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Abstract

This study investigates the role of tourism as a driver of economic growth and a strategic 
facilitator of European Union (EU) accession, focusing on the Albanian context. As 
Albania advances on its path toward EU integration, tourism has become a dynamic 
sector with the potential to promote sustainable development, support international 
cooperation, and harmonize national practices with European standards. The 
research follows a qualitative methodology, drawing exclusively on in-depth, semi-
structured interviews conducted with ten tourism sector stakeholders. A purposive 
sampling method was used to capture diverse viewpoints and relevant expertise. 
Data were examined through thematic analysis, employing Braun and Clarke’s 
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six-phase framework. Key themes include tourism’s impact on economic growth, 
employment generation, infrastructure expansion, cultural heritage preservation, 
environmental responsibility, foreign investment attraction, regional development, 
and modernization of public services. Notably, the results underscore tourism’s role 
in improving Albania’s international image and supporting its compliance with 
EU governance, environmental, and socio-economic benchmarks. Stakeholders 
consistently recognized tourism’s integrative role not only as an economic asset but 
also as a form of soft power that enhances international relations and institutional 
legitimacy. The study concludes that tourism should be embedded strategically 
within Albania’s development and EU accession strategies. Policy suggestions 
include crafting a national tourism-EU integration plan, investing in sustainable 
infrastructure, launching capacity-building initiatives, and increasing access to 
EU financial instruments. These findings offer valuable insights for policymakers, 
practitioners, and researchers, highlighting tourism’s multifaceted role in advancing 
national development, economic reform, and alignment with European integration 
standards through stakeholder perspectives.

Keywords: Tourism, Economic Development, Albania, EU Accession.

Introduction

Tourism has emerged as a vital driver of economic growth in many developing 
nations, and Albania is no exception. Over the past decade, Albania has experienced 
a significant surge in tourism, turning the sector into a major contributor to the 
country’s economic development. With its rich cultural heritage, unspoiled natural 
landscapes, and strategic location in Southeast Europe, Albania is becoming an 
increasingly attractive destination for international travelers. As Kruja et al. (2012) 
state, “In Albania, we can develop different types of tourism, seaside tourism, 
health tourism, tourism for the honeymoon, eco-tourism” (p. 139). This growth 
in tourism has not only provided an economic boost but has also played a crucial 
role in aligning the country with European Union (EU) standards.

This study will emphasize the crucial role of tourism as a fundamental pillar of 
Albania’s economy and its substantial contribution to the country’s efforts for EU 
accession. By highlighting how a vibrant tourism sector can stimulate economic 
growth, generate employment, attract foreign investment, etc. this study will 
illustrate the importance of tourism in supporting Albania’s aspirations for EU 
membership. Ultimately, the study aims to demonstrate that investing in and 
developing this sector is essential for securing a prosperous future and enhancing 
Albania’s position on the European stage.
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EU Membership Application

Albania applied for EU membership on April 24, 2009. In November 2010, the 
European Commission reviewed the application and identified 12 key priorities 
Albania needed to address before starting formal negotiations. These included 
reforms in public administration, judiciary, organized crime, corruption, and 
human rights. Albania was recommended for candidate status in 2012 and 
officially granted it in June 2014.

Annual Progress Reviews

In 2024, the European Commission’s annual report on Albania highlighted 
the country’s continued progress towards EU accession, emphasizing its 
commitment to fundamental reforms. Albania’s Reform Agenda aligns closely 
with the EU enlargement policy framework, focusing on key areas such as the 
rule of law, anti-corruption, the fight against organized crime, and the protection 
of fundamental rights. The agenda also supports the stability of democratic 
institutions, particularly the judiciary, and aims to harmonize national 
legislation with the EU acquis in sectors like state aid, public procurement, 
transport, energy, and climate.

