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How ‘difficult heritage’ sites renegotiate their identity when confronted with 
mass tourism is examined through a case study of Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
Poland. Ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and managerial 
dimensions are considered. Marketing strategies focusing on entertainment 
exploit and trivialise the heritage site, although sometimes augmenting 
engagement, and reformulating norms and values. Moreover, the viewpoint of 
the villagers living nearby, is overlooked. These strategies are founded in a 
post-Cold War capitalist discourse departing from Communist approaches 
using the site for propaganda. Yet, more interpretations of the site inform 
marketing and management strategies. Hence, the ABMM’s manners of 
dealing with tourism are diverse and constantly renegotiated—demanding 
further research 

 

Introduction  

‘YOLOCAUST’, a project of the Israeli artist Shapira, went viral during the first months of 
this year. Shapira photoshopped selfies taken by visitors on the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin 
into footage of Nazi extermination camps to criticise visitors’ behaviours and underlying 
valuations of sites commemorating a horrid past (Heesakkers, 2017; Shapira, 2017). 
Similarly, in his ‘World War Two Today’ photo series, the Dutch photographer Roger 
Cremers interrogated the ways in which people nowadays deal with World War II (WWII). 
The project was triggered by a photo taken of an Auschwitz-Birkenau visitor wearing a shirt 
stating “Laugh, it’s an order” (Giesbergen, 2016).  
 These projects demonstrate the uncomfortable feeling that exists regarding the valuation, 
interpretation, and related behaviours of the increasing streams of tourists visiting ‘difficult 
heritage’ sites (Logan & Reeves, 2009), touching upon notions of morality, appropriateness, 
sensitivity, and exploitation (Roberts, 2014; Singh, 2015). This essay analyses how such 
cultural heritage sites renegotiate their identity when confronted with current-day mass 
tourism through a case study of the former German Nazi concentration and extermination 
camp Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland, placed on the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage List as cultural heritage (World 
Heritage Committee, 1979). 
 Sites with a legacy of painful periods related to massacre, genocide, war, prisons, and 
‘benevolent’ internment are increasingly considered as heritage sites of ‘negative memory’ 
(Manka, 2008). This perception moves away from the perhaps more prevalent view of 
heritage sites as spaces for the celebration of human genius, the nation, or past civilizations 
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(Choay, 2001; Manka, 2008; Ruskin, 1854). The valuation, preservation, selection, and 
management of such ‘difficult heritage’ sites by governments, professionals, and 
communities is therefore complex (Logan & Reeves, 2009). The streams of tourists visiting 
these localities, facilitated and influenced by globalization, commercialization, and 
digitalization, further complicate this (Choay, 2001; Sansi-Roca, 2009; Singh, 2015). 
Tourism to places of ‘dark heritage’ has been coined ‘dark tourism’. Various types of, and 
motivations for dark tourism and related kinds of dark heritage sites and ‘dark marketing’ 
strategies have been identified, in which is differentiated between shades of darkness, 
indicative of the gravity of a dark site’s history, function, or significance (Brown e.a., 2012; 
Roberts, 2014; Sharpley, 2009). However, contrary to dark tourism studies, this research 
focuses on the perspective of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum (ABMM) 
instead of the tourists’ viewpoint. According to Sharpley (2009), there are four dimensions 
through which dark tourism can be analysed: ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, 
and management issues. This frame is used to examine how the ABMM negotiates its site’s 
history and tourism. Ultimately, the following research question is answered: How does the 
ABMM deal with tourism from an ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and 
managerial perspective?  
 Contextual background is first provided on Auschwitz-Birkenau by briefly addressing its 
WWII use and layout, its transformation into a museum, and its later classification as cultural 
heritage by UNESCO in 1979. Information is derived from the website of the ABMM—
complemented with academic literature. These sources also inform the second part of the 
essay, in which the impacts of tourism on the site and how these have been dealt with is 
analysed. Focus is placed on ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and 
management issues.  

