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Abstract: Because heritage buildings represent a special category of goods due to characteristics such
as uniqueness and irreversibility, they are associated with multiple possibilities of use. This article
aims to present a complex analysis of the values associated with using heritage buildings in the
historical center of Bucharest and their correlation with corresponding conservation measures using
the travel cost method. The authors used two computation methods: the zonal travel cost and the
individual travel cost methods. The application of Bravais–Pearson’s coefficient of linear correlation
confirmed that the demand for a cultural heritage site is inversely related to the travel costs and dis-
tance. The results reflect that the demand also depends on other factors, such as the satisfaction level
of the tourist experience and tourists’ income and motivations. The study highlights the usefulness
of the travel cost method, which facilitates analyzing the relationship between the significant value of
using historical monuments and the extremely important conservation process in the current context,
marked by socioeconomic dynamics that determine many reuses of cultural heritage.

Keywords: nonmarket evaluation; willingness to pay; revealed preference method; contingent
behavior; recreation

1. Introduction

The importance of the built heritage is associated, on the one hand, with a varied typol-
ogy, but, on the other, with the multiple values that it incorporates (historical, architectural,
artistic, aesthetic, social, authenticity, symbolic, cultural, and scientific) [1–13]. These values
justify the need for cultural heritage to be preserved properly and reused [12–17] to ensure
a sustainable development that means cultural heritage can be passed on to future gen-
erations [12]. At the same time, heritage buildings have an economic value [3–6,9,11–22]
due to the fact that they have multiple possibilities for adaptive reuse [3,6,12]: for host-
ing various economic activities (hotels, restaurants, offices, shops, etc.) [1,6,23,24]. Some
historic buildings that no longer retain their original function are also reused for cultural
purposes [12,14–16,22] due to their particular characteristics (antiquity, architecture, sym-
bolic value). Cultural reuses also ensure the tourist use of heritage buildings and are often
considered an appropriate form of their conservation [14–16,22]. There are various forms
of cultural reuse of heritage buildings, such as museums. Examples include the Alexandria
National Museum, formerly a gathering place for the upper class of Egyptian society [14],
D’Orsay train station in Paris, transformed into an art museum [25], Certosa di Pisa in Calci
(Tuscany), a former Carthusian Monastery currently reused as a publicly owned museum
center [15], Limassol castle, Larnaca Castle [22], and the former Royal Palace in Bucharest
transformed into the National Museum of Art of Romania. In the recent years, museums
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have been transformed in heritage buildings located in cities that have won the title of
European Capital of Culture. Other cultural reuses of heritage buildings are as centers of
art and culture, exhibition centers (e.g., Othello Castle (Famagusta City, Cyprus), Paphos
Castle [22]), etc.

Adaptive reuses of heritage buildings require an assessment of the compatibility of
the new function from the perspective of sustainable principles, which also applies to
cultural conversions, e.g., preserving architectural integrity [14,16,22], involving minimal
changes, compatibility with the requirements of the new use [14,16], and even developing
innovative standards and technologies for restoration and repair [13,22], or the energy
efficiency criterion [4,14]. Adaptive reuse should preserve the symbolic values of historical
buildings [14,16,24].

Over time, the conservation process has become more and more complex, with the
role of preserving the cultural heritage being integrated into a sustainable strategy [15,26],
involving the environmental, economic, and social dimensions, i.e., material and resource
efficiency, cost reduction, and preservation of intrinsic values [3,16]. Thus, adaptive reuse
allows both conservation of heritage buildings and their promotion as resources [15].

The economic value of heritage buildings overlaps with sociocultural values [3,6,12],
and sometimes there is a conflict between the two [3,6,16,26,27]. In this context, the cultural
heritage conservation and valorization refer to multiples values that it incorporates, also
including economic constraints, technical aspects [3], and a large number of stakeholders
with different levels of influence in the decision-making process [3,6,16,28,29].

The reuse of heritage buildings is a priority action in the regeneration process, due
to the fact that historical monuments are in different states of conservation, and some are
unused [6,14,22–24]. Adaptive reuse is often seen as an alternative to demolition of heritage
buildings [13,30], and relies on the principle of their continuous use [13,14,22]. Adaptive
reuses of heritage buildings also involve consulting local communities [14,23], all these
requiring to be correlated with the needs of local populations [3,6,8,23,27].

Heritage properties are a particular category of goods that are not bought and sold
on ordinary markets [19,31], the economic valuation of which is performed indirectly
by estimating the value of use that falls within the nonmarket valuation using revealed
preference methods [9,11,20,21,32–34]. Assessing the use value is not easy because historical
buildings have characteristics such as uniqueness and irreversibility [21], as well as a wide
range of values that are impossible to measure in monetary terms (e.g., social value) [11,20].

In this study, the travel cost method is used to evaluate, for the first time, the use value
of heritage buildings in the historical center of Bucharest. Thus, the observed behaviors of
national tourists are analyzed (the actual number of trips to the analyzed historical site),
as well as their declared behaviors (the number of trips that would be made in the study
area in hypothetical circumstances). At the same time, through this method, the value of
preserving cultural objectives is inferred based on the tourists’ perception of the degree
of conservation of heritage buildings in the studied historical site. This first evaluation of
the ways of using heritage buildings in the historical center of Bucharest can be a useful
tool for public administration representatives and planners when making decisions on the
management of heritage assets at historical sites.

This study is significant because it aims to improve the application of the travel
cost method by overcoming the problems identified from the analysis of the literature by
considering many factors that can influence the decision to visit a cultural destination.
Thus, the use value of historical buildings in the study area was evaluated, taking into
account recommendations from the literature regarding the estimation of travel costs.

The study is divided into six sections. Section 1 presents the multiple valences associ-
ated with cultural heritage, which explain the multitude of adaptive reuses and complexity
of its economic evaluation. Section 2 provides the theoretical context of the approach used
by the transport cost method; the authors present the evolution of the method by referring
to its limitations and importance. Section 3 presents how the transportation cost method
was applied to the selected case study. Section 4 presents the study results. Section 5
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discusses the significance and importance of results, their limitations, and future directions
of research. Section 6 summarizes the study conclusions, mentioning the importance of the
method used for the economic evaluation and ranking of heritage buildings, taking into
account the preferences of tourists.

