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The purpose of this paper is a presentation of the phenomenon of social tourism; 
its definition, different interpretations and models are presented; social tourism 
beneficiaries and the positions of social tourism in different societies, socio-eco-
nomic impacts and benefits that social tourism brings for individuals and socie-
ty are also revealed. An empirical study of tourism students’ perception towards 
social tourism was conducted in order to understand whether their understand-
ing and attitudes toward the phenomenon change through educational inter-
vention. The objective of the study was to identify whether a short educational 
course could influence tourism students’ perception and attitudes toward the so-
cial tourism phenomenon. In our experiment, although a better understanding of 
the non-commercial character of social tourism and its social goals and aims was 
indicated after the short educational course, students still displayed a prevailing 
orientation towards the business aspects of social tourism. From the tourism stu-
dents’ perspective, social tourism is primarily perceived as a promising market 
niche and opportunity for future tourism development.
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Introduction 
Holidays have become an increasingly essential as-
pect of social life (McCabe, Minnaert, & Diekmann, 
2012, p. 2) and “tourism has become regarded as such 
an essential part of contemporary lifestyles in afflu-
ent societies that to be excluded from tourism is to be 
excluded from the norms of everyday life” (Sedgley, 
Pritchard, & Morgan, 2012, p. 951); in essence, tour-
ism has become a societal norm (Ylikännö, 2013). 
However, many people cannot, in fact, access or par-
ticipate in travel, whether holidays, short breaks or 
even day trips (McCabe et al., 2012, p. 3). Sedgley et 
al. (2012, p. 951) argues that “non-participation in 
tourism therefore makes a contribution to social ex-
clusion that goes far beyond the immediate experi-
ence of being denied participation in tourism activ-
ities”. Lack of participation in an annual holiday is a 
meaningful indicator of material deprivation in the 
EU and, as such, it is included in the EU-SILC survey 

(Eurostat, 2012). However, social tourism is neither a 
well-known or well-understood concept in tourism 
studies or across large sections of the tourism indus-
try (Minnaert, Diekmann, & McCabe, 2012). 

It is evident that social tourism provides econom-
ic benefits (EESC, 2006), e.g. increased employment, 
reduced tourism seasonality and greater economic 
activity and growth are becoming widely recognized 
for the tourism industry (Calypso initiative, 2010). 
However, it is very difficult to estimate the economic 
impact of the social tourism since “it is apparent that 
a few countries in Europe collect statistics in a way 
that allows the disaggregation of social tourism ac-
tivity from mainstream tourism” (Diekmann & Mc-
Cabe, 2013, p. 22).  In the same research, some data 
about social tourism is presented “that in France 12% 
of the 45.4 million people going on a holiday were 
social tourists using social tourism infrastructures” 
(ibid). In contrast, social tourism, if it is done well, is 
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certainly socially progressive: “The term ‘social tour-
ism’ is sometimes used too liberally, to justify initia-
tives that are mainly concerned with the profits and 
employment levels in the tourism industry” (Minn-
aert, 2012). 

Accordingly, why it is important to study so-
cial tourism? If one can better understand the so-
cial tourism phenomenon, its social character, ethi-
cal values/foundations and the social (and econom-
ic) benefits that it brings, one can, as Minnaert (2012) 
once said, “make a huge difference to people’s lives” 
and generate increases in that added moral value that 
(according to contemporary definitions) are the es-
sence of social tourism. 

Social Tourism: Definition, Beneficiaries 
and Interpretations 
Social tourism is not a well understood phenome-
non, and its meanings vary depending on the time 
periods and countries under discussion.  First, it 
recognizes the fundamental right of all to have leave 
from work and take a vacation; second, it acknowl-
edges the importance of leisure and holidays as an 
exceptional occasion in the physical and cultur-
al development of individuals, promoting their so-
cialization and integration into their community of 
workers, as well as broader society (Jafary, 2000, p. 
542). A similar basis for the development of the so-
cial tourism concept is presented in the Opinion of 
the Economic and Social Committee on social tour-
ism (EESC, 2006, p. 3) stating that “the right to tour-
ism is a keystone of social tourism – everyone has 
the right to rest on a daily, weekly and yearly basis, 
and the right to leisure time that enables them to de-
velop every aspect of their personality and their so-
cial integration.” The phenomenon of social tourism 
and non-participation in tourism by disadvantaged 
groups has recently started to receive increasing ac-
ademic attention in Europe (McCabe, 2009; McCa-
be, Minnaert, & Diekmann, 2012; Minnaert, Mait-
land, & Miller, 2013) and, parallel to this, a group 
of leading researchers in the social tourism field has 
been formed from the above-named authors. Vari-
ous aspects of social tourism and its different prac-
tices/initiatives have also been researched by many 
other authors: Smith & Hughes, 1999; Higgins-Des-
biolles, 2006; Puczkó & Rátz, 2013; Carretero, Ferri, 
& Garces, 2013, to name just a few. 