Ethical & Marketing/Promotional Issues 

The adaptations to tourist demands described above and the inclusion of new (media) 
technologies are classified as (dark) marketing strategies; “the application or adaptation of 
marketing principles and practises to domains of death, destruction and the ostensible 
reprehensible” (Brown, McDonagh, & Shultz, 2012, p. 196). Such strategies emerged with 
the end of the Cold War, when ties with the international community also brought in 
capitalist approaches to the institution’s management in which tourist-generated income 
through promotion, pricing and positioning. Consequently, efforts to attract tourists by 
meeting and generating their demands were made.1  
 Yet, a discrepancy appears to exist between demand on the one hand, and supply on the 
other. As Johnston e.a. (2013) points out, the primary reason for visitors to attend Auschwitz-
Birkenau today is educational. Indeed, lectures and the like are part of the services offered by 
the institution. However, in the marketing strategies of companies tied to the ABMM such as 
international travel agencies, the “hard sell approach, focused on price, comfort, and 
convenience dominated” (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz, 2013, p. 268). Such an approach 
leaves little room for profound information on the site’s history. For instance, one company 
offered a ‘package deal’ in which visitors could visit Auschwitz and the Wieliczka Salt Mines 
on the same day to save time and money (Young, 2009). Moreover, “Auschwitz-Birkenau has 
become an obligatory place of pilgrimage for all visiting heads of state to Poland in order to 
honour the Jewish and Polish victims of the Holocaust” (Allar, 2013, p. 197)—something 
repeatedly highlighted on the ABMM’s website (ABMM, 2017). These marketing strategies 
point to a growing attention being paid to the ‘experience’ of visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
rather than its significance as historical monument. 
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 Cole (1999) identifies these developments—the packaging, promotion, pricing, and 
positioning of heritage sites through marketing (Brown, McDonagh, & Shultz, 2012) for the 
sake of experience—as the commercialization and commodification of Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
and the start of the “Holocaust Industry” (Cole, 1999, p. 116). This industry fabricates and 
perpetuates the Holocaust Myth; “the mass-marketed and Hollywood-produced image of the 
Holocaust” (Allar, 2013, p. 196) that is distancing itself from the actual happenings. For 
example, visitors are not informed about the fact that the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ entrance does 
not mark the boundaries of the site, as prisoners passing the gate had already been robbed, 
stripped, shaved, and tattooed in what now is the site’s cafeteria (Young, 2009), nor are they 
told that the crematorium shown at the end of the tour is a replica—the original lying a 
kilometre away in ruins (Dery, 1999). As such, the ABMM is going beyond the debate on the 
authenticity of the camp, spurred by elaborate renovation works throughout the last part of 
the 20th century (e.g. the relaying of the ramp, reconstruction of barracks, or the replacement 
of barbed wire every six years); it exploits and trivialises the former Nazi camp by selling a 
mythical story for the sake of entertainment (Dery, 1999; Sharpley, 2009; Stone, 2009), 
which led Cole (1999, p. 113) to coin the ABMM Auschwitz-Land. Allar (2013), however, 
points out that the prevalence of the experience over reality may also stimulate greater 
engagement from the visitors, as emotional responses are incited. This viewpoint aligns with 
the trend museums and heritage sites throughout Europe faced at the end of the 20th century. 
With new media technologies emerging, display strategies professionalised. Spaces had to 
immerse all visitors—no longer only those sufficiently informed on museums or heritage 
sites’ history or (scientific) underpinnings. Past occurrences had to be tangible and relatable, 
and exhibitions, hence, memorable.  
 On the same line, Stone (2009) offers an alternative viewpoint to the arguments 
proposing that the decontextualization of sites like ‘Auschwitz-Land’ invites the 
desensitisation of visitors and related inappropriate or even immoral behaviours (Choay, 
2001; Cole, 1999; Dery, 1999). He states that this perceived immoral behaviour is the result 
of secularisation and the subsequent loss of a (religious) moral compass, and 
individualisation coupled with growing narcissism (see Choay, 2001). Subsequently, 
“individuals seek morally relative meaning on their own terms and form non-religious and 
non-traditional institutions” (Stone, 2009, p. 73) that serve as new sites of pilgrimage. 
Traumatic heritage sites then become places where cultural and moral values are re-
negotiated. Hence, developing the theatrical experiences of Auschwitz-Birkenau may be 
interpreted as playing into, and facilitating growing demands for new places of pilgrimage 
and the affirmation of shared moral values. In this context, souvenirs—be they produced by 
the institution or by individuals in the form of postcards, photographs, videos, and online 
statements—may be considered as material and enduring embodiments of the ephemeral 
emotional experience of the visit; as new symbols of morality.  

