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Abstract | Lavender tourism is known in countries such as France and England and is a growing activity

in Turkey and East Asia. In Spain, however, this kind of tourism project is just beginning to emerge.

Consequently, the literature on its scope and impact is also still in its early stages. This paper aims to

explain the potential role of creativity and experiential activities in promoting lavender tourism, describe

the structure of existing tourism products associated with Spanish lavender �elds and elucidate the part

these have played in economic diversi�cation in rural areas, some of which are experiencing a severe

rural exodus. These speci�c goals will contribute to a better understanding of the distinctive features

of Spanish lavender �eld tourism and will help improve planning and management of its implementation

in new territories.
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1. Introduction

Tourists have begun to seek new ways of tra-

velling in pursuit of memorable and attractive ex-

periences. Experiential tourism encourages inte-

raction between people and tourism resources by

o�ering active participation in local cultures and

activities (Mazarasa, 2016). This can also lead

to creative experiences, in which visitors are given

the opportunity to take part in learning and co-

creation activities (Richards and Raymond, 2000).

These proposals show promise for rural environ-

ments because they foster development processes

based on creative approaches that leverage endo-

genous resources (Richards, 2019).

Taking the French tourism model as a tem-

plate, the expansion of lavender �elds in Spain has

helped to promote emerging experiential and crea-

tive tourism initiatives. However, this topic requi-

res further speci�c research regarding its impact

on rural areas, as well as accurate data � in line

with the provisions of the current Governmental

Sectoral Plan on Nature Tourism and Biodiversity

� that will make it possible to assess: a) poten-

tial tourist use, b) the presence or absence of in-

teractions between territories and c) the activity's

importance for the rural environment, in order to

facilitate management.

To date, only the study by Serrano (2021) has

shed light on these issues as a whole. Consequen-

tly, this paper aims to explain the role of lavender

tourism as a tool for economic diversi�cation in

rural areas in Spain, describe the creativity and ex-

periential activity proposals related and elucidate

the structure of existing tourism products.

This article is organised as follows. The �rst

section presents the theoretical and conceptual fra-

mework. This is followed by a description of the

methodology used, an analysis of the presence of

lavender tourism in Spain as a whole and a case

study of the town of Brihuega, which is undoubte-

dly the most outstanding example of this tourism

segment in Spain. The paper ends with a discus-

sion of the results and some brief conclusions.

2. Theoretical framework

Small Spanish communities face several chal-

lenges, including depopulation, a lack of economic

activity and ageing. Because of their potential be-

ne�ts, tourism activities are viewed by small villa-

ges as an opportunity for demographic rejuvena-

tion, providing a supplementary income and o�e-

ring a source of economic diversi�cation (García-

Henche, 2005). However, many authors contend

that rather than displacing previous economic and

cultural activities, tourism in rural areas should sti-

mulate and support them. To achieve this, tou-

rism must assume a major role in the conservation

and rehabilitation of socio-cultural and historical-

artistic heritage and the revitalisation of local life

by encouraging interaction between rural societies

and the tourist population (Ascanio in López-Sanz

et al., 2021; Okech et al., 2015). Furthermore, in

the �eld of rural tourism it also is essential to pay

attention to exchanges in all aspects of the envi-

ronment, the economy and society (An & Alarcón,

2020), in order to identify ways of enhancing sus-

tainable rural destination development.

At European level, the 2003 common agricultu-

ral policy (CAP) reform led to a signi�cant change

in how rural development was implemented. Since

then, governments and institutions have viewed ru-

ral tourism as a tool for development, implemen-

ting policies through various EU funds (Nylander

and Hall, 2005; European Commission, 2017). As

a result, studies now suggest that rural tourism is

not a minor agent in the rural economy, but ins-

tead spurs social, economic and landscape chan-

ges, and has become a prime driver of development

while making the best use of local resources (Hall

et al., 2004; Lane et al., 2022).

One of the core ideas related to the develop-

ment of new agricultural products for rural tourism
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is that there is a deep-seated connection between

rural tourism and agriculture. In relation to agri-

cultural production, demand for herbal products is

increasing in the pharmaceutical, cosmetic, perfu-

mery and food industries, and in many cases, can

also be leveraged as a tourism attraction (Ba³aran,

2017). In some areas, lavender cultivation tourism

provides an opportunity to increase the rural popu-

lation's income by adding a new economic activity

and diversifying tourism activities. Perhaps the re-

gion most internationally renowned as a lavender

destination is Provence, in France (Naviner, 2002;

Monge, 2012; Ruggieri; 2021), but other desti-

nations also merit mention, including southwest

Turkey (Giray et al., 2019), the Hvar Island (Cro-

atia) (Mori¢-�pani¢, 2017), Somerset (England),

Tihany (Hungary), Ostrow (Poland) and the mu-

nicipality of Brihuega, in Guadalajara, Spain (Ser-

rano, 2021).

The use of lavender as a tourism resource

in Provence is explained not only by the long-

standing cultivation of this crop, but also by a his-

torical process that developed in response to tou-

rists' aesthetic appreciation. Development of the

�Routes de la Lavande� programme (1994), a tou-

rism industry facet of a Production Recovery Plan,

proved crucial in this trajectory (Monge, 2012).

As a result, the landscape has been optimised for

pro�t through interactions between aesthetic con-

sumption and economic and social behaviours (Na-

viner, 2002).