2. Background Literature

The multitude of valences associated with cultural heritage justifies, on the one hand,
its tourist attractiveness, and, on the other hand, the complexity of analyzing its usage
values [5,6,9,12,17,18,21,24,27] correlated with understanding the artistic significance of
arts and culture and the value of cultural experience [35]. The economic evaluation of
cultural heritage is performed using nonmarket valuation techniques that can be clas-
sified into two categories: revealed preference methods based on observed behaviors
(transport cost method, hedonic price method) and stated preference methods (contin-
gent valuation method). While stated preference methods are based on hypothetical
scenarios to evaluate nonuse value, the revealed preference methods assess the value
of use of cultural heritage through real behavior (e.g., cost of travel, frequency of visits,
etc.) [5,6,9,12,18,21,24,27,35,36].

Initially, both categories of methods were applied in environmental economics [33,35].
In recent years, these methods have been frequently used for the economic evaluation of
cultural heritage [6,9,12,18–21,24,27,35].

The travel cost method is a model for travel forecasting and is a key component of the
estimation of the number of journeys that tourists will make to a particular historical site
or monument [18,20,31,33,35–38].

The travel cost method is based on the demand theory, which assumes that the demand
for a recreational destination (a natural or cultural one) is inversely related to the travel
costs that a visitor is willing to pay as a result of assessing its characteristics [19,20,32–35].
Moreover, travel cost analysis is carried out to assess the benefits generated by cultural her-
itage elements: a price per visit that “reveals” visitors’ willingness to pay (accommodation,
entrance fees, and transport) to enjoy cultural goods [19,20,33,34]. Thus, the analysis of
travel costs is included in the category of methods based on revealed preferences because
it uses tourists’ behavior and effective choices to deduce the use values of tourist sites [36]
(p. 1385).

The analysis of previous studies facilitated the exploration of the evolution of this
method’s application. Thus, a series of limitations in its application related to the identifi-
cation and inclusion of several factors that influence the cost of a trip made for tourism
purposes was revealed. For example, the time allocated by a person to a recreational
trip may be limited by that person’s type of job (part- or full-time) [20,21,36]. Hence,
some authors propose the inclusion of the time cost in the evaluation of the total travel
cost [20,36,39,40].

The difficulty of assessing travel costs arises in situations in which a trip is focused on
visiting several tourist destinations [11,20,21], due to the fact that the estimated cost of the
trip must be computed for each destination as well as the demand for each destination [36].
However, some authors [20] consider this solution to be incomplete because the total cost
is greatly reduced when divided between several destinations.

The multisite model uses random utility maximization, which assumes that people’s
choice is determined by the experience offered by the historical site. It is assumed that, in
choosing a site, visitors take into account the cost of their trip and the characteristics of
the heritage site (e.g., historical and architectural value, the value of authenticity, etc.) [11]
(p. 337). There are a number of controversies about the types of costs that should be
considered to obtain the most accurate estimate of the cost of travel. It must include the costs
related to fuel consumption, entrance fees to cultural sites, and parking fees [20,21,36,38,39].
Regarding the cost of fuel, some studies specify that the expenses related to the maintenance
of the personal car, insurance, and costs related to the changing of tires must also be taken
into account [20,21,41]. Other studies mention that the total cost of travel must include
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the costs of accommodation and meals [20,21,38,39,41] because they contribute to the
recreational experience [21].

Another difficulty in estimating travel costs is the possibility for tourists to opt out
of alternative tourist destinations [11,20,21,36,39]. This situation is less probable in the
case of cultural destinations because they have unique tourist resources, which justify the
repetition of visits [20,36]; however, some authors do not exclude the possibility of tourists
choosing an alternative destination in some situations, regardless of whether it is cultural,
taking into account the possibility of substituting goods, especially if the destinations have
similar characteristics [20]. There are two possibilities in this situation: to include all the
prices of substituted sites, which would generate the risk of a high correlation between the
price variables and result in an unstable estimation of the price elasticity, or to omit the
prices of substituted sites, generating prejudices, but nevertheless a stable estimate of the
price elasticity that would result [20] (p. 104).

The quality of tourist destinations, especially cultural ones, and congestion are impor-
tant factors that can influence the cost of travel. In the case of cultural destinations, two
types can be identified: well-preserved and well-managed historical sites; aspects that can
generate a high degree of visitor appreciation, and sites that have been neglected and are in
a state of degradation [19,20]. Thus, the quality of the site is a determining factor in tourists’
choice of destinations [20,21,36,37]. On the other hand, congestion is a problem that affects
the quality of a cultural destination [20,36]. Using price as a means of limiting the tourist
traffic to historic sites is considered as an inefficient measure, as sites tend to have entrance
fees that are very low or zero. The demand is shown to be underestimated in the event
of congestion, and the travel cost method provides an estimate of the consumer’s surplus
below the real value [20] (pp. 104–105). However, if we take into account the cultural sites
that are highly appreciated due to their exceptional values, particularly those inscribed in
UNESCO’s heritage, the volume of visits will be high even if they are conditioned by the
payment of entrance fees.

It is considered as a general criticism that ignoring the admission effect results in
the same marginal monetary utility for all visitors, although the marginal cost of the visit
depends on their income level [20] (p. 105). Thus, some authors [20] propose to ignore this
restriction because the consumption of cultural resources can represent only a part of a
person’s budget, and the effects of price changes influence the real income of agents to a
small extent.

Another criticism of the travel cost method in relation to assessing the values of use
of cultural goods is that the method is based on a strictly economic, financial approach
and does not take into account other aspects specific to heritage properties, for example
their artistic and cultural value or a set of political criteria for the maintenance of cultural
heritage [16]. Thus, this method contributes to the knowledge of tourists’ preferences,
regardless of the cultural significance of the studied sites [20] (p. 110). However, some
authors [16] consider that visitors’ desire to pay to visit cultural sites simultaneously reveals
the cultural value that they attribute to them, while the influx of visitors and their spending
indicate the importance of the tourist location [36].

