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Raźniak, P. Are Pueblos Mágicos

Really Magic? Tourism Development

Program in the Context of the Quality

of Life of Town Residents. Land 2021,

10, 1342. https://doi.org/10.3390/

land10121342

Academic Editor: Theo van der Sluis

Received: 26 October 2021

Accepted: 28 November 2021

Published: 6 December 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Institute of Geography, Pedagogical University of Krakow, 30-084 Kraków, Poland; piotr.razniak@up.krakow.pl
* Correspondence: anna.winiarczyk-razniak@up.krakow.pl

Abstract: Among the countless attractions awaiting tourists in Mexico are towns characterized by an
exceptional atmosphere, which in conjunction with natural environmental attractions, leads one to
believe that these places are magical. The promotion of tourism in Mexico rests on the principle of
cultural and environmental diversity and includes a development program called Pueblos Mágicos.
This program is designed to help expand small towns’ tourism offering and to create new jobs
in the service sector that normally accompanies tourism. This growth in the employment level is
supposed to produce a direct impact on the lives of members of the local community in terms of
their standard of living and quality of life. The aim of the present paper is to examine the effects of
the implementation of this program in a comprehensive manner. The viewpoint examined is that
of the local population and its living conditions. Employment levels in towns designated Pueblos
Mágicos are examined in the paper, as is the rate of business development. A comprehensive index
is used in the study to analyze these issues. The index of exclusion in the study also varies from
town to town—both statically and over time. The paper also examines a number of other studies
that have focused on the benefits and downsides of this program. Thus, the aim of this paper is
to provide a comprehensive analysis of the effects of the introduction of the tourism development
program Pueblos Mágicos (PPM) from the perspective of its impacts on the quality of life of the
residents of the affected towns, based on statistical data such as job growth rates and marginalization,
as well as a review of existing studies. Research has shown that the Pueblos Mágicos program has
not substantially improved the quality of life of residents in Mexican towns designated Pueblos
Mágicos. In fact, in some cases, the quality of life has, in some respects, declined over the course of
the program’s functioning. However, it is conceivable that with a proper town vetting process the
program may yet produce better results in terms of improvements in the quality of life of Pueblo
Mágico town residents.

Keywords: Pueblos Mágicos Program; Mexico; quality of life; sustainable tourism development

1. Introduction

Tourism is one of the most important and most dynamic economic sectors in Mexico,
which also happens to be one of the most important tourist destinations in the world
in terms of international tourist volume, as measured in 2018. Prior to the outbreak of
the coronavirus, Mexico was ranked 7th in the world as a tourist destination with over
41 million tourists per year [1]. Tourism accounted for 8.6% of Mexico’s GDP, rising
4 percentage points since 2011 [2]. High tourist interest in Mexico can be explained by its
wealth of resorts, environmental attractions, and cultural sites associated by most tourists
with the monumental remnants of former civilizations dating back at least hundreds of
years. However, small towns are also a tourist attraction in Mexico and often provide some
vestiges of their colonial past, as well as a unique cultural atmosphere. In conjunction
with additional characteristics such as interesting environmental features, these small
towns represent exceptionally unique places on the map of Mexico, although they remain
undervalued as tourist destinations.
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In many cases, such exceptional towns are located in less economically developed
areas or remain in the shadow of large cities that attract all sorts of investment but trigger
population loss in smaller towns. One solution to this problem is the introduction of
various types of local tourism growth programs meant to stimulate economic development
by taking advantage of a host of local tourist attractions, as well as by activating existing
community potential to increase the quality of life in these areas. In Mexico, the promotion
of tourism rooted in cultural diversity and environmental value is managed via a program
called Pueblos Mágicos (PPM). This program is designed to offer a fresh perspective on the
management of growth in the Mexican tourism sector [3,4].

The inclusion of a town in the PPM is associated with an array of analyses on the
local potential for tourism growth. One of the benefits of this program is new funding
for the selected towns’ physical infrastructure, marketing image, and overall municipal
functioning. The very designation of a town via this program creates growth opportunities
for the local community, which becomes more attractive for investment purposes, especially
in the area of tourism sector development. Inclusion in the program normally leads to
an improved tourism offering, and this translates into increased employment in services
associated with the tourism sector. Job growth naturally impacts the local community,
which is supposed to be the main beneficiary of the Pueblos Mágicos Program (PPM).
The newfound economic development must serve the needs and quality of life goals of
local residents. Figure 1 shows the spatial distribution of all currently designated Pueblos
Magicos in Mexico.
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The PPM has been examined by researchers in a variety of ways [3]. Most liter-
ature sources analyze this program in terms of its overall functioning within selected
towns [6–11]. A more holistic approach concerned with its implementation and its func-
tioning is presented in works by F. Madrid [4,12] and Núñez Camarena and Ettinger Mc
Enulty [13].
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Some researchers focus on specific issues such as the functioning of the program as an
element of each examined town’s local economy [4,14–16]. The existence of the Pueblos
Mágicos program has also been analyzed in terms of improved quality of life and a more
structured approach to economic development [6,17–20]. Some researchers also note the
negative impacts of intensified tourist traffic resulting from the effects of the program,
which include key social and cultural changes [10,21,22].

