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Abstract:

Religious tourism is one of the oldest forms of human mobility and is closely associated
with cultural heritage, sustainable local development, the diversification of the tourism
product, and the search for authentic experiences. Over recent decades, tourist interest in
visiting religious sites around the world has increased markedly. The primary aim of this
research is to investigate the economic impact of religious tourism by comparing Greece
with the broader European context. The research adopts a rigorous systematic literature
review approach and follows a structured review protocol. The findings indicate that
while Greece possesses exceptional religious and cultural resources, important gaps
remain in measuring visitor expenditure, employment, and multiplier effects. The
research therefore proposes an integrated model linking sacred resources, accessibility,
visitor experience, destination image, the local value chain, governance, and
sustainability to direct, indirect, and induced economic effects. Taken together, these
dimensions provide a basis for more coherent policy design in religious tourism, making
them highly relevant to both public and private stakeholders involved in the
development and management of this tourism sector.
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1. Introduction

Religious tourism in Europe forms part of the wider market for cultural, spiritual, and
special-interest tourism. Pilgrimage routes and major sacred centres can stimulate local
consumption, employment, and tourism development, provided that visitor flows are
integrated into local value chains rather than being limited to short visits with little or no
overnight stay or local expenditure (Graave et al., 2018; Soljan & Liro, 2021; Niezgoda et
al., 2025).

Religious tourism occupies a distinctive position at the intersection of faith,
culture, heritage, and the destination economy. Existing research has approached it either
as travel driven primarily by religious motivation or as a hybrid form of tourism in which
pilgrims and cultural tourists coexist within the same spatial and symbolic environment
(Adirestuty et al., 2025). This distinction remains important because economic impact is
determined not only by visitor numbers, but also by length of stay, the composition of
expenditure, linkages with local businesses, and the quality of destination governance
(Rinschede, 1992; Nolan & Nolan, 1992; Smith, 1992; Collins-Kreiner, 2010).

Greece represents a particularly relevant case study because of its dense
concentration of religious monuments, strong Orthodox monastic tradition, island
pilgrimage destinations, routes associated with the Apostle Paul, and World Heritage
sites such as Mount Athos and Meteora (WTTC, 2025).

Previous studies further suggest that the development of religious tourism in
Greece is influenced by the promotion of religious resources, cooperation between the
Church and tourism stakeholders, and the coordinated management of the destination’s
religious image (Tsironis, 2022; Tsorvas et al., 2025).

The economic development of special-interest tourism also requires human
capital, appropriate skills, and stronger links between tourism, education, digital
marketing, and contemporary service provision (Gurita & Scortescu, 2023). Asonitou and
Kottara (2019) and Kottara et al. (2023) associate the enhancement of professional skills in
Greek tourism with financial performance and competitiveness. This issue is especially
important in religious tourism, where the quality of guiding, hospitality, digital
information, and authenticity management can directly shape the visitor experience
(Kottara, Kavalieraki-Foka, & Asonitou, 2026). These capabilities may also strengthen
local value creation and the market positioning of the tourism product, generating wider
benefits for destinations (Figini & Patuelli, 2022; Richards et al., 2025).

Accordingly, the central research problem is not whether religious tourism has
economic significance, but how that significance can be measured, compared, and
incorporated into sustainable development strategies without undermining the sacred
character, authenticity, or social acceptance of destinations. In the Greek context, the
development of this tourism product increasingly requires coordinated policy, more
effective promotion, and stronger cooperation among the stakeholders involved
(Terzidou et al., 2008; Paganopoulos, 2021; Tsorvas et al., 2025; Kottara et al., 2025).

Greece has substantial historical and religious wealth; nevertheless, the economic
valuation of religious tourism remains fragmented. Most Greek studies concentrate on
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residents’ perceptions and attitudes, visitor experiences, and development potential,
whereas research that directly estimates tourism expenditure, employment, and the
multiplier benefits specifically attributable to religious tourism remains limited.

