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Introduction

Anna Farmaki1* and Pramendra Singh2

1Cyprus University of Technology, Limassol, Cyprus; 2Lovely Professional University, 
Punjab, India

The Rise of Niche Tourism

Over the years, niche tourism emerged as a popular developmental option for destinations and a 
preference of  tourists. Currently regarded as one of  the fastest-growing sectors of  the tourism indus-
try (Bunghez, 2021), niche tourism is forecasted to continue to expand in both demand and supply. 
The popularity of  niche tourism is somewhat unsurprising considering its promising potential as a 
developmental strategy for emerging and established destinations as well as an experience offered 
to tourists. To begin with, as the global tourism market has become highly competitive, destination 
management organizations (DMOs) are striving to identify new tourism products that will differ-
entiate and/or improve their offering. Niche tourism has proven to be particularly favourable as a 
tourism development approach in emerging destinations and peripheral regions (Novelli, 2018) that 
often have limited resources and are better able to serve small tourist segments. Additionally, niche 
tourism has been heralded as a preferred rejuvenation strategy for established destinations wishing 
to diversify from the conventional tourism product as it allows them to expand their product offering 
and enhance their destination image (Farmaki, 2012a).

Notwithstanding, the development of  niche tourism represents a turning point in contemporary 
tourism that largely evolved as a response to consumer needs (Novelli, 2005). Indeed, there has been 
a noticeable change in consumer behaviours in the last three decades as a result of  globalization 
and a higher disposable income, highlighting the need for destinations to seek new tourism products 
that differentiate them and offer unique experiences to an increasingly demanding breed of  tourists. 
According to Lew (2008), niche tourism is compatible to postmodern society characteristics where 
hyper-consumerism entails that people are exposed to a huge range of  products and services. In 
this context, market differentiation and specialization has become prevalent for tourism businesses 
and destinations which are called to serve an array of  market segments, each possessing distinct 
features and preferences. Specifically, the postmodern tourist is sophisticated and seeks authentic 
memorable experiences as well as activities that reinforce his/her identity (McCabe, 2015). Activities 
that tourists perform at home during their free time and allow people to express their identity (e.g. 
photography, cycling) are essentially packaged and sold as a holiday option under the label niche 
tourism. Hence, niche tourism is often referred to as special interest tourism as it targets small groups 
of  people who share a special interest.

This parallel use of  terminology creates semantic issues, calling for greater attention to be 
given to the conceptualization of  niche tourism in order to understand what it is, what aspects it 

*Corresponding author: ​anna.farmaki@cut.ac.cy
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encompasses and, most importantly, how it distinguishes itself  from other forms of  tourism that have 
become prevalent as keywords in recent tourism scholarship and policy.

Definition and Conceptualization of Niche Tourism

The term niche is attributed to Hutchinson who first mentioned it in 1957 to describe a region in a 
large geographical area which a creature can exploit. Since, the word niche has been used in market-
ing as part of  market segmentation strategies adopted by companies to delineate ‘a specialised space 
in the market where a firm can escape direct competition or exploit its own special competence’ 
(Richards, 2021, p. 1). In tourism, the term niche came to be used in reference to a tourism product 
that meets the needs of  a small market segment which includes individuals with shared characteris-
tics. In the last three decades, as the need for product diversification became imminent, destinations’ 
developmental focus shifted from mass tourism to smaller niche tourism segments in an attempt to 
withstand increasing competition amidst changing consumer needs. None the less, an overview of  
various conceptualization attempts reveals that niche tourism has to do more with what tourists 
are doing rather than their number (Bunghez, 2021). The geographical definitional approach, for 
instance, considers the location of  the tourism consumption (e.g. urban, rural, etc.) and the popula-
tion involved in the process but what matters most is the experience and/or activity that tourists wish 
to engage in (Novelli, 2005). The product approach includes the activities and amenities offered as 
part of  niche tourism and which influence tourist expectations, whereas the customer approach 
considers tourist needs and wants as the basis of  the experience of  niche tourism (Novelli, 2005). 
Hence, niches have been linked with specific special interests of  tourists (Richards, 2021).

Overall, a broad range of  niche tourism forms exists based on the interests of  tourists. According 
to Papathanassis (2011), these special interests often reflect societal trends on which niche tourism 
can be classified, including: (i) sustainability (e.g. ecotourism, agritourism); (ii) the experience 
economy (e.g. extreme sports); (iii) self-development (e.g. cultural tourism, educational tourism); 
(iv) hedonism (e.g. dark tourism, sex tourism); (v) consumerism (e.g. shopping tourism); and (vi) 
conscious living (e.g. religious tourism, medical tourism). Yet, these niche tourism products often 
vary in characteristics and size. Novelli et al. (2022) argued that there are macro niche tourism 
products that include various activities such as sport tourism and nature tourism among others. 
Within these, micro niches can be detected that encompass more exclusive activities; for example, 
under sport tourism activities like trekking, cycling or extreme sports may be commodified and 
sold as niche tourism products whereas under nature tourism specific forms such as ecotourism or 
wildlife tourism may be offered.