The literature includes an array of works on the relationship between tourism and
the quality of life of local residents [23–26]. Studies in this area [27,28] have shown that
increased tourism also generates increased crime levels, higher costs of living, changes in
lifestyles, and conflicts between tourists and the local community. All of this may lead to a
decline in the quality of life for local area residents.

The Sustainable Tourism Development Plan created by the UNWTO [29] includes an
array of issues associated with plans to reduce poverty levels by increasing the number
of jobs in poor areas and by stimulating local business activity. This plan assumes that an
improvement in the quality of life of local area residents will occur [9]. In recent years,
the number of studies on the implementation and functioning of sustainable development
principles in tourism has increased considerably. Current thinking focuses on an equilib-
rium between three specific areas of tourism development—environmental, social and
cultural, and economic aspects [30–35]. Moreover, when local residents support tourism
development goals, this translates into a higher quality of life for them [36].

Existing studies do not focus extensively on changes in employment levels in tourism
in the aftermath of the implementation of economic stimulation programs, and conse-
quently they do not focus on the impacts on the quality of life of local residents. Few
studies cover employment levels in tourism beyond the case study level. Thus, the purpose
of the present study is to assess the effectiveness level of the economic stimulus of the
PPM in its early stages and its potential impact on the quality of life of local residents. The
study is also designed to examine problems such as social exclusion and marginalization
associated with peripheral location relative to any larger cities in a given region. Changes
in the level of marginalization of populations living in small towns in Mexico have not
been studied extensively in the literature. Thus, it is important to produce a comprehensive
analysis of the effects of the implementation of economic growth programs on the quality of
life of local residents. It appears that, in the case of tourist towns, it is important to connect
quality of life with sustainable development and tourism, as sustainable development
principles should be considered in the process of creating any economic stimulus programs
such as PPM. In addition, it is also important to note that the literature on the various
aspects of Pueblos Mágicos is mostly available in the Spanish language. Thus, the present
paper is also designed to help expand the pool of readers who may be interested in the
effects of such a development program. The present paper is supposed to help make
international comparisons easier by providing analysis in the English language.

2. Tourism versus Quality of Life in the Context of Sustainable Development

The concept of quality of life is subjective. It reflects the views of individuals on
various aspects of life, as well as their emotions and feelings. The various elements of
quality of life affecting one’s perceived level of satisfaction with one’s life change depending
on one’s hierarchy of needs and cultural determinants. Yet individuals’ sense of quality
of life remains a fairly universal phenomenon [27]. Quality of life is multifaceted and
multidimensional, which is why it is also very difficult to define [37–41]. It covers a
broad array of aspects of daily life, well-being, surroundings, relationships, and social and
cultural linkages [42,43]. This is why a really comprehensive analysis of human quality
of life ought to include subjective feelings defined by the individual [24,44]. The various
components of quality of life examined in the study include both objective measures,
such as household appliance use, household income, and infrastructural metrics, and also
subjective measures such as the sense of one’s satisfaction with various aspects of life [45].
One aspect noted by many researchers is material welfare; this includes employment and
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economic security [46–48]. Economic welfare is one of the key drivers of societal satisfaction
with life. It is largely determined by one’s employment status, type of work available,
and overall satisfaction with one’s job [49,50]. However, quality of life remains largely
dependent on the standard of living (it is the objective layer of the quality of life), and
determinants that may be described as “objectively relevant” are household income, living
conditions, level of unemployment, level of education, and others.

The assumption behind tourism development in Mexico is that the sector is supposed
to grow in a manner which respects the natural environment, local cultures, and local
communities [9,51]. Tourism strongly affects the lives of local residents [36]. This is
especially true in the case of small towns in poorly developed areas and in areas that
simply do not possess any other means of economic development. Tourism can affect
the quality of life of local residents in a variety of ways. One way of improving the lives
of local residents is to make tourism products more accessible, and thus usable, by local
residents, not just tourists. Such “products” include restaurants, cultural attractions, local
events and festivals, and environmental attractions [27,52]. Job growth is certainly one
way to make tourism more useful to local residents, which consequently makes their lives
better via higher household incomes [27]. On the other hand, increased tax revenues from
tourism-related firms may lead to more investment in infrastructure at the local level and
the development of services that also serve the local community.

The view of local residents on the issue of tourism development and tourists them-
selves is also quite relevant. Research has shown that the main factor triggering a positive
view among local residents is the creation of tourism-related jobs for local residents—jobs
that make them dependent on the continued success of the sector [52–55].

The whole idea of sustainable development in the tourism sector assumes progress
in the area of economic, social, and cultural change without generating new threats to the
natural environment [56]. The goal is to grow the tourism sector at the same rate as would
be attained without sustainable development strategies, but in this case without triggering
a decline in the natural resources that serve as the basis for the development.