In relation to this idea, a criticism of this method of evaluation is that it should be able
to measure the values of several attributes of the historical property. The travel cost method
involves the evaluation of the patrimonial good as a whole, without decomposing it into a
set of attributes [11] (p. 343). Moreover, the idea according to which the human personality
is formed and rooted in the aspect of historical values and the human acceptance of
values is performed creatively, and actively can be highlighted in relation to the selection
of elements of cultural heritage to visit [36]. Thus, taking into account the opinions
of specialists, it can be appreciated that value guides individuals in making decisions
in different social situations, implicitly causing them to select activities that meet their
psychological needs [36].

Referring to visits to cultural sites that satisfy both the need for recreation and the need
for knowledge, we note the usefulness of the travel cost method due to the fact that it allows
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us to identify the factors that were at the root of the decision to visit them. An advantage of
this method is that it uses information about real behavior rather than visitors’ responses to
hypothetical scenarios related with the application of stated preference methods [35,36,42].
The use of the transport cost method in the evaluation of cultural experience produces
considerably higher estimates compared to the contingent evaluation method, especially if
it is applied for a single cultural site [35].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Case Study

The capital city of Romania is distinguished by a varied typology of cultural heritage
elements as a result of its long evolution (starting with the Voivodship Residence of Prince
Vlad Ţepeş, built between 1458 and 1459, which in turn contained the brick foundations of
a rectangular fortress from the 14th century in its basement [43] (p. 125). The construction
of the Voivodship Court favored the development of commercial activity, which has lasted
until now. The historical center of Bucharest is individualized in the urban landscape
by a medieval-type urban fabric (narrow streets) and by the presence of buildings with
architectural value (specific to the 18th–19th centuries) [6,10] (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Medieval urban texture—the historical center of Bucharest. Source: Merciu, F.-C.
(June 2019).

The historical center hosts many cultural sites that are representative of the capital
city [10], which are individualized by uniqueness and historical and architectural value.
The medieval ruins of the Voivodeship Court have been entirely excavated, preserved, and
restored, and subsequently capitalized in the form of a museum project since 1970 [43]
(p. 125). Other important cultural sites are the National History Museum, where a small
part of Romania’s treasury is located, numerous civic and religious buildings (most built in
the 19th century in the neoclassical and neo-Baroque styles), and buildings that still host
commercial activities and public catering that are very well known: Manuc’s Inn, Lime Inn,
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the Beer Cart (a building with architectural and historical value, a restaurant famous for
Romanian gastronomy), and so on.

3.2. Methods

The authors used two computations of this model: the zonal travel cost method and
the individual travel cost method.

The zonal travel cost method was applied, taking into account tourists’ areas of
origin, which were delimited based on the distance travelled from their point of origin
to the cultural destination [20]. This method was initially developed by the authors [44],
highlighting, as the main factor, that the distance influences the volume of tourist demand
because it is an important factor of expenses.

Recent studies suggest the possibility of representing the areas of origin of tourists
using geographical or even administrative boundaries [34]. The administrative borders of
the counties were used in representation, and the borders of development regions marked.
Circles corresponding to the number of tourists were superimposed over the outline of
counties. Five differences were established to represent the variation of the number of
tourists who opted to visit the historic center of Bucharest.

Studies conducted on this topic over time highlight a number of limitations of the
zonal travel cost method, for example, emphasizing that other factors besides distance can
influence tourists’ choice to visit a cultural site (budget and time constraints and the site’s
quality [19–21,36,37] or sociocultural factors [18,19,33,34]).

In recent years, in addition to distance, other elements, such as accessibility, have been
integrated into the computation of the zonal transport cost method due to the fact that
other factors can also influence the volume of demand (e.g., travel-impeding factors: the
legal speed limit, terrain morphology, road network density, etc.) [45]. Thus, accessibility is
computed using the kernel method, which supposes the processing of data stored in a GIS
(geodatabase) environment. Different degrees of accessibility are computed depending on
the efficient and consistent management of relationships between datasets: the distribution
of the road network [45,46] and different types of roads and their length (highway segments,
European roads, and national, communal, and local roads) [45]. With the establishment of
different sections of roads, the maximum legal speed is assigned to them (e.g., for roads of
national importance, the average speed is 90 km an hour, for secondary roads it is 70 km,
and for highways it is 130 km).

Subsequently, the method of individual travel costs was developed. This method is
used to estimate the demand for leisure goods for each individual at a particular tourist
destination. In this case, the dependent variable is the number of visits made by each
person, which means that the cost of a trip can vary from one person to another even if
their point of origin is the same [20] (p. 103). This method also pinpoints other factors that
may influence the frequency of visits, adding a number of budget and time constraints to
the distance [20,36]. These are related to a person’s employment conditions [20] (p. 103). In
other words, to enjoy recreational activities in a tourist destination, tourists must sacrifice
the opportunity to earn money [36]. The method of individual travel costs aims to eliminate
the limitations of the zonal model and uses data about visitors rather than about the
recreational area [39].

A structured questionnaire was applied to identify the factors that influence the
tourists’ willingness to visit the historical center of Bucharest. It was also necessary to com-
pute the travel cost, making a distinction between tourists who travelled by car and those
who travelled by plane or train. The computation of the travel cost was also conducted
according to the price of fuel for a round trip, the duration of the trip, vehicle maintenance
and depreciation, insurance, entrance fees, and travel time [20,34]. In the case of air travel,
the cost was computed on the basis of the fees charged by airlines. Some studies consider
that the cost of travel should include the salary of a person during a tourist visit [20], on
the assumption that visitors have paid leave and thus invest in the days of their trip.
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The individual transport cost method was applied to collect a larger amount of data
in order to improve the quality of the studied cultural site, which positively influenced the
cultural experience of tourists. First of all, tourists received questions about their current
visit (quality of cultural recreation services, state of conservation of heritage buildings,
level of satisfaction, etc.). In the second part of questionnaire, a hypothetical program is
proposed to improve the quality of historical site and/or of the tourists’ experience. The
program was divided into three initiatives that would contribute to conserving cultural
resources, improving the quality of services and infrastructure and limiting the negative
effects on cultural heritage. Tourists were asked to propose these initiatives to improve the
quality of historic site visited and services used.

The individual travel cost method also involves the statistical processing of data
obtained from the application of structured questionnaires. This method estimates the
demand for cultural goods for each individual in the study area. In this case, the dependent
variables were the number of visits made to the site and the cost of transport, which means
that the cost of travel may vary from person to person even if the point of origin is the same.