Historic Background 

In 1939, the Polish city Oświęcim was annexed to the Third Reich and its name was changed 
to Auschwitz. A year later, the Konzentrationslager Auschwitz was established in the city’s 
suburbs. Initially, the camp was to be a ‘regular’ concentration camp holding political 
prisoners, to which the oldest part of the complex, Auschwitz I, built in pre-war Polish 
barracks, bears witness.2 In 1941, Birkenau, or Auschwitz II, was constructed on the site of 
the Brzezinka village, three kilometres away from Oświęcim and became the main apparatus 
of mass extermination with four crematoria and four gas chambers.3 About 40 sub-camps 

                                                
2 See Appendix no. 6.  
3 Auschwitz I had one crematoria See Appendix no. 7. 
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were constructed during the war, of which Buna or Monowitz was the largest.4 It became the 
seat of the commandant of the third part of the camp, Auschwitz III. Through walls, barbed-
wire and the expulsion of villagers, Auschwitz-Birkenau was isolated from the outside world.  
 In August 1944, the Red Army approached Oświęcim, upon which the Germans 
undertook actions to obscure evidence of what had happened un the camp. At the beginning 
of 1945, crematoria I, II, and V were demolished, Kanada II—with the property from 
extermination victims it stored—was set on fire, gas chambers were blown up, documents 
were burned, and about 56.000 prisoners were taken on evacuation marches.5 On January 27, 
1945, the Red Army entered the grounds, finding 7.000 prisoners. In total, about between 1.1 
million and 1.6 million Jews, Poles, and others were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau during 
WWII and murdered (ABMM, 2017; Lennon & Foley, 2000). 
 Before the end of 1945, the Provisional Government of Poland started making the camp 
a museum. Auschwitz-Birkenau was placed under the authority of the Ministry of Culture 
and Art (MKiS), former prisoners, and the Central Committee of Jews in Poland (CKZP). In 
1946 Protection Board was set up and former prisoner Tadeusz Wąsowicz was appointed 
head of the board and, later, director of Auschwitz State Museum (ASM). The remaining 
structures, including barracks, guard towers the main gate, and other blocks, were repaired, 
and belongings of prisoners, material evidence, and other objects of historic value were 
collected and kept for exhibition. On June 14, 1947, the museum officially opened. In an act 
of Parliament, the ASM was described as “a Monument to Martyrdom of the Polish People 
and other Peoples” with as mission the “collecting and gathering together [of] evidence and 
materials associated with the Nazi crimes, making them accessible to the public and studying 
them in a scientific way” (ABMM, 2017). Only parts of the site were accessible (camp I and 
II). Exhibitions showed the experiences of the victims, the situation of the countries whose 
citizens were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau, and similarities with other concentration 
campus.  
 Unofficially, the Polish resistance was celebrated; highlighting the victim’s suffering was 
of lesser importance.6, 7 This stemmed from a general fatigue of recalling the war, and, more 
so, the Communist government’s aim of using the site as “weapon in the ‘struggle for peace’ 
against ‘Anglo-American imperialism’” (ABMM, 2017). The two commissions working on 
museum exhibits—the Historical Commission and the Artistic Commission—were 
politically, bureaucratically, and financially limited in their efforts: Auschwitz assumed 
“Birkenau’s identity as a place of absolute destruction” (Young, 2009, p. 51)8 wherein the 
murdering of the Poles was exaggerated, and fascism and Western capitalism were appointed 
as causes of the extermination instead of Nazi racial ideology and anti-Semitism (Allar, 
2013). Large parts of Birkenau fell into decay and the CKZP ceased collaborations when no 
response followed on their request for a Museum of Jewish Martyrdom.9 
 Stalin’s death in 1953 lessened the Soviets’ presence in Poland. The ASM took up a 
more nationalist stance and visitor numbers increased.10 The main exhibition was completed 