The term “social tourism” is not well known, and 
research by the Family Holiday Association con-
ducted in the UK in 2006 showed that 68% of 273 re-
spondents had never heard the term (McCabe et al., 
2012, p. 19).  There is also a lack of a single and precise 
definition of what social tourism is (Minnaer et al., 
2013, p. 5). In the same research (p. 6), we can follow 
the progress of the definition of social tourism from 
the earliest definition by Hunziker (1971) as “the rela-
tionships and phenomena in the field of tourism re-
sulting from participation in travel by economical-
ly weak or otherwise disadvantaged elements of so-
ciety”, to Hunziker’s (1975) second definition of so-
cial tourism as “a particular type of tourism charac-
terized by the participation of people with the low in-
come, providing them with special services, recog-
nized as such”, which brings us to the contemporary 
definition of social tourism (p. 16) as “tourism with 
an added moral value, of which the primary aim is 
to benefit either the host or the visitor in the tour-
ism exchange”. Couveia (1995 in Diekmann & Mc-
Cabe, 2013, p. 21) suggests that social tourism should 
be understood as a type of tourism whose primary 
or exclusive characteristic should be a non-commer-
cial goal. Some other researchers follow very similar 
paths in explanations of the definition of social tour-
ism (Diekmann & McCabe, 2013, p. 21), and it seems 
that a certain level of academic agreement exists in 
relation to the ethical improvement to the scope of 
the definition, as well in practical expressions of the 
social tourism phenomenon. However, it must be 
emphasized that social tourism research still needs 
further research before an accepted definition of the 
concept by the academic and research establishment 
can take place (Minnaert et al., 2013, p. 16).

A debate remains about who the beneficiaries of 
social tourism are. Social tourism has changed its fo-
cus from factory workers and manual labourers to 
youths, families, seniors and the disabled who rep-
resent the four principal targeted groups across the 
European context (Diekmann, McCabe, & Minn-
aert, 2012, p. 35). The Calypso Initiative (2010) de-
fines those target groups more precisely by describ-
ing them as consisting of underprivileged young 
adults (aged 18–30), families facing financial or other 
pressures, people with disabilities, over-65s and pen-
sioners who cannot afford travel or are overwhelmed 
by the challenges of organizing a journey. The same 
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research by Diekmann et al. (2012) states that con-
sideration of these target groups is required, argu-
ing that “not all young people, senior citizens, fam-
ilies and persons with disabilities are excluded from 
tourism and should therefore be beneficiaries of so-
cial tourism and, secondly, these target groups do not 
cover all social groups that are excluded from tour-
ism”; for example, single people between 30 and 65, 
midlife single women (Heimtum, 2012), single par-
ents (Diekmann & McCabe, 2013), children living in 
poverty (Sedgley et al., 2012), children with chron-
ic illnesses (Öneş et al., 2005) or terminal illnesses 
(Hunter-Jones, 2004). Diekmann and McCabe (2013, 
p. 26) distinguished between two major segments: 
working people and the unemployed; the first group 
benefits from social tourism through their unions 
or employers, and the second group mainly from 
state-backed schemes. It is indicated in the same re-
search that in Germany and the UK, families mainly 
are targeted, including single parent families, adop-
tive and carer families, while Poland focuses main-
ly on youth and child holiday programs, and Spain 
mainly on seniors. Hall (2005, in Griffin & Stacey, 
2013, p. 33) identifies several (previously mentioned) 
groups of beneficiaries when he states that, “tourism 
for all involves the extension of the benefits of hol-
idays to economically marginal groups, such as the 
unemployed, single parents families, pensioners and 
the handicapped.” In this manner, the question aris-
es as to who the target groups or beneficiaries of so-
cial tourism actually are? There is no single answer to 
this question, and European practice shows that dif-
ferent countries define groups of beneficiaries differ-
ently. Diekmann et al. (2012, p. 37) states that “there 
are also ideological differences between countries re-
garding the treatment of these groups; they could be 
targeted specifically for funding, to promote social 
accessibility or to increase holiday participation re-
garding the demographic or income criteria.” 

The complexity of the concept of social tourism 
and its beneficiaries are also presented in a four-way 
model of different ‘interpretations’ of social tour-
ism (Minnaert et al., 2013). This is the first attempt 
in contemporary research in developing a classifica-
tion and interpreting different forms and beneficiar-
ies of the social tourism phenomenon. The model is 
based on two main categories “tourist” and “prod-
uct”, each with two different sub-categories. Social 