The tourism image of island destinations also affects travel decisions, which makes
it necessary to connect religious identity with the broader destination image and with
coordinated promotional strategies (Pachou et al., 2025; Tsorvas et al., 2025).

Overall, the literature reveals a gap at the intersection of three levels: (a) the
theological and cultural significance of sacred places; (b) destination management, skills,
and tourist experience; and (c) the measurement of economic impact. The present
research addresses this gap through a structured synthesis and a proposed measurement
framework.

The research focuses on the investigation and comparison of religious tourism in
Greece with the broader European context and on the economic impact associated with
this form of tourism. The research questions are as follows:

RQ1: What are the main factors affecting the economic impact of religious
tourism?

RQ2: What insights emerge from comparing Greece with other European
pilgrimage centres?

RQ3: What are the principal weaknesses in measuring the economic activity
generated by religious tourism in Greece?

RQ4: What conceptual model could support future empirical research?

The remainder of the research is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the
relevant literature, Section 3 presents the methodology, Section 4 reports the main
findings, Section 5 discusses the findings in relation to the research questions, Section 6
presents the conclusions, and Section 7 outlines the research limitations and directions
for future research.

2. Literature Review

2.1 The Context of Religious Tourism

Religious tourism cannot be reduced to travel to churches, monasteries, or sacred
monuments. A comprehensive understanding must also incorporate experience, spatial
organisation, services, authenticity, governance, and the economic mechanisms through
which a visit can be converted into local value.

This multidimensional nature is particularly important in unique settings such as
Mount Athos, where sacredness, hospitality, and tourism coexist within a complex
framework of boundaries and expectations (Della Dora, 2012; Paganopoulos, 2021).

Several researchers stress the importance of distinguishing religious tourism from
general cultural tourism (Soljan & Liro, 2021; Belucio & Fuinhas, 2023; Niezgoda et al.,
2025). Rinschede (1992) examined the forms and motivations of religious travel, while
Nolan and Nolan (1992) analysed European religious sites as tourist attractions serving
both believers and secular visitors. In the same year, Smith (1992) introduced the pilgrim—
tourist continuum, anticipating subsequent research which demonstrates that pilgrimage
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experience is continuously transformed and increasingly connected to cultural, personal,
and postmodern forms of mobility (Collins-Kreiner, 2010, 2020).

2.2 Religious Tourism as an Economic Phenomenon

The economic impact of religious tourism is generated through direct, indirect, and
induced channels. Direct effects arise from visitor expenditure on accommodation, food
and beverage services, transport, retail, guiding, and religious or cultural artifacts
(Adirestuty et al., 2025). Indirect effects emerge when tourism businesses purchase goods
and services from local suppliers, while induced effects arise when employees spend
income generated by tourism-related activity. The regional input—output analysis of the
Camino de Santiago provides an important example of how these channels can be
quantified (Graave et al., 2018).

More specifically, economic impact depends not only on the volume of arrivals
but also on the quality of the tourism product (Kottara et al., 2025). Skills development in
the tourism sector is equally important because it can improve service quality, strengthen
the use of digital tools, and connect tourism activity more effectively with financial
outcomes (Asonitou & Kottara, 2019; Kottara et al., 2025a; Kottara et al., 2025b). At the
same time, entrepreneurship in special-interest tourism can generate local networks and
diversified income streams, as illustrated by research on agritourism entrepreneurship in
Greece (Poulaki et al., 2021; Figini & Patuelli, 2022).

The case of Fatima provides a complementary econometric perspective, since
international pilgrimage demand can be related to macroeconomic determinants. Belucio
and Fuinhas (2023) demonstrate the usefulness of panel approaches for analysing and
forecasting pilgrimage flows and underline the need to combine economic impact
assessment with demand modeling in the research of religious tourism.