                                                
4 The entire region at which the Nazi’s directed their attention in the event more room would be needed for the 
construction of additional camps was coined the ‘Zone of Interest’. See Appendix no. 8 and 9. 
5 See Appendix no. 10. 
6 “…as a Monument to Martyrdom of the Polish People and other Peoples” (ABMM, 2017). 
7 Poland lost six million of its citizen during the war, among which 3 million Jews (Allar, 2013). 
8 In Auschwitz I, the public would be taken from the main gate, ‘Arbeit macht Frei’, to block 11 (‘Death 
Block’), 4 (‘Extermination of Millions’), 5, 6 (property of the murdered Jews), 7 (exhibition of ex-prisoners’ 
artworks), 8, and 9 (blocks in their former state), and the gas chamber and crematorium (ABMM, 2017). 
9 Only in 1968 did a similar exhibition open in Block 27 in Auschwitz-Birkenau (ABMM, 2017). 
10 Where the first six years of the ASM saw little public interest, this gradually altered over the years. 
Approximately 1.771.300 Poles and 79.600 people from outside of the country visited the site between 1947 and 
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in 1955 and more attention was paid to preservation and Birkenau’s role as a memorial site—
illustrated by the decision to not install a memorial in the area, as survivors argued it 
conflicted with its commemorative role.11 The infrastructure and amenities of the museum 
were also improved. These developments were spurred by an increased international attention 
for the Holocaust, with the 1961 Eichmann Trial in Israel, the following Frankfurt-Auschwitz 
trials, the rising popularity of Anne Frank’s diary, and later television shows and films being 
made on the subject (Allar, 2013). The publication of memoires from former Auschwitz-
Birkenau prisoners and the acceptance of the site on UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1979 
ignited specific interest in the camp. 12  Moreover, the documentary The Shoah (1985) 
cemented Auschwitz-Birkenau as identifiable place and symbol of the Holocaust (Allar, 
2013). International tourism increased, as did the necessity for preservation and maintenance 
works; a program was set up to manage surrounding service industries and a buffer-zone was 
created to limit the growth of the nearby villages.  
 At the end of the Cold War in 1989, the ASM was rebranded as the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
Museum and Memorial (ABMM), which reflected the importance of the camp as a whole and 
a move away from the Communist-nationalist discourse. The ABMM’s functioning was re-
evaluated and the International Auschwitz Council (IAC) was established as its main 
advisory body in 1990. Although the main part of the exhibition remained in Auschwitz I, 
visitors were now also led around Birkenau (Young, 2009). As such, the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
Death Camp Victims Memorial Foundation was set up for the financing of the complex’ 
maintenance (1993) and a new system for explicating and memorializing crucial elements of 
the site was put in place in the years that followed, alongside legal reinforcements on 
memorial site preservation. In 1999, its internet website was launched.  
 With the turn of the century, Auschwitz had surpassed Dachau as most identifiable Nazi-
symbol (Hartmann, 2014). It received over a million visitors in 200713 and 1,843 million in 
2012, with most visitors coming from Poland, followed by Britain, the United States, Italy, 
Germany, Israel, and other countries (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz, 2013). Two years 
later, the Auschwitz-Birkenau Facebook-page, being the first page of its kind, reached 
1000.000 users. Some spoke of it becoming a new pilgrimage site (Hartmann, 2014; White & 
Frew, 2013). With the majority of the camp’s visitors, 33.2%, coming for educational 
purposes, seeking ‘knowledge of the history of the camp’ (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz, 
2013), efforts were undertaken to facilitate these tourist demands through audio tours and, 
later, virtual tours, the use of QR codes in telling stories of former prisoners, online materials, 
teaching programmes, conferences, and new exhibitions, and publications. This catering to 
tourists is also illustrated by the enhancement of the institution’s accessibility with a braille 
version of the museum guide, a new website and visitors’ centre, low-budget flights landing 
at Krakow and busses driving from the city to the heritage site. Volkswagen even donated a 
bus to the institution. 

                                                                                                                                                  
1957, although these tourists often came from within the Soviet, given the complexity of travelling into the 
region. 
11 In 1963, a maintenance and storage program for the Birkenau camps goes into effect. Ruins were secured, 
structure were repaired, grounds drained, and plant growth controlled. In 1969, Crematoria II and III were 
restored, as well as the gas chambers, barracks, guard towers, and the railroad. Brushes, suitcases, uniforms, and 
other objects were also treated. Hair of the camp victims had already been cleaned the year before, removing 
approximately 100 kilogrammes of dust (ABMM, 2017). 
12 The site was included on the list on the basis of criterion VI, stating it was cultural heritage “directly or 
tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of 
outstanding universal value” (UNESCO, 2017). 
13 It was reported that over 20 million visitors from over 100 countries had attended the site in 2007 (Allar, 
2013). 
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 Simultaneously, preservation measures intensified: Poland’s most modern conservation 
studio opened on site (2002), subsidies were received from Germany and the European Union 
and Commission, the Auschwitz-Birkenau Foundation was set up to perpetuate capital, and 
three-year conservation programmes for archives, barracks, and blocks 2 and 3 were initiated. 
These efforts were coupled with renewed attention being paid to the rectifying of installations 
still including manipulated information dating from the Soviet times. International 
collaboration also intensified when 46 countries participated in the Prague Holocaust Era 
Assets Conference organized by the Czech Republic in 2009 in Terezin. Agreements were 
made regarding issues such as Welfare of Holocaust Survivors and Other Victims of Nazi 
Persecution, Immovable Property, Jewish Cemeteries and Burial Sites, Archival materials, 
and Education, Remembrance, Research and Memorial Sites. Relevant for the ABMM, were 
the points made on preservation, education, and remembrance.14 
 Today, visitors are invited to spend 90 minutes on Auschwitz I and II respectively, 
although the permanent exhibition of 1955, housed in former barracks displaying artefacts 
from both victims and aggressors, remains the main focus. Taking a guided tour is highly 
recommended and mandatory for group visits (Allar, 2013) 