Rural tourism has developed rapidly as urban

residents seek places to escape from the city's busy

everyday life. In this context, it is likewise critical

to consider the advantages of remodelled tourism

activities because of a series of profound sociolo-

gical changes that have been identi�ed in the re-

cent past, linked to postmodernity and globalisa-

tion (Gössling et al., 2020). In recent decades, as

the number of destinations has proliferated and it

has become ever more di�cult for these to di�eren-

tiate themselves from one another, the tourist in-

dustry has witnessed substantial transformations,

shifting from Fordist production models to others

in which supply segmentation has increased in res-

ponse to consumer preferences for individualisation

and sophistication. In reaction to new demands,

the sector has adopted new criteria when asses-

sing destinations. According to Urry and Larsen

(2011), this �tourist gaze� is driven by a need for

ful�lment and pleasure and a desire for new ex-

periences (experience economy) beyond everyday

existence (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).

Creativity in the tourism provides novel acti-

vities, consolidating the emergent �eld of creative

tourism, which encompasses a range of proposals

that o�er tourists the chance to develop their crea-

tive potential through active participation in expe-

riences, learning and activities (Richards and Ray-

mond, 2000). These all belong to a new genera-

tion of products that enable visitors to learn about

and experience local culture while also participa-

ting in artistic and imaginative activities with locals

through co-creation (Creative Tourism Network,

2020). The active engagement, the desire for �ge-

nuine experiences�, the potential of activities to

foster users' creativity and the development of per-

sonal skills are among the common elements that

such proposals share (Richards, 2011).

These products are primarily related to daily

life in the destinations, which is connected to a

signi�cant fund of �know-how� in communities and

territories (e.g. handicrafts, the decorative arts,

cuisine, dance, customs, time-honoured practices,

preparation of local dishes, traditional farming).

Furthermore, such new tourist consumption expe-

riences are built on co-creation or �prosumption�

(a portmanteau of production+consumption) ac-

tivities that involve active visitor engagement and

create a feedback loop in which the experience

helps foster microclimates favourable to innova-

tion (Binkhorst, 2019).

Currently, three stages of creative experience

can be identi�ed, depending on the level of expe-

rientiality (adapted from Richards, 2011):
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� First generation (passive). Creativity as a

framework for consumption: shopping, iti-

neraries, art galleries, etc.

�� Second generation (moderate activity).

Consumption of creative activities with some

degree of participation, through intangible

cultural heritage, food, handicrafts, perfor-

ming arts, gadgets, etc.

� Third generation (creative activities). Co-

creation or consumption, with greater tourist

participation through open workshops, cour-

ses, co-creation productions, performances

with tourists, experience of daily life in des-

tinations, etc.

Rural environments are especially suitable for

fostering tourism initiatives based on creative tou-

rism approaches. Visitors can expect authen-

tic, active, engaging, participatory, instructive and

transformative vacations, as well as the opportu-

nity for participation in creative activities and mu-

tual meaningful interaction with host communities

(Richards, 2021). Accordingly, Serrano (2021) ar-

gues that the increasing size of lavender �elds in

Spain show potential for developing tourism desti-

nations with co-creative experiences. Serrano also

contends that the sensory stimuli of extensive la-

vender �elds (colour, shapes and perfume) combi-

ned with the seasonality of blooming could act as

experiential attractor.

3. Methodology

Given the scarcity of studies on the subject

in Spain, an exploratory, mixed-method study was

conducted to lay the ground for further research.

The procedures followed were divided into two

main stages linked to the objectives pursued, and a

constructivist methodology was employed in which

stakeholder testimonies, on-site observation and

social media analysis were key elements. Data

were collected from primary and secondary sour-

ces alike, speci�cally in the following logical and

intermediate-results-integrating sequence. Conse-

quently, the methodological sequence included two

data collection sub-stages, followed in both cases

by a data analysis sub-stage. Between the two

stages, intermediate outcomes were produced. In

a �nal process, the partial results of the two stages

were integrated into the �nal conclusions.

Data Collection 1 included the following acti-

ons:

� Extensive literature review, in relation to the

previously de�ned theoretical framework, ai-

med at identifying and understanding: (1)

the preconditions for the development of

successful lavender tourism in rural areas;

and (2) the potential of creativity and expe-

riential activities in the current development

of rural tourism;

�� Exploration of o�cial statistical data, mainly

from MAPA (2010, 2020, 2022) and analy-

sis of these using Geographical Information

Systems to evaluate the evolution of laven-

der crops in Spain;

� Internet search using general search engines

to identify tourism products related to laven-

der crops (for September 2020 to January

2021). The absence of some speci�c statis-

tics rendered it a challenge to �nd all the

existing tourism products on the internet.

The search terms used were: �turismo de

lavanda� [lavender tourism], �campos de la-

vanda� [lavender �elds] and �experiencia la-

vanda� [lavender experience]. The catego-

ries of analysis used to characterise the ac-

tivities and the companies that o�er these

tourism products were based on a literature

review, as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1 | Categories of analysis used to describe the lavender tourism product through online searches

Source: Elaborated by the authors

Data Collection 2

Primary qualitative data were collected to com-

plement the quantitative data and further our un-

derstanding of experiential lavender tourism, based

on managers' perspectives and on-site observation.

