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Abstract	 This paper was written to contribute to the discussion on the perspectives of the development 
of selected forms of controversial tourism by means of: 1) surveying opinions of Generation Y 
representatives on how familiar they are with individual forms; 2) determining the responders’ 
impressions on acceptance of these forms; 3) gathering opinions on the perspectives of development 
of these forms. The starting point for the discussion is to approach the motives for such travels 
from the perspective of the concept of experience economy and to limit the research to tourism 
forms developing in response to the need of novelty, sensations and experiences. The demand factor 
connected with the need to maximize sensations shaped a specific form of tourism, described in this 
study as controversial experience tourism. It comprises sex tourism, drug tourism, disaster tourism, 
extreme tourism, thanatourism, esoteric tourism, urban exploring and poorism.

The study was carried out with the help of the CAWI technique between February and May 2018 
and involved 407 participants aged 18–26. 

The obtained results suggest relatively low future interest in forms of tourism that are perceived 
as strongly controversial. The thirst for new experiences and sensations is fully satisfied by these 
forms of extreme tourism that are positively perceived and do not arouse ethical controversies.

#0#

Introduction
Observation and participation are the main elements of experiencing. Due to them, every day peo-
ple develop, achieve successes and pursue their passions; they also learn and change the way they 
think and perceive the world. New experiences are also the primary factor motivating people to 
travel as tourists. Everybody has their own reasons to choose a particular destination, from relax-
ing on a beach to unwinding by intense sightseeing and physical activity. In both cases, sensory 
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perceptions and accompanying emotions are of key importance (Andersson, 2007; Niezgoda, 2013). 
In time, however, the need to intensify them may take less than desirable directions: the emerging 
forms of tourism may be increasingly questionable. 

In 2015 Polish literature was enriched by an interesting article by Andrzej Stasiak, containing 
an overview of the issue of controversial tourism practices. In the last sentence, the author posed 
a very significant question regarding future of such tourism, which certainly has become an inspi-
ration for further research on this topic, including this analysis. 

The term “controversial tourism”, as Stasiak emphasizes, can be very broadly understood and 
may refer to a variety of problematic travel forms (Stasiak, 2015) which are debatable or cannot be 
judged unambiguously. They are abundantly described in literature, as it can be seen from a grow-
ing number of publications (Puchnarewicz, 2009; Borzyszkowski, 2011; Komsta, 2013; Jędrysiak, 
Kamel, 2014; Niezgoda, Duczyńska, 2014; Poczta, Szebiotko, 2014; Stasiak, 2015; Gandecka, 2016; 
Motyka, 2016; Pokojska, Suszczewicz, 2016). According to some researchers, such as Lubowiecki-
Vikuk and Paczyńska-Jędrycka (2010), this term is limited only to abortion tourism, euthanasia 
tourism and drug tourism. The gist of controversial tourism is explained most fully by Aleksander 
Panasiuk (2018): he writes about controversial areas of the tourist market, analysing them from the 
perspective of the structure of this market. Systematising current knowledge, he analyses the con-
troversies regarding demand and supply in tourism as well as socioeconomic policy, in particular 
tourism-related policy. 

As Panasiuk (2018) demonstrates, controversies can be more broadly interpreted, depending 
on the adopted perspective; however, it is unclear to what degree the presence of dysfunctions 
justifies including a given form in the sphere of controversial tourism (e.g. a conflict of the spatial 
type, emerging due to pressure caused by large influx of tourists whose presence disturbs everyday 
functioning of a settlement, especially a historical city (Kowalczyk-Anioł, Zmyślony, 2017).