A key aspect of Albania’s economic growth, and a focal point of this study, is 
the tourism sector. As one of the main pillars of the Albanian economy, tourism 
has played a pivotal role in driving economic recovery and promoting sustainable 
development. Its contributions to GDP, job creation, and infrastructure 
development are vital in helping Albania meet EU economic standards. This 
study aims to fill a significant gap in the literature by examining the interplay 
between tourism development and Albania’s EU integration efforts. While 
previous studies have explored various aspects of EU accession, there is a 
notable absence of research specifically addressing the role of tourism in this 
context. This paper will highlight how the growth of the tourism sector not only 
helps Albania navigate competitive market forces but also reinforces its strategic 
positioning for EU membership. By focusing on this underexplored relationship, 
the study offers valuable insights into how tourism can serve as a catalyst for 
broader economic reforms and integration processes, thereby contributing to 
the national discourse on EU aspirations.



ECONOMICUS No. 24, ISSUE 1/ 2025 75

Literature Review

Tourism and Its Importance for the Economy

Tourism is a multifaceted industry that has grown to become one of the world’s 
largest and most dynamic sectors (Bazargani & Kiliç, 2021). Its impact extends 
far beyond the typical images of sunbathing on tropical beaches or visiting iconic 
landmarks (da Mota et al., 2022). The industry serves as a powerful economic 
driver for both developed and developing nations, contributing significantly to 
national income, employment, and regional development (Ahmad et al., 2021; 
Rapo, 2024). Tourism’s importance to the economy can be understood through 
various dimensions: economic growth, job creation, infrastructure development, 
cultural exchange, and environmental sustainability, foreign investment and 
trade development, regional development and urbanization, government 
revenue and public spending, international relations, technological innovation 
and modernization (Baloch et al., 2023). This section delves into these areas, 
highlighting how tourism stimulates economies and fosters global connections.

Contribution to Economic Growth

Tourism is a significant contributor to global economic growth (Shi et al., 2020). 
In 2024, the Travel and Tourism sector made a significant contribution to the 
global economy, underscoring its vital role in fostering economic growth and 
development. The sector contributed an impressive US$ 10.9 trillion to the global 
GDP, accounting for 10% of the entire global economy. This figure encompasses 
not only the direct impacts of tourism activities but also the indirect and induced 
effects that ripple through various industries such as transportation, hospitality, 
retail, and services. Beyond its economic footprint, tourism also serves as a major 
engine for employment worldwide. In 2024, it supported approximately 357 
million jobs globally—equivalent to one in every ten jobs—highlighting its pivotal 
role in sustaining livelihoods and fostering inclusive growth. The sector also 
witnessed robust spending patterns, with domestic tourism expenditure reaching 
US$ 5.3 trillion, marking a 5.4% increase from 2023. International tourism 
spending surged even more significantly, rising by 11.6% to US$ 1.9 trillion. These 
statistics collectively emphasize the indispensable role of tourism in driving global 
economic resilience, employment creation, and cross-border economic exchange 
(WTTC,2024). 

This includes direct contributions from the spending of tourists on services 
such as accommodation, transportation, food, and entertainment, as well as 
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the indirect contributions generated through tourism-related investments and 
government spending (Odunga et al. 2020). In countries heavily reliant on tourism, 
such as Spain, Italy, Greece, and many Caribbean nations, tourism represents an 
even larger proportion of their GDP, making it a cornerstone of their economic 
stability (Lee et al., 2022).

For developing nations, tourism can be a vital source of foreign exchange 
earnings, which are critical for balancing trade deficits and stabilizing national 
currencies (Khan et al., 2020). These foreign earnings from international visitors 
help boost reserves, reduce debt, and strengthen the financial position of a country 
(Qwader & Alawneh, 2023). In turn, these funds can be reinvested into other areas 
of the economy, further spurring growth and development.