The core content of the interviews was based on

two main categories: i) company owners'/ mana-

gers' motivation; ii) expectations and perception

of trends. The aim of these categories was to

advance our understanding of the role of laven-

der tourism in the economic diversi�cation of rural

areas and �rms alike. Additionally, we aimed to

attain a deeper understanding of managers' pers-

pectives of the context, potential and challenges of

lavender tourism activities. Four in-depth intervi-

ews were conducted with promoters and managers

of companies o�ering activities related to lavender

tourism (the interview guide is given in Appendix

I). The information thus obtained, together with

an internet analysis and the literature on interna-

tional and national cases, enabled us to describe

the lavender tourism supply.

Our case study centred on Brihuega (Spain), a

unique place that �applying the previously men-

tioned steps� was classi�ed as a lavender tourism

destination. This municipality boasts a signi�cant

lavender tourism infrastructure which has fostered

local transformations and community activities re-

volving around this tourism segment.

4. Lavender �elds in Spain: location and pro-

duction

The evolution of lavender �elds shows a sig-

ni�cant increase in surface area since 1998 (�rst

data available), rising from 2,325 hectares in 1998

to 5,671 hectares in 2019 (Figure 1). By 2021,

production had increased considerably to 8,099 ha

(MAPA, 2022). This �gure renders Spain one

of the main European producers, behind Bulga-

ria and France but comparable to Croatia, Italy

and Turkey (Cri³an, 2023). Two stages can be

distinguished in this evolution, the �rst spanning

the period 1998 to 2009, when the cultivated sur-

face area remained stable without any signi�cant

�uctuations, and the second spanning the period

2009 to 2019, when a substantial increase in sur-

face area occurred, especially since 2017, doubling

the cultivated area.

Figure 1 | Lavender �eld surface area in Spain (ha) 1998-2019

Source: Anuario de Estadística Agraria (MAPA), 1999-2020.

Produced by the authors.
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This trend is also apparent in the increase in

the number of provinces that have begun culti-

vating this crop since 2008, rising from around

1,600 ha and 16 provinces in 2009 to 2,500 ha

and 19 provinces in 2015, 4,500 ha and 18 pro-

vinces in 2017 and 5,700 ha and 30 provinces in

2019 (Figures 2, 3 and 4). In 2009 (Figure 2), only

three Spanish provinces exceeded 200 ha, namely

the provinces of Albacete (213 ha), Cuenca (285

ha) and Murcia (406 ha), while the rest presented

much lower �gures.

By 2019 (Figure 3), the number of provinces

growing lavender had increased, but the surface

area allocated to this crop remained very small (20

provinces allocated less than 20 ha). The only no-

table provinces as regards surface area were Guada-

lajara (1,851 ha) and Murcia (1,350 ha), followed

at quite some distance by the provinces of Alba-

cete (478 ha), Valladolid (409 ha), Granada (233

ha), Cuenca (230 ha) and Burgos (207 ha).

Figure 4 shows the evolution of lavender crops

over the period 2009 to 2019. Most provinces pre-

sented a slight increase in cultivation area, but only

four provinces showed pronounced growth. The

case of Cuenca province is notable because it had

been one of the outstanding provinces in 2009, but

10 years later, the surface area devoted to this crop

had decreased. The provinces of Valladolid and Al-

bacete showed increases, but the �gures were no-

tably lower. Although not shown on the map, it

should be noted that at the time of writing (2022),

the Region of Castile-La Mancha has the largest

surface area devoted to lavender cultivation (ap-

proximately 5,000 ha), of which 3,000 are in the

province of Guadalajara (Gil, 2022).

The increase in cultivated area in the case of

Spain is not related to tourism, except in the muni-

cipality of Brihuega (Guadalajara). Initially, these

initiatives (the introduction of new aromatic and

medicinal plant production) have been aimed at

creating a diverse and sustainable agriculture fra-

mework in line with the common agricultural po-

licy guidelines. All are viewed as opportunities to

embark on specialised production of crops in high

demand, are linked to eco-friendly agricultural sys-

tems suitable for areas with special rural develop-

ment challenges and o�er an alternative to crops

with an uncertain future (Navarro, 2018). Pro-

duction is also related to climatic conditions and

soil types, growing drought resistant plants suited

to rain-fed production methods that do not need

nutrient-rich soils (Innovatione, 2020). It is also

important to note the synergy between aromatic

plant cultivation and beekeeping.

Figures 2 | Lavender �eld surface area in Spain (ha) 2009
Source: MAPA 2010 and 2020. Produced by the authors.
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Figures 3 and 4 | Lavender �eld surface area in Spain (ha) 2019; evolution of lavender �eld surface area in Spain (ha) 2019-2009.
Source: MAPA 2010 and 2020. Produced by the authors.

The increased cultivation of lavender has been

accompanied by a corresponding increase in the

production of extracts for cosmetics. According to

the National Association of Perfumery and Cos-

metics, Spain is almost �a benchmark� in the pro-

duction of essential oils such as lemon, lavender,

lavandin, rockrose and sage. In fact, lavender, la-

vandin and sage cultivation alone supports over

5,000 jobs and generates 10.5 million euros per

year (Ruiz, 2022).

5. Lavender �elds as a tourism resource in

Spain

As explained in the methods section, produc-

tion �gures are well documented but o�cial Spa-

nish statistics at municipal level are scarce. Conse-

quently, lavender-related rural tourism can only be

identi�ed by other means such as website analysis

or direct observation, as presented below.

