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Learning Objectives

●● To provide an overview of the origins and evolu-
tion of special interest tourism

●● To examine the complexities of defining special 
interest tourism in the 21st century

●● To discuss several different approaches to con-
ceptualising and understanding special interest 
tourism

●● To consider the marketing and types of special 
interest tourists

Introduction

Special interest tourism (SIT) has rapidly grown in 
volume and value across both the developed and 
developing worlds since the 1980s, fuelled on the 
one hand by the increasing diversity of leisure inter-
ests which characterise contemporary society (Douglas 
et al., 2001; Trauer, 2006), and on the other by a 
more sophisticated and heterogeneous travel mar-
ket. As a counter-point to mass tourism (Robinson 
and Novelli, 2005) the consequence of these drivers 
is the demand for more focused activity or interest-
based tourism experiences (Ali-Knight, 2011) that 
invoke an emotional response, which require involve-
ment and engagement, and which are intimate and 
personalised (Opaschowski, 2001).

The development potential of SIT is vast as it 
encompasses diversity, differentiation and individu-
alism, characteristics that are becoming increasingly 
scarce in a globalising world accentuated by sameness 
(Robinson and Novelli, 2005). Indeed, Brotherton 
and Himmetoğlu (1997, p. 11) contend that ‘the 
next frontier in the tourism development process 
lies beyond the highly packaged destination-based 
tourism product in the realms of SIT’. This view is 
reinforced by Varley and Crowther (1998, p. 318) 
who state that ‘successfully providing the creative 
space for the consumer’s aesthetic personal projects 
to unfold is surely the challenge facing the late-

modern entrepreneur’. However, what exactly is SIT? 
How may SIT be defined and conceptualised? How 
may special interest tourist experiences best be 
understood? And what are the characteristics of 
special interest tourists?

This book represents a small, individual collec-
tion of papers which together consider a range of 
selected forms of SIT in an attempt to provide a 
greater depth of understanding of its complexities. 
It begins with this introductory chapter, the pur-
pose of which is to provide an overview of the 
key  concepts and theoretical approaches to the 
study of SIT. Thus, the first part of this chapter 
details the origins and evolution of SIT, after which 
its meaning and nature are considered. Then sev-
eral approaches to conceptualising SIT are detailed 
including those that incorporate product-, interactive- 
and service-led dimensions. Recognising that, as part 
of an experience-hungry society, special interest 
tourists seek real, authentic experiences, this chap-
ter then discusses the nature of the SIT experience 
before moving on to demonstrate how an under-
standing of consumer behaviour, motivations, typol-
ogies and the adoption of a segmentation-based 
approach is useful in designing, engineering and 
delivering the SIT experience. Following this, a 
brief summary of the book’s structure is provided, 
with particular attention being given to detailing 
the focus of subsequent chapters, ending with some 
concluding remarks.

Origins and Evolution of SIT

The term SIT was coined in the 1980s (Hall and 
Weiler, 1992) to describe the emergence of a phe-
nomenon which marked a shift away from demand 
for mainstream tourism offerings that were stand-
ardised and rigidly packaged in nature, to forms of 
tourism that were more specialised and unique. The 
changing nature of such tourism demand has been 
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more generally linked to the alleged shift from Fordism, 
characterised by mass production and economies 
of scale, to post-Fordism. The latter, in contrast, is 
consumption-led, and is based on economies of 
scope as consumers drive the production process so 
that their demand for more customised, tailor-
made and differentiated products, may be catered 
for (Urry, 1992; Pretes, 1995).

Within tourism, a variety of different forms of tour-
ism were created to encompass this demand, includ-
ing for example alternative tourism, green tourism, 
sustainable tourism and responsible tourism (Ali-
Knight, 2011). By implication these products were 
qualitatively different, and were the antithesis of 
mass tourism which had widely been credited with 
negative environmental, socio-cultural and economic 
impacts (Morgan and Pritchard, 1999). Combined 
with the influence of the growth of a more sophisti-
cated and experienced consumer, global economic 
restructuring, the evolution of tourist buying behav-
iour, and the search for individuality, mass packaged 
holidays became less fashionable as tourists began 
seeking alternative, more personalised modes of 
delivery. Consequently, for many, mass tourism was 
no longer seen as the dominant paradigm, and the 
special interest tourism segment became the ‘new’ 
tourism (Poon, 1993) of the 1980s and 1990s. For 
Poon (1989, p. 98) ‘the economics of the ‘new tour-
ism’ are very different from the old – profitability 
no longer rests solely on economies of scale and the 
exploitation of mass undifferentiated markets’. 
Thus, types of tourism products typically associ-
ated with these earlier notions of SIT include eco-
tourism, adventure tourism and cultural tourism 
(Ali-Knight, 2011), and they focused on relatively 
small, homogeneous groups of consumers that 
were similar to what Stebbins (1982) termed spe-
cialised, serious leisure consumers.

As SIT has evolved over time, the nature of this 
form of tourism has become ever more complex. 
This is in part because in order to tap latent 
demand and attract a larger market segment of the 
‘soft’ or ‘novice’ (Trauer, 2006, p. 184) special inter-
est tourist, individual operators capitalised on their 
own expertise of a special interest and developed 
more diversified offerings. Stebbins (1997, p.  18) 
labels such markets ‘casual’ consumers who are 
motivated by a desire to pursue a ‘relatively short-
lived pleasurable activity requiring little or no spe-
cial training to enjoy it’. In addition, contemporary 
tourist demands before, during and after visitation, 
incorporating experiences which evoked an emotional 

response and which are involving and engaging, 
became more central. This is because, as Hall and 
Weiler (1992) suggest, the growth of SIT is reflec-
tive of the diversity of interests of contemporary 
society that encompass increasing concerns for 
environmental conservation and for society more 
generally, and the desire for self-improvement and 
self-fulfilment. Thus, according to Opaschowski 
(2001), tourists want to personally experience the 
immaterial qualities, seeking ambiance, aesthetics 
and atmosphere. Such a transition from what was 
essentially specialist product-based demand to a 
demand for experience or service encounters has 
been linked more broadly to the rise of the ‘experi-
ence economy’ (Pine and Gilmore, 1999), whereby 
memories, sensations, engagement, fantasy, involve-
ment and emotions have value, and are packaged, 
commoditised and sold to create unforgettable, 
highly satisfying experiences.