Therefore, niche tourism involves an extensive list of  tourism activities that can appeal to the 
mainstream tourist as well as more specific groups of  tourists who travel to satisfy a specific need. 
This characteristic of  niche tourism, coupled with its growth in popularity over the years, raises 
questions over the nature of  niche tourism in relation to mass tourism. In contrast to mass tour-
ism’s standardized products and broad appeal, niche tourism targets a selective audience seeking 
exclusive and authentic experiences (Marson, 2011). Hence, niche tourism is generally positioned at 
the antipode of  mass tourism (Bunghez, 2021); however, elements between mass tourism and niche 
tourism frequently overlap. For example, the participation of  tourists in the niche tourism experience 
may not necessarily be active as tourists may engage in the tourism consumption in a passive way 
(Farmaki, 2012b) with their interaction with locals remaining superficial. Likewise, many large tour 
operators nowadays offer niche tourism products (Wilhelm Stanis and Barbieri, 2013) entailing that 
the production patterns of  niche tourism resemble those of  mass tourism.

Conceptualization attempts are further complexified by associations of  niche tourism to the 
alternative tourism paradigm (Skinner and Soomers, 2019) as both aim at addressing the broader 
socio-economic concerns arising from mass tourism activities. As such, niche tourism has come to 
be considered as more sustainable (Trunfio et al., 2006; Boukas and Chourides, 2016) based on the 
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premise that its impacts on the local environment and society are minimal given the small number 
of  tourists involved and the focus on social and environmental aspects. Even so the contribution 
of  niche tourism to sustainability has been contested, prompting a scholarly debate that revolves 
around the impacts of  this increasingly popular tourism form.

Niche Tourism Impacts

The sustainability argument underlying niche tourism is based on the potential socio-economic 
and environmental benefits it may offer to destinations. Niche tourism has been argued to provide 
significant opportunities for tourism development in small remote and peripheral destinations that 
often lack resources (Butler, 2019). In this capacity, niche tourism may lead to a sustainable form 
of  tourism development that will benefit such destinations in the long term. Peripheral areas, in 
particular, may diversity their income sources through niche tourism which is often regarded as 
a panacea to the economic decline and youth migration experienced in such destinations (Dinis 
and Krakover, 2016). Niche tourism also enables established destinations to diversify their tourism 
product offering by introducing year-round niche tourism forms and therefore addressing seasonal-
ity (Malik, 2018; Garanti, 2022). Moreover, given the small-scale nature of  niche tourism, it may 
offer greater control to the local community over tourism development. In turn, locals may engage 
more actively in tourism planning and utilize local products, networks and knowledge in an effective 
manner, thereby enhancing the destination’s sustainability potential.

In addition to encouraging local community participation in tourism, niche tourism may lead 
to an improvement in locals’ well-being. As niche tourism is based on smaller-scale development, it 
may help to mitigate the negative impacts of  over-commercialization and overcrowding on destina-
tions (Boukas and Chourides, 2016). Likewise, due to its smaller-scale operation and emphasis on 
environment, niche tourism may promote the conservation of  the environment (Wolf  et al., 2017) 
and minimize the harmful effects that tourism development may yield on the ecosystem. Last, niche 
tourism may offer benefits to tourists as well through the provision of  greater satisfaction and deeper 
engagement with the destination’s environment and culture (Swanson and Cavender, 2019), making 
the tourist experience more authentic, meaningful and memorable (Sharma and Nayak, 2020). On 
the other hand, niche tourism has been criticized for its emphasis on specialization and small tar-
geted market segments which may limit its economic contribution to destinations, especially when 
considering the relatively high cost of  development of  certain niche tourism products (Farmaki, 
2015). Therefore, the economic benefits for local communities are questionable, particularly if  they 
lack the necessary skills and experience to cater to niche tourists, suggesting that niche tourism may 
not necessarily provide a more economically sustainable alternative to mass tourism for destina-
tions. Critics also raised questions on niche tourism’s ability to improve the livelihood of  the local 
community. Indeed, niche tourism tends to commodify the local culture as well as natural resources 
as a large proportion of  niche tourism products are based on social and environmental resources. 
Correspondingly, an overuse of  natural resources may take place that will in turn put a strain on 
the environment (Butler, 2019; Khanra et al., 2021) while the local community may experience a 
cultural degradation as elements of  the local culture transform into a competitive culture tourism 
product (Coronado, 2014; Zou et al., 2021).

Also, the popularity of  niche tourism entails that its offering is not confined to small independ-
ent companies as many large tour-operating companies are designing and promoting niche tourism 
products to larger market segments (Wilhelm Stanis and Barbieri, 2013). In relation to this point, 
it may be said that the vast range of  products offered under the label niche tourism require deep 
understanding of  each niche tourism market if  the long-term viability of  the product is to be main-
tained. Yet, failure to do so by larger tour operators implies that niche tourist behaviours are not well 
considered in the development of  niche tourism, leading to unstable demand and poor satisfaction 
rates. The provision of  niche tourism by large tour operators also suggests limited economic benefits 
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to the local community and minimal local participation in tourism planning. Evidently, the bound-
ary between mass tourism and niche tourism is rather blurred (Agarwal et al., 2018). Indeed, Ma et 
al. (2020) argued that a large share of  tourists involved in what is traditionally understood as niche 
tourism activities exhibit behaviour and profile characteristics of  mass tourists seeking novelty.