A website analysis of this tourism product in

Spain yielded a very brief list of places that in-

clude lavender tourism among their attractions. As

regards online publicity concerning tourism expe-

riences related to lavender �elds and produced by

professional platforms and individual content cre-

ators (bloggers, YouTubers) alike, most locations

seem to emulate the model of Provence (France)

or are related to the growing tourism supply in the

municipality of Brihuega (Guadalajara).

A comparative analysis shows that most of the

national supply can be classi�ed as single, regi-
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onally scattered lavender tourism activities. An

internet search for businesses o�ering tourism ac-

tivities related to lavender cultivation yielded the

following results, which are also shown geographi-

cally in Tables 2 and 3 and Figure 5.

The vast majority of municipalities where la-

vender tourism is located leverage their local he-

ritage as their main tourist attraction (Table 3),

the only exception being the rural area surroun-

ding Lleida, a provincial capital that promotes its

natural heritage as its main attraction beyond the

city centre. Table 3 also gives the tourist accom-

modation available, which shows that these mu-

nicipalities are not important tourist destinations,

so any added tourism activity is important locally

in terms of rural economic diversi�cation. Every

small economic project, such as the ones conside-

red here, is critical to the rural world in Spain. This

is equally true of the rural tourism industry, which

typically has a much smaller presence than that

in some other European countries, still relies too

heavily on the accommodation segment �which

continues to have low occupancy rates� and has

a weak productive structure. Nevertheless, its pro-

motion o�ers a lifeline for rural areas, because rural

tourism helps to conserve heritage landscapes and

to mitigate depopulation to some extent (Grande,

2020).

Table 2 | Businesses o�ering tourist activities centred around lavender �elds

Source: Elaborated by authors, based on an analysis of online advertisement

Figure 5 | Evolution of lavender �eld surface area in Spain (ha) 2019-2009 and number of businesses
o�ering tourism products published on the internet (2022)

MAPA 2010 and 2020 and online advertisement. Produced by authors.
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Table 3 | Tourist accommodation and main attractions in the municipalities, besides lavender activities

Source: Produced by authors

The main characteristics of the businesses in-

volved in lavender tourism are shown in Tables 4

and 5. This information was obtained from a con-

tent analysis of online advertising and from the

four telephone interviews with the business mana-

gers. To maintain the companies' anonymity, the

order in which they appear in the following two

tables does not coincide with that of Table 2, in

which the business names are given. Only nine

companies are shown, as the case of Guadalajara

will be analysed separately due to its unique desti-

nation pro�le.

Our results indicate that there is no single bu-

siness model. In general terms, private ownership

of the land predominated, which is typical of in-

land rural Spain, where the majority of farms are

small and run by the owners, who are usually far-

mers. Although not in the majority, some of the

businesses had been set up by women. In addi-

tion, exploitation for tourism purposes was highly

diverse, with the establishment of tourist accom-

modation being a minority activity. This is unders-

tandable, as accommodation activities (accommo-

dation infrastructure, catering, reservation mana-

gement, etc.) need to be compatible with agricul-

tural activities.

Our analysis also revealed evidence in relation

to business philosophy, whereby the prevailing vi-

sion went beyond the merely economic to embrace

sustainability. In their online advertising, most of

the businesses emphasised their ecological creden-

tials through an explicit commitment to �sustai-

nable crop and product management� (company

1), �use of recycled or recyclable products and

energy e�ciency� (company 2), �organic produc-

tion� (companies 3, 5, 6 and 9) and �conservation

of native �ora� (company 4).

In most cases, the crops themselves were also

exploited by setting up small distilleries for the pro-

duction of essential oils or other derivatives. This

indicates that these businesses relied heavily on

diversi�cation of production and marketing stra-
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tegies. In Spain, production diversi�cation strate-

gies are crucial for the economic survival of much

of the rural world in general and for businesses in

particular (Plaza Gutiérrez, 2005), and lavender

exploitation is no exception.

Table 4 | Main characteristics of the lavender tourism companies identi�ed

Source: online advertising and interviews. Produced by authors.

Table 5 | Activities o�ered by lavender tourism establishments

Source: online advertising and interviews. Produced by authors.

By far the most common tourist activity was

a visit to the �elds, an experience that relies he-

avily on the �owering season, in summer. Ob-

viously, this type of activity fades into insigni�-

cance when attempting to overcome the seasona-

lity of demand. The scant provision of sensory

or experiential activities that engage tourists in

more active participation (third-generation crea-

tive tourism proposals) represents a lost opportu-

nity. Other factors should be taken into account

when expanding the type of tourism activities pro-

vided by businesses, such as potential demand and

the extra investment or additional employee trai-

ning required, all aspects that were highlighted by

some of the interviewees.

In relation to lavender tourism in Spain, it is

worth asking whether the tourism product on o�er

is related to the magnitude of the lavender �elds,

since the Provencal model (France) is in part ba-

sed on the vast scale of the lavender landscape,

fuelled by tourists' enthusiasm for this plant (Rug-

gieri, 2021). In consequence, lavender landscapes

in Provence have become a symbol of the region

and a mark of identity (Monge, 2012). To answer

this question, we compiled all available munici-

pal statistics on lavender crops in municipalities

with lavender tourism (Table 6; only municipali-

ties with available data). We found no clear rela-
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tionship between extension and lavender tourism,

since some farms o�ering this product are very

small, and may also o�er a large and diverse range

of sensory and experiential products. However, it

should be noted that in the case of Brihuega and its

surrounding area, extensive swathes of land were

devoted to this crop and visiting the �elds to see

large expanses in �ower was the main attraction,

as will be seen below.