The idea of sustainable tourism development rests on four basic principles: (1) nat-
ural environmental protection—development occurs without disturbing ecological pro-
cesses and local biodiversity and without damaging natural resources; (2) community
preservation—growth in line with local community values and with the goal of preserving
local community identity; (3) cultural preservation—compliance of new cultural develop-
ment with local cultural norms; and (4) economic growth—utilization of resources in a
manner that makes the process economically viable at the present time, as well as in the
future. Sustainable development in the tourism sector may be examined in two different
ways—(1) from the perspective of local communities and (2) in terms of the quality of the
tourist experience [56]. This, in effect, implies the creation of diverse tourist destinations
and new opportunities for tourists to spend their free time [9]. This approach generates
tourist satisfaction through contact with nature and culture, but in a way that respects local
heritage, natural and cultural. Optimal utilization of environmental resources must go
hand in hand with respect for the social and cultural authenticity of the host community.
Unfortunately, traditional tourism practices often involve the uncontrolled exploitation of
local resources.

Activities related to sustainable tourism need to be regulated and sometimes con-
trolled, to some extent, by the government, especially in the area of natural and cultural
heritage. This approach needs to involve key local community members in the planning
and implementation process [51]. Sustainable development is the responsibility of both
public and private entities. This is why it is important for local business leaders and repre-
sentatives of local community organizations to become involved in the planning process
associated with the implementation of tourism-related projects. This process involves
making decisions, as well as organizing and completing the subsequent stages of projects.
It is also important to underscore the need for collaboration with local communities in
order to prevent discrepancies between what is assumed in a project and what is assumed
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in local spatial and development management plans [56]. Studies have shown that support
for tourism growth at the local community level results not only from the expectation of
economic benefits but also from the expectation of non-economic benefits in the form of
changes in mentality, local policy, and social climate [57].

3. Pueblos Mágicos Program versus Other Tourism Development Programs in Mexico
3.1. Tourism Development Programs in Mexico

National economic development plans in Mexico tend to position tourism as the
primary form of economic activity in the country. This is why the Ministry of Tourism
creates tourism products designed to trigger social and economic development through
the utilization of major natural and cultural resources. These development plans include
financial investment designed to prompt economic activity and job creation [58,59]. Mexico
has produced a number of programs since the 1970s that aim to protect its rich cultural
heritage with limited success in some cases. Some of these programs search for new
promotional opportunities and new ways of developing peripheral areas outside of the
standard route of promoting recreation and archeological tours [60].

The aforementioned programs are meant to help trigger growth in the tourism sector
and in other areas of the economy where historical heritage and local culture that remain
largely unknown to the majority of visitors need to be maintained. Tourism represents
a valuable portion of the Mexican economy, and it is a particularly important element of
the economy of less developed, rural parts of the country. Economic stimulus programs
are, by design, supposed to help reduce economic inequality between backward rural
areas and developed urban areas. Another reason for the creation of such programs is to
help diversify tourism away from what are known to be the traditional areas of tourism
concentration along the country’s coastlines, in the direction of noncoastal areas that require
the development of new tourism products.

Mexico’s Secretaria de Turismo (SECTUR) has been monitoring eight regional pro-
grams, in effect, since 2001 (Figure 2). The programs are designed to help stimulate
economic development across a number of local communities, mostly located in the in-
terior of the country, via the use of a common marketing policy in the area of tourism
and common development plans. An important feature of these plans is the strategy of
developing many different types of tourism including cultural tourism, which currently
constitutes one of the largest attractions of the country [60]. The aforementioned programs
are supposed to help improve the functioning of selected tourist regions in Mexico by
elevating their position in domestic and international markets. Promotional activities com-
mon to several regions represent a vital part of these programs, as do innovative tourism
products created using market research and well-established marketing techniques. Some
programs involve the creation of specialized products based on the unique characteristics
of a given tourist site. They also underscore increasing the competitiveness levels and
profitability of tourist towns and the entities that operate therein. In addition, economic
stimulus programs help create a unique brand for the towns they serve, and this helps
generate positive associations and feelings for tourists. According to F. Madrid [4], the
greatest value created by such programs consists of the production of a common brand
and the marketing benefits that result from being part of a recognizable brand.

The PPM represents a special case among the various development programs offered
in Mexico. It is the only program to cover the whole country and requires a level of
collaboration among the various levels of local government and national ministries. It was
established in 2001 and designed to promote the unique tourist value of small towns located
in peripheral areas along with the development of tourist infrastructure in these towns
and the creation of an innovative tourism offering that would satisfy growing demand for
culture-based tourism rooted in the tourist discovery of local traditions, adventure tours,
and pursuit of so-called extreme sports. The program is currently very important for the
tourism sector due to its large spatial reach and well-established functioning [62]. However,
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the development of small tourist towns, regardless of how extensive their environmental
and cultural potential is, normally requires at least some financial investment.
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3.2. Pueblos Mágicos Program—Assumptions and Functioning

The PPM plays a special role in Mexico due to its orientation toward local develop-
ment [63]. The initial goal of the program was to help structure a complementary and
diverse tourist offering for peripheral areas via the utilization of the cultural and historical
characteristics of these areas. The local communities that are located quite far away from
the most popular Mexican tourist destinations are characterized by some unique features,
which were then used to create tourism products based on local arts and crafts, unique
gastronomy, and local festivals [60]. Being located far away from large urban centers, many
rural communities have developed unique cultural traditions in unique environmental
settings. Hence the program assumes the possibility of enhancing the competitiveness of
these towns and rural areas via their establishment as places to pursue adventure tourism,
extreme sports, eco-tourism, and sports fishing [58,64]. PPM thus assumes that tourism
can become an economic growth driver helping local residents grow their incomes via new
employment opportunities, new investment triggered by the development of the tourism
market, and other ways of improving the local quality of life [65].