These challenges pose the question whether niche tourism may in fact be considered a contribu-
tor to destinations’ sustainability, highlighting the need for further research on the niche tourism and 
sustainability relationship. Novelli et al. (2022) argued that the impacts of  niche tourism compared 
to mass tourism from a sustainability perspective remain an under-explored research area. Indeed, 
most studies have looked at various niche tourism forms from a competitiveness angle, exploring 
tourist satisfaction and behaviour (e.g. Sharma and Nayak, 2020; Cillo et al., 2021), or a develop-
mental aspect delving into strategies and practices (Koens et al., 2009; Nair and Mohanty, 2021). 
In addition, the focus of  past studies on specific niche tourism forms has led to a rather fragmented 
literature which adds to the complexity of  the examination of  the niche tourism and sustainability 
nexus. More research is, thus, required on how specific niche tourism forms may contribute to sus-
tainability and, in particular, to the Sustainable Development Goals outlined in the United Nations’ 
Agenda 2030 amidst global challenges such as changing consumer needs post COVID-19 and 
technological advancements. This edited volume hopes to fill in this gap in knowledge and enhance 
understanding of  niche tourism and sustainability aspects.

Structure of the Book

The book aims to contribute to the debate on niche tourism and sustainability. Specifically, through a 
collection of  12 conceptual and empirical chapters presenting niche tourism cases from around the 
world, the book seeks to add to the discussion on the niche tourism and sustainability interface. The 
book is structured around the following themes: (i) the emerging trends shaping demand character-
istics and behaviours; (ii) resident perspectives of  niche tourism; (iii) niche tourism implementation 
practices; and (iv) prospects of  niche tourism in terms of  sustainability. Therefore, the book offers a 
comprehensive overview of  the dynamic relationship between niche tourism and sustainability. The 
book also serves as a platform for critical inquiry of  aspects pertinent to niche tourism and sustain-
ability and, in turn, imparts important theoretical and practical insights to destination planners, 
policy makers, industry practitioners, educators and students on how niche tourism can become 
more sustainable and also assistive in strengthening destinations’ sustainability goals.

Part I consists of  three chapters discussing tourist behavioural aspects and experiences that 
shape demand for niche tourism. Chapter 1, authored by Beverly Ntshabeleng and Madiseng Phori, 
explores the transition from mass tourism to sustainable niche tourism in South Africa, highlighting 
the emerging importance of  mindful tourism in sustaining destinations. By examining South Africa, 
the chapter discusses how integrating ecotourism, cultural preservation, community engagement 
and mindfulness can enhance tourist satisfaction and improve sustainability. In Chapter 2, Feras 
Orekat, Glenn Murray and Andrew Le underline the significance of  visitor experiences in heritage 
tourism development. By exploring visitor encounters at the heritage site of  Sydney’s Quarantine 
Station, the chapter identifies cultural characteristics as significantly influential in shaping visitors’ 
overall experiences. Werner Gronau, Jana Große Hokamp and Knut Scherhag authored Chapter 3 
which addresses the preconditions of  motorcycle tourism in regard to the three pillars of  sustain-
ability. The chapter analyses the attitudes and motivations of  motorcycle tourists and outlines the 
developmental requirements for destinations in making motorcycle tourism more sustainable.

In Part II, which examines residents’ perspectives of  niche tourism, two chapters are presented. 
Chapter 4 is authored by Fani Efthymiadou and Chryso Panayidou and it discusses resident percep-
tions and support for zero waste management as part of  environmental practices in the context of  
ecotourism. The study draws from the island of  Tilos (Greece) to reveal that residents demonstrate a 
high level of  environmental awareness and support towards a zero waste programme implemented 
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on the island. In this context, residents’ perceptions and attitudes enhance the destination’s eco-
tourism image as a sustainable niche tourism form. Emrullah Erul and Furkan Atasoy Karacabey 
authored Chapter 5, which investigates how residents’ attachment to their community and percep-
tions of  mass tourism influence their attitudes towards niche tourism development. Using the stimu-
lus–organism–response theory, the study draws from Manavgat (Türkiye) to examine how resident 
attitudes predict their support for niche tourism in the light of  expectations of  potential benefits.

Part III includes four chapters that discuss niche tourism implementation practices amidst the 
challenges destinations face in terms of  sustainability. In Chapter 6, Athina Nella and Dimitrios 
Stergiou analyse UK stakeholder practices in terms of  birdwatching tourism and reveal varied sus-
tainability efforts, ranging from eco-friendly travel options to community engagement initiatives. 
Chapter 7, authored by Stella Kladou, Maria Alebaki and Kleio Arvanakou, draws from the island of  
Corfu in Greece to explore sustainability practices and challenges for family wineries in the context 
of  wine tourism. In Chapter 8, Sıla Karacaoğlu examines the role of  creative tourism in the sustain-
able development of  rural areas. By presenting cases of  creative tourism practices in Türkiye, the 
author offers a comprehensive overview of  creative tourism as an important niche tourism form 
that enhances and sustains the tourist appeal of  rural destinations. Maria Hadjielia Drotarova and 
Vasilis Papavasiliou are the authors of  Chapter 9, which explores the practices of  rural small and 
medium tourism enterprises (SMTEs) in Cyprus. The chapter considers digital transformation as an 
innovative way to deal with the challenges encountered by rural SMTEs, thus promoting sustainable 
rural tourism development.

In Part IV, the prospects of  niche tourism in terms of  contributing to the sustainable develop-
ment of  destinations are considered through the presentation of  three chapters. In Chapter 10, 
through a discussion of  the Israel/Palestine conflict, Katerina Antoniou examines the role of  citizen 
diplomacy enacted by residents and tourists in fostering peace tourism, which may contribute to the 
destinations’ sustainable development. Gülsel Çiftci authored Chapter 11 in which she discusses the 
impact of  cross-border tourism on social cohesion, justice and peace, advancing understanding of  
how cross-border tourism can contribute to sustainable development of  destinations and the main-
tenance of  peaceful societies. Chapter 12, authored by Ângela Gonçalves, Jéssica Ribeiro, Mariana 
Pereira and Bruno Barbosa de Sousa, is the last chapter of  this book and offers an examination of  
volunteer tourism as an emerging sustainable niche tourism form that may exert positive impacts on 
local communities and support destinations’ sustainability goals.