2.3 Religious Tourism in Greece

Tinos, an island in the Cyclades, receives substantial religious visitor flows. Terzidou et
al. (2008) demonstrate that residents generally perceive the socio-economic effects of
religious tourism positively, although social acceptance is also influenced by cultural
proximity and the visitor typology.

At Mount Athos and Meteora, the relationship between sacred landscape, tourist
experience, and the preservation of authenticity emerges as a core prerequisite for
sustainable development (Della Dora, 2012; Kotsi, 2012; Paganopoulos, 2021).

Following the pandemic, Orthodox pilgrimage mobility has shown potential to be
repositioned as a multidimensional form of tourism connecting faith, cultural experience,
and regional development (Mroz, 2021; Kottara et al., 2025). The route of the Apostle Paul
and cultural routes in island regions also suggest that the product can be organised as a
network of stops and experiences rather than as a set of isolated points of visitation
(Tsironis, 2022; Fafouti et al., 2023).

Tsorvas et al. (2025) identified factors that facilitate or hinder the development of
religious tourism in Greece and argued for a policy framework dedicated to the
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promotion of religious sites. Among the most important constraints, they highlighted
insufficient cooperation among the Church, the tourism industry, and local government.

Another important issue is that the tourism image of Greek islands influences
travel decisions and the ability of destinations to differentiate their tourism product. The
tindings of Pachou et al. (2025) are relevant to religious tourism because many Greek
pilgrimage destinations are located on islands, where religious identity interacts with the
overall destination image. The literature therefore suggests that strategies linking sacred
landmarks with cultural narratives, local gastronomy, sustainable mobility, and off-
season experiences can generate wider multiplier benefits for local communities and
strengthen the economic impact of tourism.

2.4 European Experience in Religious Tourism

Europe presents diverse case studies characterized by distinct institutional organisations,
branding strategies, and economic performance metrics. The Camino de Santiago
operates as a networked route for which visitor expenditure and employment effects can
be quantified, whereas Fatima functions as an international sacred centre whose visitor
flows can be monitored econometrically (Graave et al., 2018; Belucio & Fuinhas, 2023).
Urban service zones surrounding major sanctuaries further illustrate how the spatial
organization of services forms part of the economic impact on local and regional
economies (Sofjan & Liro, 2021).

A key distinction lies in the fact that several European benchmark destinations
have established more mature route systems, networks, promotional mechanisms, and
frameworks for economic indicator measurement. While Greece possesses a comparable
spiritual and cultural intensity, its economic capitalisation is less systematic and remains
heavily reliant on the broader mass tourism product. Consequently, the comparison
highlights discrepancies in organisational capacity and performance metrics rather than
a deficiency in Greek religious or cultural resources (Tsorvas et al., 2025; Pachou et al.,
2025).

3. Methodology

This research employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology and followed
the principles of PRISMA 2020 (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) in order to enhance transparency, systematicity, and the documented
selection of sources (Page et al., 2021). This approach was considered appropriate because
it allows the systematic mapping and critical synthesis of the international and Greek
literature on religious and pilgrimage tourism, its economic impact, regional
development, and the differences between the Greek case and comparable European
destinations. The process involved successive stages of record identification, initial
relevance screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion in the literature synthesis.

The search was organized around combinations of keywords relating to “religious

AT 7 ua A

tourism”, “pilgrimage tourism”, “faith tourism”, “spiritual tourism”, “economic impact”,
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“local development”, “regional development”, “Greece”, “Europe”, “Camino de
Santiago”, “Fatima”, “Mount Athos”, “Meteora”, and “Tinos”.

The review spanned the period 1992-2026, thereby capturing both the
foundational theoretical frameworks that historically shaped the field and contemporary
studies focusing on sustainability, regional development, and the post-pandemic
transformation of religious tourism. The final synthesis included peer-reviewed journal
articles, recognized academic publications, and official institutional or statistical sources
providing necessary evidence on the wider economic and tourism context.