Over the course of the last thirty years, it is clear 
to see that SIT has evolved from the creation of a 
fairly narrow set of highly specialised products, 
designed to cater for relatively small numbers of 
tourists, to one that appeals to a much larger and 
more mainstream audience, and which enables a 
more meaningful set of experiences to be created. 
Robinson and Novelli (2005, p. 26) argue that this 
change is reflective of contemporary tourism since 
it involves ‘a series of subjective emotional experi-
ences’. As a consequence, SIT has become a highly 
attractive business that enables destinations in 
pursuit of economic development to tap into, and 
exploit a vast range of markets, based on forms of 
tourism that at least on the surface appear to be 
qualitatively different (Morgan and Pritchard, 1999) 
from traditional notions of mass tourism. It is in this 
respect however, that there has been a blurring of 
boundaries between mass tourism and SIT, particu-
larly since the latter was originally based on the 
notion that it was small-scale and primarily involved 
non-commercialised forms of travel as opposed to 
mass tourism.

In addressing such ambiguity, the issue of context 
and scale become important here. Clearly there are 
numerous local examples of companies which offer 
types of small-scale SIT in a range of destinations. 
Many belong to the Association of Independent 
Tour Operators (AITO), and offer small escorted 
group tours, for example to Iceland’s Snaefellsnes 
peninsula to watch orcas, or small guided tours of 
the scenic spring wild flower drives in South Africa’s 
west coast, Cederberg and Namaqualand (AITO, 
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●● SIT emanates from the desire to deliver a more 
sustainable form of tourism; and

●● SIT involves flexible delivery, market segmenta-
tion and advances in technology.

In short, SIT is a term that can be used to describe 
products that have been tailored to meet the needs 
of a particular audience and/or market segment. 
Special interest tourists therefore have specific 
interest-based motivations for travel, and are dis-
tinctive from what Brotherton and Himmetoğlu (1997) 
describe as general interest tourists, whose motiva-
tion for travel is stimulated by the general destina-
tion and its characteristics. According to Ali-Knight 
(2011, p. 23) it relates to ‘the super-segmentation of 
larger homogeneous markets such as cultural tour-
ism, heritage tourism or event tourism, into small, 
more focused markets that better reflect the activi-
ties that tourists engage in’.

However, the notion of SIT being associated with 
super-segmentation of the market based on tourist 
motivation and purpose has compounded some of 
the ambiguities surrounding the term. On the one 
hand, McKercher and Chan (2005) challenge the 
idea that SIT should not be viewed as a distinctive 
form of tourism. They argue that although second-
ary to their reason to travel, tourists participate in 
a wide variety of activities and interests at a desti-
nation. Furthermore, Stebbins (1997, p. 19) argues 
that the majority of special-interest tourists are no 
different from what he terms casual leisure partici-
pants who unconsciously ‘often dabble in or play 
around at an activity pursued as serious leisure by 
others’. Indeed Eagles (1996) and Craik (1997) 
support this notion in the context of ecotourism 
and cultural tourism.

On the other hand, SIT is often confused with 
niche tourism and both terms are used interchange-
ably. This is because the latter term is generally 
understood to refer to how a specific product can 
be tailored to meet the needs of a particular audi-
ence or market segment, resulting in the creation of 
niche tourism products which appeal and are tar-
geted at niche tourism markets (Novelli, 2005). 
Clearly, there are overlaps between SIT and niche 
tourism. In truth there is little that separates them, 
other than the latter is perhaps more production-
centred whilst the former is driven by the consum-
er’s specific interest-based motivations. Given these 
definitional difficulties, it is not surprising that a 
number of approaches have been proposed to con-
ceptualise SIT.

2017). Others, however, such as safari holidays in 
Kenya, although initially starting out on a small-scale 
basis, appealing predominantly to wildlife enthusi-
asts, have evolved over time. Consequently, despite 
being cleverly packaged and marketed so as to 
appear to be more personalised in nature, this form 
of SIT is now offered on a mass scale by large multi-
national companies including TUI and First Choice.

This contention is reinforced by Ali-Knight 
(2011, p. 10) who cites ‘its use by a large number 
of tourists and large multinational companies (e.g. 
a packaged summer cultural tour of Florence 
including queuing at the Uffizi Museum) offering 
fairly standardised and homogenised products. At 
the other end of the spectrum, smaller community-
based and locally owned enterprises occur offering 
highly individualised experiences (e.g. a locally run 
winery tour in Tuscany)’. Furthermore, it is a view 
emphasised by Novelli (2005) who recognised the 
existence of a niche tourism continuum with macro- 
niches at one end occupying relatively large market 
shares (e.g. ecotourism) and further segmented micro- 
niches at the other end of the spectrum (wildlife 
tourism).

Thus, it may be argued that it is more appropriate 
to view many forms of SIT tourism as a ‘wolf in 
sheep’s clothing’. The structure of the SIT is reflec-
tive of an increase in production flexibility that has 
occurred across the tourism industry, resulting in 
what Ioannides and Debbage (1997, p. 119) describe 
as ‘a complex and inchoate polyglot of [co-existing] 
production forms’. In light of the co-existence of a 
variety of forms of SIT, it is a deceptively complex 
term to define.