tourists may be distinguished from other tourists 
and seen as a segregated group of “social tourism us-
ers only” or may be an integrative part of the main-
stream tourism, i.e. “social tourism users and oth-
er users”. The second category is product, taking the 
form of a “standard product” or “specific provision”. 
Combining different sub-categories allows four dif-
ferent models to be introduced: the inclusion mod-
el, the participation model, the adaptation model 
and the stimulation model. The inclusion model en-
courages participation for many and most members 
of society, according to the principle “tourism for 
all”, while in the participation model, the disadvan-
taged are especially and actively targeted to encour-
age participation; social tourism initiatives in the ad-
aptation model are specifically designed for persons 
who are economically or otherwise disadvantaged; 
in the stimulation model, social tourism is interpret-
ed “as tourism that provides economic opportuni-
ties via travel and tourism for persons who are eco-
nomically weak or otherwise disadvantaged (Minn-
aert et al., 2013, p. 7). Highly similar to the stimula-
tion model is the phenomenon of ‘solidarity tourism’ 
which aims to introduce the tourist to concrete forms 
of solidarity with the host community; this solidar-
ity can take two forms: the tourist may support a lo-
cal development project or contribute to a fundrais-
ing initiative (Bélanger & Jolin, 2013, p. 106). In addi-
tion, the important role of underlying the ethical val-
ues that shape social tourism forms was revealed in 
research by Minnaert, Maitland and Miller (2006, p. 
16), which not only helps to categorize different initi-
atives of social tourism, but also challenges its prac-
titioners to assess the success of these initiatives on 
this ethical basis. 

From the perspective of the ‘typical’ tourism con-
sumer, probably no product labelled as ‘social tour-
ism’ is appealing, since participation in social tour-
ism activities is possible (mainly) via identification as 
‘economically weak or otherwise disadvantaged per-
son’. In this context, the Calypso Initiative (2010a) 
also explicitly claims that “Calypso shall be a con-
cept, but not that of tourism for the poor” (p. 3). With-
in the Calypso document focusing on good practice, 
Inatel of Portugal, emphasized that the primary con-
cern of their “tourism program for all” was to not 
stigmatize the participants of the project. Further-
more, in other countries, notably the Nordic ones, 
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there has been a hesitance towards the term “social 
tourism”; for example, “tourism for all” is the termi-
nology used in Sweden. Therefore, one can surmise 
semantic and practical movements in social tourism 
from specialized supply towards more mainstream 
supply. The ‘tourism for all’ philosophy is often men-
tioned in order to minimize the ‘incriminating’ con-
texts of social tourism. Its goal is to include as many 
people as possible into tourism and leisure and, as 
cited by Bélanger & Jolin (2013, p. 106), “it is the role 
of the public sector to encourage and support hol-
iday participation in the different layers of socie-
ty and to develop strategies that are tailored to dif-
ferent target groups.” Semantically, the aim of such 
an initiative is to include and further open access to 
the wider population, not just for specifically target-
ed groups. However, the case is “that the countries 
with the most developed social tourism systems can 
actually be argued as less inclusive than they could 
be for unemployed and other marginalized members 
of society who remain excluded” (Diekman & Mc-
Cabe, 2013, p. 28); that is true of countries where so-
cial tourism has been conducted under the umbrella 
of labour (union) organizations; for example, social 
tourism in France is very well developed but fails to 
reach and adapt to new forms of poverty and social 
exclusion (McCabe, 2009).

Social Tourism: Status and Social Benefits
The position of social tourism also differs according 
to different ideological and political/economic de-
velopments in European countries. Minnaert et al. 
(2009, p. 317) argues that the position of social tour-
ism is different: while in several countries of conti-
nental Europe (e.g. France, Belgium, Spain) social 
tourism is supported by public funding and mostly 
takes the form of low-cost domestic holidays, in oth-
er countries (UK and USA) social tourism is a less 
well-known phenomenon, and rarely public funded. 
The basis for the provision in the first case is the per-
ceived right of all to enjoy tourism (Minnaert et al., 
2006), and social tourism is provided on the grounds 
that it increases equality between societal group-
ings. In the second case, social tourism is seen as dis-
cretionary activity, to which no right exists and any 
public funding in these circumstances depends upon 
utilitarian consideration, i.e. whether social tourism 
can confer net benefits to society as a whole. Accord-

ing to Ylikännö (2013), research re-emphasizes that 
holidaying can be dismissed lightly as a frivolous and 
hedonistic pursuit, something that people may enjoy 
in their lives, like expensive designer clothing or jew-
ellery. Once, again holidays are understood to be a 
luxury and the access to them is not open to all.

The predominant ethical principles in different 
societies are the criterion for dividing societies into 
“socialized societies” and “individualized societies” 
(Minnaert et al., 2013, p.11): in socialized societies, 
the fact that “the stronger strata support the weak-
er will reduce the inequality between their mem-
bers and thus become stronger overall”; individual-
ized societies, in contrast, “do not support a priori 
duty of the stronger strata towards the weaker, but 
instead emphasize that the opportunities offered to 
one person should not limit the opportunities of an-
other – every member of the society should receive 
equal opportunities, but this does not mean that the 
inequality between members should be reduced per 
se.”  According to Minnaert et al. (2009), research on 
three discourses of Levitas (1998) on reducing social 
exclusion are presented: the redistribution discourse 
(RED), the social integrationist discourse (SID) and 
the moral underclass discourse (MUD). The role of 
social tourism within these discourses is different; 
from the RED point of view, social tourism provides 
low-income groups with holidays that they would 
not otherwise have; from the SID perspective, one 
can recognize that social tourism aims to increase 
participation in paid work for the host communi-
ty (the author does not acknowledge this aspect); 
from the MUD perspective, social tourism increas-
es social and family capital and reduces the presence 
of a number of behaviours that hinder the individ-
ual’s integration in society. Diekmann and McCa-
be’s (2013, p. 29) conclusion on the historical devel-
opment social tourism and its present position is that 
“social tourism, although having been born out of an 
era dominated by social ideals and the worker move-
ment, has elided into a policy framework driven by 
neoliberal social democratic principles”. 