The starting point in the discussion on the development of controversial tourism are the fol-
lowing theses:

1.	 Perceiving tourists’ motives from the perspective of the concept of experience economy 
(Andersson, 2007; Nowacki, 2009; Żemła, 2017) seems to be fully justified and adequate 
with regard to new trends in tourism described in literature. According to the research, 
modern tourists with increasing frequency seek their own paths and authenticity; above 
all, they become, as Zygmunt Bauman writes, the collectors of impressions: they collect 
objects only secondarily, as derivatives of experiences (Bauman, 2000). As individuals in 
a modernized society, they strive to satisfy individual needs, including the need to manifest 
their own distinctiveness by gathering a growing number of experiences of increasing 
intensity and originality. It should be emphasized that 

a tourist product can be freely interpreted by the consumers, in their individual, unique way, 
because their own sensations, experiences and memories become the fundamental value 
purchased by the tourists-consumers. It is they who decide which elements of the product 
are most important and which of the many options to select will best satisfy [their] needs 
(Niezgoda, 2013, p. 46).
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The co-existing need to maximize experiences (Niezgoda, 2013), as rightly noted by Stasiak 
(2015) and Iwasiński (2015), can lead to search for stronger and stronger stimuli and consequently 
to trying activities that are controversial.

2.	To continue the issue of controversies connected with demand, where tourists’ motives 
become the key identifier, only some of the mentioned forms can be reduced to a common 
denominator. The perspective adopted in this analysis consciously limits the range of issues 
to the forms that have emerged in response to thirst for novelty, sensations and experiences. 
It seems that distinguishing a certain set of controversial tourism variations by applying 
such a criterion is fully justified, as the study results can then be explained – it is difficult 
to address unambiguously the economic or ecological controversies characteristic for mass 
tourism, or the moral-ethical and aesthetical controversies related to forms focusing on the 
need for strong sensations. Motives that underlie trying such distinct tourism forms are 
entirely different, as in case of abortion or euthanasia tourism, where tourists’ experiences 
are not an appropriate point of reference. The demand factor related to the need to maximize 
sensations has shaped a specific group of tourism forms, described in this analysis as 
controversial experience tourism. Its scope includes sex tourism, drug tourism (one must 
be aware that trips connected with pathological behavior resulting from such nosological 
units as drug or sex addiction should be located outside the set), disaster tourism, extreme 
tourism, thanatourism, esoteric tourism, urban exploring and poorism.

Besides the need to draw attention to the above-described methodological aspect (a coherent 
motive as a condition of effective explanation), the aim of this study is to contribute to the discus-
sion on the development perspectives of selected forms of controversial tourism. Defining develop-
ing trends is a very difficult task, bearing a risk of error; however, some grounds for drawing con-
clusions can be provided by opinions gathered among young people (representatives of Generation 
Y), who will be setting the main directions of demand in tourism. The analysis was planned to start 
with estimating the degree of recognizability of specific forms, followed by impressions regarding 
acceptance of these forms and ending with opinions on the perspectives of their development. 

Material and methods 
To collect responders’ opinions on selected forms of controversial tourism, the authors used the 
CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interviews) technique. The poll was carried out once, between 
February and May 2018, with full anonymity of the responders preserved (Szyjewski, Szyjewski, 
2017). The number of participants was 407 (including 240 women) aged 18–26. 

The questionnaire was constructed in a classical way, mostly using closed questions as well as 
a dychotomic scale, a nominal scale and a modified version of Likert scale. The proper study was 
preceded by a pilot test, which in one case revealed the need to rework the nominal scale. Part of the 
questions was used to determine the responders’ features: not only their general socio-demograph-
ic characteristics but also how active they had been as tourists, based on the frequency and range 
of their previous travels. The subsequent questions constituted a sequence, where the first step 
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involved determining responders’ knowledge of particular controversial tourism types. This was 
followed by brief definitions of particular types (as a mini-dictionary) so that people unfamiliar 
with a given form could learn about it and formulate their own opinion. The next and most crucial 
part contained specific questions regarding problems and consequences related to practicing dif-
ferent controversial forms of tourism. 

Using a scheme of non-probability sampling, it was decided that the responders would be 
selected based on their availability. The number of questionnaire interviews depended on the avail-
ability responders, who were notified by mail about the research poll. 

