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The burgeoning globalisation of  the world 
economy has seen societal English-speaking 
 capabilities increase in importance throughout 
many countries. Similar to other associated 
 industries such as volunteer, responsible or sus-
tainable tourism, the focus of  teaching English 
as a foreign language (TEFL) has in many cases 
shifted away from its traditional altruistic and 
philanthropic perspective, where education was 
the priority, to a postmodern commercialised 
commodity, acting as a resource that can be pro-
duced, controlled, distributed and valued.

Essentially a combination of  the notions of  
tourism and English language teaching, TEFL 
tourism is introduced in this book as a micro- 
niche tourism form designed to satisfy the 
 demands for English language teachers around 
the globe. Through demonstrating parallels be-
tween TEFL tourism and other alternative tour-
ism types, such as volunteer tourism, a number 
of  cautionary approaches are advised in order to 
facilitate appropriate sustainable management 
of  the TEFL tourism industry.

TEFL Tourism

The limited academic reference to TEFL and its 
links with tourism to date is surprising, given 
the extent and importance of  the English lan-
guage teaching industry worldwide and taking 
into account the size of  the tourism industry 

 nowadays – arguably the biggest service indus-
try worldwide. While there is ample evidence of  
the amalgamation of  the two concepts of  TEFL 
and tourism, as demonstrated throughout the 
 chapters of  this book, the majority of  existing 
 research revolves around pedagogical practice 
or development agendas. It is this gap in the lit-
erature which  inspired the production of  this 
book, with the  ambition of  raising awareness in 
both academic and non-academic communities 
of  the benefits and pitfalls that the tourism ele-
ment may  present.

The English language has become an inte-
gral part of  world society, with many  destinations 
putting significant focus on the expansion of  
this as part of  their development agendas. 
 Enhanced English language capability opens up 
an array of  doors for a destination in terms  
of  economic and social development. This book 
outlines the role that TEFL tourism plays in  
modern-day capitalist society. It is estimated that 
by 2020 there will be over 2 billion English lan-
guage learners (British Council, 2014), and 
with this brings insatiable demand for teachers. 
This presents one of  the most significant chal-
lenges to educators and citizens across the globe 
and many destinations are now looking towards 
tourists to fill employment gaps.

Rooted in the concepts of  tourism and 
TEFL, TEFL tourism is one of  many emerging 
niche tourism forms available to tourists. TEFL 
tourists vary considerably, as do all tourist types, 
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and based on previous research this book delves 
into the typical expectations, motivations and 
typological features of  TEFL tourists. This is, of  
course, subject to geographical and cultural 
adaptations, which add a layer of  complexity to 
understanding the TEFL tourism industry in its 
entirety. However, by providing a foundation for 
the advanced comprehension of  the TEFL tour-
ism industry, as is presented throughout this 
book, contextualisation can be applied.

In theory, the utilisation of  tourists to meet 
the demands for English language teachers 
 appears to provide an excellent solution to a 
 problem. However, there are many lessons to be 
learned from the wider tourism and education 
industries. It is not suggested that TEFL tourism 
is a bad thing, far from it. This book simply airs 
caution emphasising that if  managed carefully, 
it may yield the optimum outcomes intended. 
Sustainable management is paramount.

There is a distinct paradox between the 
 benevolent intentions of  philanthropic tourists 
who wish to do good and to help an otherwise 
struggling community, and those of  profit- 
oriented organisations. Converging the two into 
one setting raises questions regarding how this 
may work in practice, and whether indeed the 
positive impacts may well be diluted by the very 
presence of  capitalism. There is certainly an ar-
gument to say that this is the way that modern- 
day society operates and that it is an inevitable 
developmental progression. But there is also 
ample evidence of  where such market relation-
ships have failed to be successful.

Although there is little research to draw 
upon with regard to TEFL as a form of  tourism 
specifically, it does have allies within the tourism 
industry. This book draws on many examples 
taken from the volunteer tourism industry, 
which has been subjected to its fair share of  criti-
cisms in recent years. While TEFL tourism may 
sometimes fall under the umbrella of  volunteer 
tourism, when there is no financial benefit to the 
tourist, it can also be a very different entity. As 
such, literature from associated industries, such 
as volunteer tourism, is referred to in an advis-
ory manner only, emphasising the need for con-
cepts to be applied to, and assessed in relation to, 
TEFL tourism.