Meaning and Nature of SIT

Hall and Weiler (1992, p. 5) provided one of the first 
definitions, proposing that it occurs when ‘travellers’ 
motivations and decision-making are primarily 
determined by a particular special interest’. Other 
academics have elaborated upon this understanding 
by identifying key characteristics that may be associ-
ated with SIT (Brotherton and Himmetoğlu, 1997; 
Derrett, 2001; Douglas et al., 2001; Swarbrooke and 
Horner, 2004). These include:

●● SIT is motivated by a desire to engage in new or 
existing interests in a novel or familiar location;

●● SIT is the opposite of mass tourism;
●● SIT is undertaken for a specific or distinct 

purpose;
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be undertaken in a range of environments, given 
the growth, evolution and super-segmentation of 
SIT, clearly such an approach is less than satisfac-
tory in elucidating understanding of contemporary 
developments. Thus, in order to understand how 
SIT products help to market, promote, develop and 
differentiate a tourist destination, an understanding 
of the motivations and needs of tourists who seek 
these products and services is essential (Ali-Knight, 
2011). A market-led approach can therefore be 
valuable in conceptualising SIT.

Market-led approach

In contrast to attention being focused on the charac-
teristics of a destination, as is the case for the product- 
supply perspective, it is the characteristics of special 
interest tourists – their motivations, behaviour and 
their consumption of products that have been tai-
lored to meet the needs of a particular audience 
and/or market segment – that are the key concern 

Towards a conceptualisation of SIT

Product-supply approach

Traditional ways of conceptualising SIT adopt a 
tourism product-supply approach. This is tourism-
centric in nature, and focuses on a range of products 
that may be developed around a variety of tourism 
activities undertaken in cultural, environmental, 
rural, urban and other settings (see Fig. 1.1). According 
to Ali-Knight (2011), the development of specific 
tailored products at a destination level is a means of 
attracting high-end, high-yield tourists through the 
provision of an individualised service. Added-value 
related activities may also be offered which increases 
visitation and expenditure. Destinations therefore 
can develop a SIT portfolio which enables them to 
differentiate themselves from their competitors and 
to compete more successfully in a highly cluttered 
tourism environment (Sharpley and Telfer, 2002).

While the product-supply approach is useful in 
highlighting the diversity of SIT products that may 

Tourism 
Activities

Mass 
Tourism

SIT

Cultural Environmental Rural Urban Other

Heritage
Dark
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Cathedral
Food
Literary
Film

Garden
Cycle
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Golf
Social

Business
Conference
Sport
Shopping
Film

Cruise
Transport
Slow
Spa and 
wellness

Fig. 1.1. A product supply approach. (Adapted from Robinson and Novelli (2005), p. 9)
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nostalgia, romance, adventure, escape, fantasy, and 
spiritual needs; personal development motivations 
including raising the level of knowledge or learning 
a new skill; and cultural motivations, for example 
sightseeing or the experience of other cultures.

Given that SIT may be understood as the desire 
for particular products, then it is possible to identify 
a SIT spectrum, underpinned by a set of motivations 
which are driving demand and participation (see 
Fig. 1.2). Of course, it is important to note that sev-
eral motivations may be driving an individual to 
participate in a particular form of SIT, and conse-
quently, such categories should not be viewed as 
being mutually exclusive or self-contained. A good 
illustration of this point is the example of film tour-
ism. A number of authors have identified that the 
motivations of film tourists include the desire for 
emotion engagement and involvement (Carl et  al., 

of a market-led approach to SIT (Brotherton and 
Himmetoğlu, 1997). Motivation is generally under-
stood to reflect a state of arousal of a drive or need, 
which induces a pursuit of goals; to date, in the 
context of tourism, numerous classifications of 
motivational factors have been posited (e.g. Plog, 
1974; Crompton, 1979; Gray, 1979; Dann, 1981; 
Pearce, 1988). Some are general in nature and based 
on the motivations of a person who chooses to 
travel, whilst others are based on the motivations 
which lead a person to choose a particular form of 
tourism to engage with (Swarbrooke and Horner, 
2004). Since special interest tourists have specific 
interest-based motivations for travel, the latter is 
arguably the most useful to furthering understand-
ing of SIT. It consists of psychological motivations 
such as the desire for relaxation, exercise and 
health; emotional motivations which might include 
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Tourism
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exercise and 
health and well-
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Fig. 1.2. Special Interest Tourism spectrum.
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2007; Kim, 2010; Buchmann et al., 2010), but also 
the desire to experience the cultural landscape 
(Connell, 2012), and for status and prestige 
(Macionis and Sparks, 2009).

Thus, forms of SIT may appear to be underpinned 
by more than one motivational driver. Trauer (2006) 
also makes this point by demonstrating how various 
special interest segments can merge with other SIT 
categories. To illustrate this she provides the exam-
ples of sport, rural, event and adventure tourism 
which all may be considered to be separate forms of 
tourism with their own distinctive characteristics 
until, that is, a mountain bike event held in a moun-
tainous region is introduced, thereby transversing all 
four SIT segments. What is clear here is that the 
types of products that fall within the special interest 
tourism spectrum are highly specialised, and are 
tailored around the needs, demands, and anticipated 
and expected experiences of particular audiences. 
SIT is thus a product spawned from demand and 
supply; it is the demand and the creation of products 
that appeal to these distinctive market segments 
which enable destinations to differentiate themselves 

in a fiercely competitive market-place. As such then, 
perhaps it is more appropriate to view SIT as an 
interactive system.