Eligibility criteria dictated a direct relevance to religious or pilgrimage tourism,
alongside at least one dimension pertaining to economic impacts, local or regional
development, tourism management, sustainability, or comparative destination analysis.
The review excluded purely theological studies without a tourism or economic
dimension, non-academic publications, non-verifiable sources, and studies without a
substantive connection to the research questions. For each record, the review considered
geographic focus, methodological approach, research object, type of economic or social
impact, and contribution to the comparison between Greece and European cases.

The final bibliographic database comprised 31 records, which formed the core
corpus for the descriptive and thematic analysis. The synthesis was conducted at two
levels. First, descriptive mapping documented geographic distribution, major themes,
and evidence types. Second, critical thematic synthesis focused on definitions of religious
tourism, channels of direct, indirect, and induced economic impact, differences between
Greece and European destinations, and existing research gaps. The selection and
synthesis procedure is represented in the PRISMA flow diagram. Particular attention was
paid to bibliographic traceability and to avoiding unsupported or non-identifiable
sources.

3.1 Search Protocol

The search protocol covered the period 1992-2026 and focused geographically on Greece
and Europe. Peer-reviewed articles, academic publications, and official institutional
sources were considered. Systematic searches were executed utilising Boolean operators
to combine keywords related to religious tourism, pilgrimage, and economic impact.
Non-verifiable or insufficiently documented sources were systematically excluded;
consequently, supplementary literature was integrated solely to reinforce the
interpretation of empirical findings.
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Table 1: Search and Documentation Protocol

Element Operational Choice Rationale
Captures foundational typologies
Coverage P yPOog .
. 1992-2026 and contemporary post-pandemic
period .
studies.
. Greece is compared with well-
Geographic
focts Greece and Europe documented European benchmark
cases.
Official reports provide macro-
Source Peer-reviewed articles, scholarly books/chapters, level context; they do not
types official statistics and institutional reports substitute for peer-reviewed
causal evidence.
religious tourism; pilgrimage; faith tourism;
Main Greece; Europe; economic impact; local Terms were combined using
keywords development; Camino de Santiago; Fatima; Mount | Boolean operators.
Athos; Meteora; Tinos; Symi

3.2 Keyword Combination

The keyword combination of current research analyzed as follows: ("religious tourism"
OR pilgrimage OR "faith tourism" OR "spiritual tourism") AND (Greece OR Greek OR
Europe OR European OR "Camino de Santiago" OR Fatima OR Fatima OR Lourdes OR
Meteora OR "Mount Athos" OR Tinos OR Symi) AND ("economic impact" OR
expenditure OR employment OR "gross value added" OR "local development" OR
"regional development" OR receipts OR "input-output").

3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were designed to ensure thematic relevance and
source quality. Studies on religious and pilgrimage tourism were included when they
addressed an economic, managerial, or development dimension.

Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

Mejefcsl Religious tourism, pilgrimage, or spiritual/cultural Purely theological studies

relevance tourism with tourism, economic, managerial, or without tourism, management,
destination-development relevance. or economic relevance.
Greece, Europe, or international Out-of-scope cases without

Geography theoretical/methodological evidence suitable for theoretical or comparative
comparison. transferability.

Evidence Peer-reviewed articles, high-quality books/chapters, B?ogs, undocumented opinion

. . .. L pieces, and non-traceable
type and official statistical or institutional reports.

sources.

Expenditure, employment, GVA/GDP, local
development, seasonality, entrepreneurship, and
destination management.

Sources with no economic or
managerial relevance.

Economic
relevance
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3.4 Selection Process, PRISMA and Coding

Each core source was coded according to geographic focus, type of evidence,
methodological use, relationship to economic impact, and usefulness for comparing
Greece with the wider European context. This coding procedure provided a structured
evidence map that supported the descriptive and thematic synthesis of the corpus.