In addition, different social tourism initiatives/
programs have different social benefits for their ben-
eficiaries. For example, in the ‘tourism for all’ pro-
gram (Calypso Report, 2010a), the social benefits of 
the program are highlighted and presented as ones 
that lead to greater social cohesion, offer experienc-
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es between the different segments of society and do 
not stigmatize the participants of the project. In the 
literature, families with children especially are tak-
en into consideration (Mccabe, 2009; Sedgley et al., 
2012). Nottingham University research shows that 
77% of families were happier after a holiday, 70% 
were more optimistic and 74% had a more positive 
outlook on life (FHA, 2013). Recently, people with 
disabilities have also been recognized as an impor-
tant market niche and different accessibility issues 
and/or tourism service provider/employee attitudes 
towards them are discussed (Ozturk, Yayli, & Yesil-
tas, 2008; Bizjak, Knežević, & Cvetrežnik, 2011), par-
ticularly in terms of better service, greater social in-
clusion and social benefits that they can gain from 
inclusion in tourism. Minnaert et al. (2009), Minn-
aert (2008) and McCabe (2009) have conducted re-
search on the social impact of participation in social 
tourism by low-income beneficiaries and found evi-
dence of benefits ranging from increases in self-es-
teem, improvement in family relations and widening 
of travel horizons to more pro-active attitudes to life 
and participation in education or employment. On 
an economic level, there is evidence that the devel-
opment of social tourism can help to sustain jobs in 
the low season and generate income for host commu-
nities.

In addition to the previously mentioned benefits 
of holidays, other social benefits are presented in the 
study by Griffin and Stacey (2013, p. 34), including 
an essential break from (often stressful) routine and 
home environments; opportunities for social mixing 
by interaction with new people; higher life satisfac-
tion; subjective well-being and enhanced quality of 
life (McCabe, Joldersma, & Chunxiao, 2010; McCa-
be & Johnson, 2013); improved mental and physical 
health and well-being; opportunities for personal de-
velopment through new experiences in new environ-
ments; improved self-image and self-esteem; refresh-
ment and improvement of relationships and estab-
lishing feelings of normalcy.  

There is also evidence suggesting broader bene-
fits, impacting individual and family well-being, and 
contributing financial and social benefits for society 
in general. Minnaert et al. (2009) claim that in coun-
tries where social tourism is an established part of 
public policy, its benefits are strongly asserted, while 
in countries where it is not established on a correct 

basis, evidence that it confers benefits to participants 
and wider society is needed; furthermore, if such 
benefits exist, research is needed to investigate how 
they can be maximized cost-efficiently.

The development of social tourism in the EU fac-
es significant constraints and, as stated above, has 
elided into a policy framework driven by neoliber-
al social democratic principles. Research emphasiz-
es that “for social tourism to work” there needs to be, 
among factors, a focus on defining the social func-
tion/purpose and goals of social tourism, including 
identification of the benefits for supporting social 
tourism (Diekmann and McCabe, 2013, p. 29). It is 
crucial for future social tourism development to ac-
knowledge that social benefits should be a core con-
cern for all parties involved, public or private. Never-
theless, the boundaries between social and commer-
cial tourism have become increasingly blurred, since 
traditional social tourism providers have to adapt 
to commercial demand and attract new customers, 
and commercial businesses turn to social tourism to 
attract business in the low season (Minnaert et al., 
2013).

The aim of this research is twofold. First, to draw 
together literature on social tourism; second, to test 
the idea empirically through a study of how tour-
ism students’ perception and attitudes towards so-
cial tourism change during their period of study. The 
study was carried out using students from under-
graduate tourism study programs. It is experimen-
tal, and it examines whether short educational, so-
cial tourism courses influence the tourism students’ 
perception and attitudes towards the social tourism 
phenomenon. More specifically, the objectives of the 
study are: (i) to identify how tourism students per-
ceive the different dimensions of social tourism be-
fore and after imposing the independent variable of a 
social tourism educational study course; (ii) to iden-
tify whether such a short educational intervention 
could influence tourism students’ attitudes.

According to our aims, a hypothesis was derived:
Hypothesis 1: Short educational courses can in-

fluence tourism students’ perception and attitude to-
wards social tourism.

Due to the poor pre-knowledge of social tour-
ism, the students did not understand the phenome-
non well or had misconceptions about it; this actual-
ly represents the central assumption of our research, 
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and the research question was formed around it. It 
was expected that after a short educational interven-
tion, the students’ perception would be different and 
that their attitude towards the phenomenon would 
change.

The independent variable was the social tour-
ism-based instruction. The experimental procedure 
planned for the group of students was tested on two 
different occasions: before and after the education-
al intervention. The group members were students of 
similar age and levels of education.