An interactive systems approach

So far, the approaches to conceptualising SIT have 
concentrated on supply, as in the case of the prod-
uct-supply perspective, or on demand, which is the 
primary focus of a market-led viewpoint. In many 
respects demand and supply are inter-related and 
thus, an alternative approach to conceptualising 
SIT is to instead view it as part of ‘an interdiscipli-
nary system’ (Trauer, 2006, p. 185). This consists of 
an amalgamation of the ‘overall environment, the 
tourist demand system, the tourism industry supply 
system, with the media being conceptualised as a 
major influencer on tourism in the 21st century’ 
(Trauer, 2006, p. 185; see Fig. 1.3). This interactive 
system encompasses the political, economic, eco-
logical, technological, socio-economic and socio-
cultural environments at local to global levels. The 
tourism industry supply system comprises elements 
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Fig. 1.3. The SIT interactive system. (Adapted from Trauer (2006), p. 185)
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such as tourist destinations, tour operators and travel 
agents, accommodation units, transport providers, 
and SIT amenities and infrastructure. Meanwhile, the 
tourist demand system encompasses intrinsic and 
extrinsic characteristics relating to the individual 
tourist such as their financial situation, their ability 
to access and participate in SIT, and their motivations 
(e.g. desires and needs, level of involvement or per-
sonal development).

At the core of the SIT interactive system sits the 
influence of the media as it is the latter that shapes 
the representation of SIT products by suppliers and 
which helps give the tourist meaning to their experi-
ence prior to, during and after, their participation in 
SIT. This is because the media including tourism 
brochures, magazines, books, films, television and 
the internet generate images and convey stories 
which induce and fuel desires, wants and needs. 
They create the anticipation before a trip by pro-
viding a medium for tourists to envisage themselves 
in place and in action (Kim and Richardson, 2003). 
Moreover, according to Trauer (2006, p. 186) ‘It 
generates positive cognitive and affective response – 
knowledge of and familiarity with the activity and 
places within which it occurs, and an emotive 
response to those activities’.

The media is thus instrumental in the formation of 
tourists’ pre-conceived ideas about the destination 
they are visiting and the experiences they have been 
‘promised’, and often it is these narratives that the 
tourists try to relive and mirror during their holiday. 
The media is often used as a source of information 
by tourists during a holiday or experience, thereby 
serving to further embed pre-conceived perceptions 
and expectations, and is used after the event as tour-
ists often share their experiences with other tourists. 
The media therefore helps to shape the information 
and image of destinations (Butler, 1990) and plays a 
fundamental role in raising awareness of a destina-
tion, destination image formation and intention to 
visit (Gartner, 1993; Govers et al., 2007; Harrill and 
Peterson, 2012).

Consequently, given the media influence on the 
demand and supply of SIT, it perhaps isn’t surpris-
ing that Trauer (2006) places it at the heart of her 
SIT interactive system. However, what this con-
ceptualisation more importantly highlights is the 
centrality of the interaction between tourists and 
producers/suppliers, which goes beyond the sim-
ple act of demand and supply, in shaping the 
experiences of special interest tourists. Such inter-
action is facilitated by engagement platforms, 

primarily social media, which allow ongoing col-
laboration and communication amongst firms, 
customers and other stakeholders (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2016). The emergence of this new relation-
ship between consumers and producers has been 
more recently captured within theorisations pro-
vided by co-creation and service-dominant logic 
(S-DL).

Co-creation and service-dominant  
logic approaches

In light of the increasing demand for more participa-
tive and interactive experiences previously described, 
the term co-creation coined by Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy (2004) outlines this shift from passive 
to active consumers. Co-creation is generated by 
‘The joint creation of value by the company and the 
customer; allowing the customer to co-construct the 
service experience to suit their context’ (Prahalad 
and Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 8; see Fig. 1.4). Many 
consumers, it is argued, are co-creators and co-
producers of value through service experiences and 
relationships (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), with such 
experiences, based on engaging customers by pro-
viding a memorable and personal product, appeal-
ing to their sensations.

The ideas underpinning co-creation led Vargo 
and Lusch (2004) to propose the Service-Dominant 
Logic (S-DL) which places customers also as the 
co-creators of value (Lusch and Vargo, 2006; Payne 
et  al., 2008). It highlights the customer–supplier 
relationship through interaction and dialogue 
(Shaw et al., 2011) in which customers are viewed 
as operant resources. They apply their skills, 
knowledge and expertise to create the service 
which is the essence of the exchange (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2008). Thus, through constructive customer 
participation, they are actively involved in the co-
production of service creation and delivery (Auh 
et al., 2007), and as a result, are integrally involved 
in the design and development of new products and 
services (Shaw et  al., 2011). Of particular impor-
tance here is the recognition that the characteristics 
of the consumers are unique and therefore, each 
affect the process in different ways (Pralahad and 
Ramaswamy, 2004).

Co-creation and S-DL are highly relevant to 
tourism generally and to SIT specifically as both 
are intrinsically involved in the selling of personal-
ised and memorable experiences (Holbrooke, 2006; 
Volo, 2009; Kim, 2010). Tourists are no longer 
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buying and the suppliers of tourism products do 
not charge for goods and services (Richards, 2014). 
In fact according to Neuhofer et  al. (2013, p. 3) 
‘Co-creation postulates that companies merely 
facilitate ‘experience environments’ for tourists (the 
beneficiaries), who use their resources for unique 
value to be extracted’. Instead, tourists are co-creators 
of their experiences (Prebensen et  al., 2013; Tan 
et  al., 2013; Campos et  al., 2015) and of value 
(Rihova et  al., 2014) through the meanings they 
derive from the experience that they have created, 
directed, produced and consumed. As a result, such 
experiences should be made as real, memorable, 
stimulating, compelling, personal and satisfying as 
possible (Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Andrades and 
Dimanche, 2014). Clearly the service dimension 
entailed with SIT is critically important to not only 
conceptualising SIT but also shedding light on the 
SIT experience, and it is to this issue that this chap-
ter next turns its attention.