Table 6 | Lavender surface area in municipalities o�ering lavender tourism

Source: Estadísticas agrícolas: Generalitat de Catalunya, Generalitat Valenciana, Comunidad Autónoma de la Región de Murcia &
Junta de Castilla-León, 2021. Produced by authors.

Next, we analysed the combination of laven-

der tourism and other types of rural tourism acti-

vity (see Table 7). In practically all identi�ed ca-

ses (nine companies), we found a relationship with

other activities associated with agricultural acti-

vities and traditions but transformed into tourist

experiences, such as mushroom or tru�e collec-

ting, visits to sa�ron �elds, beekeeping and honey

production, as well as wine production, winery or

vineyard visits and wine tasting. Another common

product is the combination of wine tasting and

gastronomy.

Based on the available information, four out of

the six companies o�ering lavender tourism com-

bined this activity with gastronomy or product tas-

ting. Other experiences may also be included, such

as co-creation workshops (e.g. cooking, aroma-

tics, essences, oils and perfumes), star gazing and

mindfulness activities. The product encompasses

symbolic or intangible elements, which are beco-

ming more common as a type of postmodern con-

sumerism (Brown, 1992; Ekinci, et al., 2013). Ac-

cording to Pine and Gilmore (1999), a consisten-

tly high standard of product and service quality

no longer serves to di�erentiate options for consu-

mers, because these latter now seek unique experi-

ences beyond mere product and service consump-

tion (experience economy). These ideas are in

line with proposals for creative tourism, which en-

tails �a shift from conventional models of heritage-

based cultural tourism to new models centred on

contemporary creativity, innovation and intangible

content� (Richards, 2020).

Table 7 | Tourism activities o�ered in municipalities with lavender tourism

Source: Produced by the authors based on online advertising and interviews.
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In general terms, these activities are related

to novel rural tourism proposals, which combine a

more intimate experience of nature and a peaceful

environment with a variegated o�er of services and

activities. It is widely acknowledged that rural tou-

rism is on the rise, as tourists begin to turn away

from package holidays, and rural tourism activities

such as those studied here may be perceived �cor-

rectly or incorrectly� as being more natural and

sustainable options (European Commission, 2017).

6. Brihuega: a lavender tourism destination

Located 96 kilometres from Madrid, Brihuega

(Guadalajara) is a historical town in the Tajuña

Valley with a population of 2,835 inhabitants that

serves as an important tourist attraction in the

province thanks to its cultural heritage. In 1965,

the mayor applied to the Ministry of Information

and Tourism to register a slogan for the village:

�Brihuega, Jardín de la Alcarria� [Brihuega, the

Garden of Alcarria]. The town is also relatively

well known because of literary references (Cama-

cho, 2018) and because the village centre was de-

clared a historic and artistic heritage site in 1973.

Lavender cultivation started more than 40 ye-

ars ago on the private initiative of pioneering far-

mers and developers, and initially covered around

600 ha (Alemani, 2022). In 2005, the surface area

devoted to lavender cultivation increased to about

a thousand hectares and a private family gathe-

ring was held to celebrate the �rst harvest with a

barbecue and live music. In 2012, this was trans-

formed into the �rst public lavender party, which

can be considered the turning point between the

locals' enjoyment of the lavender-scented summer

sunset and the growing development of lavender

tourism (interview with the main lavender grower).

By 2021, lavender �elds covered 2,000 ha approxi-

mately, accounting for most of the province's pro-

duction (RTVE, 2021).

Thanks to its tourism background as a heritage

site, Brihuega has a relatively well-developed ac-

commodation sector, which currently totals sixteen

establishments, having increased from eight since

2014. Three of these are 2- and 3-star hotels, and

the rest are self-catering houses and apartments.

In total, they provide more than 200 beds. It is es-

timated that during the �owering season (mainly

July and August), the town receives around 20,000

visitors (Brihuega Town Council, 2021), accoun-

ting for approximately 58% of total annual visi-

tors. Figure 6 shows the growing number of tou-

rists who have visited the Tourist O�ce in recent

years. Seasonality and the increase in lavender

tourism (shown in violet) are clearly evident even

though the data collected pertain solely to tourists

visiting the Tourist O�ce.

Figure 6 | Evolution and monthly distribution of visitors to Brihuega
Source: Records provided by the Brihuega Tourist O�ce, 2022. Produced by the authors.
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Unfortunately, the data obtained do not quan-

tify in absolute terms either the total or the place

of origin of the visitors. Most of the Spanish tou-

rists came from the nearby Region of Madrid, and

many of the international tourists, who were in the

minority, came from China and France (Tables 8

and 9).

One very important factor in the development

of lavender tourism has been promotion by the

town council, the Guadalajara provincial council

and the regional government. Tourism events have

also been reported in the national and internatio-

nal media, reaching a much wider audience than

the publicity campaigns run by local and regio-

nal government. As a result, lavender tourism in

Brihuega has become a major tourist attraction

and is leveraged as the main element in publicity

campaigns to encourage tourists to explore other

parts of the province.