PRISMA FLOW DIAGRAM (N = 31)

Z )

®)

E Records identified through database searching Records removed before screening
n=112 n=47

8 ( ) ) (n=47)

; Scopus (n = 48), Web of Science (n = 36), * Duplicate records (n = 32)

w ScienceDirect {n = 18), Google Scholar (n = 10) + Not relevant to the topic (n = 15)

(] |

Records excluded based on title and abstract

Records screened by title and abstract , (n=24)

(n=1865) + Not related to religious tourism,
Greece, or Europe (n = 14)
* No economic outcomes (n = 10)

SCREENING

\ J

Reports excluded after full-text review
Reports retrieved for full-text assessment (n=10)

(n=41)
* No data/results on economic impact (n = 6)

* Qutside the European or Greek context (n = 4)

ELIGIBILITY

Studies included in the systematic review
(n=31)

o)
w
=)
=
J
3)
z

Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram for the Systematic Review
4. Results

4.1 Descriptive Analysis of the Evidence
The final analysis comprises 31 sources covering theoretical research on religious tourism
and pilgrimage, Greek cases, European comparative cases, and official statistical sources
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describing the broader tourism environment. This sample size should not be construed
as an exhaustive census of the entire international literature; rather, it constitutes a
transparent and structured corpus of evidence curated specifically to facilitate a rigorous
comparative synthesis.

Table 3: Distribution of Core Evidence by Geographic Focus

Geographic Number of ) )
&rap Share | Role in the Synthesis
Focus Sources
Greece 13 41.9% | Core comparison case and policy application
Europe / EU 9 29.0% | Comparative baseline and market/statistical context
Global 6 19.4% | Definitions, theory, and methodology
Spain 1 3.2% | Economic-impact benchmark via Camino de Santiago
Portugal 1 3.2% | Demand/econometric benchmark via Fatima
Other 1 3.2% | Supplementary mechanisms
( ) Sources  Share
B Greece (n) (%)
B Europe/EU e 13 41.9%
i [ Europe / EU :
M spain Q ; 0 Core comparison case _ 13
B Portugal ‘ Ebeder tegiona! and policy application
ga | = e policy app
I Other
. Europe / EU 9 29.0%
Global (worldwide)
iy canparivevoeive R
and market/statistical
context
Spain
AN Global 6 194%
17,4 Definitions, theory and 6
Portugal methodology ‘
Spain 1 3.2%
Economic-impact
3% benchmark via . 1
~= Greece Camino de Santiago
Portugal 1 3.2%
Demand/econometric
benchmark via . 1
o Fétima
&Y Other 1 3.2%
Global Supplementary “ 1
mechanisms
' J

Figure 2: Evidence Distribution by Geographic Focus (n = 31)

4.2 Thematic Synthesis
The thematic synthesis indicates that religious tourism is a complex field connected to
pilgrimage, spiritual tourism, and cultural tourism. Greece possesses substantial
religious and cultural capital, particularly through its Orthodox tradition, but remains
comparatively weak in the systematic measurement of the associated economic impact.
European cases, by contrast, provide more mature models of measurement and
management. The synthesis also shows that effective promotion, stakeholder
coordination, human capital, local entrepreneurship, sustainability, and the protection of
authenticity are critical preconditions for the long-term development of religious tourism
(Richards et al., 2025).
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Table 4: Thematic Synthesis of the Literature

Thematic Domain Indicative Sources Synthesis Finding
Religious tourism forms a

Definitions and Rinschede, 1992; Nolan & Nolan, 1992; | continuum with pilgrimage,

typologies Smith, 1992; Collins-Kreiner, 2010 spiritual travel, and cultural
tourism.

Terzidou et al., 2008; Della Dora, 2012; | Greece has strong sacred-cultural
Greece and Orthodox | Kotsi, 2012; Gaki et al., 2022; Tsironis, capital but limited nationwide
tradition 2022; Paganopoulos, 2021; Fafouti et measurement of its specific

al., 2023; INSETE, 2025 economic impact.