In 2024, Albania’s tourism sector achieved record-breaking growth, welcoming 
11.7 million foreign visitors—a 15.2% increase from the previous year. This surge 
generated €3.8 billion in revenue during the first nine months, significantly 
boosting the national economy. The influx was driven by travelers from Western 
Europe, notably Italy, Germany, France, and the UK, as well as increasing 
numbers from Asia and the Americas. Cultural tourism also flourished, with 1.2 
million visitors to historical sites, marking a 34% rise. The government’s strategic 
investments in infrastructure and promotion have positioned Albania as a year-
round destination, contributing to its growing appeal on the global tourism map. 
(Instat, 2025)

Job Creation and Employment

One of tourism’s most significant contributions to an economy is its capacity 
to create jobs (Sofronov, 2017). The tourism industry is labor-intensive and 
offers employment across a wide range of skill levels—from unskilled labor in 
hospitality to highly specialized roles in management, marketing, and cultural 
heritage preservation (Elshaer & Marzouk, 2019). The World Travel and Tourism 
Council (WTTC,2024) reports that tourism supports around 330 million jobs 
globally, representing one in ten jobs worldwide. This includes direct employment 
in hotels, airlines, and restaurants, as well as indirect jobs in sectors such as retail, 
food production, and construction.

Moreover, tourism provides opportunities for small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), which are often the backbone of local economies (Dias et al., 
2022). Local businesses such as tour operators, restaurants, and artisans benefit 
directly from the influx of tourists, helping to stimulate economic activity in rural 
or less-developed regions (Jaisingh, 2021). As tourism grows, these businesses 
thrive, contributing to a more inclusive economic environment (Cardoso, 2020).

In regions with limited industrialization or agricultural productivity, such 
as remote islands or mountainous areas, tourism often provides a vital source 
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of employment where few other opportunities exist (Bennike, 2024). This helps 
reduce migration to urban centers by offering local employment options and 
fostering community development (Cattaneo, 2022). The creation of jobs in 
tourism, therefore, has a ripple effect, benefiting not only the individuals employed 
but also their families and wider communities (Jeyacheya & Hampton, 2020).

Infrastructure Development

Tourism drives the development of critical infrastructure, such as transportation, 
communication systems, water supply, and sanitation facilities (Yan et al., 2022). 
Governments and private investors often invest heavily in infrastructure to meet the 
demands of tourists, resulting in broader benefits for local populations (Nguyen, 
2021). For instance, the construction of airports, roads, and railways to facilitate 
travel also improves accessibility for residents, enhancing trade and mobility. 
Similarly, the development of hotels and resorts often requires improvements in 
energy, water, and waste management systems that contribute to higher standards 
of living (Achamad & Yulianah, 2022).

In developing nations, tourism can spur rapid modernization as industry 
demands more reliable services and infrastructure (Chibaya, 2021). For example, 
in many African nations, tourism investment has led to the construction of new 
airports and the improvement of road networks, facilitating better access to both 
tourists and local communities (Florido-Benítez, 2024). Furthermore, tourism 
helps to promote digital infrastructure, as the industry increasingly relies on 
online booking systems, mobile applications, and digital marketing (Maurer, 
2021). This creates a tech-savvy environment that supports other industries in the 
economy as well.

Cultural Exchange and Preservation

Tourism also plays a pivotal role in cultural exchange and the preservation of 
heritage. By bringing people from different backgrounds together, tourism 
fosters greater understanding and appreciation of diverse cultures, traditions, 
and histories (Loulanski & Loulanski, 2011). This cross-cultural interaction can 
lead to the exchange of ideas, skills, and practices that benefit both tourists and 
host communities (Dillette et al., 2017). For the host country, tourism provides 
a platform to showcase its cultural identity on a global stage, enhancing national 
pride and social cohesion (Zhang et al., 2019; Rapo & Kruja, 2024).

In addition to cultural exchange, tourism can contribute to the preservation 
of heritage sites and cultural traditions (Irandu, 2004). Many countries with 
rich histories, such as Egypt, Italy, and Greece, rely heavily on tourism for the 
maintenance and restoration of historical landmarks and cultural sites (Orbaslı 
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& Woodward, 2009). Revenues generated from entrance fees, guided tours, 
and cultural festivals are often reinvested into preserving these assets, ensuring 
that they remain intact for future generations (Kwong & Mohamed, 2018). 
Additionally, tourism helps keep traditions alive, as it creates a market for local 
crafts, music, dance, and cuisine, incentivizing the continuation of these cultural 
practices (Wasela, 2023).