Understanding the SIT Experience

So far this chapter has discussed a number of 
approaches to conceptualising SIT. In doing so, the 
motivational factor, the need for involvement and 
engagement, is highlighted as being a key charac-
teristic of SIT, as it creates the foundations for the 
co-creation and co-production of tailored and indi-
vidual experiences. Indeed, there are many studies 
within the SIT arena which highlight the importance 
of involvement and engagement in co-creating the 
tourist experience. For example, in the context of 
film tourism, Couldry (2007) suggested that becom-
ing a film tourist required a considerable amount 
of emotional investment. Such a view is reinforced 
by the investigation by Carl et al. (2007) of on-site 
experiences of film tourists visiting ‘Hobbiton’ 
(Matamata and Wellington), two main locations 
for the Lord of the Rings films in New Zealand, 
and by the work of Reijnders (2011) who found 

SIT and Co-Creation

(i) Interaction is the locus of co-creation of value and economic 
value extraction by the consumer and the firm

(ii) Co-creation experiences are the basis of value

The Market:

Co-creation
experiences  of
unique value in
a context of an
individual at a
specific 
moment

The Tourist:

Collaborator in
co-creating value 
and competitor 
in extracting 
economic value

The Destination/Site:

Collaborator in
co-creating
value and
competitor in
extracting 
economic value

Fig. 1.4. SIT and co-creation.
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that some tourists attempting to connect with Stoker’s 
novel Dracula (1897) and its screen adaptations 
wished to gain an emotional experience which he 
terms the ‘lieux d’imagination’ (p.15).

Involvement itself is a multi-dimensional con-
struct, partly because it may be applied in many 
different ways and can result in different responses. 
For instance, involvement may be induced by an 
advert, a product or during a purchase decision, and 
may result in greater product knowledge, greater 
commitment to a brand, or to an extended search 
for related products and/or experiences. Within the 
field of consumer behaviour, drawing on the work of 
Rothschild (1984) and Havitz and Dimanche (1997), 
Andrades and Dimanche (2014, p. 97) define it as 
‘an unobservable state of motivation, arousal or 
interest toward a recreational activity or associated 
product’. Additionally, it is generally understood 
that levels of involvement may be affected by differ-
ent situations, people and physical characteristics of 
the product (Houston and Rothschild, 1978; Bloch 
and Richins, 1983), and reflects the relevance of a 
product or activity to an individual. In the context of 
tourism, according to Trauer (2006, p. 191) involve-
ment ‘has been interpreted as a process of psycho-
logical identification resulting in varying degrees of 
behavioural, cognitive, and affective investment in 
an activity, product or situation’. Several scales have 
been proposed in a bid to measure its influence on 

behaviour such as The Personal Involvement 
Inventory (Zaichkowsky, 1985) and the Consumer 
Involvement Profile (Laurent and Kapferer, 1985).

It is thus a complex construct, consisting of mul-
tiple antecedents and dimensions (see Table 1.1), 
some of which are enduring whilst others are more 
situational (Richins et  al., 1992). With regards to 
the latter, although these are of personal relevance 
to an individual, they relate more to the context of 
place and time, and are dynamic components or 
stimuli such as place promotion and marketing 
which may influence an individual’s level of involve-
ment. In contrast, the former relates to the level of 
importance an individual attaches to a product and/
or activity, is dependent on their personal values 
and is more stable and constant since it is derived 
from intrinsic motivations (Andrades and Dimanche, 
2014). The affective/personal, identity affirmation/
expression and centrality dimensions are all aspects 
of enduring involvement that are situated within the 
broader context of a tourist’s life, thereby generat-
ing a continuum of level of involvement from low 
to high.

Certainly the view that involvement comprises 
enduring and situational components is widely sup-
ported (Cohen, 1972; Pearce, 1988; Sharpley, 
1999) though most research to date within tourism 
has focused on the enduring aspects (Andrades and 
Dimanche, 2014). Nevertheless, given that involvement 

Table 1.1. The antecedents and dimensions of involvement. Compiled from Havitz and Dimanche (1999); Iwasaki and 
Havitz (1998); Kyle and Chick (2004); Laurent and Kapferer (1985); McIntyre (1990); McIntyre and Pigram (1992) and 
Trauer (2006).

Antecedents of involvement Dimensions of involvement

Individual mediating facets
Values or beliefs, attitudes, motivation, needs or goals, 

skills and competence, prior experiences of pleasure 
experienced

Affective/Personal
Degree of interest, attraction, importance, and enjoyment 

and pleasure associated with a product or activity

Individual moderating facets
Intrapersonal constraints including personal finances, 

health, access, and anticipation of personal benefits

Identity affirmation/expression
Symbolic value or statement made to self or to others 

regarding the product or activity; degree to which driven 
by social ties

Social-situational moderating facets
Support from others, incentives, cultural norms, 

intrapersonal constraints, anticipation of benefits and 
rewards

Centrality
Importance of product or activity to an individual sometimes 

reflected in life-style choices

Risk probability
Perceived potential of making a wrong or poor purchase
Risk consequence
Perceived importance of negative consequences of wrong 

or poor purchase
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may vary in intensity at any one time, combined 
with the existence of a multiplicity of motivations, 
there is an obvious need to embrace a theoretical 
framework which is capable of capturing the com-
plex and dynamic interplay of micro- and macro- 
factors together with the multi-phasic nature of SIT, 
in which to conceptualise tourist behaviour and 
experiences. It is in this context, based on the multi-
dimensional and cyclic concept of involvement, that 
Trauer (2006, p. 194) proposes her model of the SIT 
Experience.

The SIT experience

The SIT experience provides a framework for explor-
ing the influence of possible enduring involvement in 
the leisure (home) context and situational involve-
ment within tourism, with a potential for a career 
path in SIT (see Figure 1.5). It consists of a four cell 
matrix, organised around a horizontal and a vertical 
axis. The horizontal axis represents a continuum of 
multi-dimensional involvement that ranges from low, 
in the case of an individual being attracted to a SIT 
activity or setting for instance, to high, characterised 
by centrality and commitment. The vertical axis is 
also representative of a continuum, in this case, par-
ticipation (Trauer, 2006) which ranges from one-off 
experiences to more enduring involvement reflected 
in repeat purchasing or participation, the acquisition 

of behaviour, cognitive, social and psychological skills 
and engagement in more risky challenges.