After questionnaire verification (two were discarded at that point), 405 of them were used 
to build a database with the IBM SPSS software; its contents were subjected to further statistical 
analysis. The tested sample cannot be considered statistically representative; however, it seems that 
the somehow significant number of collected opinions makes it possible to draw careful conclu-
sions and make generalizations. 

Results
According to the adopted research scheme, the first group of questions was to determine the level 
of responders’ knowledge regarding the specified forms of tourism. The responders picked ex-
treme tourism as the most frequently identified one (59%), followed by sex tourism (40%) and 
urban exploring (36%). A third of the responders heard about drug tourism and disaster tourism. 
The least known form is poorism, selected only by 12% of the responders.

Figure 1. Ethical evaluation of selected tourism forms

Source: authors’ own questionnaire-based research (N=405).

Among the most recognizable forms, two create positive impressions (80-90% of choices): ex-
treme tourism and urban exploring. Slightly more than half of the responders have such associations 
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with esoteric tourism and thanatourism. Quite well recognized sex tourism and drug tourism are 
perceived negatively by almost 90% of the responders. The majority of controversial tourism types 
is judged to be ethically neutral (disaster tourism, thanatourism, esoteric tourism). Drug tourism 
and sex tourism are most frequently described as unethical, as it was pointed out by 28% and 24% 
of the responders respectively, while few responders perceive poorism, disaster tourism and thana-
tourism in these categories. This matches the evaluation of ethicality of the selected tourism forms, 
although a significant part of the responders – particularly in the case of forms that do not evoke 
unambiguous associations – suggests that they are of neutral character (fig. 1). 

A key element of the diagnosis was to determine how interested the responders were in prac-
ticing the selected tourism forms. The responders most frequently stated that they had not tried any 
of the mentioned forms of tourism nor are they going to try them in the future (fig. 2), which does 
not suggest any need to experiment in this sphere. 

Figure 2. Interest in practicing the specific forms of tourism

Source: authors’ own questionnaire-based research (N=405).

An exception is extreme tourism: although only less than 20% of the responders had tried it, 
almost 40% would like to do so in the future. Similar opinions were also expressed about urban 
exploring, followed by thanatourism, disaster tourism and esoteric tourism. The responders were 
most interested in forms with positive associations, which are thought to have educational and 
cognitive value and whose potential controversies are overlooked. 

The next step of the study involved an attempt to discover responders’ impression on the de-
velopment potential of each analyzed form of tourism (fig. 3).
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Figure 3. Development potential of selected tourism forms 

Source: authors’ own questionnaire-based research (N=405).

Sex tourism and drug tourism are quite frequently mentioned as forms with long traditions 
that do not offer anything new. Drug tourism and extreme tourism are considered to be currently 
popular, but according to the responders only the latter form has future perspectives. Urban explor-
ing and thanatourism are viewed similarly by the responders; however, the latter is considered to 
be a niche form.

Discussion
Tourism is a dynamic phenomenon, subject to constant changes in response to consumers’ de-
mands, aims and requirements, which in turn are shaped e.g. by social trends, which are of key im-
portance in the case of the so-called controversial tourism. As Dahrendorf (1990) argued, in post-
industrial societies life focuses around services. According to his concept of service society, the 
structure of production and employment is shifting from traditional production industry to the sec-
tor of broadly understood services. Besides, formal education and professional experience create 
a potential for independent decision-making (Bell, 1973; Bell, 1974; Inglehart, 2005). Thus emer-
gence of post-industrial society leads to growing emphasis on self-expression (Inglehart, 1997). 
Furthermore, economic security of developed societies is guaranteed in the conditions of a welfare 
state. This leads to changing priorities in the system of values, which shift from economic and 
physical security to increasing importance attached to subjective well-being and quality of life 
(Inglehart, 1977, 1997, 2005).