Undoubtedly, the list of  topics presented and discussed in this edited volume is not exhaustive 
of  the important theme of  niche tourism, which includes a huge range of  tourism products that is 
likely to further expand as destinations strive for uniqueness and innovativeness as a competitive 
advantage. Even so, through a collection of  selective cases, this book introduces the possibility of  
niche tourism in contributing to the sustainability potential of  destinations. As such, the book may 
offer important theoretical insights to researchers aspiring to delve deeper into the examination of  
the niche tourism and sustainability nexus. Practical recommendations may also be provided to des-
tination stakeholders such as tourism planners and industry practitioners wishing to align policies 
and practices to sustainability principles through the development of  niche tourism.
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Part I: Tourist Behaviour and 
Experiences

This first part of  the edited book consists of  three chapters discussing tourist behavioural aspects and 
experiences. The first chapter (Chapter 1), authored by Beverly Ntshabeleng and Madiseng Phori, 
explores the transition from mass tourism to sustainable niche tourism in South Africa, highlighting 
the importance of  a mindful tourist behaviour in promoting destination sustainability. The second 
chapter (Chapter 2) by Feras Orekat, Glenn Murray and Andrew Le draws from Sydney’s Quarantine 
Station to demonstrate the significance of  visitor experiences in developing heritage tourism. Werner 
Gronau, Jana Große Hokamp and Knut Scherhag authored the third and final chapter of  this part 
(Chapter 3); it analyses the attitudes and motivations of  motorcycle tourists in order to provide 
greater understanding of  how tourism demand aspects can be incorporated in the effort to develop a 
more sustainable form of  motorcycle tourism.
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Introduction

Niche tourism markets in the Global South 
present both challenges and prospects in 
terms of  the dynamics of  tourist behaviour. 
Understanding niche markets as social rituals, 
involving consumers and producers, is crucial 
for sustainable development in tourism 
(Richards, 2021). This chapter investigates an 
essential aspect of  contemporary tourism, the 
transition from mass tourism to sustainable and 
mindful niche tourism. This shift is imperative in 

meeting the evolving demands of  experienced 
tourists, particularly in the post COVID-19 era, 
characterized by heightened awareness and 
preferences for specialized vacation experiences.

South African tourism can transition from 
a mass tourism focus to a more sustainable 
and mindful niche tourism approach by incor-
porating ecotourism projects in urban areas, 
developing tourism routes in local munici-
palities and addressing the impact of  climate 
change on tourism demand. Urban ecotourism 
destinations, such as Dinokeng in the Tshwane 
metropolitan area, offer a unique opportunity 

https://www.cabidigitallibrary.org/doi/10.1079/9781800626669.0000
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to combine wildlife conservation with urban 
development (Burton and Rogerson, 2023). 
The development of  tourism routes, as seen in 
the City of  Mbombela Local Municipality, can 
contribute to community development and 
economic growth while preserving the sociocul-
tural and environmental attributes of  the area 
(Sekole et al., 2022).

The central question guiding this explora-
tion is how tourism industries in the Global 
South, especially in countries such as South 
Africa, can effectively align their offerings with 
the dynamics of  tourist behaviour, emphasizing 
mindfulness and sustainability. Chong (2020) 
indicates that there is a noticeable shift in 
tourist preferences towards niche experiences, 
signalling a departure from traditional mass 
tourism models. This trend underscores the 
need for destination management strategies that 
cater to the growing demand for mindfulness-
oriented tourism (Richards, 2021). Therefore, 
the purpose of  this chapter is to understand the 
niche tourism dynamics and strategies that foster 
mindful tourism experiences. Furthermore, this 
chapter contributes to the ongoing discourse on 
sustainable tourism by highlighting the impor-
tance of  niche tourism in meeting the changing 
expectations of  modern tourists while ensuring 
the preservation and enhancement of  cultural 
and natural heritage. The chapter offers valuable 
insights and recommendations for stakeholders 
in the tourism industry to navigate the dynam-
ics and opportunities presented by the evolving 
tourism landscape in the Global South. By 
understanding and responding to these evolving 
demands, destinations can not only attract tour-
ists but also ensure the long-term sustainability 
of  their cultural and environmental assets.

Theoretical Background

There has been a pronounced shift in tourist 
behaviour with an increasing demand for spe-
cialized vacation experiences among seasoned 
tourists (Kachniewska, 2014; Di-Clemente et al., 
2020). Tourists are now seeking emotional and 
experiential products, leading tourism organiza-
tions to employ fresh strategies to meet these new 
demands (Mihajlović, 2020). This shift is driven 
by factors such as socio-economic changes, 

specific tourist motives (i.e. adventures, new 
experiences and culture) and economic changes 
reflected in purchasing power (Chhabra, 2022). 
Additionally, the invention of  Web 2.0 and 
the rise of  social media have changed the way 
tourists extract information and perceive their 
travel experiences, emphasizing the importance 
of  various social media platforms for both 
tourists and the tourism industry (Somrak and 
Khaewmesuan, 2022).

