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This book concentrates on the special interest issues affecting the 
tourism industry. Dr. Rittichainuwat uses different disciplinary strategies 
to stimulate discussion from multiple perspectives, with emphasis being 
placed on critical thinking, strategic decision-making and the formulation 
of innovative solutions. Here, the readers will gain knowledge of trends in 
tourism as a result of the rise of a multi-generation population and affluent 
tourists looking for leisure, wellness and well-being, etc. The theoretical 
framework is used to explain special interest tourism. It creates awareness 
and will be useful for the global tourism community. Most importantly, 
the author has put a great deal of effort into data collection, enabling and 
contributing to theoretical and management discussions within the global 
tourism community.  
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PREFACE 
 
 
 
The objective of this book is to provide readers with a research-based 

textbook on special interest tourism. The book covers the definitions, the 
principles, and the management of special interest groups, and provides 
theoretical and managerial contributions to enhance the understanding of 
soft and emerging issues in special interest tourism.  

This book focuses on the different types of soft special interest 
tourism, such as film tourism, food tourism, medical tourism, and 
shopping tourism; as well as on the emerging issues within dark tourism, 
ghost tourism, and suicide tourism. This book integrates the empirical 
research conducted by the author to explain travel motivation within the 
context of emerging markets in special interest tourism. The author has 
spent 15 years collecting primary and secondary data regarding these 
forms of special interest tourism, and has used surveys with multivariate 
data analysis, in-depth interviews, participant observations, and content 
analysis to study the data. Therefore, readers who are interested in special 
interest tourism should benefit from the empirical data contained within 
these pages.  

 

 
 
 
 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 
 

The author would like to thank Prof. Kaye Chon, Prof. Eric Laws, 
Prof. Erik Cohen, Assistant Prof. Chitsomanas Siwadit, Mrs. Suprabha 
Moleeratanond, Ajan Noppamas Watsananan, Prof. Noel Scott, Assistant 
Prof. Donald Sandage and Prof. Gary Peters for having reviewed, 
proofread and strengthened the argument of the first draft of this book. 
Thank you Suphaporn Rattanaphinanchai, the book’s graphic designer, for 
designing the cover page, formatting the manuscript and taking photos. 
Nang Su Kan Htar, Wunna Phyo, Yasmin Gusmão, Lin Feng, Ni Binbin, 
Diran Xie, Wang Wenkai, Zhang Wenyan, Shi Yuehang, Daichi Fujiwa 
and Thanaphum Prombun are acknowledged for their data collection and 
taking photos. Thank you Mr. Han So Eun, the manager of Nami Island, 
for providing information about Nami Island. Thank you Dr. Seongseop 
Kim, from Sejong University, for giving me a ride to Daejangeuem Theme 
Park and Guri City. And thank you Prof. Seung Jin Suh and Dr. Eun Joo 
Yoon, from Hallym University, for offering me access to the data 
collection in Korea.  
 



 



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTORY NOTE 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1-1: Surveys with actual tourists who followed a Thai TV series, at 
Ayutthaya, Thailand 

 
Asian and Western cultures each have their own distinct travel interests. 

This book is inspired by the special interest tourism book written by 
Weiler and Hall (1992). These authors highlight the need for research to 
investigate the impact of authenticity on the travel motivation in special 
interest tourism. Thus, this book seeks to explore the significance of 
authenticity within film tourism. Authenticity in tourist experience arises 
from the constructed realities that films create. The desire of tourists to 
connect to the fictional stories related to their interest is what informs the 
field of film tourism.  

Weiler and Hall (1992a) call for studies to investigate the tendencies in 
travel motivation proposed by Iso-Ahola (1982). This book includes three 
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chapters revolving around dark tourism, ghost tourism, and suicide 
tourism. Most tourists tend to avoid these distinct avenues of tourism due 
to their association with death; however, there is a specific group who are 
drawn to such niche forms of tourism. For example, dedicated ghost 
tourists regard the re-enactments during ghost walks as an essential part of 
the tourist experience (Reijnders 2011).  