Among many approaches applied to interpret contemporary changes, several of them are note-
worthy as potential starting points in a discussion on the directions in development of controver-
sial experience tourism. In reference to generational differences, Inglehart’s concept explaining 
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reasons for changes that occur in developed societies (Inglehart, 2005) should be mentioned. In his 
opinion, the first generation that has grown among prosperity, in comparison with the previous 
generation, changes the hierarchy of values in the society, as the attention of individuals turns to 
satisfying higher-level needs, such as the need to belong and respect, which may be a significant 
motivator when these people make decisions about travelling. It should be stressed that the hierar-
chy of values does not adapt to the socioeconomic environment immediately; there is a significant 
delay, as fundamental values of a particular person to a great extent reflect the conditions from the 
time before such a person has reached maturity (Inglehart, 2005). Thus the generation of parents 
remains attached to materialist values. Experiencing stability and economic security on the scale 
of an entire society leads to decreased importance of material goods and increased significance 
of post-material goods. In this context, the conclusions to be discussed are basically reduced to 
confirmation of experiences gathered during travels; however, it may be worth wondering whether 
they will deepen in the form of simple emotions, or whether further evolution towards post-ma-
terialistic values will bring the need to achieve deeper sensations on significantly more intellec-
tual foundation. The responders point out that they are interested mostly in forms which have the 
character of educational trips, and any controversies are related mostly to the matters of security 
(although urban exploring may also raise legal doubts). 

Concerning the character of this study, one should also look at the results from the generation-
al perspective. Analyses of tourist demand with increasing frequency emphasize relations between 
consumers who are linked by similar generational experiences (see Dąbrowski, Kwiatkowski, Lepa, 
Środa-Murawska, Grzelak-Kostulska, 2016). The studied group belongs to Generation Y and – al-
though the literature is filled with an ongoing debate on the age limits of this generation – all re-
searchers agree that it is the largest segment of the world market (Heaney, 2007; Foscht, Schloffer, 
Maloles, Chia, 2009; Gołąb-Andrzejak, 2016). It is assumed that the main features of this genera-
tion are: good education and willingness to pursue personal development; being active; widespread 
use of new technologies; appreciation of quality of life and life experiences instead of property 
ownership; openness; belief in one’s own uniqueness. This generation “appreciates the power 
of image, of self-invention; they focus on building their own image. In comparison with the previ-
ous generation, they need more acceptance from their peers, frequently connecting with the latter 
through social media” (Zajadacz, 2014, p. 60). Generation Y members constantly expect novelties 
on the market; when buying products and services, they are inclined to experiment in search of new 
sensations as well as of internal peace and deeper, more conscious life (Cohen, 2009; Zajadacz, 
2014). The mentioned features do not allow an unerring prediction of features that this group of ser-
vice purchasers has because, on the one hand, the ease of travelling and the need to collect new ex-
periences and gain fame among their acquaintances (mostly in social media) can encourage people 
to undertake even strongly controversial trips, and on the other hand, easy access to information 
and better education may limit their selection, particularly by removing options involving most 
radical and dangerous tourism form. The analyzed study results arise a certain skepticism, as the 
group of responders who declare their willingness to experiment and try new things has turned out 
to be rather limited.
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Seeking increasingly stronger sensations and emotions in tourism – despite consequences that 
take the form of different costs – sometimes turns out to be a trap. It may be worth recalling the 
thesis of a British sociologist Anthony Giddens that modernity contains in itself a self-correction 
mechanism, so the observed changes are nothing but an attempt to stop its negative consequences. 
This is possible because the society has developed a new competence: self-reflectivity. Giddens 
(2009) understands this as the society’s ability to perceive the reality critically so that it is able to 
take preventive or corrective measures.