Moreover, the behaviour of  tourists and 
their preferences for sustainable niche tourism 
can be shaped by various significant factors. 
Firstly, Lu and Nepal (2009) found that the avail-
ability of  reliable information on the sustain-
ability of  destinations positively influences the 
adoption of  pro-sustainable travel and tourism 
habits. Secondly, as highlighted by Kollmuss and 
Agyeman (2002), personal factors such as envi-
ronmental values, attitudes and habits shape 
tourists’ environmentally friendly behaviour. 
Additionally, Poria et  al. (2004) discussed how 
destination context including facilitating condi-
tions, tourist identity and culture, and visual 
cues influences tourist behaviour by conveying 
social norms related to environmental friendli-
ness. Ajzen and Fishbein (1980) emphasized that 
psychological determinants such as personality 
characteristics, attitudes, evaluations and emo-
tions influence tourist behaviour and demand. 
Furthermore, Steg and Vlek (2009) noted that 
factors like environmental knowledge, participa-
tion motivation, opportunity, self-identity and 
commitment have significant positive effects on 
tourists’ pro-environmental behaviour. These 
factors collectively shape tourist behaviour and 
their demands for sustainable niche tourism. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has further accelerated 
these changes, with online information sources 
taking precedence over consulting friends and 
relatives, and a significant advance in digitiza-
tion is expected, leading to the displacement of  
physical travel agencies by online platforms.

A critical aspect of  this chapter is the 
synthetic analysis of  existing literature on niche 
tourism and sustainability. By synthesizing 
and critically evaluating previous studies, the 
chapter aims to provide insights into the dynam-
ics and opportunities facing the tourism industry 
in transitioning towards a more niche-oriented 
and sustainable paradigm. The methodology 
employed involves a thorough synthesis analysis 
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of  scholarly works, industry reports and case 
studies to extract valuable lessons and best 
practices. The implications of  this research are 
significant for destination management, policy 
formulation and tourism development strate-
gies, particularly in areas grappling with the 
tension between mass tourism-driven economic 
growth and the need for sustainable practices. 
Adopting a sustainable tourism approach that 
considers the ‘Triple Bottom Line’ framework (a 
sustainability framework proposing that busi-
nesses should consider social and environmental 
issues along with profit) and addresses carbon 
emissions can ensure long-term sustainable 
growth for the South African tourism industry 
(Proos and Hattingh, 2022).

Methodology

The research methodology for the present study 
includes a conceptual framework about sustain-
able niche tourism, synthesizing previous studies 
and industry reports (Kumar et al., 2018). The 
significance of  a conceptual paper is its ability to 
develop logical and complete arguments rather 
than to test them empirically. In this chapter, 
a research design rooted in conceptual theory 
synthesis was employed to enhance understand-
ing of  the specific concept studied, which is sus-
tainable niche tourism. Theory synthesis refers 
to the conceptual integration across multiple 
theoretical perspectives (Jaakkola, 2020). The 
potential goal of  this approach is to summarize 
and integrate current understanding on a topic, 
thereby advancing knowledge on the interface 
between niche tourism and sustainability.

Specifically, the present study involved 
a search for studies on sustainable niche 
tourism and mindful tourist experiences across 
databases such as ResearchGate, Wiley Online 
Library Full Collection, Science Direct, Taylor & 
Francis Online, Scopus (A&I), Springer LINK and 
Google Scholar. This approach contributes to the 
ongoing discourse on sustainable tourism by 
highlighting the significance that niche tourism 
plays in meeting modern tourists’ expectations 
while preserving and enhancing cultural and 
natural heritage (de Bruyn et al., 2023). A criti-
cal discussion of  the literature follows, building 
around the main themes that emerge from the 

review of  pertinent studies and which relate to 
the development of  sustainable niche tourism in 
the context studied. In particular, tourist behav-
iour in relation to sustainable niche tourism is 
discussed in addition to the importance of  tar-
geting mindful tourists in shaping a sustainable 
tourist experience.

Sustainable Niche Tourism in South 
Africa

South Africa’s tourism industry is enriched by a 
diverse array of  sustainable niche tourism types, 
each contributing uniquely to the country’s cul-
tural, environmental and economic landscapes. 
From ecotourism to culinary experiences, these 
niche tourism segments showcase South Africa’s 
rich heritage while promoting sustainability and 
community engagement.

Sustainable niche tourism in South Africa 
plays a crucial role in the country’s tourism 
landscape. Ecotourism stands out for its focus 
on environmental conservation and biodiversity 
protection, engaging tourists in activities like 
guided nature walks and wildlife viewing while 
emphasizing the importance of  ecological sus-
tainability (Nel and Rossouw, 2020). Cultural 
heritage tourism, on the other hand, immerses 
tourists in the country’s rich cultural heritage 
through traditional dances, craft demonstra-
tions and visits to cultural sites, fostering 
cultural exchange and supporting local artisans 
(Rogerson, 2020). For adventure seekers, South 
Africa offers a plethora of  activities under adven-
ture tourism including hiking, mountain biking 
and water sports, all set in diverse natural land-
scapes that prioritize safety and environmental 
conservation (Van Niekerk, 2022). Township 
tourism emerged post the 1994 democratic elec-
tions in South Africa, spurred by the recognition 
of  townships as politically significant areas 
appealing to tourists interested in the country’s 
transition to democracy (Ramchander, 2007; 
Vos, 2015). These townships are scattered across 
all major cities in each of  the nine provinces 
(Ramchander, 2007), with Johannesburg and 
Cape Town particularly popular for township 
tours, representing a profitable venture for tour 
operators (Vos, 2015).
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Additionally, wellness tourism caters to 
tourists seeking relaxation and holistic well-
being, with spa retreats, yoga sessions and 
wellness workshops set against the country’s 
scenic beauty and serene environments (United 
Nations, 2018). Furthermore, agritourism 
and food tourism highlight South Africa’s 
agricultural prowess and culinary traditions, 
offering farm visits, agricultural activities and 
culinary experiences that promote sustainable 
farming practices and celebrate local flavours 
(Van Niekerk, 2022). These niche tourism types 
collectively contribute to environmental conser-
vation, cultural preservation and community 
development while enhancing the overall 
tourism experience in South Africa. Sustainable 
niche tourism in South Africa is not just about 
offering unique experiences to tourists but also 
about preserving natural habitats, safeguarding 
cultural heritage, supporting local economies 
and promoting sustainable practices. By 
embracing and further developing these niche 
tourism segments, South Africa can continue 
to thrive as a leading destination for responsible 
and authentic tourism experiences, contribut-
ing to the country’s long-term sustainability and 
growth in the tourism sector.