Due to the limited availability of research on special interest tourism in 
the 1990s, Weiler and Hall (1992b) point out the limitations of their own 
special interest tourism book – written from the Western perspective of 
affluent and well-educated tourists from developed countries – demanding 
a more empirical approach to this under-explored area. Therefore, this 
book fills the above-mentioned research gap, offering readers a research-
based textbook derived from surveys, interviews, and the content analysis 
of East Asian and Southeast Asian tourists, as well as tourists visiting 
Thailand from the UK, the USA, Germany, France, Australia, and New 
Zealand. Additionally, the author and her students have also gathered data 
at special interest tourism hubs, such as London and Romania (ghost 
tourism), New Zealand (film tourism), Las Vegas, (casino and suicide 
tourism), Melbourne (surfing), Seoul and Gyeongju (food and film 
tourism), Beijing and Guangzhou (food and shopping tourism), Hong 
Kong (food and shopping tourism), Macao (casino tourism), Tokyo, Kyoto, 
Osaka (dark and suicide tourism), Kuala Lumpur (medical tourism), 
Singapore (medical tourism), and Bangkok, Kanchanaburi, Ayutthaya, 
Samuthprakarn, Phuket, Phang Nga (food, film, shopping, medical, dark 
and ghost tourism). While living in the USA, the author also gathered data 
on adventure tourism and film tourism. These sources of primary data 
collection were used to analyze the empirical data and the literature 
reviews. As a result of this research, the current book is expected to fill the 
gap in the existing literature on special interest tourism.  

Unlike Stebbins (1982) and Weiler and Hall (1992a), this book focuses 
on soft special interest tourism, where tourists are not required to develop 
any specific skills towards a career path or become experts in the special 
interest associated with such tourism (Trauer 2006). However, the 
discussion of special interest tourism in this book includes a broader 
perspective, one which includes those who visit the special interest 
tourism hubs and participate in special interest tourist activities. The 
motivations of these tourists range from the least interested, the 
moderately interested, to those highly interested in the specific activities. 
This is because many first-time travellers from Asian countries travel to 
special interest tourism hubs driven solely by their primary affinity with 
this specific branch of tourism. Yet, due to language barriers, time and 
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cost constraints, and the issue of finding compatible travel companions, 
they join all-inclusive travel packages to pursue their interests at the hub 
destinations.  

However, no specific skill-set as such is required for them to become 
experts or develop their serious leisure into a career path. Rather, these are 
serious travellers who are in search of specific travel information prior to 
their visits. These tourists visit a hub destination in order to fulfill a 
particular business and/or pursue very distinct pleasures (Lickorish 1987). 
More importantly, special interest tourists search for unique experiences, 
develop a social network within this niche market, and are the specific 
target audience for those catering for travellers with niche interests (Weiler 
and Hall 1992a). Thus, soft special interest tourism falls within the 
overarching category of special interest tourism.  

Special interest tourism is an umbrella term, within the purview of 
which one can locate a broad range of themes. Being a niche form of 
tourism, it attracts specific tourists with passionate interests, as well as 
serendipitous tourists with minimal interest; thus, both carry different 
expectations and meanings regarding their existential authenticity. This 
book defines special interest tourism both in relation to tourists’ personal 
interests and individual experiences, as well as the inherent characteristics 
of a place or site (Light 2017). Serious leisure tourists seek to satisfy their 
diverse and personalized needs—such as self-actualization, self enrichment, 
self-renewal, self-expression, and social interaction—by participating in 
special interest tourism (Stebbins 1982; Weiler and Hall 1992b). 

Interestingly, the emergence of an increasingly aging world population 
has resulted in the development of suicide tourism, at the core of which 
lies the pleasurable need “to die with dignity,” something that is in stark 
contrast to the travel motivation of most people. As with other types of 
special interest tourism, death is not always the sole and primary 
motivation for dark tourism (Lennon and Foley 1999; Rittichainuwat 2008; 
Seaton and Lennon 2004; Sharpley 2012).  

Dark tourism is just one among the multiple facets of this emerging 
stream of special interest tourism. Curiosity is the main motivation for 
tourists to travel to dark tourist sites associated with natural disasters 
(Ashworth and Hartmann 2005; Rittichainuwat 2008). Curiosity about the 
unusual, a desire for empathy, and self-identification with the victims of 
atrocities are also major motivations for dark tourism (Ashworth and 
Hartmann 2005; Rittichainuwat 2008).  

Ghost tourism is another type of dark tourism. According to Gentry 
(2007), ghost tourism has some similarities to dark tourism in that it 
usually incorporates visits to sites that are associated with death. However, 



Chapter One 4

ghost tourism focuses on mixing deep reflections with entertainment, fun 
and educational elements that focus on tragedy (Gentry 2007). In 
particular, ghost tourism has been recognized as a significant form of 
heritage tourism, as well as being an emerging form of dark tourism 
(Gentry 2007).  