 Interpretational & Management Issues 

Sharpley (2009, p. 8) observes that sites attracting dark tourism “offer the opportunity to 
write or rewrite the history of people’s lives and deaths, or to provide particular (political) 
interpretations of past events”. For Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Holocaust Myth exemplifies 
this. Such reformulation of its history has been taking place since the end of WWII with other 
interpretations focusing on the camp’s function as tool for Communist-nationalist 
propaganda, as site of commemoration and cultural heritage, and as educational facility.  
 Especially the Communist interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau marked the institution. 
The ASM had a haphazard approach to heritage management. It only preserved some 
barracks, favouring Auschwitz I, presented partial or even incorrect information on the 
camp’s WWII activities, and lacked chronological displays and coherent guidance. 
Essentially, the site’s function as a tool for the integration of Communist-nationalist values in 
Polish society (assuming, hence, an education and promotion function) surpassed 
interpretations highlighting its commemorative function, thereby impacting its management 
and preservation.  
 Occasional modifications of the institution’s Communist legacy were performed after the 
end of the Cold War. Only in 2007 did the IAC commit to addressing these issues. A 
preservation studio had already been set up, information provided to the visitors was rectified 
and expanded, and three-year restoration plans, with the aid of the European Commission, 
were devised (ABMM, 2017). Still, the influence of the ASM’s management is noticed in (a) 
the reuse of barracks for exhibition, storage, and event purposes, subsequently damaging the 
structures, (b) the limited or absent information provided about the individual prisoners, as 
exhibitions integrated in the tour deal with the victim’s suffering in a collective fashion, (c) 