The four-cell matrix itself is comprised of types of 
special interest tourists (expert/specialist, collector 
and novice), and four related zones (risk, high chal-
lenge, exploration and comfort). The ‘SIT Expert/
Specialist’, is highly involved in terms of interest and 
experience in travel, and chooses SIT products and 
experiences that are fundamental to their way of life. 
‘The Novice’ meanwhile is characterised by low 
experience, lack of familiarity with the activity and 
limited exposure to it but who in their desire for self-
expression and for change, seeks fashionable and/or 
popular products or experiences. This type of tourist 
is similar to what Brotherton and Himmetoğlu 
(1997) term ‘dabblers’ who will select suitable prod-
ucts and experiences depending on their perceptions 
and attitudes towards risk. Thus, according to 
Trauer (2006, p. 194), the ‘Novice’ is pursuing a 
special interest ‘of high importance and centrality to 
the ‘Expert/Specialist Interest Tourist’ as well as the 
‘Travelling Recreation Expert/Specialist’ while being 
a novice at travel’. As a consequence of exploring 
travel as a new interest, the novice strays into the 
realms of the ‘SIT Collector’s expertise of travel 
(Trauer, 2006). In contrast, the ‘SIT Collector’ par-
ticipates in, and essentially collects, a variety of SIT 
experiences/products, while the ‘The Travelling 
Special Interest Expert’ consists of individuals who 

Risk Zone
‘SIT Collector’

Exploration Zone 
‘SIT Novice’

High Challenge Zone 
‘SIT Expert/Specialist’

Comfort Zone 
‘SIT Travelling

Special Interest 
Specialist’

SPECIAL INTEREST 
TOURISM EXPERIENCE 
Situational Involvement 

Frequency =
Purchase/participation repetition 
Special Interest Tourism (SIT) 

Centrality 
(SIT career)

Involvement in special
interest focus =

Behavioural, Cognitive
+ Affective (EI)

High

Low

Low

High

LEISURE 
EXPERIENCE 

‘HOME 
CONTEXT’
Enduring 
Involvement 

Fig. 1.5. The SIT experience. (Adapted from Trauer (2006), p. 194)
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are highly involved from a leisure perspective, but 
are infrequent travellers and therefore remain in the 
comfort zone.

Although this model has not been empirically tested, 
it does however appear to be applicable to a number 
of different types of special interest tourism, including 
for example adventure tourism and dive tourism. 
Indeed, based on Ewert and Hollenhorst’s (1989) 
adventure recreation framework, Trauer (2006) illus-
trates the applicability of the SIT Experience model to 
adventure tourism and presents a refined version 
adapted to this context. Garrod (2008) also notes the 
model’s fit in the context of dive tourism. In particular, 
he highlights its value in incorporating the spectrum 
of divers’ involvement ranging from hard-core enthu-
siasts to casual divers, which appear also to mirror 
contemporary trends in scuba-diving participation. 
Moreover, Garrod (2008) also draws attention to the 
model’s utility since it also encompasses notions of 
complexity and challenge which have become increas-
ingly important motivational factors as divers become 
more experienced.

When taken together, these studies serve to high-
light the importance of examining the characteristics 
and attributes of the product alongside the nature 
and level of a tourist’s involvement. This is argua-
bly a key consideration given the complexity of SIT. 
Such an approach is captured in Trauer’s (2006) SIT 

Product Experience framework. This conceptualisa-
tion brings together SIT product dimensions con-
sisting of their individual characteristics and setting 
attributes, with those attributes associated with any 
individual who might participate in SIT which may 
influence their decision-making, experience and 
satisfaction (see Table 1.2). Such an approach is use-
ful in informing its planning, development, manage-
ment and marketing and may be applied to any form 
of SIT in any context and circumstance. In summaris-
ing a range of individual attributes associated with 
special interest tourists, it also highlights the diversity 
of demand which exists for SIT. Consequently a thor-
ough understanding of the nature of SIT markets and 
types of tourists are required if a complete examina-
tion of SIT is to be achieved. It is this very issue that 
this chapter next considers.

The SIT Market: Typologies 
and Behaviour

Consideration of the nature and meaning of SIT in 
addition to approaches to its conceptualisation 
have inevitably touched upon aspects of the SIT 
market, particularly regarding the types of tourists 
with specific motivations who engage in this form 
of tourism. Indeed, if we accept the notion that SIT 
is distinct from mass tourism since it emanates 

Table 1.2. The SIT product experience. (Adapted from Trauer (2006))

Product attributes Individual attributes

Product specific
Perceived and real risk (soft to adrenalin-induced adventure  

tourism)
Competition (play/social to pure sport or serious orientation  

in sport tourism)
Formality (informal to formal in education, cultural or heritage  

tourism or ecotourism)
Depth of interest (shallow to deep in heritage, cultural and ecotourism)

Behavioural
Frequency of participation (measures prior 

experience with activity, familiarity of setting)

Social orientation
Individual, family, friends, peers, teams, courses

Cognitive
Skills, knowledge, setting attributes – low to high
Locus of control/autonomy (perceived to real 

competence)
Environmental/physical orientation
Natural/unstructured to developed/structured

Affective
Importance/enjoyment (attraction)
Self-expression
Centrality

Local to global
Familiarity/proximity to novel/exotic

Risk probability
Choosing one activity/product over other options

Access
Cost, time, equity, low to high

Risk consequences
Making poor choices
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from a specific desire to pursue a special interest, by 
implication, its participants are imbued with par-
ticular characteristics and motivations from which 
a unique special interest tourist typology may be 
discerned. Research of tourist typologies has tradi-
tionally neglected to consider in any real depth the 
particularities of special interest tourists and that 
which does relate to SIT, has generally been under-
taken in relation to a specific interest. For example, 
Fogelman (1992) proposed a golfing tourist typol-
ogy for this specific type of SIT. More recent exam-
ples include typologies that have emerged from 
studies of cultural tourism (e.g. Richards, 1996; 
McKercher, 2002), film tourism (Macionis, 2004), 
heritage tourism (Peterson, 1994; Kerstetter et al., 
1998; Prentice et  al., 1998), educational tourism 
(Arsenault, 1998, 2001), bicycle tourism (Morpeth, 
2001) and wine tourism (Charters and Ali-Knight, 
2002; Marzo-Navarro and Pedraja-Iglesias, 2010).