Data

The structure of the questionnaire focused on the travel cost method following dif-
ferent references [18–20,37,38]. The questionnaire was applied to 206 visitors during the
tourist season, between 1 June and 15 August 2019. The questionnaires were applied by the
authors at different points within the study area (Stavropoleos church, near the Voivode-
ship Court, or other buildings such as the Arcub Cultural Center, where different cultural
activities were frequently organized before the COVID-19 pandemic). Since the question-
naire included 20 questions, the authors preferred to apply the tourists’ questionnaires
directly to ensure that all questions would be answered.

The sample was intended to capture the characteristics of tourists who show a special
interest in cultural tourism as well as those who have the desire to visit cultural objectives
as a secondary motivation. From this perspective, it was aimed, from the respondents’
age point of view, to select visitors aged between 18–50 years with an average or higher
education level. The authors also considered important the inclusion of visitors who have
the visit of cultural objectives as a secondary option, because this motivation is a factor that
stimulates the trips and the possibility to repeat them.

In the first part of the questionnaire, data about the visit were collected (e.g., the
respondents were asked to specify how many visits they had made to the central area of
the city in the last 12 months, the mode of travel, the motivations for their visit, the use
of catering and accommodation, and the length of stay). To obtain the key inputs for the
travel cost model, the respondents were asked to state how far they live from the area
visited and indicate the type of expenses incurred. At the same time, they were asked to
rate their level of satisfaction with the tourist experience and perception of the state of
conservation of cultural heritage, reporting on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 represents the
worst experience and 5 the best.

The second part of the questionnaire focused on interviewing respondents on the
proposed measures to improve the quality of the tourist experience, focusing on three
categories: respondents’ proposals for heritage buildings (conservation), and improving
infrastructure and services. The respondents were asked how often they would visit the
cultural destination if the cost did not change in the next period and whether they would
visit again if the cost of the visit increased by 20%.

In the last part of the questionnaire, information on sociodemographic characteristics
was gathered. The sociodemographic profile of the respondents reflects a balanced gender
distribution (51% women and 49% men). Prior to conducting the analyses, data were
recorded to simplify the responses and interpret them more easily. As far as possible, we
attempted to transform each qualitative variable at least into a rank/scale variable. The
recoding is presented in Table 1.



Heritage 2021, 4 2363

The statistical analyses consisted of two methods, the analysis of covariance (AN-
COVA/ANACOVA) and correlation analysis. The first approach considers the influence
of a set of predictors (numerical, ranked, or qualitative data) on explaining the variability
of a response variable. In this case, the response variables were the number of visits and
the cost of travel. For each of the two variables, two models were developed; the first
model was a full model, developed for analytical purposes, that is, for ascertaining the
influence of the model and each predictor (given the presence of the others in the model)
on the response variable. The full model included the variables with sufficient data, that
is, the length of stay, tourist motivation, level of satisfaction with the tourist experience,
income, willingness to return to the cultural destination if the cost of the stay increased
by 20%, gender, age, and, for each response variable, the other response variable. The
full model was refined by “backward selection” into a prediction model, which included
only the predictors with a significant influence on the response variables. Provided that
the dataset was not too large, the prediction models were developed for two significance
levels (p ≤ 0.1 and, respectively, p ≤ 0.05). The correlation analysis consisted of computing
Bravais–Pearson’s coefficient of linear correlation and its statistical significance for all
possible pairs of numerical and rank variables included in the model.

Table 1. Recoding of the variables.

Variable Answer or Class Recoded Answer

Satisfaction level

Worst experience 1
Bad experience 2

Satisfactory experience 3
Good experience 4

The best experience 5

Tourist motivations

Cultural tourism 1
Business tourism 2

Conference participation 3
Visiting relatives, friends 4

Income (RON)
Under 1500 1
1501–3000 2
3001–5000 3

Culture: proposals for improvements

Over 5000 4
Consolidation of buildings with seismic risk; restoration 1

Reuse of abandoned buildings; cultural reuses 2
He/she does not know 3

Infrastructure: proposals for
improvements

Services: proposals for improvements

Expansion and improvement of cultural infrastructure 1
General infrastructure improvement 2

Creative industries development 3
He/she does not know 4

Improving tourist services, including promotional activities 1

Studies
Diversification of cultural services, including promotional

activities 2

Improving sanitation services 3

4. Results

In the first stage, the authors applied the zonal travel cost method, which classifies
the data according to the visitors’ areas of origin. These areas are differentiated as follows:
the counties in the south and southeast of the country, located within the first and second
lines that surround Bucharest (Ilfov, Giurgiu, Teleorman, Ialomit,a, Călăras, i, Prahova,
and Dâmbovit,a), are the areas from which just over half (52%) of the total number of
tourists interviewed came (Figure 2). The other 48% of tourists travelled greater distances,
from counties located in the south-central part of the country (Sibiu, Bras, ov, and Vâlcea),
the southeast and east (Buzău, Brăila, Galat,i, and Ias, i), or the southwest (Dolj and Gorj)
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(Figure 2). Most tourists who chose to visit the country’s capital (84%) came from large and
medium-sized urban centers.

The analysis of the degree of accessibility of the study area, computed by referring
to the areas of origin of the tourists, indicates spatial differences due to the quality and
distribution of the road network at the national level. Romania has a small share of
highway segments. The presence of the Bucharest–Piteşti (A1), Bucharest–Constanţa (A2),
and Bucharest–Ploieşti (A3) highways is noticeable since the accessibility along them is
very high. Roads of high importance must be added due to the possibility of driving
at higher speeds, for example, Bucharest–Giurgiu (an express road) and the European
road E85 (Bucharest–Iaşi, in the eastern part of the country), reflecting higher values of
accessibility along these routes. There are lower values in the areas with county roads,
which have lower legal speed limits.
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Figure 2. Tourist flows by area of origin and degree of accessibility of the study area using the zonal
travel cost method. 1: Northeast region, 2: southeast region, 3: south—Muntenia region, 4: southwest
region, 5: west region, 6: northwest region, 7: center region, 8: Bucharest–Ilfov region.