                                                
14 “…the Participating States call for a coherent and more effective approach by States and the international 
community to ensure… archival access… We also encourage States and the international community to 
establish and support… the preservation of memorials in former concentration camps… as well as of other sites 
of memory… As the era is approaching when eye witnesses of the Holocaust (Shoah) will no longer be with us 
and when the sites of former Nazi concentration and extermination camps, will be the most important and 
undeniable evidence of the tragedy of the Holocaust (Shoah), the significance and integrity of these sites 
including all their movable and immovable remnants, will constitute a fundamental value regarding all the 
actions concerning these sites, and will become especially important for our civilization including, in particular, 
the education of future generations. We, therefore, appeal for broad support of all conservation efforts in order 
to save those remnants… and where appropriate to consider declaring these as national monuments under 
national legislation” (Holocaust Era Assets Conference, 2009). 
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the slow preservation process regarding Birkenau, and (d) the limited time recommended and 
available (due to the tours’ fixed timeslots) for visiting the entire complex (Young, 2009). 
 From Young’s (2009) analysis, it follows that interpretations of Auschwitz-Birkenau 
rested on a differentiation between Auschwitz I and II, which was an integral part of its 
Communist history. Where the former, being transformed into a museum, served political and 
educational purposes, the latter was seen as a site of commemoration, which was first enacted 
through negligence and then by choice—illustrated by the decision against a monument being 
erected in Birkenau in the 1950s. It was this commemorative interpretation and its relation to 
the decaying Birkenau part that formed an important aspect of the motivation for the 
complex’ inscription on the World Heritage List as historic monument. The Advisory Body 
stated: “Auschwitz-Birkenau… is not a historical museum in the usual sense of the word; it 
bears irrefutable and concrete witness to one of the greatest crimes which has been 
perpetrated against humanity” (ICOMOS, 1979). The inscription provided official and 
international recognition of Auschwitz-Birkenau’s position as historic monument and its 
valuation as cultural heritage. Subsequently, the institution replicated UNESCO’s valuation 
of the site as a historic monument by presenting Birkenau as the camp’s most important part 
on the website. However, the practical execution of this understanding remains contested, as 
it may appear from the slacking preservation measures, generalist displays, and destructive 
reuse of the barracks (Young, 2009) the selective nature of the visiting routes and their focus 
on Auschwitz I (Allar, 2013), and the theatrical and replicated exhibits (Allar, 2013; Cole, 
1999), that Auschwitz-Birkenau’s educational and sensational value takes precedence of its 
commemorative role in its management. 
 A largely overlooked and entirely unique interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau is one 
taken up by the villagers of Oświęcim and Brzezinka. The camp literally neighbours the 
community and some of the WWII buildings are now in use as social housing. From an 
outsider’s perspective focused on the site’s function as historic monument, commemoration 
place, or educational or sensational facility, life in the villages seems impossible—sometimes 
even morally questionable when cases present themselves such as the proposal of building a 
supermarket opposite Auschwitz-Birkenau or a disco in a slave labour tannery. Arguments of 
physical degradation caused by the villages were also brought forward, resulting in, for 
instance, the creation of buffer zones. However, these arguments do not take into account the 
need for community-formation and preservation at Oświęcim and Brzezinka, and the 
economic hardships suffered by the villagers due to the institution and its visitors. For 
instance, the creation of buffer zones limited the growth of the villages economically and 
communally. Also, the villages’ proximity to the former Nazi camp deters tourists from 
wanting to prolong their stay by visiting Oświęcim and Brzezinka, and Auschwitz-Birkenau 
is close enough to Krakow so that tourists do not need to stay. Moreover, the international 
interpretation of the heritage site reduces the villages’ significance to a period of six years 
(1939-1945), whereas for the inhabitants, the complex has become part of the physical 
landscape constituting their home and familiar heritage; a heritage extending far beyond 
WWII. In order to reclaim this heritage, the villagers requested the alteration of the camp’s 
World Heritage listing inscription from ‘Auschwitz Concentration Camp’ to ‘Former Nazi 
German Concentration and Death Camp Auschwitz-Birkenau’, as an acknowledgement of its 
historic trajectory. Although other steps have been taken to stimulate the communal and 
economic development of the villages and their integration into an international discourse and 
interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau—for instance, by improving the organization of the 
villages’ development, improving infrastructure to connect the villages to the institution, 
setting up educational activities, and increasing the region’s attractiveness—financial 
constraints have limited these undertakings (Young, 2009).  
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Conclusion 

In the above, I analysed how the former Nazi concentration and extermination camp 
Auschwitz-Birkenau dealt with increasing streams of tourists from across the globe. 
 It has been argued that in adopting marketing strategies focusing on the entertainment of 
its visitors, the ABMM is exploiting and trivialising the heritage site for the sake of the 
tourist ‘experience’. However, others have pointed to the potential of such strategies by 
proposing that the incitement of emotional responses might augment visitors’ engagement 
and inform the reformulation of moral standards—crucial in a secularised and individualist 
society. Souvenirs may then become the material embodiment of this newfound morality. 
 What underlies these marketing strategies are interpretations of the site rooted in post-
Cold War capitalist discourses negotiating the site’s educational and sensational value with 
the official, international recognition of its value as historic monument—departing from 
prevailing Communist approaches to Auschwitz-Birkenau that utilized the complex as tool 
for propaganda. Moreover, a unique and often forgotten or ignored viewpoint and valuation 
of the former Nazi camp is the one of the villagers living in Oświęcim and Brzezinka. The 
institution deals with this panoply of interpretations in various ways; in some cases, 
‘outdated’ understandings of the site continue to be felt in its management—although this is 
not always acknowledged or acted upon. Other interpretations are actively promoted in order 
to increase public awareness and understanding, although this process is complicated and 
restrained by financial considerations. 
Due to restrictions in time and funding, this research was limited to web-resources and 
academic literature. However, for an in-depth analysis of the ABMM’s handling of 
international tourism in relation to the historic and cultural value of the site, on-site research 
ought to be performed. Interviews with the institution’s management and examination of 
internal communication documents would also contribute to future research on this topic. 
Moreover, as ‘YOLOCAUST’ was only launched this year, the effects of the project could 
not be taken into account, although this could prove of interest for future research. 
 Overall, marketing and management strategies are widely informed by interpretations of 
the site, of what constitutes appropriate usage and ideal function, and by changing societal 
demands, politics, ideologies, and practises. As such, the impacts of tourism and the 
ABMM’s manner of dealing with it are contested, diverse, and in constant renegotiation, and 
demand further research. 
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