Mature cases show how pilgrimage
can be measured through GVA,
employment, demand, and spatial-
service structures.

Graave et al., 2018; Sotjan & Liro, 2021;
Belucio & Fuinhas, 2023; Niezgoda et
al., 2025

European
comparative cases

Gurita & Scortescu, 2023; Tsorvas et al.,

Destination Promotion, stakeholder
tand 2025; Pachou et al., 2025; Pedrosa et al., dinati d destination i
management an ) coordination, and destination image
. & 2025; Richards et al., 2025; Kottara et .. &
image are central development conditions.
al., 2025a
. Asonitou & Kottara, 2019; Poulaki et Skills, cooperation, and
Human capital and . . )
al., 2021; Figini & Patuelli, 2022; entrepreneurial networks support
local . ) .
. Kottara et al., 2024; Adirestuty et al., service quality and local value
entrepreneurship
2025 capture.

Economic value depends on
heritage protection, visitor
experience, community acceptance,
and carrying capacity.

Mileva & Krachanova, 2024; Wang,
2022; Paganopoulos, 2021; Fafouti et
al., 2023

Sustainability and
authenticity

4.3 Economic Impact

The evidence suggests that religious tourism affects the economy not only through direct
visitor expenditure but also through local value chains, employment, regional
development, and seasonality. Economic impact is stronger when a destination functions
as an integrated network of accommodation, gastronomy, transport, local production,
and cultural heritage, and when tourism businesses are supported by a workforce with
the skills required to deliver high-quality services and create economic value (Graave et
al., 2018; Asonitou & Kottara, 2019; Poulaki et al., 2021; Kottara & Asonitou, 2024).
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Table 5: Economic Impact Channels of Religious Tourism

Economic Impact

Channel Mechanism

Interpretation for Greece—Europe

Accommodation, food, transport, Strong in organised routes; Greece

Direct visitor . . L o
s guiding, retail, and needs destination-specific

religious/cultural products expenditure surveys.

Purchases by hotels, restaurants,
transport providers, and local
tourism firms

Depends on the depth of local
supplier linkages and the reduction
of economic leakage.

Indirect local multiplier

Hospitality, transport, guiding,
cultural interpretation, and
destination management

Can support peripheral destinations;
skills and training condition service
quality and productivity.

Employment and skills

. SMEs, family businesses, local Diversification can retain spending
Entrepreneurship and . . _

. products, agritourism, and locally and connect sacred sites with
local value chains

complementary experiences wider regional economies.

Particularly relevant to Greece
because mass tourism is heavily
concentrated in summer.

Religious festivals, pilgrimage

Seasonality reduction . .
v periods, and thematic routes

Overtourism, commodification,
heritage degradation, and
community pressure

Requires carrying-capacity indicators,
heritage governance, and community
participation.

Risks and externalities

4.4 Comparability of Greece with European Comparative cases
The literature indicates that Greece does not lag behind in terms of religious or cultural
tourism resources; rather, the main differences concern the degree of organization and
institutional coordination. The Camino de Santiago, for example, has a more mature
framework for economic valuation, while Fatima offers an established case of
econometric monitoring of pilgrimage demand.

In Greece, Tsorvas et al. (2025) document the need for stronger promotion and
stakeholder cooperation, while Pachou et al. (2025) confirm the importance of destination
image in shaping the travel decisions of potential visitors.

Table 6: Comparative Analysis: Greece and European Comparative Cases

Dimension Greece European Comparative cases
L Many island, monastic, and Orthodox More mature route systems and
Destination o . . . . _ :
- pilgrimage sites, often embedded in international pilgrimage brands in
u

cultural or coastal tourism. selected cases.

Also mixed, but with a clearer

Mixed religious, cultural, family, . . .
pilgrimage-route identity in some

Visitor motivation

historical, and spiritual motives.

destinations.