The data on the areas of origin of tourists and the number of tourists from each one
were superimposed on the accessibility map of Bucharest, computed based on the areas
of origin of tourists. The authors established differences in the number of tourists and
degrees of accessibility. Thus, the data resulting from the application of the zonal transport
cost method were correlated with those obtained for calculating accessibility using GIS.
Due to the combined use of the two, as a result of the overlap of several data, the authors
identified different correlations on the number of tourists and areas of origin. On the one
hand, it is observed that the number of tourists decreases as the distances increase. On the
other hand, the number of tourists could be also better explained by referring to the degree
of accessibility from the capital city. A relatively large number of tourists come from areas
located 220 km away from the capital city, due to better transport infrastructure that allows
a shorter travel time (for example, settlements in the southeast of the country, due to the
Bucharest–Constanta highway).

The authors also applied the method of individual travel costs, based on the analysis
of the answers of respondents who had visited the historical center of Bucharest. The
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results of the ANCOVA/ANACOVA are presented in Table 2. All the models were overall
significant at p≤ 0.0001 based on the results of the global F test, meaning that the predictors
included in each model had, altogether, a significant role in explaining the variability of
the number of visits and cost of travel.

The predictors with the highest values are the level of satisfaction with the tourist ex-
perience and tourist motivations, followed by respondents’ perception of the conservation
of the heritage buildings, duration of stay, and willingness to return even if the travel cost
increases by 20%.

The tourist motivations constitute an important predictor. The authors identified four
types: cultural motivation (indicated by 67% of the total number of respondents), business
tourism (20%), participation in conferences (9%), and visiting friends and relatives (4%).
The last three are also associated with cultural visits as secondary motivation (Figure 3).

Table 2. Results of the analysis of covariance assessing the influence of different predictors on the number visits and cost of
transport. Bold italic font indicates the predictors with a significant influence at p ≤ 0.05 and italic font indicates those that
are significant at p ≤ 0.1.

Response
Variable Number of Visits Cost of Transport

Model Predictor F Value Significance (p) Predictor F Value Significance (p)

Full

Cost of transport 1.78 0.1836 No. of visits 1.78 0.1836

Duration of the stay 5.48 0.0202 Duration of the stay 0.54 0.4642

Motivations 28.02 <0.0001 Motivations 0.29 0.8337

Satisfaction level 29.23 <0.0001 Satisfaction level 17.08 <0.0001

Income 5.23 0.0233 Income 3.12 0.0790

Willingness to return
if the cost of stay
increased by 20%

6.23 0.0134
Willingness to return

if the cost of stay
increased by 20%

15.80 <0.0001

Perception of
conservation 10.89 0.0012 Perception of

conservation 0.48 0.4877

Gender 0.53 0.4686 Gender 0.04 0.8361

Age 1.93 0.1665 Age 4.68 0.0317

Prediction
(p ≤ 0.1)

Satisfaction level 14.62 0.0002

Income 3.47 0.0640

Willingness to return
if the cost of stay
increased by 20%

20.45 <0.0001

Age 5.09 0.0251

Prediction
(p ≤ 0.05) Age 15.42 0.0001

The last three motivations are important both in terms of weight, accounting for a
third of the total number of respondents, and because they are also associated with the
cultural motivation, which, as a result of the dynamics, generates multiple visits. On the
other hand, motivations such as business meetings, participation in conferences, or visiting
relatives and friends also stimulate tourist visits, implicitly those associated with cultural
tourism, due to the fact that these categories of visitors divide their time between work
and relaxation and visiting cultural sites.

The high value of the level of satisfaction with the tourist experience (17.08) predictor
reflects the desire to repeat the visit even if the cost of the trip increases by 20% (20.45 value)
(Table 2). All the respondents will return if the cost of travel remains the same, and
118 visitors (57%) will return if the cost of travel increases by 20%, reflecting a decrease in
the number of visits as the transportation cost and distance increase.
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At the same time, it is noticeable that tourists who have visited the area two or three
times, knowing the cultural destination better, have a perception of the problems faced by
this area, particularly the presence of buildings that need renovation or consolidation. This
fact is indicated by the relatively high value of the predictor “perception of conservation
of heritage buildings” (10.89). At the same time, proposals regarding the conservation of
heritage buildings in the historical center of Bucharest reflect tourists’ preoccupation with
the state of conservation of buildings with architectural value and a desire to enjoy them.
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Figure 3. Distribution of forms of tourism practiced by respondents in the historical center of Bucharest.

The results of the correlation analysis are presented in Table 3. There is a correlation
between the distance travelled from the area of origin to the cultural destination and the
duration of the stay (0.542), noting a stay of at least 2 days for tourists from counties
located at a distance of up to 120 km from the capital city. The tourists who come from
counties located at greater distances from Bucharest (between 200 and 300 km) opted for a
3-day stay.

There is a correlation between the cost of transport and the duration of stay (0.149),
the number of visits (0.162), the level of satisfaction with the tourist experience (0.346), and
the income (0.315). Most tourists (75%) opted for personal car transport, and a third of
them have high incomes. This situation is also explained by the fact that most tourists who
have high incomes (90%) and who used their personal car as a means of transport have
business meetings as their main motivation, the cultural motivation being secondary. In
this situation, it is the business motivation that generates multiple visits. Even though the
cultural motivation is secondary, it occupies about one-third of the tourists’ stay during
each visit. At the same time, among the tourists who have made repeated visits to the
historical center, one-third have participation in meetings, such as conferences, as their
main motivation, and the cultural motivation is secondary.

The distance also correlates with the number of visits (0.456), with almost half of
the respondents (39%) having visited the historical center of Bucharest twice, most of
whom were from the south—Muntenia region (35%), followed by the central region (23%),
southeast (22%), southwest (11.5%), and northeast (8.5%).
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Table 3. Correlations of all the numerical or rank variables included in the study. Bold italic font indicates the predictors
with a significant influence at p ≤ 0.05 and italic font indicates those that are significant at p ≤ 0.1.

