
said that they considered the preservation of the traditional language and culture of a
holiday destination to be particularly important, as exemplified in the following quotes:

“For me, it is really nice when old languages are still spoken nowadays, especially
in South Tyrol, where the language sounds so soft.”

(I2_14)
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“I always think it’s nice how the population still cultivates this language. [ . . . ]
For me, it simply has something to do with tradition and with the love of one’s
own country, to continue to preserve and maintain what the older generation has
built up. That is the attachment to the country and the place.”

(I3_18)

“I find [it] really very beautiful and very essential because [ . . . ] we should never
forget where we come from, [ . . . ] the things that our grandparents [ . . . ] passed
down to us.”

(I9_14)

“ . . . I thought that was good because it’s a tradition that should be preserved.”

(I4_23)

To summarize, experiences with the Ladin languages were perceived differently:
whereas almost all interviewees would perceive a tourism experience involving the Ladin
language as positive, one was rather skeptical, mainly because he neither spoke nor un-
derstand the Ladin language. However, the fact that traditions and languages have been
preserved until the present day has been considered an important added value by tourists,
since it contributes to perceived authenticity and, sometimes, it becomes one of the travel
motivations.

5. Discussion

Previous literature in tourism studies has underlined the importance for holiday desti-
nations to create memorable tourism experiences [24], comprising of seven domains [25],
in order to ensure the return of the tourists. Results of this research reveal that the repeti-
tive tourists interviewed had had many positive memorable tourism experiences of their
holidays in South Tyrol, which were the reasons for positive word-of-mouth, loyalty, and
continuous visits to the destination [13,24]. In Val Pusteria, these memorable tourism
experiences were mainly hedonic and relaxing, relating to the landscape, weather, and
snow conditions [24,25].

Even though cultural heritage was not mentioned by any interviewees as the first
motivation to travel to South Tyrol—contradicting the studies by Richards [2,3], results
reveal that personal contact of the guests with local people [25], their attitudes, and their
ways of life were perceived as very positive and memorable [31,32]. “Good impressions
about the local people” and “local people in a destination were friendly” were, in fact,
mentioned by Kim et al. [25] (p. 19) as important aspects of the domain local culture;
similarly, guests having warm memories of the friendliness and hospitableness of South
Tyrolean. This kind of relationship with the local population was very important to
the guests interviewed because it contributed to feeling welcomed in the destination.
This has thus contributed significantly to the loyalty of many visitors, i.e., their annual
returns [13,24].

However, interviewees often also mentioned other aspects of the local culture as part
of their memorable tourism experiences in Val Pusteria [25], including local history [10],
living traditions, and other aspects of ICH [13,17,24,41,48]. Although to different degrees,
interviewees said that they were happy to “closely experience the local culture” [25] (p. 19)
and participate in authentic holiday experiences [8,13,27,39], guaranteed by the constant
effort of South Tyrolean to preserve their cultural heritage [17]. Culture and, secondly,
language preservation, were often mentioned as fundamental aspects of the tourism expe-
riences in South Tyrol by most interviewees, as suggested by Kim et al. [17]. This result
is particularly interesting because it highlights how cultural sustainability can become a
pull factor and contribute to the differentiation, attractiveness, and competitiveness of a
destination [4,13]. In this vein, the governance in the region [4], including the local tourism
governance, should encourage and financially incentivize initiatives to preserve the Ladin
culture and language, as well as promote it both internally towards the local community [5]
and externally towards visitors [19]. As Richards [4] theorized, governance and local
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management contribute to the competitive advantage of the region, through enhanced
quality of life, sustainability, and culture preservation.

Proposition 1. Cultural sustainability, especially preservation of ICH, is part of a memorable
tourism experiences and it can contribute to travel motivation.

Similarly, the Ladin language was not considered the main motivation to travel to Val
Pusteria. However, tourists showed quite an interest in it and were keen on participating
in a tourism experience in direct contact with it [8,46]. This partially confirms the studies
conducted by Whitney-Squire [13] and Kelly-Holmes and Pietikäinen [10] that proved how
tourists are fascinated and attracted by the traditional language of a place, as an essential
part of the culture. Moreover, it also confirms that minority groups and their ICH offer
added value for tourists, since they offer the authentic cultural specificity that tourists are
looking for [8,42,46,48].

Proposition 2. Minority languages contribute to destination distinctiveness and authentic cultural
specificity.

However, when put in a real situation of language use in a tourism experience, every
individual reacted differently [25]. While some guests felt comfortable with the Ladin
language [10,45,48,49], others were, to different degrees, deterred by the language barrier
and found the lack of translation, subtitles, or education as possible problems for such an
experience. This result contradicts the findings by Heller et al. [45], who showed that the
understanding of the language is not fundamental, as long as the tourist perceives that
the language is authentic. Furthermore, minority languages could be perceived as stress
factors in tourist destinations, where most visitors just want to relax or play sports [51].

Proposition 3. Experiences in a language unintelligible to tourists could be perceived as negative,
if there is no education, interpretation, or translation provided.

6. Conclusions

This paper contributes to a better understanding of the value that a place’s culture
and language provides to tourists and it especially focused on the Ladin heritage of South
Tyrol. Even though culture, in general, and the Ladin language, in particular, are not the
main pull factors for Val Pusteria, for almost every interviewee, the preservation of cultural
traditions, including language, is important [4,13,17].

The results contained in this study show that visitors are also concerned about the
preservation and conservation of traditions and language [33]. The reason for this is the
delivery of authentic cultural experiences, as well as positive emotions associated with
traditions in South Tyrol [25].

This study provides interesting practical implications for tourism practitioners in the
area. First of all, they should be aware that the Ladin language in tourism experiences can
be a factor for attractiveness, especially when focusing on its successful preservation [13,17].
However, it is important to consider the problem of unintelligibility, i.e., tourism practition-
ers should develop experiences where language is embedded, but not the main factor; in
other words, those experiences should include educational parts [34–36], have a translation
or an interpretation [30]. With the help of educational experiences, tourists’ interests in the
languages of the region could increase.

Another implication is the contribution of local people in the tourism experiences of
the area [21,31,32] (this is already part of the offer for tourism experiences in Alta Badia
Valley; see, for instance their official website: https://www.altabadia.org/en/alta-badia-
italian-alps-dolomites.html, last retrieved on 15 December 2021).

This study is not without limitations. First of all, qualitative methodologies consider
fewer cases and their analyses are, to a certain degree, subject to the researcher [60,62,63].
Moreover, this study considered only one valley in South Tyrol—Val Pusteria—that is not a

https://www.altabadia.org/en/alta-badia-italian-alps-dolomites.html
https://www.altabadia.org/en/alta-badia-italian-alps-dolomites.html
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Ladin valley. Finally, travel restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic hindered the
possibility of conducting face-to-face interviewees with tourists in loco.

Further research should specifically focus on cultural sustainability [17,30–32]: on the
one hand, it is important to study the role for destination attractiveness in the Ladin valleys,
Val Gardena and Val Badia, and in their surroundings. On the other hand, a detailed
understanding of what cultural sustainability means to the community is also needed.

Finally, even though some interviewees mentioned that the experience with the lan-
guage would be rather negative due to unintelligibility, there is still no understanding on
how education [34,36] would influence their tourism experiences. Interest in educational
tourism experiences and how those influence tourists’ interests in languages need further
attention and research. As mentioned, education could improve preservation of heritage
and, thus, cultural sustainability, as well as the memorability of tourism experiences.
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