One way to attempt to further understand 
the nature of  the industry is to analyse the 
key stakeholders. Educational stakeholders 

are  ex amined, including the host destination’s 
government which may prioritise TEFL tour-
ism as part of  its development agenda, and 
stakeholders in the tourism-generating  region. 
It is clear that the  nature of  the TEFL experi-
ence is not clearly understood by university 
staff  and teacher training institutions, and as-
pects that may be core parts of  the curriculum 
such as differentiation or  Office for Standards 
in Education,  Children’s Services and Skills 
(Ofsted) requirements may not be a part of  a 
TEFL tourist’s role. This book aims to provide 
some clarification to education- based stake-
holders. Another key stakeholder is the TEFL 
agency. Demonstrating many parallels with 
the traditional package holiday model, this 
book assesses the commodification of  TEFL 
teaching, discussing the role played by busi-
nesses who facilitate this. The book thus aims 
to  provide guidance for said organisations, 
 encouraging sustainable practices and man-
agement. Lastly, central to the TEFL tourism 
experience are the tourists themselves, along 
with their students. The latter part of  the book 
examines the TEFL tourist, presenting a rele-
vant typology that can be used to enhance 
understanding of  who the tourists are and 
their motivations and experiences. This infor-
mation can then be useful to the stakeholders 
just discussed in order to more effectively 
manage their operations.

Historical Context of Niche Tourism

The state of  the travel and tourism industry has 
altered considerably over recent years due to 
changes in preferences and demand by the con-
sumer, the way that technology is utilised and 
lifestyle choices. This new tourism can be seen 
within the emergence of  niche tourism. Niche 
tourism as a disparate concept and theory was 
not recognised in full until the early 2000s. It 
was in 2002 that the first niche tourism con-
ference was held (Crichton Tourism Research 
Centre at the University of  Glasgow). This confer-
ence aimed to draw together for the first time 
academics from different tourism-related fields to 
discuss this new type of  tourism, thus enabling 
some of  the first collective thinking on the topic.

Novelli’s (2005) preliminary text on ad-
dressing the concept of  niche tourism provided 
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the foundations for the analysis of  the niche 
tourism industry through a series of  theoretic-
ally underpinned case studies. She suggests that 
the term ‘niche tourism’ has its roots in the 
 concept of  ‘niche marketing’ – it is effectively a 
counterpart to the undifferentiated mass tour-
ism product and is designed to meet the needs of  
individual market segments or niches. The niche 
tourism spectrum, or continuum, is made up 
from large market sectors or macro-niches (i.e. 
cultural tourism), which can then be subdivided 
into micro-niches (e.g. TEFL tourism).

The concept of  niche tourism derives ori-
ginally from marketing. Hutchinson (1957) first 
introduced the ‘niche’ concept, referring to an 
optimum location that an organism can exploit 
against its competitors. Keegan et al. (1992) 
later described a ‘niche’ as a small market not 
currently served by competing products. The 
term ‘niche’ then began to appear in business lit-
erature, which is from where the phrase ‘niche 
marketing’ was derived. Most research pub-
lished since the 1990s has emphasised new 
 segmentation within existing marketplaces 
 rather than identifying entirely new markets, as 
this book does with TEFL tourism. There are 
 generally four key factors attributed to market 
 segmentation: socioeconomic/demographic; geo-
graphic; psychographic and psychological and 
behavioural.

Niche marketing has continued to evolve 
since the 1980s and organisations have come to 
realise that they need to tailor their products and 
services to ever-changing customer demands 
and tastes. In fact, many companies have ex-
changed traditional mass marketing techniques 
for niche marketing in a range of  contexts. Niche 
marketing (and indeed niche tourism) plays a 
key role in a product’s lifecycle. Many companies 
will have niche markets at the initial stage of  
their product before that product develops into 
maturity and then saturation starts, when suc-
cessful companies need to reinvent their prod-
ucts, often returning to the niche market.

The application of  these niche markets  
to tourism introduces new tourist typologies, 
whereby tourism clusters or groups are character-
ised by aspects such as behaviours or motivations. 
According to Read (1980), special interest tour-
ism was the predecessor of  ‘niche tourism’. Spe-
cial interest tourism marked the transition from 
tourism as a commodified, mainstream offering to 

one that was specialised and unique. The rise of  
the mass tourism industry, largely fuelled by the 
growth in aviation, also gave rise to the back-
packer tourist, perhaps one of  the first special 
interest tourist types. During this time mass tour-
ism began to be no longer seen as the dominant 
tourism form, and special interest tourism became 
the new tourism form of  the 1980s and 1990s.