Thus, typologies of special interest tourists are rare. 
One exception was proposed by Culligan (1992) 
who, in suggesting a travel career path for general 
interest tourist holiday-makers linked to increased 
travel experience, greater confidence and increased 
affluence over time (see Fig. 1.6), identified a group-
ing of tourists - ‘Total Immersers’, who desired more 
adventurous, more risky, novel and authentic expe-
riences; such characteristics and motivations reflect 

contemporary desires of special interest tourists 
and are those that have been identified to lie at the 
heart of Trauer’s (2006) SIT experience. Culligan’s 
(1992) notion that tourists may ‘trade up’ over time 
was of course not new, having been previously aired 
by Smith (1979), Wynne (1990) and Brown (1992). 
It was later developed further by Brotherton and 
Himmetoğlu (1997) who, based on Culligan’s frame-
work, proposed their ‘Tourism Interest Continuum’, 
consisting of general interest tourists, mixed inter-
est tourists and special interest tourists.

This conceptualisation suggested that tourists opt 
for more adventurous forms of tourism as their 
travel experience increases and as they mature or 
pass through the life-cycle. Thus, the focus of the 
decision-making process of general interest tourists 
would be ‘where would I like to go?’, with ‘where do 
I want to go and what activities can I pursue there?’ 
for the mixed interest tourists, and ‘what interest/
activity do I want to pursue, and where can I do it?’ 
for the special interest tourist (p.17). Based on this 
transitional platform, Brotherton and Himmetoğlu 
(1997) then went on to focus on special interest 
tourists and proposed four distinct types each with 
their own set of salient characteristics: Dabblers, 
Enthusiasts, Experts and Fanatics (see Table 1.3).

Despite the lack of specific special interest typol-
ogies, the wealth of those which share particular 

Bubble 
Travellers

Idealised 
Experience 

Seekers

Wide 
Horizon 

Travellers

Total 
Immersers

Experience

Affluence/Time

Fig. 1.6. Travel career path for general interest tourists. (Adapted from Culligan (1992))
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pursuits, interests and/or activities, heralded a shift 
in studies of SIT away from a dominant concern 
with the destination and its amenities, and towards 
the activities that tourists might like to pursue 
whilst on holiday. Such a focus enables the plan-
ning, development, management and marketing to 
be more targeted. From a marketing perspective, 
niche marketing has emerged to describe a process 
of ‘concentrating marketing resources and efforts 
on one particular market segment’ (Huh and Singh, 
2007, p. 213). Thus, there is likely to be a high 
degree of product specialisation, as marketing 
activities are likely to focus on a smaller segment of 
the market, be customer centric, and involve prod-
uct differentiation and relationship marketing 
(Dalgic and Leeuw, 1994).

According to Dalgic and Leeuw (1994, p. 43), 
niche markets are ‘steadily eating up parts of the 

formerly traditional mass markets’ resulting in a 
myriad of fractured markets in contrast to one 
mass market’ (Dalgic and Leeuw, 1994, p. 43). 
Companies are realising that they have to tailor 
their products and services to customer needs and 
tastes. Thus, according to Ali-Knight (2011), the 
focus has shifted away from the pursuit of the mass 
market and towards particular market segments. 
Niche marketing therefore adopts a customer-centric 
approach, because as Dalgic and Leeuw state 
(1994, p. 46), ‘if you can involve your customer in 
the design of your product you are half-way there’. 
Such involvement in co-creation and co-production 
is even more pertinent with the growth of e-marketing 
and the prevalence of online social networks (Ali-
Knight, 2011), combined with increasing demands 
for interactive, real and authentic experiences. The 
extent to which SIT experiences are authentic and 

Table 1.3. Special interest tourist typology. (Adapted from Brotherton and Himmetoğlu (1997), p. 19)

The Dabbler The Enthusiast The Expert The Fanatic

Desires a change from the 
boredom of previous travel 
experiences

Interests are clearly defined 
and like to choose one 
activity to pursue rather 
than many

Has a high level of skill 
and/or extensive 
knowledge of chosen 
special interest

Entirely devoted to the 
pursuit of their chosen 
special interest and thrives 
on fear and adrenalin

Requires familiarity with 
their everyday lives and 
will select the novel or 
different

More aware of needs and 
capabilities and of the 
interests/experiences 
which will satisfy them

Strongly committed to 
a specific activity or 
experience

Highly committed to the 
pursuit of their chosen 
activity or experience, 
which almost represents a 
form of addiction

Concerned with symbolic 
value and social status, 
so activity likely to be 
fashionable

A level of commitment is 
discernible, as there is 
a wish to develop skills, 
expertise and knowledge

The activity or experience 
is central to their home 
(leisure) life

Generates intense motivation 
which may result in the 
pursuit of the activity 
beyond reasonable limits

Their skill or expertise in 
chosen activity will be 
low and safety is an 
important consideration

Possesses a positive self-
image, confident and 
self-assured

Desire to experience the 
activity/experience with 
other like-minded and 
skilled individuals

Highly skilled individuals 
with a wide range of 
experiences in practising 
chosen activity/interest

Requires a considerable 
amount of information on 
the activity/experience 
choice available to them

Demands a higher level 
of challenge than the 
Dabbler and desires 
a range of new but 
not overly demanding 
opportunities to practise 
their interest