The largest �elds, where rows of lavender ex-

tend to the horizon and the mountains of the Cen-

tral System range appear in the distance, are loca-

ted between the towns of Villaviciosa de Tajuña,

Brihuega and Malacuera (Figures 7 and 8). Our

�eldwork showed that only large expanses are at-

tractive, and that small �elds are insu�cient to

attract visitors unless there are other quality lands-

cape features in the surroundings that enhance the

�elds' attractiveness for tourists. This generates a

high concentration of tourists in a limited number

of areas, leading to overcrowding and trespassing.

Table 8 | Place of origin of Spanish tourists visiting the Brihuega Tourist O�ce

Source: Brihuega Tourist O�ce, 2022. Produced by the authors.

Table 9 | Place of origin of international tourists visiting the Brihuega Tourist O�ce

Source: Brihuega Tourist O�ce, 2022. Produced by the authors.
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Figure 7 | Tourists visiting lavender �elds near Brihuega.
Photo: Fernando Santander

Figure 8 | Tourist map. Lavender �elds near Brihuega
Source: Brihuega Town Council, 2019. (https://turismobrihuega.com/images/FOLLETO_ACCESO_CAMPOS_DE_LAVANDA.pdf)

The data show that tourist activity consists

mainly of day trips, with overnight stays being

uncommon. Brihuega's proximity to Madrid, the

main source of demand, means that activities con-

sisting mainly of visits to the countryside and the

historic centre can be carried out in a single day,

at most two. There is, therefore, a high turnover

of customers in hotel establishments. However,

should the high demand experienced in the �owe-

ring season increase further, this might lead to a

concomitant rise in demand for accommodation

and a consequent shortage of beds.

In July, Brihuega town council organises guided

tours of the lavender �elds for groups of about 55

people on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, with

two slots each day in the hours around sunset.

These trips attract 3,300 people every year. Des-

pite the provision of organised tours, many tourists

visit the �elds independently, indicating weak ma-

nagement of the huge in�ux of visitors.

In addition, other tourist companies based in

Madrid, Guadalajara and Brihuega itself also pro-

vide guided tours, o�ering activities such as hot

air balloon �ights and paragliding. What Richards

(2011) has termed third-generation creativity ac-

tivities are also o�ered, such as landscape pho-

tography courses, beekeeping workshops, cocktail

workshops and open-air painting workshops, and

companies that process lavender organise guided

tours to the distilleries where lavender essence is

extracted.

During the �owering season, Brihuega's stre-

https://turismobrihuega.com/images/FOLLETO_ACCESO_CAMPOS_DE_LAVANDA.pdf
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ets and squares are decorated with purple ele-

ments, evoking the �elds in �ower, and local bu-

sinesses sell a range of products related to laven-

der, from little bags of dried lavender �owers, �o-

ral decorations, essences, honey and lavender swe-

ets and lavender-themed ceramics, to speci�c pro-

ducts made with essential oil of lavender such as

cosmetics. For instance, the town's bakery ma-

kes various types of lavender sweets, another shop

sells lavender ice cream and a craft brewery pro-

duces lavender-�avoured beer.

At the same time, Brihuega town council runs

a programme of activities that includes a laven-

der street market, lavender craft workshops, book

presentations and street decoration contests. The

main event is the Lavender Festival: a concert by

renowned artists that takes place in the lavender �-

elds. All of these activities are carried out while the

lavender is in �ower. Recently, approval was gran-

ted for the construction of a Lavender and Perfume

Museum, within the framework of a Tourism Sus-

tainability Plan drawn up by the provincial council.

As regards the future, the local, provincial and

regional authorities are committed to lavender tou-

rism, which shows great promise. At present, it

increases the visibility of other, nearby natural and

cultural resources, with the consequent rise in be-

ne�ts. Evidence of this commitment is the Plan

for Sustainable Tourism in Literary Alcarria, en-

dowed with =C1,386,000 (Next Generation Fund),

of which =C710,000 has been allocated for cons-

truction of a Lavender and Perfume Museum in

Brihuega (JCCM, 2022).

It seems that local interests have converged in

the development of lavender tourism here, bringing

together the local council, traditionally interested

in promoting the municipality, and the private ini-

tiative and entrepreneurship of farmers, traders,

artisans and hoteliers. To this must be added the

interest shown by the regional government, in line

with the new CAP that is acquiring a signi�cant

environmental dimension (JCCM, 2021).

7. Discussion

The �rst notable issue is the scarcity of laven-

der tourism in Spain beyond Brihuega, especially

bearing in mind the popularity of this municipa-

lity and the activities that it o�ers. Furthermore,

the lavender tourism that does exist in Spain is

not always related to the area of lavender culti-

vated in the municipality in which the business is

located. Tourism products associated with laven-

der �elds may be o�ered in villages, such as in the

Els Ports (Castellón), with the town of Forcall as

the lavender centre, and in relatively humble esta-

blishments, such as those that can be found in vil-

lages in the provinces of Toledo, Soria and Lleida,

but also by exceptional luxury establishments, such

as the Abadía Retuerta Le Domaine Hotel, which

unusually among Spanish hotels provides a 24-hour

butler service.