The PPM aims to diversify the tourism sector and utilize new spaces and opportunities
that generate attractions associated with material and nonmaterial heritage [66]. It is also
designed to help position Mexico as an international tourist destination [58], in accordance
with the following assumptions published by SECTUR in 2017, which extend the basic
principles set forth in the establishment process for PPM: “[the program] is designed to
search for new ways of utilizing both environmental and cultural assets of the country as
well as encourage public and private investment designed to improve the welfare of local
populations. In light of this perspective, the most general goal of the said program is to
promote the sustainable development of towns possessing unique characteristics and a
real authenticity by supporting their attractiveness through an exceptional and prestigious
brand” [67].
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The Pueblo Mágico town (PM) is, by design, supposed to be characterized by very
specific symbolic attributes. According to Mexico’s Secretariat of Tourism (SECTUR), these
are defined as the following:

“A place that has resisted the tide of modernization through its historical, cultural as well
as environmental heritage, and manifests this heritage via its material and nonmaterial
assets. A Pueblo Mágico is a locality which is home to symbolic characteristics, legends,
local history, transcendental facts, everyday life, and magic that manifest themselves on
many different levels in terms of society and culture, which further create an excellent
opportunity to be utilized by the tourism sector. The program sets out to change social
perceptions that have persisted for a long time in the national imagination and aims to
offer a fresh alternative for visitors”. [5,67]

The most important official goals of the program are the following:

1. The creation of a complementary and diverse tourist offering targeting development
in peripheral parts of the country characterized by the presence of many unique and
special places featuring historical and cultural assets valuable from the perspective of
tourism development;

2. Development and promotion of local arts and crafts, holidays, traditions, as well
as food;

3. Creation of concrete tourism products including adventure, extreme sports, eco-
tourism, and fishing packages;

4. Assessment of and support for existing tourist attractions in these areas that serve
as new and alternative destinations for domestic and foreign tourists increasingly
seeking a new type of tourist experience [67].

Towns and villages which are part of the PPM should possess a certain “magic” that
is self-manifesting and apparent in every aspect of life therein. The definition of “magic” is
not fixed in this case. Likewise, it is possible to understand symbolic attributes, history,
and everyday life in many different ways. This makes it possible to easily approximate
these vital characteristics or differ from them [58,60,68]. The lack of a sense of clarity in
these definitions yields an array of opportunities for local government action and a range
of broad interpretations that may help utilize a given local asset for tourist purposes. At
the same time, the lack of clarity can lead to different forms of abuse, which is particularly
problematic in Mexico, where corruption remains an issue in many facets of everyday
life. In this situation, the role of political and social activists is quite important, as they
represent local communities already in the program and those aspiring to become part of
the program. Initial assumptions of the Pueblos Mágicos program included criteria that
had to be fulfilled in order to become part of the program. These included community
and local government engagement, creation and implementation of planning instruments
designed to regulate business activity, a host of economic stimulus targets, creation of local
tourist attraction and service packages, and further development of local skills used in
local industries [11].

One requirement that needs to be fulfilled to join the PPM is a basic population
requirement—it needs to exceed 20,000. Candidate towns may not be located more than
two driving hours away from existing tourist centers. In this sense, they supplement the
tourism offering already provided by key Mexican cities [3,58]. Other key requirements
include the following:

• Preparation of a complementary and diverse tourism offering based first and foremost
on the historical, cultural, and environmental attractions of the given town;

• Utilization of unique characteristics of the given town in the creation and improvement
of existing tourism products;

• Increases in expenditures to support local communities;
• Improvement in the quality of rendered tourist services;
• Enhanced professionalism among tourist sector workers;
• Motivation to pursue new investment opportunities;
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• Coordination of actions pursued by town authorities;
• Reorganization of actions in towns already part of the program;
• Promotion of tourism development as a sustainable development tool in towns admit-

ted to the program [67].

Municipal authorities in towns applying to the PPM are required to file a complete set
of documents covering administrative agendas on the tourism sector as well as a catalogue
of providers of tourist services, inventory of tourist attractions, and local plan of tourism
development [3,67]. In exchange for fulfilling the above set of requirements, a town obtains
the right to use the “Pueblo Mágico” logo and associated designation, which have become
recognizable trademarks over the last few years of the program’s existence. In addition,
member towns receive federal government funds for the purpose of improvements in
infrastructure, services, and town image. The funding may be used to improve the quality
of tourist areas or to create and expand tourism products, and to enhance the quality of
other services [3,67].

The idea to utilize the potential of PMs is the outcome of changing travel preferences
and other considerations as well. Today, tourists search for new, alternative ways of travel-
ing that ensure new types of experiences and emotions. Such experiences are available in
PMs, which generate “magic” that leaves tourists with unforgettable experiences. Modern
society, and this includes tourists and small town residents, is becoming more aware of
the need to find new ways of exploring culture and the natural environment—ways that
do leave the observer with a new perspective on things. The first thing that a tourist
experiences in a new and exceptional place is emotions, which are the result of existing
attractions as well as additional opportunities provided by development programs. These
include festivals, meeting culture events, unique infrastructure, and local authenticity. In
light of the availability of these special attractions, program coordinators produce pathways
of promoting sustainable tourism consistent with well-defined requirements.

