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Tab.1 Concepts and definitions of social tourism
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Tab. 2 Similar and related concepts of social tourism
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Interpretation of the Definition of Social Tourism Overseas:
Connotations, Dilemmas, Reasons and New Ideas

QIU Jiewei"’,ZHA Aiping’
(1. MICE & Tourism Department, Sun Glorious School of Business and Management, Donghua University, Shanghai 200051,
China; 2. Tourism Department, Fudan University, Shanghai 200433, China; 3. Tourism & Hospitality Department, Shanghai
Business School, Shanghai 200235, China)

Abstract: Social tourism, which began in Europe, is a potentially valuable solution for the participation
of socially disadvantaged populations in tourism/holidays. It can help in solving social exclusion
problems, promote social integration, and improve social well-being. However, the concept of ‘social
tourism’ has been in a state of dispute during the past 60 years, and formulating a specific and
comprehensive definition of this phenomenon is both the most fundamental and the most difficult issue
in research on this topic.

Beginning with the multiple interpretations and definitions of social tourism concepts found in the
English literature, this article first of all classifies 17 concepts of social tourism into three types. This
classification is based on the different perspectives of the researchers involved in studying social
tourism: definitions from a demand perspective, definitions from a supply perspective, and definitions
from a demand and supply perspective together. Then, the development context of the concept of
‘social tourism’ is analyzed and its three connotative elements identified: beneficiaries, facilitators and
organizers, and the funding mechanisms involved. ‘Beneficiaries’ refers to the recipients of a social
tourism service, while ‘facilitators and organizers’ are interveners in social tourism services, and
‘funding mechanisms’ means the channels through which beneficiaries are helped to realize vacation/
tourism opportunities. Subsequently, the article dissects the reasons for long-term research in this field
being caught up in the debate over the definition of social tourism, which include: 1) that the three
connotative elements are complicated and they have been changing along with time and within the
different contexts of countries and political systems; 2) that there are many similar or related concepts
that blur the boundaries of social tourism, such as TFA (Tourism for All), Solidarity Tourism and so on;
3) that the justifications and goals of social tourism have become increasingly diversified, a trend which
is associated with the ever-expanding scope of beneficiaries; and 4) that the implementation of social
tourism policies in different countries can be quite different—differences exist both between developed
countries and developing countries, and within developed countries. Because of the lack of clarity in
defining social tourism, research on the concept has been in a state of stagnation in recent years, and
thus awareness of social tourism has stayed at a primary level amongst potential users. Furthermore, the
constant controversy aroused by this concept has raised serious obstacles to the implementation of
social tourism.

Finally, this article attempts to construct a straightforward definition of social tourism. In view of
the differences in the beneficiaries, social tourism is divided into three models: 1) the base model,
where facilitators and organizers focus on giving help to those social groups that do not have the ability
to undertake this form of vacation/tourism; 2) the extension model, where facilitators and organizers
encourage and help those social groups with a limited ability for vacation/tourism; and 3) the inclusion
model, where facilitators and organizers not only help the above social groups to go on vacation, but
also secure economic and social benefits for the host community and citizens. As a result, the three
social tourism models provide a new idea on how to understand the concept of ‘social tourism’ in
different country and social contexts.

Keywords: social tourism; definition; dilemma; new ideas
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