Model Distance Cost of
Transport

Duration
of Stay

No. of
Visits

Satisfaction
Level Income Perception of

Conservation Age Studies

Distance
1.000 0.106 0.542 0.456 0.324 0.241 0.009 0.137 0.191

0.131 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.001 0.894 0.049 0.006

Cost of
transport

0.106 1.000 0.149 0.162 0.346 0.315 0.016 0.266 0.313
0.131 0.033 0.020 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.821 0.000 <0.0001

Duration of
stay

0.542 0.149 1.000 0.374 0.351 0.289 −0.040 0.172 0.227
<0.0001 0.033 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.566 0.014 0.001

No. of visits
0.456 0.162 0.374 1.000 0.463 0.318 0.118 0.073 0.226

<0.0001 0.020 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.093 0.300 0.001

Satisfaction
level

0.324 0.346 0.351 0.463 1.000 0.349 −0.060 0.090 0.263
<0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.396 0.197 0.000

Income
0.241 0.315 0.289 0.318 0.349 1.000 −0.030 0.330 0.573
0.001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.674 <0.0001 <0.0001

Perception of
conservation

0.009 0.016 −0.040 0.118 −0.060 −0.030 1.000 0.011 −0.077
0.894 0.821 0.566 0.093 0.396 0.674 0.873 0.270

Age 0.137 0.266 0.172 0.073 0.090 0.330 0.011 1.000 0.296
0.049 0.000 0.014 0.300 0.197 <0.0001 0.873 <0.0001

Studies
0.191 0.313 0.227 0.226 0.263 0.573 −0.077 0.296 1.000
0.006 <0.0001 0.001 0.001 0.000 <0.0001 0.270 <0.0001

The analysis of responses related to visitors’ behavior reflects a positive correlation
between the number of visits and the desire to return to the historical center. Almost half
of the respondents (45%) had visited the analyzed cultural destination twice (112 people),
and seven had visited three times.

The analysis of the travel cost highlighted a series of differences: in the case of tourists
who chose to use their personal car (80%), the costs were higher, around RON 2800 (EUR
600), reaching values between RON 3300 and 3500 (EUR 670–700). The total price of fuel
also included expenses related to car insurance. The total cost was differentiated by the
distance between the area of residence and the cultural destination, by the amount of
accommodation, and by the availability of meals served at a restaurant. An average travel
cost of about RON 1200 (EUR 250) was computed for a person who chose to use the plane
as a means of transport on the route Bucharest–Iasi for a stay with a duration of 3 nights.

The lowest travel costs were found for tourists who used the train (19% of the respon-
dents). More than half of the people who used the train as a means of transport came
from places situated a shorter distance away (between 30 and 100 km from the capital city).
Within this category of tourists, depending on their income, some respondents opted for
cheaper forms of accommodation, a situation in which the total cost of transport varied
between RON 200 and RON 300 (less than EUR 100) due to the fact that the stay was
shorter. For other respondents, opting for more expensive forms of accommodation, the
total cost of travel was higher (between RON 400 and RON 500, respectively, about EUR
100). A quarter of the respondents who used the train as a means of transport came from
places situated at distances greater than 150 km and opted for accommodation, resulting in
a total cost of RON 700–800 (respectively, EUR 150–170).

Regarding the respondents’ proposals, it was observed that almost half of them (49%)
highlighted the problem of buildings being in a precarious state of preservation and
requiring consolidation or restoration actions. Some respondents mentioned the cultural
reuse of abandoned buildings as a post-consolidation action as a solution for conserving
heritage buildings. It should be mentioned that the abandoned buildings are those in the
category of buildings classified as having high seismic risk.

The measures proposed by the respondents regarding the development of infras-
tructure were mostly related to the extension of cultural infrastructure (museums and
the arrangement of a summer theatre); facilities granted by the municipality for opening
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workshops and production spaces for creative industries; redevelopment of the under-
ground passage that ensures access from the I.C. Brătianu Boulevard to the historical center
(the entrance from Lipscani Street); and some proposals aiming to transform it into an
unconventional art space. The importance of developing creative industries in the historical
center of Bucharest was highlighted by 16% of the respondents as their main suggestion.

The proposals for improving services in the view of the respondents can be grouped
into three directions: catering services (a larger share of traditional Romanian menus—this
proposal is related to the fact that, in the historical center, there are several restaurants
with international appeal, meeting the diversified requirements of foreign tourists); the
improvement of cultural services (services that are better adapted to culturally motivated
tourists, the diversification of cultural services, a higher degree of promotion of cultural
activities, for example, festivals, especially in the online environment, the endowment of
hotels with leaflets promoting cultural activities, and other ways of promoting cultural
objectives, especially museums, e.g., festivals and the organization of open-air concerts);
and the improvement of sanitation services (e.g., the presence of too few litter bins).

5. Discussion
5.1. Significance of Findings

This study focuses on applying the travel cost method to estimate the volume of
tourist demand in the historical center of Bucharest and identify priorities related to the
management of cultural heritage elements following tourists’ proposals.

Regarding the application of the zonal travel cost method, as mentioned above, an
improved calculation method has been developed; its efficiency is related to the fact that it
takes into account both the physical distance and the travel time. This improved variant of
the method reflects a series of spatial differences depending on the spatial distribution and
quality of the national road network, which influences the degree of accessibility of the
analyzed cultural destination for tourists. At the same time, it highlights interesting results,
such as the average speed, which can be an important factor in business tourism and can
cause a tourist destination to be visited more frequently [34]. Thus, certain areas crossed
by highway segments can generate a greater flow of tourists, especially in the category of
those who practice business tourism.

Assessing the frequency of visits to the analyzed historical site, using GIS in con-
junction with the zonal transport cost method is an original approach because it yields
better results by merging spatial analysis with the economic evaluation of cultural heritage.
Several variables were taken into account (distance, morphological characteristics of terrain,
distribution of road network, etc.) and the viability of joining the two methods was tested
to better explain the variation in the number of tourists who visited the historical center of
Bucharest. Thus, the results indicate how the degrees of accessibility influence the number
of tourists. These results are relevant because they reflect the importance of accessibility for
tourism. These results can be a useful element for spatial-planning decisions and decisions
on developing the transport infrastructure.

In the case of single studies focusing on site evaluation using the individual travel
cost method, it is particularly important to identify the relevant group of respondents. As
previously highlighted, the first relevant group is the one represented by the respondents
whose main motivation for tourism is to visit historical monuments (67% of the total
number of respondents). It is notable that one-third of the respondents practice business
tourism or participate in congresses, having visiting cultural sites as a secondary moti-
vation. This situation bears similarities to the results obtained in studies focusing on the
analysis of the motivations of tourists who select Bucharest as a tourist destination, both
for its cultural, historical, and artistic heritage and as a business destination (including
conferences and exhibitions) [47]. Bucharest is among the most important destinations
for corporate/business meetings, incentives, conferences, and exhibitions (MICE) at the
national level, occupying the first place in terms of infrastructure [48]. At the same time,
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business tourism generates significant expenses, indicating that it represents an important
and profitable market segment of the hospitality industry [49].