The problem statement, definitions and scope of special interest 
tourism were presented in chapters 1-2. The current book presents the 
author’s empirical research on food tourism (chapter 3), medical tourism 
(chapter 4), film tourism (chapters 5-6) and shopping tourism (8-9). The 
book presents two case studies of Korea (Chapter 7) and Thailand 
(Chapter 10) and research on segmentation (chapter 11). The book also 
addresses emerging issues in dark tourism (chapter 12), ghost tourism 
(chapter 13), and suicide tourism (chapter 14). The concluding remarks 
summarize the significance of soft special interest tourism in attracting and 
retaining first-time and repeat travellers. 

The author hopes that this book introduces students, researchers, 
educators, tourist bureaus, and tour operators to the issues surrounding the 
increasing demand for soft special interest tourism, both from tourists in 
the newly industrialized countries of East Asia and Southeast Asia as well 
as those who travel to Thailand from the West.  

 

 
 
Figure 1-2: This book focuses on soft special interest tourism. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SPECIAL INTEREST TOURISM 
 
 
 

Chapter Objectives 
 
After reading this chapter, you should be able to: 
 
1. Understand the definition of different types of special interest 

tourism.  
2. Recognize the shifts that have occurred in special interest tourism 

during the past several decades. 
3. Be aware of new forms of special interest tourism. 
4. Identify the impact of special interest tourism on local communities. 
5. Understand that special interest tourism is a niche market, but also 

a profitable one. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2-1: Special interest tourism is a niche, but sustainable form of tourism. 
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Definition of Special Interest Tourism 

Special interest tourism refers to specialized tourism involving groups 
or individuals who want to develop certain interests by visiting sites and 
places connected with a specific subject (Lee and Bai 2016). It is a term 
used to describe recreational travel that is associated with a particular 
personal interest. This kind of tourism can be driven by attraction to an 
activity, or by interest in some feature of a destination (Weiler and Hall 
1992). Special interest tourism can be motivated by a desire to immerse 
oneself in an existing interest (e.g., places related to a movie or television 
series) or the desire to pursue a new interest in a location that might be 
novel (e.g., place authenticity) or, indeed, familiar (Swarbrook and Horner 
1999). In general, special interest tourism involves seeking customized 
leisure and recreational experiences (Derrett 2001), as driven by the 
specific interests of individuals or groups (e.g., Korean television series 
fan clubs).  

Some special interest tourists are mainly concerned with pursuing a 
favourite activity, as seen in shopping tourism, while other tourists are 
driven by the desire to experience a particular destination. Special interest 
tourists are “travellers who visit a destination to pursue their special 
interest in a particular region or destination (Read 1980, 195).”  

 

 
 
Figure 2-2: Special interest tourism is the opposite of mass tourism. 
Photo by Rattanaphinanchai (2016) 

Scope of Special Interest Tourism 

Special interest tourism emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s, at the 
same time as ecotourism and sustainable tourism. In the past decade, 
special interest tourism has focused on “hard or specialized” activities that 
require physical effort, such as adventure tourism, eco-tourism, sport 
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tourism, and cultural tourism (Trauer 2006). However, it is now apparent 
that service providers have diversified their products to also attract the 
large market focusing on “soft” or “novice” activities (Trauer 2006), such 
as food, film and shopping tourism. Special interest tourism is the opposite 
of superficial mass tourism (Trauer 2006). The term is used to describe the 
challenging end of serious leisure tourism, such as adventure tourism 
(surfing), which requires the acquisition of special skills and knowledge, 
and a commitment to develop such skills (Jin and Sparks 2017; Stebbins 
1982; Weiler and Hall 1992).  

 

 
 
Figure 2-3: Surfing is a hard special interest tourism.  
Photo by Rattanaphinanchai (2014) 

 
Special interest tourism can be used to attract tourists to destinations 

with limited natural and cultural resources through the use of man-made 
attractions, such as casino tourism, film tourism and shopping tourism. 
Special interest tourism can generate repeat visits and, thus, increase 
income from tourism in rural areas. However, special interest tourism 
remains a niche market.  
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Figure 2-4: Food tourism is a soft special interest tourism.  
Photo by Rittichainuwat (2016) 
 

 
 
Figure 2-5: A food factory is a special interest tourist attraction.  
Photo by Rittichainuwat (2016) 
 