Environmental Sustainability

While tourism is often criticized for its environmental impact, it can also be a 
driver of sustainable development (Aall, 2014). Eco-tourism and sustainable 
tourism practices have gained significant attention in recent years, with travelers 
increasingly seeking experiences that align with environmental conservation and 
social responsibility (Madanaguli et al., 2022). Many destinations have begun to 
adopt sustainable practices, such as promoting energy efficiency, waste reduction, 
and the conservation of natural resources, to appeal to eco-conscious tourists (Al 
Fahmawee & Jawabreh 2023; Rapo & Zenelaj, 2025).

Moreover, the revenue generated from eco-tourism often supports conservation 
efforts (Shoo & Songorwa, 2013). For example, in regions like Costa Rica, tourism 
provides crucial funding for national parks and wildlife reserves, helping to protect 
endangered species and maintain biodiversity (Zamora & Obando, 2001). These 
funds also contribute to environmental education programs and community-
based conservation initiatives, creating a positive feedback loop where tourism 
supports both the environment and local communities (Kiss, 2004).

Foreign Investment and Trade Development

Tourism serves as a gateway to foreign investment and trade development 
(Baidoo, 2018). As tourism flourishes, it often attracts foreign investors who see 
the economic potential of developing tourism-related infrastructure, such as 
hotels, restaurants, transportation services, and entertainment facilities (Saner et 
al., 2019). These investments not only enhance the quality and range of services 
offered to tourists but also create a multiplier effect on the economy. Foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in tourism contributes to the development of other sectors, such 
as real estate, retail, and manufacturing, by increasing demand for goods and 
services required to support the growing tourist industry (Mihalic, 2002).

Additionally, tourism promotes trade by increasing the demand for locally 
produced goods. Tourists frequently purchase souvenirs, handicrafts, and other 
local products during their trips, creating opportunities for local artisans and 
manufacturers (Gonda, 2021). This not only boosts sales but also opens potential 
for exporting local goods to international markets. As foreign tourists return home, 
they often develop a preference for the products and services they experienced 
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abroad, which can lead to long-term trade relationships and export opportunities 
(Zhang et al., 2000).

Regional Development and Urbanization

Tourism plays a key role in promoting regional development, especially in rural 
or underdeveloped areas (Telfer, 2002). By drawing attention to remote or less 
popular destinations, tourism helps distribute economic benefits across a country, 
reducing regional disparities (Giaoutzi & Nijkamp, 2006). For instance, while 
capital cities and popular tourist hubs often receive most visitors, the promotion 
of rural tourism can help boost local economies by attracting tourists to areas 
that are otherwise neglected by mainstream development initiatives (Rogerson 
& Rogerson, 2021). This regional development can spur urbanization as tourism 
infrastructure improves living conditions and attracts both tourists and locals 
(Tang et al., 2022). As rural areas become more accessible and appealing, they 
often undergo a transformation, with better roads, hospitals, schools, and housing 
developments (Flora, 2018). These improvements not only enhance the quality of 
life for local residents but also attract new businesses and industries, creating more 
employment opportunities and diversifying the local economy (Bartik, 2020).

Government Revenue and Public Spending

Governments benefit immensely from tourism through various forms of taxation 
(Palmer & Riera, 2003). Taxes on tourism-related services, such as accommodation, 
flights, and food and beverage consumption, contribute significantly to government 
revenue (Gooroochurn & Sinclair, 2005). In some countries, specific taxes, such as 
hotel taxes or airport departure fees, are imposed directly on tourists, providing 
an additional source of income for governments (Bird, 1992). These funds can 
then be channeled into improving public infrastructure, healthcare, education, 
and other social services, thus raising the overall standard of living (Agénor & 
Moreno-Dodson, 2006). Furthermore, the foreign exchange earnings generated 
through tourism help strengthen the national economy and reduce dependency 
on external borrowing, allowing governments to invest in long-term development 
projects (Adepoju et al., 2007).