In the case of business tourism, tourists’ proposals are largely related to the improve-
ment of public catering services and the more intense promotion of cultural activities. This
category of tourists is more interested in cultural activities, especially those held outdoors,
due to the fact that they have the motivation to return to the analyzed cultural destination.
Although the cultural motivation is secondary in their case, the wide range of cultural
activities in which they can participate during the time that they allocate to recreation is
extremely important.

The application of the travel cost method highlighted the strong correlation between
the tourist attraction of the historical center of Bucharest and the willingness of tourists
to pay to enjoy cultural objectives, which is reflected by the large tourist demand for
this cultural destination, which attracts tourists from different regions. It is important to
mention that the number of visits is correlated with the tourists’ income and travel costs,
regardless of the cultural significance of the historical center of Bucharest, a situation that
is explained by the demand theory, according to which the number of visitors decreases
with increasing travel costs and distance. Half of the respondents whose main motivation
is to visit the cultural sites in the historical center of Bucharest will not return if the price of
the trip increases by 20%.

As previously mentioned, the travel cost method is useful because it provides infor-
mation related to the perception of the state of conservation of heritage buildings and the
opinions of tourists on the management priorities of these sites. Almost half of the respon-
dents mentioned the action of conservation and the consolidation of some patrimonial
assets from the historical center of Bucharest as being necessary. These tourists’ recommen-
dations are related to the fact that there are several heritage buildings facing seismic risk in
the study area [50,51], some of which are in a precarious state of conservation.

Tourists who opt to engage in cultural tourism are concerned with preserving historical
monuments or expanding the cultural infrastructure. An interest in the conservation
of heritage buildings and suggestions for their cultural reuse (museums and creative
industries) are noticeable among the tourists who participate in congresses.

Buildings with a low degree of conservation in the study area do not constitute a very
large share, but they reflect the national situation related to the low funds allocated to
culture and implicitly to the conservation of historical buildings. We must also mention
the dynamics of aggressive factors, such as the rapid development of services, which
have sometimes led to the loss of cultural heritage or the improper reuse of historical
monuments. Particularly in the historical center of Bucharest, the renovation of heritage
buildings has largely been determined by economic factors, with commercial, cultural, and
tourist reuses. Most historical buildings in the center of the capital are reused for commerce,
restaurants, and accommodation units, and, to a lesser extent, for cultural purposes [6]. As
a rule, commercial reuses involve the renovation of rented commercial space on the first
and, at most, the second level. The upper part of the building is not renovated, creating an
unaesthetic image of these buildings despite their architectural value (Figure 4a,b).

However, it is also possible to highlight some positive examples, in which buildings
that host restaurants have been completely renovated. In addition, some heritage buildings
in the historical center of Bucharest have been preserved and renovated within cultural
projects (the former Gabroveni inn has been transformed, after rigorous conservation
action, into a cultural center) [6].

It is important to prioritize the consolidation of buildings to preserve historical mon-
uments in the study area. In the last four years, several buildings that had been facing
seismic risk in the historical center have been consolidated with funds allocated from the
budget of the City Hall of Bucharest (Figure 5a,b). Visitors’ perceptions should complement
the expertise needed to conserve historical urban areas [52].

To maximize the recreational utility, it is important that the measures suggested by
the respondents, with a dominant preference for cultural motivation and for knowledge,
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involve actions for the conservation of heritage buildings that are in a state of advanced
degradation. The renovation of these buildings will contribute to their adaptive reuse
in line with the needs of tourists but also of the local population. These measures can
contribute to a high value of use of heritage buildings. Thus, the renovation and reuse of
heritage buildings can generate visits to historical sites, at least in the case of the tourists
who would not be constrained by an increase in the cost.
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Figure 4. Historical buildings reused as restaurants in the historical center of Bucharest (a) Lipscani 
Street, (b) Covaci Street. Source: Merciu, G.L. (June 2019). 
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Cities have the capacity to stimulate the development of projects aimed at redesigning
the physical structure through creative reuses of historical buildings and infrastructure
elements [53]: the revitalization of the city center and property values and the reuse of
heritage resources, adapting them to meet the present needs [5,6,12,54]. These transforma-
tions of urban space are the result of global neoliberalization and are planned as alternative
measures of urban development [54–57]. Functional conversion projects occur with higher
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frequency in the historical area of cities in the process of urban regeneration due to the
presence of a significant number of unused buildings, which are in different states of conser-
vation [5,53,58], but also as a result of the cultural attraction of the historical area exerted on
tourists [53]. Urban historical centers are cultural tourist destinations due to the presence
of civil and religious architectural monuments, museums, street structure [5,59–62], and
“third spaces” (cafés, libraries) [53,60], as well as traditional retail markets [63] or quality of
services [64].

Regarding the reuse of heritage buildings in the historical center of Bucharest, some
respondents pointed out their potential to host creative industries. This proposal for
reusing heritage buildings reflects both the higher educational training of the respondents
and their knowledge of the importance of the urban regeneration process.

5.2. Comparison with Other Studies

The reliability of the travel cost method consists of the manner of modeling individual
decision-making behavior regarding the selection of tourist destinations and the types
of expenses incurred. Furthermore, to estimate the volume of the tourist demand in
the historical center of Bucharest, the zonal transport cost method was used, which was
improved by taking into account the accessibility criterion.

As mentioned previously, this study adopted the travel cost analysis method for
assessing the economic value of buildings in the historical center of Bucharest for the first
time. Other studies applying the same method use as case studies different cultural sites in
Armenia [19], various cultural sites and a festival in Spain [20], an archaeological site in
Taiwan [37], a cultural site in Jordan [14], a museum of national importance (Spain) [34], a
historic city in the USA [33], cultural goods (blockbuster exhibition) [41], an old residence
in Nigeria [38], cultural institutions in Sweden [35], etc.