The requirements set forth in the PPM have changed over the years of the program.
They were more rigorous until 2010—tourism products had to be accurately catalogued and
a tourist services development plan had to be formulated. After 2010, during the presidency
of Felipe Calderon, the requirements were adjusted to become more moderate, partly due
to political considerations [13,69,70]. The introduction of less rigorous requirements led
to a very large increase in the number of Pueblos Mágicos in Mexico. These new member
towns often did not meet the more rigorous initial requirements in place in 2010 [65,66,71].
This newfound leniency became the subject of criticism from politicians and business
leaders [13].

4. Materials and Methods

The impact of membership in the PPM on economic growth in the tourism sector was
examined by analyzing employment levels and the number of companies present in each
studied PM. The study focused on towns admitted to the program between 2001—or its
very beginning—and 2009. Statistical material for whole townships (Spanish: municipios)
home to Pueblos Mágicos—MPMs—was examined. The program affects not just each
member town, but also its surroundings, which is why they were also included in the
analysis. Six of the studied MPMs did not have statistics available and were excluded from
further analysis. In the next stage of research, the studied PMs were placed in two groups:

• Group I—PM1—towns admitted to the PPM in the years 2001–2004 (13 towns). In this
group, changes in employment levels and the number of firms present are noted for
the period 2004–2009. Townships with PM1 towns were designated MPM1;

• Group II—PM2—towns admitted to the PPM in the years 2005–2009 (13 towns). In
this group, changes in employment levels and the number of firms present are noted
for the period 2009–2014. Townships with PM2 towns were designated MPM2.

Changes in employment levels and business development in the tourism sector were
assessed using statistical data available from the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Ge-
ografia (INEGI) [72–74]. The analysis is limited to Pueblos Mágicos designated in the
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period 2001–2009 because of the availability of statistical data that could be later compared.
In subsequent years, the method for reporting changes in employment levels changed.
The data are only comparable for the years 2004, 2009, and 2014. In addition, the number
of new member towns in later years became rather large, which then triggered criticism
and charges of politically motivated decision making. It was argued that the new member
towns did not really meet the requirements set out in the initial version of the PPM.

Statistical material collected for the purpose of analysis concerned the number of
firms present in each town and employment levels at temporary lodging facilities such
as hotels and bed and breakfast facilities, service providers in the area of food and drink
preparation, and retail stores offering food items. The above data were used for townships
with MPM status to calculate the rate of change in employment levels and number of
business entities. The rate of change was calculated for all such townships for the periods
2004–2009 and 2009–2014. The resulting data were then standardized using averages
and standard deviations, which produced partial comprehensive indices for each given
characteristic for the two studied time periods. In turn, the partial indices were used to
yield a comprehensive index for townships with Pueblos Mágicos for the two time periods.

Values of the comprehensive index were calculated using the formula below:

z = SHi=n
i=1

xi − µi
oi

(1)

where:
x—values of variables examined in the study;
µ—mean value of the studied variables;
ơ—standard deviation of the examined variables;
i—selected indicator.
Thus, the data were standardized for the purpose of comparing the studied MPMs.

Data for entire Mexican states were also examined—states where the studied towns and
townships are located—and township-level data were then subtracted from state-level
data. This made it possible to assess whether changes occurring in the studied townships
are a reflection of changes in their respective states.

The marginalization index (CONAPO) was used to assess the Quality of life in the
PM. The index revolves around the educational levels of town residents, household infras-
tructure, employment levels, and household income. The index was calculated for 2000,
2005, 2010, and 2015 [75]. Information on the program itself and the subjective sense of
well-being was obtained via a critical analysis of documents, reports, research publications,
and newspaper editorials.

The total index of marginalization was used to assess changes in the objective layer of
quality of life in the MPM. This index is used to show the level of exclusion resulting from
a lack of access to basic goods and services. It covers issues such as the level of illiteracy
and the share of the population with only an elementary level of educational attainment
at the age of 15 or older, as well as employment and pay levels, household infrastructure,
such as electricity in the home, drinking water, bathroom, access to wastewater systems,
and floor type, and finally the degree of overcrowding in the home. The index has a value
of zero for the country as a whole—the average for Mexico in general. The study examines
results for the studied townships for the years 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2015. Partial indices
that serve in the construction of the full index constitute important components of the
quality of life of the noted populations. Educational attainment tends to translate into
one’s potential for economic growth and overall well-being. In addition, improvements in
physical infrastructure represent a critical factor affecting the quality of life of the studied
populations [40,76].

5. Results
5.1. Characteristics of the Studied Towns

Table 1 contains descriptions of the characteristics of the studied PMs.
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Table 1. Description of the studied PMs.

Characteristic Description

Geographic
location

The studied PMs were located in 25 Mexican states out of the 32 in the country. Five states are home to more
than one program town. The states of Jalisco and Michoacan are home to three towns each (Figure 3).