Enhancing International Relations

Tourism also plays a crucial role in fostering international relations and 
diplomacy (Negassa, 2024).  As tourists travel from one country to another, 
they form connections and build relationships that contribute to cross-cultural 
understanding and cooperation (Raymond & Hall, 2008). Tourism serves as a 
form of soft diplomacy, helping to promote peace and mutual respect between 
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nations. It creates a platform for dialogue, cultural exchange, and collaboration, 
which can reduce misunderstandings and promote goodwill (Sharma et al., 2018).

Countries that excel in tourism often enhance their global image and reputation 
(Unegbu et al., 2023). This can lead to stronger political and economic ties, as 
nations recognize the value of maintaining positive relations with countries that 
attract large numbers of tourists (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999). Additionally, hosting 
international events such as sports competitions, cultural festivals, and business 
conferences further solidifies a nation’s status as a key player in the global tourism 
industry, enhancing its geopolitical influence (Grix et al., 2021).

Technological Innovation and Modernization

Tourism is a catalyst for technological innovation, particularly in areas such as 
digital marketing, customer service, and transportation (Fjelstul & Fyall, 2015). 
As industry evolves, businesses and governments are increasingly adopting new 
technologies to enhance the tourist experience. From virtual reality (VR) tours 
and personalized travel itineraries to online booking platforms and mobile 
apps, technology has transformed how tourists plan and experience their travels 
(Hsu, 2021). The adoption of technology in tourism not only benefits tourists 
but also contributes to the modernization of the broader economy (Hojeghan & 
Esfangareh, 2011). For example, the development of e-tourism platforms requires 
investments in ICT infrastructure, which can lead to improvements in internet 
access and digital literacy in local populations (Inversini et al., 2020). These 
technological advancements can spill over into other sectors, fostering innovation 
and economic growth beyond tourism itself (Vu & Hartley, 2022).

Methodology

This study employed qualitative research design, relying solely on in-depth 
interviews to understand the perceived role of tourism in promoting economic 
growth and facilitating EU accession. The qualitative approach allowed for the 
exploration of nuanced perspectives, strategies, and experiences of stakeholders 
directly involved in tourism planning, development, and policymaking. A 
purposive sampling strategy was used to identify and recruit participants with 
relevant knowledge and experience in the tourism sector. The sample included:

•	 Managers and owners of tourism-related businesses (e.g., hotels, travel 
agencies)

•	 Representatives from NGOs or associations focused on tourism development
•	 Policy experts or academics involved in tourism and European integration
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The final sample consisted of 10 stakeholders, ensuring a diversity of viewpoints 
across both the public and private sectors.

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, which provided 
a flexible yet focused method of obtaining detailed insights. The interviews 
were conducted in person or online, depending on participant availability and 
location, and each lasted between 30 to 60 minutes. The interview questions were 
developed based on an in-depth review of existing literature related to tourism’s 
role in economic development and EU accession. This review helped identify key 
thematic areas that guided the structure and focus of the interviews. The main 
themes that emerged from the literature and shaped the question framework 
included: contribution to economic growth, job creation and employment, 
infrastructure development, cultural exchange and preservation, environmental 
sustainability, foreign investment and trade development, regional development 
and urbanization, government revenue and public spending, enhancing 
international relations, and technological innovation and modernization. The 
interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent, transcribed verbatim, 
and analyzed using thematic analysis. The analysis process followed the six-phase 
framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006):

1.	 Familiarization with the data
2.	 Generating initial codes
3.	 Searching for themes
4.	 Reviewing themes
5.	 Defining and naming themes
6.	 Producing the report

Recurring patterns and themes were used to identify how stakeholders viewed 
tourism’s contribution to economic development and European integration.