The dependent variable was students’ perception/
attitude towards social tourism. It was expected that 
social tourism education would affect students’ per-
ception of social tourism and would change their at-
titudes towards social tourism.

Research Methodology
The design of the study was experimental; A sim-
ple experimental design (a one-group pre-test-post-
test design) was used. Similar experimental research 
among tourism students was also conducted by Biz-
jak, Knežević and Cvetrežnik (2010). At the begin-
ning of the experiment, students were invited to vol-
unteer for the research project. According to the 
study programme two groups of students were in-
cluded: students of the undergraduate professional 
study programme and students of the undergradu-
ate university study programme. Students of Turis-
tica, the Faculty for Tourism Studies, University of 
Primorska, were asked to complete a self-admin-
istered questionnaire on their perceptions of social 
tourism. After completing the questionnaire, they at-
tended an 80-minute (first) lecture on the definition 
of social tourism and different interpretation/models 
of social tourism. Over a three week period, small-
er groups of three to five students conducted inde-
pendent studies on pre-selected topics about differ-
ent aspect/topics of social tourism, including social 
tourism participation, families/children and social 
tourism, benefits of social tourism, holiday as a so-
cietal norm, subjective well-being and social tour-
ism, social tourism and social policy, ethical founda-
tions of social tourism, and charities and social tour-
ism. In two additional 80-minute lectures (organized 
one week apart), the main findings of the individual 
group studies were presented to the entire group of 
students; comments were then elicited by a moder-

ator familiar with the experiment. At the end of the 
classes (three 80-minute classes; the total experiment 
period lasted one month from 17 December 2013 to 14 
January 2014), the students were re-tested (with the 
same questionnaire). The data were computed using 
the SPSS statistical package. A Pearson correlation 
coefficient was used to analyze the perception of so-
cial tourism before and after the applying the inde-
pendent variable of education; different correlations 
between indicators were expected before and after 
the testing. The t-test was also used to analyze the dif-
ferences between these the two different occasions, 
i.e. pre and post-test situations.

The questionnaire was divided into two parts: 
the demographic questions in the first part (gender, 
age, study program); 13 statements about social tour-
ism were presented to measure the perception of stu-
dents towards the phenomenon of social tourism in 
the second part. All the statements were theory-driv-
en (Minnaert et al., 2006; Minnaert et al., 2013; Diek-
mann & McCabe, 2013; Ylikännö, 2013) and chosen 
according to their relevance in relation to the defi-
nition, beneficiaries, economic and social benefits, 
funding and organization, moral/ethical dimension 
and future development of social tourism products. 
According to contemporary social tourism theory, 
those are key research/academic topics. Twelve state-
ments were formed as six pairs of opposite meanings 
(to assess the meaning of one specific indicator two 
statements were formed) and one additional non-
pair/independent statement was added to the ques-
tionnaire: 

1. Pair – definition: (1) “Social tourism is related 
to and justified primarily by the benefits that it 
brings to social tourism users/beneficiaries” and 
(2) “Social tourism is related to and justified pri-
marily by the benefits that it brings to providers 
of social programs”;

2. Pair – beneficiaries: (3) “The aim of social touro-
ism is to offer holidays to the major part of so-
ciety, since holiday are now the societal norm or 
right of an individual” and (4) “The aim of social 
tourism is to offer holidays to eligible groups who 
cannot afford one for various reasons (financial 
and/or health)”; 

3. Pair – economic and social benefits: (6) “The pur-
pose of social tourism is essentially to generate 
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economic growth, reduce seasonality, create and 
sustain jobs in the tourism sector employment 
and assist in the development of regions” and (7) 
“The aim of social tourism is primarily related to 
non-commercial goals, such as enhancing equal-
ity and independence, increasing social inclusion 
and obtaining benefits for social tourism benefi-
ciaries”;

4. Pair – funding: (8) “Social tourism organization 
and funding is primarily the domain of humani-
tarian and non-profit organizations” and (9) “So-
cial tourism organization and funding is primar-
ily the domain of the state (as a part of social/
health policy)”;

5. Pair – moral/ethical dimension: (10) “Social tour-
ism sees holidays simply as a tourism product” 
and (11) “Social tourism products include certain 
moral beliefs”;

6. Pair – future development: (12) “Social tourism is, 
within existing business systems, a good market 
niche for the tourism industry” and (13) “Social 
tourism represents an opportunity for the devel-
opment of social entrepreneurship in tourism”; 

The independent statement – different models/
interpretations of social tourism: (5) “Certain pro-
grams of social tourism are more justified than oth-
ers; some of the social tourism models are more im-
portant for the development of this area than others”.

Respondents were asked to rank their answers 
on a five-point Likert-type scale (1=completely dis-
agree and 5=completely agree). The questionnaire 
(i.e. dependent variables) were tested for normal dis-
tribution (Skewness and Kurtosis coefficients) they 
were all normally distributed, except for one excep-
tion (statement no. (4) excluded from the further sta-
tistical analysis due to the high Kurtosis coefficient 
(3.764)). These statements were analyzed using the 
Pearson correlation and t-test analysis. 