In the cases analysed, we found a direct rela-

tionship between lavender tourism and rural tou-

rism. Tourist activities associated with lavender

were almost always combined with other elements

related to the natural environment, such as lands-

cape viewpoints, interpretive routes, bird observa-

tories or sport activities. In addition, explicit re-

ference was made in all cases to cultural heritage,

whether tangible or intangible.

The examples studied went hand in hand with

renewed or reactivated tourist activities due to the

existence of lavender �elds. These facilitate both

the emergence of new activities and diversi�cation

of the product in places where tourism is not a

major economic factor. Of particular note is the

relationship with the new experiential trend in tou-

rism, whereby lavender-related products leverage

originality and co-creation initiatives.

These initiatives are linked to a variety of ma-

nagement models based mainly on rural policies,

but also on land ownership and a range of farmers'

associations. In general, lavender crops are pro-

moted by o�cial agro-food research centres, prin-

cipally with the goal of achieving environmental
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and social bene�ts such as crop eco-compatibility,

ecological health, diversi�cation of rural industries

and the pursuit of diversi�ed and sustainable agri-

culture, in line with the new common agricultural

policy.

The processes documented in Brihuega have

wrought a transformation in the municipality's

economic activity, shifting towards lavender-

related tourism activities. The increase in hotels

appears to be linked to the arrival of lavender tou-

rists, although most of these are day-trippers from

Madrid. However, the supply of hotel accommoda-

tion in Brihuega might become insu�cient if more

tourists arrive during the lavender �owering sea-

son.

Regarding tourism, the lavender �elds repre-

sent the main resource, serving to attract tourists.

Once these have arrived at the destination, lo-

cal businesses �supported by public institutions�

have been able to bene�t from the visitors, trans-

forming the area into a tourist destination. Laven-

der tourism has had a marked theming e�ect on

the village.

In this respect, the case study can be com-

pared to Provence. Although less extensive than

those in this French region, the lavender �elds at

Brihuega represent a landscape that has only re-

cently been invented in the context of local deve-

lopment and which has subsequently been trans-

formed into an economic asset that the local and

then regional authorities have considered valuable,

including it in planning policies. Thus, the lands-

cape must be viewed in relation to aesthetics, eco-

nomics and social practices (Naviner, 2002). In

this regard, it is crucial to have a �rm grasp of

the complexity of assigning values (Plieninger et.

al., 2015) when making decisions about the pre-

servation or development of cultural landscapes.

Studies have shown the vital signi�cance of being

able to see and engage with landscapes through

landscape-related activities, although the process

whereby people construct values out of tangible

landscape structures remains poorly understood

(Stephenson, 2008).

As an interpretative framework, general expla-

nations are already available related to the sym-

bolic nature that consumption has begun to ac-

quire. The promotion of these destinations forms

part of a �new cultural economy of space�, which

encompasses and fosters novel, more complex spa-

tial experiences (Terkenli, 2002), where such pla-

ces have not only expanded the services provided

for visitors but have also heightened the symbolism

attributed to these services (Pratt, 2008), which

then become fundamental to the identity of said

destinations. One of their main features is that

they are highly themed. Theming is a means to

assign value to and signify products through a nar-

rative that can be aesthetic (shapes, colours, de-

signs), in relation to the activities o�ered, or th-

rough a story that is usually shared through po-

pular culture (Lukas, 2012). This culture strongly

favours visual communication through social me-

dia, where images that depict collective preferen-

ces prevail, prioritising particular places that share

common attributes (Tieskens, et al., 2018). La-

vender tourism in Spain still remains a minority

interest in this respect, but similar dynamics ope-

rate for other �owers, such as sa�ron (Bachiller,

2022) and cherry blossom (Engelmo et al., 2021).

Meanwhile, lavender cultivation needs to strike

a balance between pro�tability mechanisms and

sustainability processes that are not solely depen-

dent on tourism. The decision to cultivate or to

maintain lavender crops will depend on market de-

velopments and production costs. There are also

threats to production, such as strong competition

from China and South Africa, as well as European

regulations. A draft EU sustainability strategy en-

visaged the inclusion of lavender and lavandin es-

sential oils in the chemicals category because of

their linalool content. For now, mobilisation of the

sector in Europe has succeeded in ensuring that

this product is not included in the list of chemical

products in the new regulation (AgroCLM, 2022a

and b).
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In relation to the exploitation of lavender �elds

for tourism, there is also a need for holistic approa-

ches to ensure sustainability. In the case of Brihu-

ega, we found that visiting the �elds in the �owe-

ring season was an ephemeral practice in terms of

the duration of the visit (day trips), the period in

which it took place (a few weeks in July) and the

tourists' consumption behaviour, which could be

characterised as �uid (Bauman, 2013).

The COVID-19 pandemic was viewed by some

critics as an opportunity to take stock of terri-

tories heavily dependent on tourism and consider

how these could rebuild their economies to incre-

ase their sustainability, prioritising the concept of

�mobility justice�. This concept is based on ecolo-

gical and participatory approaches (including com-

munity organisations and people's assemblies) as

a means to tackle the transition to sustainabi-

lity (Sheller, 2020). Mobility justice also empha-

sises slow tourism approaches applied to consu-

mer behaviour, forms of management and busi-

ness operations (Heitmann et al., 2011). Howe-

ver, in the case of Brihuega, as with many other

destinations, a signi�cant increase in tourists was

witnessed after the pandemic (35,000 visitors in

the year 2021), partly in response to a major ad-

vertising campaign run by the local and regional

authorities (DCLM, 2023). In this regard, we have

some doubts that the studied strategies do have

sustainability as their primary objective.