Participants were informed about the purpose of the research, their right to 
withdraw at any time, and how their data would be used. Informed consent was 
obtained before each interview. All data were anonymized to protect participant 
confidentiality. To ensure anonymity and maintain clarity during analysis, a 
simple coding system was developed. Each interview participant was assigned a 
unique identifier using the format TS1 to TS10, where “TS” stands for Tourism 
Stakeholder. These codes were used throughout the transcription and thematic 
analysis process to refer to individual perspectives without disclosing personal or 
professional identities. This system facilitated the organization of data, supported 
pattern recognition, and helped trace thematic insights back to individual 
responses while preserving confidentiality.
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Stakeholder Interview Summary Table

Code Key Points from Interview

TS1 Tourism has boosted GDP and reduced unemployment. It also helps align national practices with 
EU accession goals.

TS2 The number of foreign tourists has increased significantly. EU standards improved service quality 
and infrastructure.

TS3 Cross-border travel has become easier. Tourism is attracting foreign investors and increasing trade 
partnerships.

TS4 Tourism led to major road and public utility improvements. It also diversified the local economy.

TS5 Cultural heritage preservation has become more prominent due to increased tourism and EU 
funding opportunities.

TS6 Local businesses have expanded due to tourism demand. Tourism offers a path to regional 
development.

TS7 Public revenues have increased. These are now reinvested in tourism-related infrastructure and 
services.

TS8 EU accession is motivating the sector to modernize, digitalize, and innovate in terms of service 
offerings.

TS9 Tourism strengthens international relations and fosters cultural understanding, essential for EU 
identity.

TS10 Environmental sustainability is now prioritized due to pressure from EU tourism standards and 
responsible tourists.

Thematic Analysis

Theme Description Supporting Quotes/Ideas

1. Economic 
Growth and Job 
Creation

Tourism is seen as a key driver of GDP 
growth and employment, especially in 
underdeveloped regions.

“Tourism has boosted GDP and reduced 
unemployment” (TS1), “Local businesses 
have expanded due to tourism demand” 
(TS6)

2. EU Standards 
and Modernization

Stakeholders associate EU accession with 
improvements in tourism service quality, 
digitalization, and legal compliance.

“EU standards improved service quality” 
(TS2), “Motivating the sector to modernize” 
(TS8)

3. Infrastructure 
and Regional 
Development

Tourism leads to investments in transport, 
utilities, and public services, particularly in 
tourist zones.

“Road and public utility improvements” 
(TS4), “Reinvested in tourism-related 
infrastructure” (TS7)

4. Cultural 
Preservation and 
Exchange

Tourism is seen to preserve and showcase 
local traditions and culture, which also 
aligns with EU identity building.

“Cultural heritage preservation more 
prominent” (TS5), “Fosters cultural 
understanding” (TS9)

5. Foreign 
Investment and 
Trade

The tourism sector attracts foreign 
investors and boosts cross-border trade 
and cooperation.

“Tourism is attracting foreign investors” 
(TS3)

6. Environmental 
Sustainability

Stakeholders are increasingly aware of 
sustainable tourism practices as part of EU 
accession requirements.

“Sustainability prioritized due to EU 
standards” (TS10)
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7. Public Revenue 
and Spending

Increased tourism leads to higher tax 
revenues, which are then invested back 
into tourism development and local 
communities.

“Public revenues have increased and are 
reinvested” (TS7)

8. EU Integration 
Support

Stakeholders view tourism as supportive 
of the broader EU accession process 
due to its need for policy alignment and 
international cooperation.

“Helps align national practices with EU 
goals” (TS1), “Tourism is a bridge for EU 
integration” (TS3), “EU identity” (TS9)

Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings derived from interviews with ten tourism 
stakeholders (coded TS1–TS10), analyzed using thematic analysis. The data 
revealed eight key themes demonstrating the multifaceted role of tourism as a 
catalyst for economic growth and as a supportive force in the European Union 
(EU) accession process.

All stakeholders agreed that tourism plays a vital role in stimulating economic 
growth. Interviewees noted a rise in both GDP contributions and employment 
opportunities, particularly in regions heavily reliant on tourism.