Sustainable niche tourism in South Africa 
has garnered increasing scholarly attention in 
recent years. Scholars such as Rogerson and 
Rogerson (2021a, b) emphasize the importance 
of  sustainable practices in niche tourism, 
particularly in South Africa’s diverse ecological 
and cultural landscapes. The authors argue that 
sustainable niche tourism not only contributes 
to economic development but also fosters 
environmental conservation and community 
empowerment (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021a, 
b). Their research highlights how niche tourism 
initiatives can create job opportunities, promote 
local entrepreneurship and encourage the 
conservation of  natural and cultural resources. 
Building on this perspective, Ntshingila and 
Musakwa (2020) explore the role of  community-
based tourism enterprises (CBTEs) in promoting 
sustainable niche tourism. Their study high-
lights the potential of  CBTEs to empower local 
communities economically while preserving 
cultural heritage and natural resources. Key 
findings indicate that CBTEs can serve as a 
model for sustainable tourism development by 
integrating local community participation and 

ensuring that tourism benefits are equitably 
distributed. Similarly, Singh (2021) focused into 
the significance of  cultural heritage in sustain-
able niche tourism, emphasizing the need for 
responsible tourism practices that respect and 
promote local cultures. The study also sug-
gests that cultural heritage tourism can drive 
economic growth by attracting niche market 
tourists who are willing to pay a premium for 
unique and meaningful experiences. By provid-
ing these various niche tourism options, South 
Africa’s tourism industry seeks to meet different 
tourist demands and encourage tourists to take 
actions that will contribute towards sustainable 
niche tourism.

Tourist demand and behaviour in 
sustainable niche tourism

The primary focus of  niche tourism is on the 
demands of  the tourists (Bunghez, 2021). 
Tourists are consistently seeking a more spe-
cialized and fulfilling tourism experience. This 
necessitates tourism organizations in South 
Africa to create inventive products to stay 
competitive. According to Bunghez (2021), 
when considering tourist demand, tourism 
organizations in the Global South – particularly 
South Africa – must actively engage tourists in a 
specific niche through their unique consumerist 
strategies. These strategies must contribute to 
ensuring that critical factors such as tourism 
facilities (e.g. activities, attractions, settlements 
and food), hospitability, ambience, surrounding 
environments and crowd density meet tourist 
demand (Mutum and Ghazali, 2023).

While sustainability is typically not the fore-
most consideration when choosing to engage in 
tourism, there is a growing trend among tourists 
to prioritize sustainable tourism. Approximately 
one-third of  tourists are interested in sustain-
able tourism or specific aspects of  sustainability 
(Weber, 2019). Poon observed this shift as early 
as 1989, when tourists began to demand more 
sustainable yet segmented, customized and flex-
ible vacations rather than standardized holiday 
packages (Poon, 1989). In the same notion, 
Novelli (2018) concurs that there is a growing 
demand for conscious and transformative vaca-
tions, a trend in which sustainable tourism can 
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provide the means to change both lifestyles and 
increase the positive caring impact made on 
destinations.

In South Africa, the increasing demand 
for sustainable tourism may be attributed to 
the advancements in modern systems of  repre-
sentation, transportation, communication and 
digitization (Mayer et  al., 2023). Moreover, for 
the first 2 years of  the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
majority of  individuals globally including South 
Africa were confined to their homes, placed 
in lockdowns and socially isolated. This has 
prompted an interest in engaging with others 
in more expansive, ‘greener’ environments 
(Mell and Whitten, 2021). The pandemic has 
changed tourist demands, presenting tourism 
organizations with an opportunity to shift away 
from mass tourism and develop innovative niche 
tourism offerings (Azmi et al., 2023).

According to Sert (2017), niche tourism 
offerings should be distinctive and not have 
many alternatives for individual tourists; they 
are tailored to a group of  tourists with similar 
characteristics. In the mid-1990s, Dalgıç and 
Leeuw (1994) cautioned that when assessing 
the viability of  a niche market, service providers 
should consider the following factors:

•	 The niche market should have a size that is 
sufficient to potentially generate profits.

•	 New entrants should have a competitive 
advantage.

•	 It is imperative not to overlook potential 
competitors.

•	 There should be growth potential.
•	 There should be desire for special treatment.
•	 Customer goodwill.
•	 There should be a market that has enough 

purchasing power.