8. Conclusions

More lavender is being grown in more pla-

ces, and new agricultural and tourism stakeholders

�including politicians and planners� are explo-

ring the potential of lavender crops as both raw

material and a feature of leisure services. The Go-

vernmental Sectoral Plan on Nature Tourism and

Biodiversity (Spanish initials: SPNTB) notes the

need for studies that evaluate nature tourism; con-

sequently, we hope that our research results will

prove useful for stakeholders and society in ge-

neral. In particular, we believe they will be use-

ful when implementing strategic territorial plans

with a strong sustainability focus that view laven-

der crops as an experiential tourism resource. In

addition, our results lay the groundwork for future

research.

In line with the results obtained, lavender tou-

rism can currently be categorised according to two

main trends, namely rural tourism and experiential

tourism. Creativity and experiential activities are

proving essential in the gradual progress of laven-

der tourism. The tentative initiatives launched to

date have been based on sensory perceptions and

on the experience of processing �owers, activities

generally classi�ed as �rst- and second-generation

tourism experientiality.

The rural initiatives examined here suggest

that this experientiality based on an endogenous

resource or capacity linked to rurality has the po-

tential to attract tourist �ows and thereby support

a certain level of social and economic dynamism

in small towns. Increasing the experiences on o�er

to reach the third generation could stabilise �ows

and mitigate the e�ect of seasonality.

However, participatory planning will be an es-

sential element in this process in order to safe-

guard against the risk of overtourism. It is the-

refore necessary to re�ect on whether we want a

scenario where an excessive number of people visit

every summer, as in the case of Provence (Ruggi-

eri, 2021). To this end, forums should be organised

for local stakeholders (farmers, entrepreneurs, the

general population, public planning bodies, autho-

rities). It would also be useful to hear the opinions

of local residents in addition to those of the peo-

ple with an economic stake in the matter. Some

means of increasing Sustainability are recommen-

ded in other studies on rural Tourism, such as,

extend stays through more immersive, slow tou-

rism stays, providing the o�er with more activities

in the countryside than only lavender �eld visits
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for taking photos, recommending routes that in-

crease tourists' curiosity in visiting additional lo-

cations in the area; these proposals can be later

included into longer programs or packages (Hall et

al., 2005; Bramwell, 1994).

As research limitations, the principal shortco-

ming encountered in this study was the lack of

high-quality data related to o�cial rural tourism

statistics. As a result, it was impossible to deter-

mine the number of visitors at municipal level in

Spain, or their motivational priorities when visiting

a municipality.

As noted earlier, Brihuega is the only destina-

tion at present to have achieved a certain degree of

economic diversi�cation, the magnitude of which

requires further research in order to quantify it. La-

vender tourism is being leveraged by new entrepre-

neurs as a resource to generate tourist �ows, and

to some extent, it has helped to rejuvenate the life

cycle of some rural destinations where former re-

sources have become complementary. The results

of our analysis and our main �ndings (strengths

and weaknesses) will be very useful when advising

on the design of new lavender tourism initiatives.

Nonetheless, questions remain for new rese-

arch: will it be possible for lavender thematisa-

tion to reduce seasonality? Will territorial lavender

branding be possible despite the marked seasona-

lity of �owering? will experiential tourism be able

to extend sensitive activities beyond the �owering

season and conserve a destination's attractiveness?

and do locals identify with lavender as local icon or

should other distinctive features be added as tou-

rism resources? In other words, from a social and

environmental standpoint, will lavender tourism be

sustainable?
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Annex I

Stakeholder interview guideline

- Who started the business: man/woman, family, investor, others?

Who directs the business: man/woman, family, investor, employee, others?

-- How many jobs does the business generate (men/women, gender roles)?

- Do you belong to an agricultural or tourism business association? Or to any other that you consider

to be a bene�t or support to your activity?

- Who is the owner of the lavender crops (man/woman)? Do you have an agreement with the crop

owners (man/woman)?

- What surface area does the lavender (or other aromatic herbs) occupy?

- In which municipality are the crops located?

- Are you thinking of increasing the area under cultivation?

- How did the lavender tourism initiative arise? Did you grow lavender crops before tourism? Was

cultivation planned together with lavender tourism? Is the tourism initiative explained by the

abundance of crops in the region?

- What are the motivations behind the initiative? (male/female motivations)

- How long has your lavender business been in operation?

- Did you receive a public subsidy to begin cultivating lavender crops? If yes, was this for cultivation

or tourism?

- Is the activity working well? Is it economically sustainable?

- What are the main economic activities in the municipality?

- What do you think your tourism activity brings to the municipality?

- In its initial design, did your business include speci�c and explicit considerations that yielded

sustainability (environmental, social and/or economic)? If yes, did these relate to cultivation or

to tourism?

- Have such initiatives been introduced later? (related to cultivation/tourism)

- Do you keep a record of activity data: demand, customers served, seasonality of activity, requests

for information?

- What do tourists who are interested in your product demand?

- How has your activity been a�ected by the pandemic (closure, previous expectations, variations

from previous expectations, current evolution)?