“Tourism has boosted GDP and reduced unemployment, especially in seasonal 
zones.” (TS1)

The sector also supports local entrepreneurship, with many small businesses 
emerging to meet tourist demand.

A recurring theme was the perceived positive influence of EU standards on 
the modernization of Albania’s tourism industry. Stakeholders emphasized 
improvements in infrastructure, digitalization of services, and the adoption of EU 
best practices.

“EU standards improved service quality and brought consistency in what tourists 
expect.” (TS2) “Tourism providers are now digitalizing services to meet EU norms.” (TS8) 

This indicates that tourism serves as both a motivator and a testing ground for 
broader regulatory harmonization during the EU accession process.

Interviewees highlighted tourism’s role in prompting investments in 
infrastructure such as roads, water supply, airports, and public utilities.

“Tourism brought road and public utility upgrades that benefited locals too.” (TS4)
These developments not only enhance the visitor experience but also contribute 

to improved living conditions and economic activity in underserved areas, 
reinforcing tourism’s power as a tool for regional development.

Several stakeholders discussed how tourism has contributed to the safeguarding 
and revitalization of Albania’s cultural assets. Increased funding, often supported 
through EU programs, has helped maintain heritage sites and traditional practices.

“Cultural heritage preservation has become more prominent due to increased 
tourism and EU funding opportunities.” (TS5)
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Moreover, cultural exchange through tourism was seen as a vehicle for 
strengthening Albania’s European identity.

Tourism’s ability to attract foreign capital and stimulate trade partnerships 
emerged as a strong theme. Stakeholders mentioned that a growing tourism sector 
increases investor confidence and opens doors for international collaboration.

“Tourism is attracting foreign investors and increasing cross-border partnerships.” (TS3)
This suggests that tourism can be leveraged not only for internal development 

but also for external economic integration.
A growing awareness of environmental sustainability was also noted among 

the stakeholders, especially as a response to EU expectations and the demands of 
environmentally conscious tourists.

“Environmental sustainability is now prioritized due to pressure from EU tourism 
standards.” (TS10)

This theme reflects a shift toward responsible tourism, which may also be an 
indicator of readiness to align with EU environmental directives.

Some stakeholders pointed out that tourism-generated revenues are being 
reinvested into the sector and into community development, creating a positive 
cycle of growth.

“Tourism increased public revenue, which is now used to improve infrastructure 
and local services.” (TS7)

This demonstrates tourism’s fiscal benefits beyond direct business profits.
Finally, tourism was viewed as a facilitator of international engagement and a soft 

power tool in the EU accession process. Stakeholders believe tourism has helped 
Albania strengthen diplomatic, cultural, and economic ties with EU countries.

“Tourism fosters international relations and cultural understanding, essential for 
EU identity.” (TS9)

In this context, tourism is not only an economic asset but a strategic component 
of foreign policy and EU alignment.

The analysis shows that tourism is a multidimensional contributor to Albania’s 
development. It stimulates economic growth, fosters cultural exchange, drives 
modernization, and aligns with EU accession priorities. By engaging with tourism 
as a development strategy, Albania not only promotes immediate socio-economic 
benefits but also progresses on its European integration journey.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations. The small sample size of ten stakeholders may 
not fully represent the diversity of perspectives within Albania’s tourism sector. 
The qualitative nature of the research relies on subjective interpretations, which 
may not reflect broader national trends. Additionally, regional differences in 
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tourism development were not thoroughly explored. As the study focused solely 
on Albania, the findings may have limited applicability to other countries. Lastly, 
the absence of quantitative data in this research limits the ability to measure 
tourism’s economic impact in concrete, statistical terms.