Eighty-eight students were invited to participate 
in this experiment. In pre- and post-testing, a total 
of 138 completed questionnaires were collected. In 
the first testing, before the lectures, 71 respondents 
participated: 41 students (57.7%) were undergraduate 
professional study programme students, the remain-
ing 30 students (42.3%) were undergraduate univer-
sity study programme students. In the second test-
ing, after attending three lectures, 67 students par-

ticipated and the relationship between profession-
al and university study program students was al-
most identical: 38 (56.7%) professional students ver-
sus 29 (43.3%) university program students. The par-
ticipants represented a reliable sample of the students 
at Turistica, Faculty for Tourism Studies in Portorož, 
since the total number of university and profession-
al students is 504 students. Almost two thirds (62.3%) 
of students were females in their twenties (mean = 
20.7 years), and a little more than a third (37.7%) were 
men. In the table below, the essential characteristics 
of respondents are presented.
Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the sample

Frequency Percentage

GENDER

Male 52 37.6

Female 86 62.3

AGE

18 4 2.9

19 37 27.0

20 60 43.8

21 21 15.3

22 11 8.0

23 4 2.9

STUDY PROGRAM

Undergraduate 
professional

79 57.2

Undergraduate 
university

59 42.8

Results and Discussion
Our first proposition was that tourism students’ 
perception of social tourism would be different be-
fore and after the short educational course. To test 
that proposition, an analysis of their perceptions 
before and after introducing an independent varia-
ble was made and, through comparison of the cor-
relations between indicators (before and after the 
educational program), a change in the students’ 
perception towards the social tourism phenomenon 
was observed.
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According to the contemporary definition of so-
cial tourism and its primary aim, two statements 
were developed and perceptions towards the phe-
nomenon were tested: first, “Social tourism is relat-
ed to and justified primarily by the benefits that it 
brings to providers of social programs”; and second, 
“Social tourism is related to and justified primari-
ly by the benefits that it brings to social tourism us-
ers/beneficiaries”. As expected, after the short edu-
cational programme, the correlation between these 
two statements was statistically significant and neg-
ative (r = -0.264, p = 0.031); before the educational 
programme, a statistically significant correlation did 
not exist (r = -0.150, p = 0.213). This indicates that the 
students perceived these two statements as opposite 
and, therefore, a negative correlation was indicated 
even before the social tourism lectures. It also means 
that the grounds, or the basis, for the primary aim of 
social tourism changed, and the students perceive so-
cial benefits to be the core benefits of social tourism 
and its products. 

Before the participants were exposed to the stim-
ulus of the independent variable, they naturally had 
certain conceptions and formed opinions about the 
phenomenon of social tourism; these are presented 
in following correlations. Those who agreed that “So-
cial tourism is related to and justified primarily by 
the benefits that it brings to providers of social pro-
grams” (i.e. economic benefits) also:
a) disagreed with the statement that “Social tour-

ism aim is primarily related to the non-commer-
cial goals such as enhancing equality and inde-
pendence, increasing social inclusion and obtain-
ing benefits for social tourism beneficiaries” (r = 
-0.288, p = 0.015);

b) agreed with the statement that “Social tourism 
sees holidays simply as a tourism product” (r = 
0.257, p = 0.031);

c) agreed that “Certain programs of social tourism 
are more justified than others; some of the social 
tourism models are more important for the de-
velopment of this area than others (r = 0.294, p = 
0.013);

d) and agreed with the statement that “Social tour-
ism represents an opportunity for the develop-
ment of social entrepreneurship in tourism” (r = 
0.244, p = 0.41).

This perception supports the idea of Minnaert et 
al. (2013, p. 13), claiming that “in recent interpreta-
tions of social tourism, the economic benefits of the 
phenomenon have started to play an ever more cen-
tral role (correlation a): they offer a financial, rath-
er than purely moral, argument for social tour-
ism development and this has resulted in marked-
ly increased interest in social tourism projects in the 
stimulation model”, e.g. the Calypso program (cor-
relations b, c, d). After the introductions of the in-
dependent variable, all the above-presented corre-
lations were no longer statistically significant. This 
indicates that perceptions toward the social tour-
ism phenomenon changed; the students gained some 
knowledge about the economic and social benefits of 
the social tourism, and their understanding of so-
cial-economic justifications and the potential im-
pacts of social tourism is different than it was before. 