This trend has very much continued to this 
day. That is not to say that the mass tourism in-
dustry has dwindled, it is simply that consumers 
tend to prefer experiences that are better tailored 
to their individual needs and desires. Nowadays, 
niche tourism forms are more commonly re-
ferred to as ‘alternative tourism’, which attempts 
to balance mass tourism by seeking smaller 
numbers with higher spending power. Academic 
literature, however, has paid little attention to 
the positioning of  niche tourism products. Tour-
ist behaviour has produced a more segmented 
and sophisticated consumer market, which niche 
tourism has responded to (Sharpley and Telfer, 
2002). Establishing defined and specific niches 
has allowed smaller, independent tourism-based 
organisations to feature in the competitive 
tourism marketplace. The development of  niche 
tourism products is commonly associated with 
high levels of  entrepreneurship and an individ-
ual desire to explore specific market niches 
( Novelli, 2005). There has been little research to 
date, however, examining the relationship be-
tween niche tourism development and entrepre-
neurship, an area that certainly warrants 
investigation within TEFL tourism.

The Postmodern Tourist

Tourism emerged in response to the processes of  
industrialisation, urbanisation, and technical 
and technological developments of  society dur-
ing the Industrial Revolution and has continued 
to evolve in correlation with consumer demands 
and preferences throughout the years. Through 
the democratisation of  the tourism and leisure 
industries, the tourism industry has become an 
increasingly important part of  the worldwide 
economy, with serious social and political im-
pacts. Contemporary tourism includes a wide 
variety of  tourism forms and elements including 
means of  transport, destinations and activities, 
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which, depending on the context of  time, gain or 
lose popularity.

Throughout the years we have continued to 
see changes in the economic, political, cultural 
and social landscapes of  modernity. New cul-
tures have emerged, characterised by a decreas-
ing use of  mass production, mass consumers, 
large towns and cities and material and tech-
nical advancement. There has also been an  
overall reduction in the likes of  standardised 
production, urbanisation, industrialisation, cen-
tralisation and bureaucratisation. Instead these 
are increasingly being replaced with notions of  
flexibility, diversity, increased mobility, enhanced 
communication processes, decentralisation and 
internationalisation. This has resulted in new 
tourism forms, such as TEFL tourism, emerging. 
These tourism forms have the potential to re-
place or instigate change in existing tourism 
forms and fundamental tourism structures.

In contrast to Fordism, the system formu-
lated in Henry Ford’s automotive factories, 
whereby workers operate on a  production line, 
performing specialised tasks repetitively, tourists 
nowadays demonstrate a post-Fordist attitude. 
This has been the dominant system of economic 
production, consumption and associated socio-
economic phenomena in most  industrialised 
countries since the late 20th century. Like the 
growth in the demand for special interest or 
‘niche’ tourism, post-Fordism has brought with 
it new ways of  looking at consumption and pro-
duction. Rather than the tourism industry being 
viewed as a mass market to be served by  mass 
production, tourists have begun to be viewed 
as different groups pursuing different goals who 
could be better served by small batches of  spe-
cialised services. The popularity of  the mass 
markets has become less important, while mar-
ket tourism forms that bring with them alterna-
tive benefits such as CV building or a feeling of  
being able to ‘do good’ are increasing in popu-
larity. Tourists are more and more seeking 
 experiences with greater value than is  typically 
obtained via the traditional package  holiday 
route.

The idea of  the ‘post-tourist’ has developed 
in response to consumer attitudes and prefer-
ences in the postmodern era. Post-tourists are fa-
miliar with new technology and are particularly 
responsive to social media. In fact, the post- 
tourist does not even need to leave their home in 

order to experience the traditional objects of  the 
tourist gaze. Increasingly, simulated tourist ex-
periences are brought into homes through tele-
vision, websites, online reviews, bloggers and 
influencers. Some argue that postmodern tour-
ists are indeed the antithesis of  mass tourists, 
 demanding authentic experiences by venturing 
away from mass tourist areas and facilities.

Due to changes in technology, the postmod-
ern tourist is far more aware of  the options avail-
able to them than their modern counterparts. 
Consumers nowadays are frequently influenced 
by those they follow on social and traditional 
media channels. They have a wealth of  informa-
tion accessible to them at the click of  a button 
via the internet and their powers as a consumer 
are arguably stronger than ever before. There 
has also been a significant shift in societal atti-
tudes, with people becoming more conscious of  
their actions and behaviours. All of  this has led 
to the growth of  niche tourism forms, in particu-
lar those with a developmental or sustainability 
focus. In order to be successful, tourism oper-
ators and stakeholders must respond to the de-
mands of  the present-day consumer, and this 
book intends to contribute to this through an 
exploration of  the TEFL tourism industry.