Impact
measurement

Limited religious-tourism-specific
measurement of expenditure, GVA, and
multiplier effects.

More applications of input—-output
models, panel/demand models, and
spatial analysis.

Destination image
and promotion

High heritage value but fragmented
coordination of religious branding.

More standardised identity and route-
based promotion in mature
benchmark cases.

Economic potential

High latent value through season
extension, regional diversification, and
local value chains.

Already operationalised through more
structured service networks.
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Dimension Greece European Comparative cases
. Under-measurement, fragmented Saturation, commercialisation, and
Main governance . . .
ik promotion, and weak inter- pressure on authenticity in mature
ris o o .
organisational coordination. sites.

5. Discussion

The discussion is structured around the four core research questions, focusing on the
principal mechanisms through which religious tourism generates economic value, the
position of Greece relative to European benchmark destinations, the weaknesses of
existing measurement practices, and the conceptual framework proposed for future
empirical investigation.

5.1 Main Factors Affecting the Economic Impact of Religious Tourism

Asonitou and Kottara (2019) associate skills development among tourism employees
with financial outcomes, emphasising that human capital is a prerequisite for service
quality and competitiveness (Kottara et al., 2025a; Kottara ef al., 2025b). Similarly, Poulaki
et al. (2021), in the context of agritourism entrepreneurship, argue that local
entrepreneurial activity can reinforce the sustainability of modern firms operating in
highly competitive environments. These earlier findings are consistent with the synthesis
of the present review: religious tourism acquires a larger economic footprint when it is
embedded in a network of complementary local services and products (Pedrosa et al.,
2025).

The principal factors operating at the economic level include direct expenditure,
indirect tourism expenditure, multiplier effects, employment, entrepreneurship,
seasonality, and regional diversification. International studies indicate that pilgrimage
expenditure can translate into regional value added and employment. For Greece, the
critical question is how much visitor expenditure remains within the local economy and
how effectively it is connected to small businesses, local production, accommodation, and
tourism services (Figini & Patuelli, 2022; Niezgoda et al., 2025; Kottara et al., 2025a;
Kottara et al., 2025b).

5.2 Greece in the European Perspective

While Greece possesses robust religious and cultural appeal, it displays a lesser degree
of maturity in both economic measurement and coordinated promotion relative to
established European benchmark destinations.

This contrast is largely explained by the fact that Greece has many strong but
fragmented religious landmarks. Research on Tinos, Mount Athos, Meteora, Symi, and
routes associated with the Apostle Paul provides a rich empirical foundation, but does
not yet amount to an integrated national system of measurement and destination
management (Terzidou et al., 2008; Della Dora, 2012; Tsironis, 2022; Fafouti et al., 2023).
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5.3 Weaknesses in Measuring the Economic Activity of Religious Tourism in Greece
A major weakness is the absence of systematic and comparable measurement of religious
tourism as a distinct area of economic activity (Gaki et al., 2022; INSETE, 2025). General
tourism statistics provide a macroeconomic framework, but they do not isolate religious
motivation, destination-specific expenditure, the cost-to-serve of the destination, or local
multiplier effects. Without expenditure surveys, visitor profiling, and links to regional
accounts, public policy risks being based on impressions rather than measurable
economic value (Graave et al., 2018; Bank of Greece, 2025; Eurostat, 2025).

Governance and promotion constitute an additional weakness. Tsorvas et al. (2025)
identify insufficient promotion of religious sites and a lack of cooperation among key
stakeholders as significant constraints on development.

5.4 Proposed Framework

The proposed framework links five sequential levels: sacred and cultural resources —
accessibility and destination services — visitor experience and destination image — local
tourism value chain — direct, indirect, and induced economic impact. The strength of
these relationships is influenced by governance and stakeholder cooperation, human
capital and skills, digital information and promotion, and sustainability and carrying
capacity.