Students’ perception and understanding of social 
tourism (before the short educational programme) 
primarily as an industry with “commercial” char-
acter could be observed through the several correla-
tions indicated below. The indicator “Social tourism 
today can be seen primarily as a tourist product” cor-
related significantly with:  

e) As previously mentioned “Social tourism is relat-
ed to and justified primarily by the benefits that it 
brings to providers of social programs” (r = 0.257, 
p = 0.031);

f) “Social tourism is related to and justified primar-
ily by the benefits that it brings to social tourism 
users/beneficiaries” (p = 0.313, p = 0.008);

g) “The aim of social tourism is to offer holidays to 
eligible groups who cannot afford one for various 
reasons (financial and/or health)” (r = 0.324, p = 
0.006);

h) “The purpose of social tourism is essentially to 
generate economic growth, reduce seasonali-
ty, create and sustain jobs in the tourism sector 
employment and assist in the development of re-
gions” (r = 0.489, p = 0.000);

i) “Social tourism is, within existing business sys-
tems, a good market niche for the tourism indus-
try” (r = 0.542, p = 0.000);
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j) “Social tourism represents an opportunity for the 
development of social entrepreneurship in tour-
ism” (r = 0.466, p = 0.000)

The perception of social tourism and its econom-
ic benefits/impacts are again highlighted and con-
firmed through almost all presented correlations 
(correlations e, g, h, i, j). It is obvious that students’ 
commercial understanding and perception of so-
cial tourism prevails. Social tourism is seen mere-
ly as a tourist product that should bring benefits for 
both the social tourism providers and users (eco-
nomic and social benefits) (correlations e, f); In or-
der to bring (economic) benefits to the providers, 
the product should contain (social) benefits/values 
recognized by customers and, as such, are offered 
to (social) tourism users (correlation g). According 
to modern theories of consumer behaviour in tour-
ism, tourism products should be tailored to the needs 
and desires of guests (Swarbrooke & Horner, 2005) 
and, according to Peter and Olson (2005), consum-
ers’ product knowledge and perception of the prod-
uct “consequences and end values” (i.e. benefits or 
risks) are the critical issues for the development per-
sonally relevant meanings of products and brands for 
the consumers. Furthermore, the concept of “memo-
rable tourism experiences” (Kim, 2014, p. 36) and its 
dimensions (hedonism, refreshment, social interac-
tion and local culture, meaningfulness, knowledge, 
involvement and novelty) highlights the benefits that 
tourism products could have for its users and should 
be developed and justified in order for organizations 
to develop and maintain competitive advantage. In 
the second testing, after the short educational course, 
almost all correlation becomes statistically insignif-
icant (correlations e, g, h, i, j) and one correlation 
changed from positive to negative (correlation f; r = 
-0.424, p = 0.049). In addition, some new correlations 
appeared in the second testing where a non-commer-
cial aim of social tourism could be observed. After 
the short course, the indicator “Social tourism today 
can be seen primarily as a tourist product” correlated 
significantly and negatively with:

k) “The aim of social tourism is primarily related to 
non-commercial goals such as enhancing equali-
ty and independence, increasing social inclusion 
and obtaining benefits for social tourism benefi-
ciaries” (r = - 0.322, p = 0.008).

Obviously, those students who agreed with the 
“non-commercial goal of social tourism” (and “re-
fuse to see social tourism (only) as a product”) per-
ceive the social tourism product/phenomenon differ-
ently and also agree with: 

l) “Social tourism is related to and justified primare-
ily by the benefits that it brings to social tourism 
users/beneficiaries” (p = 0.286, p = 0.019);

m) “Social tourism today can be understood primar-
ily as a product that includes certain moral be-
liefs” (p = 0.471, p = 0.000); even before the lec-
tures, the statement was statistically significant 
(p= 0.259, p = 0.029) and the statements l & m 
have a statistically significant correlation (r = 
0.301, p = 0.013).

This again means that perceptions toward the 
social tourism phenomenon changed from under-
standing the phenomenon as primarily commercial 
and its impacts as primarily economic to a phenom-
enon in which non-commercial goals and aims exist, 
in which social tourism products promote benefits 
for social tourism users, and which include certain 
moral beliefs and values. This is completely in line 
with the modern understanding and interpretation 
of social tourism as “tourism with an added moral 
value, of which the primary aim is to benefit either 
the host or the visitor in tourism exchange” (Minnaet 
et al., 2013). Participation in social tourism is also sig-
nificantly determined by tourism inexperience and 
uncertainty of the social tourism beneficiaries (Min-
naert, 2014). Therefore, there are some specific char-
acteristics of social tourism products that are not yet 
well-researched in the contemporary social tourism 
literature.

Despite students’ more ethical understanding of 
the phenomenon, the perception of social tourism 
phenomenon and/or products as a business oppor-
tunity remains even after the introducing the social 
tourism education (which is anticipated according to 
our business oriented tourism study programs) and 
could be observed through several correlations in the 
second testing:  

n) “Social tourism products include certain moral 
beliefs” in correlation with “Social tourism rep-
resents an opportunity for the development of so-
cial entrepreneurship in tourism” (r = 0.352, p = 
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0.003); the moral basis for social tourism includes 
the potential for the development of social entre-
preneurship; 

o) In relation to the “Social tourism as a good mar-
ket niche for the tourism industry” positive cor-
relations were found with:

- “The aim of social tourism is to offer holidays to 
the major part of society since holiday are now 
the societal norm or right of an individual” (r = 
0.246, p = 0.046), which means that the social 
tourism niche is recognized and could be devel-
oped and justified through the interpretation of 
social tourism as a societal norm or individual 
right;  

- “The purpose of social tourism is essentially to 
generate economic growth, reduce seasonali-
ty, create and sustain jobs in the tourism sector 
employment and assist in the development of re-
gions” (r = 0.397, p = 0.001);

- “Social tourism represents an opportunity for the 
development of social entrepreneurship in tour-
ism” (r = 0.435, p = 0.000).