The studied towns vary in population. The largest is the town of San Cristobal de las Casas with a population of
more than 215,000 residents. Dolores Hidalgo is ranked second with 114,000 residents. The smallest towns were

Huasca de Campo, with 860 residents, and Real de Catorce, with 2300 residents [77].

Admission to
the PPM

A total of 32 towns were admitted into the PPM, of which 26 were selected for further analysis. The first study
period covered 13 PM1 towns. The second study period also covered 13 PM1 towns. In 2001, only two towns

were admitted to the PPM. In 2002, it was eight—the largest number per year in the studied period. In 2008, no
towns joined the PPM [78].

Types of PM

The studied PMs were examined in terms of tourist attractions that had led to their admission to the PPM. These
attractions were placed in four distinct categories: cultural, natural environmental, sites of local festivals, and

mixed (see Table 2). All of the examined towns offer mostly cultural attractions (almost 60% of all the available
attractions). These include archeological sites, museums, churches, and monasteries. Environmental attractions
constitute only 8% of all the attractions available in the PMs. These are mostly national parks. The studied towns
feature more than 100 different festivals associated with local holidays and traditions. The largest number of
tourist attractions was observed for the towns of Tequila (22 attractions, including 16 cultural attractions, 2
environmental attractions, and 4 festivals), Ciudad Mier (19 attractions, including 16 cultural attractions, 2
mixed-type attractions, and 4 festivals), and Mazamitla (18 attractions, including 5 cultural attractions, 3

environmental attractions, 6 mixed-type attractions, and 4 festivals). In summary, the primary type of attraction
in most of the studied PMs is cultural attractions, which serve to produce what is known as the “magic” and

“atmosphere” components required by the studied program [78].

Source: Authors’ own work based on [78].

Table 2. Description of tourist values in studied PMs.

Town

Cultural
Attractions

Environmental
Attractions

Mixed-Type
Attractions

Festivals
Attractions

Total At-
tractions

No. % No. % No. % No. % No.
Huasca de Ocampo 4 40.00 2 20.00 0 - 4 40.00 10

Real de Catorce 6 75.00 0 - 0 - 2 25.00 8
Cuetzalan 7 70.00 1 10.00 0 - 2 20.00 10

Dolores Hidalgo 6 66.67 0 - 0 - 3 33.33 9
Izamal 5 62.50 0 - 0 - 3 37.50 8

Pátzcuaro 10 66.67 0 - 0 - 5 33.33 15
Tapalpa 3 42.86 1 14.29 0 - 3 42.86 7

Taxco 10 58.82 3 17.65 0 - 4 23.53 17
Tepotzotlán 9 60.00 1 6.67 1 6.67 4 26.67 15

San Cristóbal de las Casas 7 58.33 0 - 0 - 5 41.67 12
Tequila 16 72.73 2 9.09 0 - 4 18.18 22

Parras de la Fuente 1 16.67 1 16.67 0 - 4 66.67 6
Real del Monte 10 62.50 2 12.50 0 - 4 25.00 16

Álamos 7 77.78 0 - 0 - 2 22.22 9
Bernal 3 50.00 1 16.67 0 - 2 33.33 6
Cosalá 3 37.50 1 12.50 0 - 4 50.00 8

Mazamitla 5 27.78 3 16.67 6 33.33 4 22.22 18
Tlalpujahua 10 58.82 1 5.88 1 5.88 5 29.41 17

Valle de Bravo 6 54.55 2 18.18 0 - 3 27.27 11
Bacalar 5 55.56 2 22.22 0 - 2 22.22 9

Coatepec 7 77.78 0 - 0 - 2 22.22 9
Santiago 10 62.50 1 6.25 1 6.25 4 25.00 16

Ciudad Mier 13 68.42 0 - 2 10.53 4 21.05 19
Creel 3 33.33 2 22.22 0 - 4 44.44 9

Huamantla 4 57.14 1 14.29 0 - 2 28.57 7
Jerez de García Salinas 4 57.14 0 - 0 - 3 42.86 7

El Fuerte 12 70.59 1 5.88 2 11.76 2 11.76 17
Total 186 58.68 28 8.83 13 4.10 90 28.39 317

Source: Authors’ own work based on [78].
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5.2. Changes in Employment Levels and Number of Firms in Selected Townships

Figure 4 provides values of the comprehensive index for MPM1 and MPM2 townships,
as well as for the states where the studied townships are located. Index values were
calculated for all towns in the study for both study periods, which made it possible to
compare trends at all of the noted towns. The highest comprehensive index values for
the period 2004—2009 were observed for MPM1 Izamal (11.52), MPM2 Cosalá (9.05), and
MPM1 Real del Monte (8.69). The lowest value in this period was noted for MPM1 Real de
Catorce (−10.6). The same township, Real de Catorce, was observed to have the highest
value for the second study period (14.77). Second and third place were occupied by MPM1
Huasca del Ocampo (9.05) and MPM1 Tequila (6.43), respectively.

Of the townships admitted to the PPM in the years 2001–2004 (MPM1), only three
cases were observed to experience an increase in the comprehensive index between the
periods 2004–2009 and 2009–2014. At the same time, an increase in the index was noted
for six states with MPM1 townships. In this group, there were four cases where the index
value for the state would increase while the index value for the township would decline
for the same time period. The opposite situation was observed in only one case where an
increase in the index value for a township accompanied a corresponding decline in the
index value for the state with that particular township (MPM Huasca de Ocampo, State
of Hidalgo).