The framework synthesises evidence from the economic measurement of the
Camino de Santiago, demand management in Fatima, Greek destination studies, and
recent research on promotion, cooperation, and skills (Graave et al., 2018; Asonitou &
Kottara, 2019; Belucio & Fuinhas, 2023; Tsorvas et al., 2025; Pachou et al., 2025).

Empirically, the model could be tested using visitor expenditure surveys;
structural equation modelling to examine relationships among experience, destination
image, and revisit intention; regional input—output models to estimate multipliers; and
panel or spatial analysis to compare destinations and time periods. A common set of
variables applied across Tinos, Meteora, Patmos, Symi, Ouranoupoli/Mount Athos, and
the routes of the Apostle Paul would make it possible to construct a comparable Greek
database and provide stronger evidence for causal inference.

Table 7: Horizontal Input—Output Model of Religious Tourism Economic Impact

Inputs Visitor Experience & Local Tourism Economic Outputs
Destination Image Value Chain Impact

Sacred &

Cultural Experience Quality Local Businesses | Direct Impact Local Income

Resources

Accessibility Destination Image Local Spending | Indirect Impact | Employment

DestTnatlon Visitor Satisfaction Empl9yment Induced Impact Regional

Services Creation Development

Gove?’nance & Revisit Intention Sl'lpply—Chain Multiplier Des.ti'nation

Funding Linkages Effects Resilience

Environment & Recommendation Local Value GVA /GDP Sustainable

Community Intention Capture Contribution Local Growth

European Journal of Economic and Financial Research - Volume 10 | Issue 6 | 2026

13



http://oapub.org/soc/index.php/EJEFR

Lagou Maria, Kottara Chara
INVESTIGATING THE ECONOMIC IMPACT OF RELIGIOUS TOURISM: GREECE IN THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, religious tourism should be understood as a socio-economic destination
system rather than as an isolated religious visit. Spiritual value remains at the core of the
experience, but economic impact is produced through organized services, local
entrepreneurship, skills, destination image, and institutional cooperation.

The findings point to five policy priorities for Greece: establishing a national
register and hierarchy of religious routes; conducting pilot expenditure surveys in major
destinations; linking religious visitor flows with regional and business data; developing
off-season tourism packages connected to local value chains; and creating an institutional
framework for cooperation among the Church, regions, municipalities, and tourism
businesses. Investment in human capital, digital promotion, and destination
management is also necessary if Greece’s strong cultural capital is to be converted into
sustainable and measurable local value.

This review demonstrates that religious tourism is an important field for the
tourism economy, regional development, and the sustainable use of cultural heritage.
Europe provides mature examples of measurement and management, whereas Greece
combines strong religious and cultural capital with comparatively limited systematic
measurement of economic impact. The central finding is therefore not that Greece has
lower potential, but that it faces a disadvantage in the production of economic indicators
and in the coordinated conversion of its potential into measurable value.

7. Limitations and Future Research

This research is subject to several limitations. The final body of evidence is relatively
limited and displays geographic and methodological heterogeneity, combining different
types of religious destinations, different definitions of pilgrimage tourism, and
measurement methods that are not fully comparable. The findings should therefore be
generalized with caution. The most important empirical limitation is the absence of
harmonized microdata specifically for religious tourism in Greece. Available official
statistics generally record total tourism flows, overnight stays, and receipts without
systematically distinguishing visitors whose primary motivation is religious or
pilgrimage-related. Future studies should develop fully reproducible SLR protocols,
including stored search strings, database exports, deduplication records, and detailed
reasons for research exclusion. It would also be valuable to create a harmonised database
for major Greek religious destinations using common variables for visitor numbers,
expenditure, accommodation, travel motivation, and local economic effects. The use of
panel data, input-output models, spatial analysis, and longitudinal surveys could
provide stronger evidence for causal relationships and enable systematic comparisons
between Greece and mature European religious-tourism destinations.
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