In this context, it is interesting that before the 
lectures students perceived “social tourism and its 
non-commercial goals” “primarily as the (financial 
and organizational) domain of the state” (r = 0.238, p 
= 0.046) or “within the humanitarian and non-prof-
it organization domain” (r = 0.405, p = 0.000), while 
after the lectures they perceived it differently (since 
both correlations were insignificant after the lec-
tures), i.e. more as a opportunity/niche for the tradi-
tional commercial tourism providers and social en-
trepreneurs in tourism.

To support the perception of social tourism as a 
recognized potential market niche in the tourism in-
dustry, the Calypso Initiative, which was launched 
by European Commission in 2008, must be men-
tioned. As indicated in the research of Bizjak et al. 
(2011) and Ozturk et al. (2008), people with disabili-
ties (which represent one of the major groups of so-
cial tourism beneficiaries) have become an important 
niche for tourism industry, and this market has be-
come a highly significant economic and business fac-
tor in the tourism industry. Consistent with this is 
the students’ perception of social tourism; although 
they are evidently more sensitive to the ethical and 

non-commercial goals of the phenomenon, their per-
ception of social tourism and their study goals re-
main primarily business oriented.

The second proposition was that short education-
al program could influence tourism students’ atti-
tudes towards social tourism. To test that proposi-
tion, a t-test between two groups of students that had 
different levels of knowledge/education about social 
tourism was made. The short educational course on 
the social tourism phenomenon produced statistical-
ly significant differences with respect to only one in-
dicator, which states that “social tourism is a good 
market niche for the tourism industry” (t = -2.800, p 
= 0.006): the mean values in the second measurement 
(Mean = 3.28, St. dev = 0.997) are higher than in the 
first one/test (Mean = 2.82, St. dev = 0.961). This is an 
indication that awareness of social tourism as an im-
portant market niche increased after the short educa-
tional programme. This increased awareness is fun-
damental for the future development of social tour-
ism (market niche), as an integral part of the tour-
ism industry and within the operations of commer-
cial tourism providers, or as a form of private-public 
co-operation/partnerships between commercial and 
social tourism providers.

In terms of successful development of social tour-
ism, it is vital that tourism educational institutions 
provide their students with education relating to this 
particular form of tourism, so that they will under-
stand the phenomenon and be able to “do it well”. 
Currently, the topic of social tourism is hardly ever 
mentioned during tourism studies in Slovenia.

Conclusion
Social tourism is an important niche for the tourism 
industry (Calypso Report, 2010). The development of 
social tourism and its organization and funding are 
still primarily the domain of non-profit and humani-
tarian organizations in Slovenia. In this context, this 
paper has contributed to better knowledge and un-
derstanding of tourism students’ perception of social 
tourism and the economic as well as social benefits 
that it brings to individuals and society as a whole. 
The empirical results imply that although the stu-
dents understand the non-commercial character of 
social tourism and its social goals and aims, a busi-
ness orientation remains and prevails; they perceive 
social tourism primarily as a good market niche/op-
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portunity for future tourism development. In this 
respect, it is essential that students, during their 
tourism studies, obtain necessary information and 
knowledge of social tourism in order to “do social 
tourism well” (Minnaert, 2012), i.e. to develop prod-
ucts that are economically sustainable while the so-
cial benefits are at the forefront of these social tour-
ism products. This research provided support for the 
conclusion that an integration and cooperation be-
tween the social/charitable sector and commercial 
tourism providers certainly has a future and, as such, 
represents a new niche for developing various forms 
of public-private or charitable-public (Hunter-Jones, 
2013) partnerships as well as the development of so-
cial economy, for example cooperatives (Caire, 2012, 
p.73). Since there is tendency that the traditional so-
cial tourism providers have to adapt to commercial 
demand and attract new customers and, vice versa, 
commercial business turn to social tourism to attract 
business in the low season (Minnaert, 2013), such co-
operation is even more likely. Including social tour-
ism education into the tourism curriculum is crucial 
to developing this market niche successfully and ap-
propriately. In fact, this research opens new possibil-
ities for the tourism industry, for the hotel sector and 
as well for travel agencies, restaurants and the like.

For tourism students (i.e. future tourism provid-
ers), the contemporary understanding of social tour-
ism can also be understood as a business activity 
generating a low(er) added economic value at the ex-
pense of higher added moral value, where “discounts 
are offered on a voluntary basis by the private sector 
in exchange for increased business, added publicity 
and in consideration of corporate social responsibil-
ity objectives” (Minnaert et al., 2013). Social tourism 
can be seen as an investment for the future success of 
a business in which short-term profits are exchanged 
for more long-term socio-economic benefits.
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