Operators, Communities and TEFL 
Tourism

While in essence the product of  English lan-
guage is intangible, aligned with the ideals of  
enhanced social development and business pro-
spects, there is a strong body of  evidence demon-
strating that in many instances it has now been 
commodified into a product for sale in an ever- 
competitive capitalist market. In many con-
texts, language is now treated as an economic 
resource, cultivated for material profit, or ac-
quired as a skill to be offered on the market (Park 
and Wee, 2012). In essence, the whole TEFL 
 process is organised and reshaped in order to 
conform to commercial logic. It has become a 
business. The growth of  the capitalist mode of  
production has expanded to such an extent that 
it has now begun to infiltrate markets previously 
naïve to commercial exploits. As a result, the 
 social organisation of  TEFL has been com-
pletely refashioned and reshaped in a commercial  
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(profit- and market-oriented) way; the ‘old ways 
of  producing’ have now been completely dis-
placed by this new industrialism.

Commodifying TEFL in the context of  tour-
ism has enabled it to become an output of  pro-
duction. This is represented through the process 
of  combining various material inputs (transport, 
accommodation, etc.) and immaterial inputs 
(plans, know-how) in order to make something 
for consumption (the output/TEFL product). 
Many organisations and individuals are now 
capitalising on the demand for English language 
by setting up new businesses, franchises or sub-
sidiaries where teaching of  English is sold on the 
respective market. The problem is that the mo-
tives of  profit-focused organisations are not ne-
cessarily aligned with those of  the community.

This book discusses at length the way in 
which the TEFL product has been commodified 
and the impacts that this may have. While some 
reference is placed at various times on the com-
munity, this is an area warranting additional 
 research. Of  course, there are concerns of  in-
creased crime, feelings of  anger towards tourists, 
increased litter, cultural changes, etc. that may 
arise as a direct result of  TEFL tourism, and this 
is widely recognised in the literature on the tour-
ism industry in general. What is not as widely 
recognised, however, is the impact of  differences 
between tourist and local salaries, of  accelerated 
globalisation and of  changes to infrastructure 
and customs as a result of  TEFL tourism. This is 
not to mention the educational outcomes and 
how these might be affected by the presence of  
TEFL tourism. It is essential to take all stake-
holders into consideration and to manage the in-
dustry as well as possible, based on existing and 
associated research and knowledge.

A New Approach

The contribution to knowledge facilitated through 
the production of  this book enables various TEFL 

stakeholders to have a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of  the TEFL experience than litera-
ture has facilitated to date. It also provides an 
opportunity for academics and industry profes-
sionals alike to more accurately assess and man-
age the TEFL sector. Dominant stakeholders, who 
can be defined as any group or individual who 
can affect or are affected by the achievement of  
the organisation’s objectives (Freeman, 1984,  
p. 46) include the TEFL teachers, TEFL recruit-
ment agencies,  future employers or education re-
cruitment teams of  the TEFL teacher and the Thai 
educational system and government.

The first of  its kind, this book has been de-
veloped to encourage a new approach. It aims 
to encourage critical thinking, accurate assess-
ment and sustainable management. While 
underpinned by academic research and litera-
ture, the intention is to provide more than dis-
cussion in the classroom: it is designed to 
facilitate real- world impact. It is eagerly antici-
pated that as a result of  the publication of  this 
seminal text on TEFL tourism, subsequent re-
search can be undertaken by both scholars and 
industry practitioners. Said research can then 
be utilised to guide and inform the manage-
ment of  the TEFL industry and its associated 
communities.

Many lessons have been learned from a var-
iety of  tourism forms in the past falling within 
various parts of  the mass-niche spectrum. TEFL 
tourism is a relatively new concept that is emer-
ging at a rapid rate and it is imperative that 
stakeholders learn from these lessons of  the 
past, applying them to this new tourism sector 
and thus ensuring the most optimum manage-
ment approaches are adopted. As an introduc-
tory text, this book is not comprehensive, nor 
exhaustive, in its content. Rather, it brings about 
a new way of  thinking in an industry that has 
lacked critical attention to date. As such, further 
research in the area of  TEFL tourism is warmly 
welcomed and indeed necessary to ensure sus-
tainability within the industry.
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