It is necessary to evaluate these factors in 
context with regions, as these factors may affect 
behaviours of  niche tourists from developed 
regions in a distinct manner compared to those 
from developing or underdeveloped regions 
(i.e. the Global South). For instance, empirical 
research indicates that niche tourists from the 
developed countries have higher purchasing 
power (Lissner and Mayer, 2020) compared to 
those from the Global South regions (Gisore and 
Ogutu, 2015; Mgonja et al., 2017). Accordingly, 
the Global South regions should assess these 

factors so as to figure out how to enhance niche 
tourism’s accessibility, not only for international 
tourists but also for local tourists. Moreover, 
South Africa needs to address knowledge gaps 
regarding the changing supply–demand situ-
ations of  specific niche tourism offerings post 
COVID-19 to inform evidenced-based policy 
interventions, decision making and strategy for-
mulation (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021a, b). 
Given the specialized nature of  niche tourism, 
it is critical for niche tourism interventions to 
comprehend what can add value and enhance 
tourist experiences in order to foster mindfulness.

Mindful tourists

Mindfulness can be defined as ‘a state of  con-
scious awareness in which the individual is 
implicitly aware of  the context and content of  
information’ (Langer, 1992, p. 289). Mindfulness 
theory delineates two distinct modes of  informa-
tion processing, namely mindful and mindless 
(Langer, 1989). A mindful approach is charac-
terized by its openness and capacity for elaborate 
thinking, while a mindless approach relies on 
inflexibility and less elaborate thinking, often 
based on past distinctions (Luttrell et al., 2014). 
In contrast to mindfulness, Moscardo (2017) 
views mindlessness as a single-minded reliance 
on information without an active awareness of  
alternative perspectives or uses for the informa-
tion received. Mindfulness enables individuals 
to perceive situations with clarity and recognize 
underlying possibilities, rather than being con-
fined by preconceived notions (Shapiro, 2020). 
Dutt and Ninov (2016) posit that promoting 
mindfulness among tourists in the Global South, 
including South Africa, would be advantageous 
due to its association with numerous beneficial 
outcomes.

Mindfulness in tourism has been linked to 
interpretation, demonstrating the efficacy and 
significance of  interpretation in tourists’ experi-
ences and acquired knowledge (Moscardo and 
Pearce, 1986; Eck et  al., 2023). This approach 
explores how tourists build interpretations to 
enhance the overall quality of  their experi-
ence and raise awareness of  their behaviour 
(Suryandari and Rahmawati, 2022). Benefits 
of  mindfulness for tourists include enhanced 
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learning and comprehension, more enjoyable 
and positive tourism experiences (Lee and Kim, 
2018; Taylor and Norman, 2019), improved 
recollection of  information (Moscardo and 
Pearce, 1986; Dutt and Ninov, 2016) and psy-
chological and physical well-being (Chen et  al., 
2017; Wang et al., 2021).

In South Africa and other parts of  the 
Global South, scholars suggest that mindfulness 
could benefit tourism destinations by increasing 
tourists’ awareness and concern, thereby aiding 
in destination sustainability (Moscardo, 1996; 
Stankov and Filimonau, 2023). Given this 
background, it is reasonable to deduce that the 
practice of  mindfulness in tourism contributes 
to achieving Goal 12 of  the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals 2030, which 
focuses on ensuring sustainable consumption 
and production patterns (United Nations, 
2015). Tourism organizations in the Global 
South can intentionally craft tourist experiences 
to induce mindfulness or facilitate profound 
shifts in consciousness, both during and after 
the visit (Sheldon, 2020).

Sustainable tourist experience

The concept of  experience has garnered sig-
nificant interest from various academic fields. In 
psychology, experience is a fundamental aspect 
of  consciousness that is consistently present 
throughout a person’s life (Gadamer, 1979). 
Drawing on this definition, tourist experience 
is a subjective mental state (O’Dell and Billing, 
2005; de Freitas Coelho et al., 2018) and multi-
sensory performance, relying on tourists’ specific 
interests, motivations, perceptions, depictions, 
level of  engagement and sharing while par-
ticipating in tourism activities (Stankov et  al., 
2022). Experience includes learning, enjoyment 
and escapism (Kang and Gretzel, 2012). The 
‘learning experience’ refers to the process by 
which a tourist acquires new knowledge and 
skills (Pearce, 2005; Câmara et  al., 2022). The 
‘enjoyment experience’ refers to the degree to 
which the tourist experience is deemed enjoy-
able beyond its practical value (Davis et  al., 
1992). The ‘escape experience’ refers to the 
immersive encounter that tourists have with 

the destination environment, allowing them to 
detach from their everyday lives (Pearce, 2005).

The level of  learning, enjoyment and 
escapism is determined not only by the tourist 
but also by tourism organizations (Moreira 
et  al., 2021), converging tourism consumption 
and production to create value (Akel, 2022). 
Within this context, Stankov et  al. (2022) 
suggest that implementing mindfulness is an 
effective approach for tourism organizations 
to integrate individual tourist demands into a 
value proposition, ultimately enhancing the 
meaningfulness of  tourists’ experiences. Rubin 
et al. (2016) highlight that in addition to recog-
nizing the unique demands of  tourists, tourism 
organizations should acknowledge the factors 
that enable tourists to be engaged and have 
meaningful experiences.