On the other hand, in the MPM2 group (towns admitted to the program in 2004–2009),
an increase in the comprehensive index value was noted for six townships and for the six
states containing these six MPM2 townships. In six cases, the increase in the index value
for the state did not correspond to an increase for the applicable township. This was true
in four cases. An increase in the index value was noted for only two townships where was
a decline for all other townships in the corresponding state (MPM Ciudad Mier in the state
of Tamaulipas and MPM Coatepec in the state of Veracruz).
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The above data may be used to show that the inclusion of a town in the PPM did not
trigger a clear response on the part of the town’s economy in the form of strong increases
in employment rates and the number of local firms associated with tourism. It is also
apparent that the second studied group, MPM2, responded more positively to inclusion in
the program: the economic response to this event was more robust. This may be due to
the fact that the program had already been tested on the first studied group of PMs. It is
also possible that towns in the second group had been selected more effectively in terms
of tourism growth. However, the most important fact seems to be that a decline in the
comprehensive index value was noted for most of the studied MPMs, which implies weak
economic growth in the area of tourism. The decline in employment levels and number of
firms present in each studied MPM indicates that the economic situation in these towns has
become worse, and the quality of life of their residents has, in effect, decreased over time.

5.3. Quality of Life in the Studied Townships—Objective Measures

The analysis of index of marginalization values for the studied MPMs versus time
(Figure 5) shows that the vast majority of studied townships achieved a result below the
national average during all of the studied years. Only in four cases (MPM Bocoyna, MPM
Tlapujahua, MPM Cuetzalan de Progreso, MPM Catorce) was the index value above the
national average for the entire studied time period. In the case of MPM Cuetzalan del
Progreso, this was the highest value for all the townships studied in all the study periods
(1.04333, 0.9591, 1.0597, 1.027, respectively). In four subsequent cases, the initially positive
index values declined below zero. The lowest index values were calculated for MPM
Santiago (−1.7044, −1.6274, −1.7196, −1.627, respectively). These were the lowest index
values for all the townships studied for every studied period.
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With the exception of two townships (MPM Bocoyna and MPM Mier), there was no
clear improvement in the objective layer of the quality of life of residents following the
admission of their township to the PPM. It is noteworthy that some components of the
index used here concern the installation of physical infrastructure and improvements in
this area constitute one of the key assumptions in the PPM. Thus, one may not assert that a
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substantial rise in the quality of life of town residents has occurred following admission to
the said program. The lack of improved living conditions of the local population is also
observed by Rodríguez Herrera and Pulido Fernández [11].

5.4. Effect of the PPM on the Quality of Life of Town Residents

Today, the PPM covers a broad group of very different towns in Mexico. Over the
last 20 years, the program has created a strong brand for itself, and its logo is now easily
recognized across Mexico. The program has become a desirable goal for many small towns
in peripheral areas that view it as their only chance for social and economic growth. Yet the
research literature points to a number of key problems rooted in the relatively uncontrolled
development of the tourism sector in small towns. These are most often the problems
that impact the local community directly, thus leading to conflict and making everyday
life difficult. This type of downside to the program produces negative impacts on the life
satisfaction level of the local communities it is designed to help [27].

The research literature provides examples of analyses of the effectiveness of the PPM
based on selected case studies. These papers identify the various benefits associated with
the program, but also its downsides. The table found below (Table 3) lists some of the most
often cited impacts of the program on the quality of life of local residents:

Table 3. Positive and negative impacts of the PPM on the quality of life of local residents.

Positive impacts on the
quality of life of residents

• Increased interest from tourists [11,79,80];
• Increase in economic development [81];
• Positive impacts on the local community [4];
• Physical improvements in towns and in their marketing image [65,82];
• Development of new services and new infrastructure [60,83];
• Introduction of financial instruments that target specific needs, thus making business

development possible or simply easier [21,81];
• Improvement in the living conditions of town residents [4].

Negative impacts on the
quality of life of residents

• Lack of open dialogue with local communities leading to social conflict and a sense of injustice
and rejection with respect to town residents in reference to the decision-making process
[15,21,59,66,84–87];

• deepening of social polarization [21,63,87,88];
• Unfavorable spatial changes, including town center renewal, which occur in conjunction with a

lack of investment in more peripheral areas [21,81,82,87,89–91];
• Poorly organized waste management programs [79,81];
• Degradation of the local natural environment [63,66,81];
• Increasing costs of living related to goods, services, and land [63,92];
• Influx of people from outside the Pueblo Mágico who buy their second homes there and do not

integrate well with the local community [15];
• Deterioration of the level of security [81,82];
• Increased number of residents leading to conflict related to access to land, use of natural

resources, and use of roads and other types of physical infrastructure [63,82,92,93];
• Cultural transformation leading to a decline in traditional culture [10,21,22,57,58,68,81,93–96];
• Economic benefits reaped by a small group of stakeholders. In some cases, these benefits are

actually transferred elsewhere [4,15,16,86];
• Urban overcrowding making daily life more difficult for residents [97].