Desire to undertake 
activity/experience 
in risky, challenging 
environments and to 
have the opportunity 
of obtaining further 
qualifications and skills

Likely to be independent 
travellers, as standard 
packages are unlikely 
to meet their needs. 
Moreover opportunities for 
the gaining of advanced 
qualifications will not be 
highly valued

Upwardly mobile and 
socially aspirational

The activity pursued 
represents a life-style 
enhancement

Their chosen experience 
reaffirms their identity

Pursuit of activity is dominant 
motivating factor

Need to be persuaded that 
the change is good for 
them

Provision of creature 
comforts is important as is 
the social aspect

Demands tailor-made 
packages or engages in 
independent travel

Desire for ‘off the beaten 
track’ destinations for a 
customised and individual 
experience
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indeed whether special interest tourists are capable 
of distinguishing between authentic and inauthen-
tic experiences is an over-arching issue which com-
manded much interest alongside examinations of 
the characteristics and motivations of special inter-
est tourists. It is this very issue that the final section 
of this introductory chapter explores.

SIT and the Contested Concept 
of Authenticity

Authenticity is an extremely complex and contesta-
ble term that has been used in a variety of different 
ways within the tourism literature. Cohen (1988) for 
example explains that it has not only been used to 
describe something that is real or genuine but has 
also become a socially constructed concept based on 
individual subjective perceptions which varies accord-
ing to the tourist and their point of view (Cohen, 
1988). Alternatively, Selwyn (1996) uses ‘hot authen-
ticity’ and ‘cool authenticity’ to distinguish between 
tourism which is based on fiction and myths as in 
the case of ‘hot authenticity’ and that which relates 
to the aspects and products of society that are verified 
as being authentic by science-based investigations. 
Meanwhile, Wang (1999) proposes a classification 
of three different and discrete types of authenticity: 
(i) object, (ii) constructive and (iii) existential. Object 
authenticity refers to the originality of an object 
such as a site or a specific event which can be meas-
ured with pre-determined criteria. Constructive 
refers to the heterogeneous ways that tourists per-
ceive authenticity, whilst existential authenticity 
relates more to the tourist rather than the object in 
question and equates more to an emotional experi-
ence in which contemporary tourists make meaning 
from their travel experiences (Reisinger and Steiner, 
2006).

Based on these understandings, at one level, SIT 
is perhaps arguably no more or no less authentic 
than mass tourism. This is because although SIT 
destination images may also be based to varying 
degrees on truths and myths, on metaphors and 
similes, on the authentic and the inauthentic, in an 
attempt to entertain and provide spectacles for spe-
cial interest tourists, clearly, it is a negotiated pro-
cess. It is unique to each individual tourist, and thus 
its meaning and importance can only be assessed 
alongside an understanding of the various manifes-
tations of special interest tourist experiences (Li, 
2000; Reisinger and Steiner, 2006; Wang, 2007). 
Related to this contention is a parallel issue which 

revolves around the ability of special interests to 
identify an inauthentic experience. Again, this abil-
ity is unique to the individual and very much 
depends on their needs and motivations, their level 
of interest, expertise and knowledge of their par-
ticular interest, and their experience of travel. It is 
at this juncture that the arguments rehearsed in this 
chapter come full circle, as deeply embedded in 
contemporary understandings of SIT are its mean-
ing, the conceptualisation approaches that may be 
adopted to explore it, and resulting experiences 
and the motivations, behaviour and types of special 
interest tourists. These issues amongst others are 
explored with reference to selected examples of SIT, 
within the remaining chapters of this textbook.

Book Structure and Conclusion

The structure of the book consists of a total of 
seventeen chapters, including this introduction and 
the conclusion, with each focusing on a specific 
‘interest’ or tourism theme, organised into five dis-
tinct sections. Each of the chapters will cover a 
variety of aspects and present a contextualised 
overview of contemporary academic research, con-
cepts and principles, and industry-based practice 
insights, linking theoretical frameworks to practice, 
and underpinned by current international examples 
and case studies. Part One, entitled ‘family and faith’ 
covers social tourism (Dr Lynn Minnaert, New York 
University, USA), family tourism (Carol Southall, 
Staffordshire University, UK), cathedral tourism 
(Dr Ade Oriade, University of Wolverhampton, 
UK), and Islamic tourism (Dr Nazia Ali). Part Two 
deals with the ‘performing arts’, and topics of inter-
est here are literary tourism (Dr Graham Busby, 
Plymouth University, UK), music tourism (Dr Allan 
Watson, Staffordshire University, UK), film tourism 
(Dr Glen Croy, Monash University, Australia), and 
carnival tourism (Dr Violet Cuffy, University of 
Bedfordshire, UK). Meanwhile, Part Three relates 
to ‘active’ forms of special interest tourism and 
encompasses golf tourism (Dr Claire Humphreys, 
Westminster University, UK) and adventure tour-
ism (Professor Ralph Buckley, Griffith University, 
Australia).

Part Four focuses on aspects of special interest 
tourism that involve ‘therapeutic leisure’, and the 
specific chapters in this section relate to ‘shopping 
tourism’ (Professor Dallen Timothy, Arizona State 
University, USA), ‘food tourism’ (Dr Rong Huang, 
University of Plymouth, UK), and ‘garden tourism’ 
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(Dr Richard Benfield, Central Connecticut State 
University, USA). The final section of this book, Part 
Five, is structured along the theme of ‘travelling 
along’, and consequently the forms of tourism that 
are discussed include ‘transport tourism’ (Mr Derek 
Robbins, Bournemouth University, UK), and ‘slow 
tourism’ (Ms Alison Caffyn, Tourism Practitioner 
and Consultant, UK). The textbook ends with a 
conclusion, in which a summary and some further 
insights are provided for each chapter and in which 
the future of SIT is considered in light of the emer-
gence of ethical consumerism.
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