An improvement of the zonal transport cost method was applied by taking into
account a number of factors that can influence the degree of accessibility of a tourist
destination. Thus, the present paper and other studies [45] highlight the different degrees
of accessibility that can influence the dynamics of the tourist demand.

In most similar studies, the individual travel cost method is used, based on the ap-
plication of a questionnaire in which the use values of cultural objects are evaluated as
well as the behavior and expenses of tourists [18,19,37,38]. In the case of some studies, the
structure of the questionnaire includes questions on the measures proposed by visitors to
improve the quality of the tourist experience, with a focus on three categories: the conser-
vation of heritage buildings, the improvement of infrastructure, and the improvement of
services [19,20,37].

In the present study, the travel costs were differentiated, taking into account the
means of transport used by visitors, which also influenced the final cost, as in previous
studies [19,20,38]. The interpretation of the results, using different statistical models,
highlighted a number of similarities to previous studies. The predictors with the highest
values were tourists’ motivations; the quality of the recreational experience, which was
strongly influenced by the specific characteristics of historical sites and the quality of the
infrastructure; the desire to revisit a historic site, which was strongly influenced by the
total cost of travel; and the income of visitors [18–20,33,34,38]. To these can be added
other factors, such as tourists’ education and age [11,17–20,33,36–38,41]. Some factors that
stimulate visits are identified only in some studies, for example marital status [18,19] and
ethnic group [33]. In other studies, statistical modeling shows that some factors, such as age,
income, and education, do not greatly influence the function of the demand [34]. Income
is considered to be an important factor that influences the volume of tourist demand and
is used in the evaluation models of historical sites, although it does not seem to have any
significant effect on the evaluation of certain heritage sites [17].

In addition, the results of this study, as well as those of other previous studies, reflect
one of the basic principles of the travel cost method according to which the greater the
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distance from the area of residence to the cultural destination, the lower the number of
visits and the higher the costs of travel [20,38].

5.3. Importance of the Research

The importance of this study results from the fact that it brings additional useful
information into the complex analysis of the visiting models of domestic tourists as well
as their behavior and expenses. The usefulness of this method also consists of the fact
that it provides information related to tourists’ perception of the degree of conservation
of cultural heritage elements. This information can be used to establish priorities for the
conservation and capitalization of cultural heritage buildings in the historical center of the
capital city of Romania.

The application of the travel cost method facilitated the identification of the number
of trips made and those expected in the hypothetical conditions that were used by the
authors to deduce the value of use and importance given by tourists to the preservation of
historical monuments.

As far as we know, this is the first study to have applied the travel cost method to
analyze the number of visits of domestic tourists to the historical center of Bucharest. The
economic value of heritage buildings in the studied area is analyzed in a previous study
aimed at evaluating the nonuse values of historical buildings (employing the contingent
valuation method) as well as the use values in terms of real estate values (measured by
rental values) [6].

5.4. Limitations and Future Research Directions

The limitations of the study are related to the application of the method; one of
the main criticisms of the model is its lack of accuracy in terms of information on the
cost of travel. Although the respondents answered questions about the costs allocated
to transportation, catering, and accommodation, it was difficult to calculate part of the
specific cost, although various types of expenses provided in previous studies were taken
into account.

It is important to note that another limitation of the study is that the assessment
undertaken by applying the travel cost method is limited to the value of direct use of
historical sites and is unable to assess their artistic or historical value, even if visitors
selected the historical center of Bucharest for its historical, architectural, and cultural values.

Finally, it can be appreciated that subjectivity was a factor in choosing the case study,
which could have influenced the results due to the fact that the capital city, the most
important economic, cultural, and tourist center at the national level, was analyzed. In
addition, this study was conducted on a single cultural site. The existence of alternative
historical sites at the national level could naturally influence the tourist demand because the
visit rate to historical sites depends not only on the cost of travel but also on the historical,
architectural, and artistic values that can offer visitors the same level of utility.

Although the revealed preference methods have certain limitations, their application
allowed for the assessment of the use values of heritage buildings in the historical center of
the capital city, which may be useful in decision-making on their conservation and optimal
use to be implemented by representatives of the local and central public administrations.

Subsequent research will focus mainly on a more in-depth evaluation of tourists’
proposals concerning, on the one hand, the conservation measures of heritage buildings in
the historical center of Bucharest, especially since several buildings have been identified as
being at an advanced stage of degradation, and, on the other hand, the improvement of
the infrastructure and services that would be useful to remedy the existing situation and
ensure more benefits for the visitors, but also for the local population.
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6. Conclusions

The analysis of the results of this study, as well as of those of previous studies focusing
on the economic evaluation of cultural–historical resources using the travel cost method,
reflects the fact that historical monuments have high values of use due to their multiple
valences. Cultural goods, especially those that stand out due to exceptional values, have
a lower substitution rate than natural sites. In addition, the quality of cultural sites,
reflected in the degree of conservation and the types of arrangements created for visits, can
considerably influence the volume of tourists visiting a tourist destination. Tourists are
less likely to opt for alternative cultural sites unless they have similar characteristics.

There are a number of limitations to this method regarding, on the one hand, the way
in which the total cost of travel is established, especially in situations in which multiple
recreational sites are analyzed, and, on the other hand, the evaluation of the use value of
historical sites. The criticism is related to the fact that the travel cost method is based on a
strictly economic approach and does not take into account specific values, such as historical
or artistic values, which impose the difficulty of the economic evaluation of heritage assets.

However, by applying this method, a hierarchy of historical monuments can be es-
tablished according to the preferences of tourists, and the significance of this information
depends ultimately on both the acceptance of the premises of the model and the subsequent
use of its results. Starting from these premises, it is confirmed in numerous studies that the
choice of a person to visit a historical site is determined by the experience and quality of
that site, so it can be concluded that well-preserved and well-arranged historical sites are
selected by tourists based on their specific characteristics and that this method indirectly re-
flects the hierarchy of heritage buildings. In relation to this idea, previous studies highlight
that the value guides tourists in their decision-making, including selecting activities that
meet the tourists’ knowledge and recreation motivations, which are frequently associated
with visiting cultural sites. At the same time, this method is useful because it is based on the
simple and reasonable assumption that travel costs reflect the use value of recreational sites,
as opposed to the contingent method, which is based on strictly hypothetical situations.
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