The framework proposed by Walls et  al. 
(2011) identifies four key factors that influence 
the overall experience of  consumers (tourists): 
(i) physical environment, which refers to the 
physical facilities and surroundings; (ii) human 
interaction environment, referring to the 
interactions that occur between tourists and 
tourism organizations; (iii) situational factors, 
which refers to specific attributes that shape the 
characteristics of  the visit, such as the purpose 
of  the visit and the individuals accompanying 
the tourist; and (iv) individual characteristics, 
including personality traits and sensitivity to 
surroundings, influencing how tourists perceive 
the coordinated tourism services. Collectively, 
these factors contribute to the overall tourist 
experience (Zhang et  al., 2016). If  one factor 
falls short, others can compensate, thus enhanc-
ing mindfulness in the tourist experience. The 
effective implementation of  mindfulness into 
tourist experiences requires collaborative efforts 
between tourists and tourism organizations to 
integrate these factors meaningfully.

In the context of  the Global South, 
involving the local community in developing 
niche tourism is crucial for creating a mindful 
experience. Kuntai (2020) suggests that in 
Kenya’s Maasai Mara National Reserve, local 
community involvement is essential. Moscardo’s 
(2017) study in South Africa’s Kruger National 
Park and Soweto revealed that storytelling plays 
a significant role in encouraging mindful tour-
ists and supporting positive tourist experiences. 
Manwa et al.’s (2017) study indicated that when 
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tourism organizations fail to offer experiences 
fostering mindfulness, it may be difficult for 
niche tourism, such as cultural tourism, to grow 
into a significant economic driver in the Global 
South (e.g. Lesotho). Sarantou et  al. (2021) 
discovered that in Namibia, niche tourism offer-
ings promoting mindfulness not only develop 
sustainable livelihoods for local service providers 
but also offer highly meaningful experiences for 
tourists.

Mindfulness in tourism experiences 
benefits tourists by meeting their needs for 
enhanced experiences, potentially leading to 
increased tourist satisfaction (Eck et al., 2023) 
and raising awareness of  their behaviour 
(Suryandari and Rahmawati, 2022). This, in 
turn, helps tourism providers achieve their 
business goals (e.g. profitability) (Suryandari 
and Rahmawati, 2022) while assisting local 
communities in preserving their natural and 
cultural resources for present and future gen-
erations and gaining economic benefits (e.g. 
employment) (Kuntai, 2020).

Conclusions and Implications

The purpose of  the present study was to explore 
the transition from mass tourism to sustainable 
niche tourism, emphasizing the importance of  
creating meaningful and mindful tourist experi-
ences. The study focused on South Africa due 
to its rich cultural and natural diversity, which 
provided an ideal context for developing sustain-
able niche tourism. By examining South Africa, 
the study aimed to illustrate how integrating 
ecotourism, cultural preservation, community 
engagement and mindfulness can enhance 
tourist satisfaction, support local economies 
and contribute to long-term environmental 
and social benefits. Insights from South Africa’s 
approach can offer valuable lessons for other 
regions in the Global South aiming to adopt 
sustainable tourism practices.

The growing demand for specialized vaca-
tion experiences among seasoned tourists post 
COVID-19 underscores the need for destinations 
to align with evolving tourist behaviour and pref-
erences (Kachniewska, 2014; Di-Clemente et al., 
2020). To achieve this transition successfully, 

several key recommendations emerge and are 
presented below.

1.	 Incorporating ecotourism projects: South 
African tourism can incorporate ecotourism 
projects in urban areas to create unique 
experiences that combine wildlife conserva-
tion with urban development. This approach 
attracts mindful tourists and contributes to 
environmental conservation efforts (Burton 
and Rogerson, 2023).

2.	 Developing tourism routes: The development 
of  tourism routes in local municipalities, 
such as those seen in the City of  Mbombela 
Municipality, can promote community 
development, economic growth and cultural 
preservation. These routes offer tourists 
immersive experiences while supporting 
local economies (Sekole et al., 2022).

3.	 Addressing climate change: Addressing 
the impact of  climate change on tourism 
demand is crucial for sustainable tourism 
growth. By adopting sustainable tourism 
practices and considering the ‘Triple Bottom 
Line’ framework, South Africa can mitigate 
negative environmental impacts while 
ensuring long-term growth (Proos and 
Hattingh, 2022).

4.	 Responding to evolving tourist demands: 
Understanding and responding to 
evolving tourist demands, including a 
preference for emotional and experiential 
products, is essential for tourism operators. 
This entails developing fresh strategies, 
leveraging advancements in communica-
tion technologies and embracing sustainable 
practices (Mihajlović, 2020; Somrak and 
Khaewmesuan, 2022).

5.	 Promoting mindfulness: Promoting mindful-
ness among tourists can enhance their 
experiences and contribute to sustainable 
tourism practices. By creating meaningful 
and immersive experiences that foster mind-
fulness, tourism organizations can increase 
tourist satisfaction and promote destination 
sustainability (Moscardo and Pearce, 1986; 
Sheldon, 2020; Suryandari and Rahmawati, 
2022).

In this chapter, we focused on South 
Africa to illustrate how sustainable niche 
tourism can be developed in a context rich 
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with cultural and natural diversity. The South 
African example highlights the potential for 
integrating ecotourism, cultural preservation, 
community engagement and mindfulness into 
a cohesive strategy for sustainable tourism. 
However, the insights from the case study can 

be applied more broadly to the Global South 
and beyond. This chapter demonstrates that 
by adopting these practices, destinations can 
create sustainable and meaningful tourist 
experiences that contribute to long-term envi-
ronmental, economic and social benefits.
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