Source: Authors’ own work.

6. Discussion

The tourism sector in Mexico has experienced a major transformation over the last
several decades from mostly leisure-oriented tourism towards more cultural tourism
including the pursuit of alternative cultural sites found away from major cultural hotspots.
The PPM is part of this new trend of culture-oriented tourism in Mexico [70]. One of
the main assumptions behind this program is the improvement of quality of life for local
residents through the stimulation of the local economy and job creation, as well as physical
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investment not just in the tourism sector, but also in the improvement of the quality of life
for town residents. The analysis of changes in employment levels in the tourism sector and
changes in the level of exclusion of local residents shows that PPM has not substantially
improved the quality of life in towns designated “Pueblos Mágicos”. The number of local
businesses has declined in most cases. Employment levels have also declined in most of the
studied towns. This is true both of towns designated PM in the first studied time period
and of those designated PM in the second studied period of time.

Improvements in the quality of life come from a variety of sources, some of which
are included in the index of exclusion used in this study. The analysis of changes in index
values for towns designated PM in the first studied time period and second studied time
period in fact shows that the program has not improved anything for these towns, at least
not in the ways in which it was supposed to have improved their quality of life. In most
of the studied cases, the index value has in fact declined, thus leading to a decline in the
quality of life in the studied towns.

Local community expectations related to the PPM are frequently quite optimistic
and include positive impacts such as a better marketing image and improved urban
infrastructure [70,98]. However, research has shown that the actual effects are different
from the expectations associated with the program. The literature was used to compile a list
of positive and negative impacts of the PPM on member towns in terms of the effect on the
quality of life of town residents. Studies do show positive impacts in the form of increased
tourist traffic to PMs, development of services and urban infrastructure, improved image of
the town, and more collaboration between local entities. They also note problems observed
in many towns with this designation. These include lack of consultation with local residents
and a feeling of exclusion on their part along with social polarization, increased costs of
living, and a decline in traditional culture. Urban renewal is also sometimes criticized for
its selectiveness. New buildings do not always reflect local architecture, and renewal often
occurs only in parts visited by tourists, while other parts of town decline. In addition, the
implementation of vital sustainable development policies is often made difficult by the
prioritization of economic goals over social and ecological ones [99]. Quality of life is the
product of these three types of goals, and the maintenance of an equilibrium between these
goals leads to a rise in the level of satisfaction of local residents in relation to their own
lives and their towns.

One main weakness of the analysis of employment levels and business development
in the present paper is its limited scope; only the years 2004, 2009, and 2014 are covered.
This was due to comparability issues associated with the available statistical material.
A longer period of analysis may have shown a fuller picture of the changes occurring
in the studied towns. On the other hand, we felt it was important to examine the first
batch of towns admitted to the PPM, as they had been fully vetted via the more rigorous
requirements first set out in the program in 2001. The first batch may be thought of as a
laboratory for the impacts of the program. In addition, the political nature of changes in the
program in later years made some towns’ admission to the program somewhat political, as
opposed to fact-based [69]. This is why an examination of these later towns would have
lowered the quality of the analysis of the statistics available for towns admitted in the early
years of the PPM when program requirements were higher.

7. Conclusions

The admission of a town to the PPM leads to an array of changes that may or may
not be positive. The program tends to generate new solutions, but also may in some cases
reignite previously existing conflicts. The key goals set out in the PPM prescribe actions
designed to help achieve sustainable development and an increase in the quality of life for
local communities. However, research has shown that resulting changes due to tourism
development tend to adapt PMs to the expectations of tourists, but do not necessarily
reflect the needs and traditions of the local population, its pursuit of local authenticity,
and protection of natural resources. This is a conclusion drawn based on the opinions and
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comments of local residents noting the various directions of change and investment paths
designed to help local towns become more attractive to tourists. This may include the
development of central areas for tourist use and, at the same time, a lack of development in
peripheral areas inhabited by the local population. This pattern of change may be observed
in the appearance of buildings which are designed to draw in tourists but without much
consideration for the town’s cultural past. For example, some buildings are made to look
colonial, even though they may have nothing to do with Mexico’s colonial past [21,66].

Targeted investment and tourism promotion may help PMs attain a higher status
among Mexican tourist destinations. Readily observable development in such towns may
help trigger additional investment by outside entities as well as an improvement in the
living conditions of town residents.

There is a serious need for a more transparent process of admission of towns to the
program, especially in the area of social improvement [100]. Such a change would make
the program more effective over the long term. It is our view that PM status should be
assigned to towns for a limited period of time, which could then be extended if certain
results are in fact achieved. Two of the more important metrics that could be used to assess
program results are employment levels and business development in each designated town.
In addition, the level of satisfaction among town residents should be measured in order
to assess the impacts of higher tourist traffic and the variety of changes resulting from
higher tourist traffic. The present paper also yields a contribution on the specifics of this
type of tourism development program and provides an alternative source of information,
supplementing sources available in the Spanish language. The paper aims to provide a
comprehensive analysis that accounts for global factors. Finally, non-Spanish speakers may
use the paper for the purpose of international comparisons that account for the functioning
of this type of program—the Pueblos Mágicos tourism development program.
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