Conclusion

This study set out to investigate the role of tourism as a catalyst for economic 
growth and a strategic contributor to Albania’s European Union (EU) accession 
process. Through qualitative analysis based on in-depth interviews with ten 
stakeholders from various segments of the tourism sector, the research has 
uncovered a rich and multidimensional understanding of tourism’s significance 
in the Albanian context. The findings demonstrate that tourism is not only an 
important economic driver but also a facilitator of broader national transformation 
across social, cultural, environmental, and political domains. Tourism’s economic 
impact is evident in several key areas. Stakeholders consistently highlighted 
its role in generating employment opportunities, attracting foreign direct 
investment, and stimulating infrastructure development especially in regions that 
might otherwise be economically marginalized. In addition, tourism contributes 
to national revenue through taxation, supports the growth of small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs), and fosters local entrepreneurship. These outcomes position 
tourism as a vital pillar of economic development strategy, particularly for a 
country like Albania, which is striving to reduce regional disparities and enhance 
overall competitiveness. Beyond its economic contributions, the study reveals 
tourism’s positive effects on cultural and environmental dimensions. Stakeholders 
emphasized its role in preserving cultural heritage, promoting local identity, 
and raising awareness of Albania’s historical and natural assets. Furthermore, 
sustainable tourism practices were identified as essential for safeguarding 
the environment, highlighting the sector’s potential to serve as a model for 
ecological responsibility and community-based development. Perhaps most 
significantly, the study positions tourism as a strategic enabler of Albania’s EU 
integration. Participants pointed to the alignment of tourism-related governance, 
infrastructure, and regulatory frameworks with EU standards as a clear pathway 
toward fulfilling accession criteria. Tourism was seen to facilitate modernization 
across public services, environmental policies, and institutional capacities. It 
also plays a role in promoting regional cooperation and cross-border dialogue, 
which are critical components of EU accession. Importantly, stakeholders viewed 
tourism as a form of soft power enhancing Albania’s international image, building 
trust with EU institutions, and demonstrating readiness for integration. These 
findings emphasize the need to rethink tourism’s role within Albania’s national 



ECONOMICUS No. 24, ISSUE 1/ 202586

development agenda. Rather than viewing it solely as a leisure-based industry, 
tourism should be embraced as a transformative sector with far-reaching 
implications for economic modernization, institutional reform, and societal 
advancement. For tourism to realize this potential, strategic investments and 
policy coherence are essential. This includes the formulation of a national tourism 
strategy explicitly linked to EU integration goals, greater support for sustainable 
infrastructure projects, and targeted capacity-building initiatives for both public 
and private sector actors. In conclusion, this study reinforces the argument that 
tourism is more than a revenue-generating industry; it is a multi-dimensional tool 
that can support Albania’s journey toward EU membership. By leveraging tourism’s 
integrative power, Albania has the opportunity to accelerate its development in a 
way that is inclusive, sustainable, and aligned with European values and standards. 
The insights provided here offer a foundation for policymakers, practitioners, and 
researchers to further explore and harness tourism’s full potential in the service of 
national progress.

Policy Recommendations

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed to further 
enhance the role of tourism in economic development and EU accession:

1. National Tourism Agency – EU integration 
Create the infrastructure to develop and apply a National Tourism strategy 
that is in alignment with EU Integration Strategy in terms of accession goals, 
ensuring that infrastructure, legal standards, and sustainability measures. 

2. Strengthen Public-Private Partnerships
Encourage collaboration between the government, private sector, and civil 
society to fund, promote, and manage tourism initiatives that support local 
economies and meet international standards.

3. Promote Sustainable and Responsible Tourism
Introduce incentives for tourism businesses that adopt environmentally friendly 
practices and support the conservation of natural and cultural heritage.

4. Enhance Infrastructure in Underdeveloped Regions
Prioritize investments in transportation, digital connectivity, and public 
utilities in regions with high tourism potential but low development, fostering 
balanced regional growth.
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5. Boost Training and Capacity Building
Support educational and vocational programs for tourism professionals to 
ensure that service quality meets EU standards and enhances the visitor 
experience.

6. Facilitate Access to EU Funding Opportunities
Assist local stakeholders in accessing EU grants and programs related to 
tourism, culture, environment, and regional development.

7. Use Tourism as a Diplomatic Tool
Leverage tourism-related cultural exchanges, events, and collaborations to 
strengthen international relations and promote Albania’s European identity on 
the global stage.
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