Finally, one more concept should be mentioned, which fits the model of cyclical development, 
according to which the “rush into future must turn back towards the past”. As Ronald Inglehart 
writes, it may not be excluded that a nostalgic idea of return to the lost past will appear in answer 
to modernity: a hope for rebuilding the traditional, strong family, rebirth of local communities and 
social bonds in primary groups, turn from secularization towards religion etc. (Inglehart, 2005). 
This trend seems to be gaining significance and is visible in the increase of conservative attitudes 
in numerous countries. It is, however, debatable whether the society will return also to traditional 
consumer behavior. If yes, then the frequently stated thesis regarding the need for continuous 
escalation of experiences may turn out to be wrong. The results of the presented research seem 
to confirm this because tourism forms arousing moral and ethical controversies have received 
a clearly negative assessment. 

Certain social trends connected with demographic changes should also be taken into account. 
The aging society is perceived as increasingly conservative and resistant to change, careful in 
spending due to their need for safety (despite the presence of intergenerational exchange that modi-
fies the attitudes of older people) (Grzelak-Kostulska, 2016). These determinants  – though not 
related directly to the character of the responders’ group – should also be included in the discussion 
of directions in development of controversial tourism.

Conclusions
As foreseen, the results of research carried out among representatives of Generation Y may consti-
tute a basis for conclusions regarding the future of the experience tourism forms that arise certain 
controversies. The responders declare relatively low level of knowledge of the forms included in 
the study (only extreme tourism has been recognized by more than half of the group), which can 
evidence low interest in this kind of travelling. 

Most popular forms are those considered as not very controversial, such as urban exploring, 
extreme tourism and thanatourism (associated rather with travelling to places of historical impor-
tance). Urban exploring and disaster tourism are mentioned as forms that may gain importance in 
the future. The forms rated worst – sex tourism and drug tourism – are not perceived as promising. 
It should be noted, however, that the responders consider drug tourism to be popular, declaring at 
the same time that they have never tried it, nor are they going to try it in the future. 

Together with the discussion on attitudes, models of behavior and social trends, the obtained re-
sults suggest relatively low future interest in forms of tourism associated with strong controversies. 
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Perhaps ethics plays here a certain role, discouraging from undertaking trips that have received 
a clearly negative assessment. The need to gather new experiences and sensations is fully satisfied 
by forms of extreme tourism or urbex (urban exploration), which are not associated with contro-
versial phenomena (although tourists’ safety may be debatable); they both provide the desired emo-
tions and underline the uniqueness and individualism of a person practicing such a form, without 
exposing them to negative judgment of other people. Thus in the eyes of the responders the future 
of experience tourism seems to follow a direction far from any ethical controversies.
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Kontrowersyjna turystyka wrażeń w opinii przedstawicieli 
pokolenia Y

Słowa kluczowe	 turystyka kontrowersyjna, kontrowersyjna turystyka wrażeń, pokolenie Y, ekonomia 
doświadczeń

Streszczenie	 Celem pracy jest włączenie się w dyskusję nad perspektywami rozwoju wybranych form 
turystyki kontrowersyjnej poprzez: 1) zbadanie opinii przedstawicieli pokolenia Y na te-
mat oceny stopnia znajomości poszczególnych form, 2) określenie odczuć respondentów 
na temat ich akceptacji, 3) zebranie opinii na temat perspektyw rozwojowych wskaza-
nych form. Punktem wyjścia do dyskusji jest spojrzenie na motywy podejmowanych po-
dróży z perspektywy koncepcji tzw. ekonomii doświadczeń oraz ograniczenie zakresu 
problemowego do form turystyki rozwijających się pod wpływem potrzeby poszukiwa-
nia nowości, wrażeń, doświadczeń. Czynnik popytu związany z potrzebą maksymali-
zacji wrażeń ukształtował pewną specyficzną grupę form turystyki, określoną na po-
trzeby analizy jako kontrowersyjna turystyka wrażeń. W jej zakres włączono: turystykę 
seksualną, narkoturystykę, turystykę katastrof, ekstremalną, tanatoturystykę, turystykę 
ezoteryczną, urban exploring i poorism. 

Badanie wykonano z zastosowaniem techniki CAWI, w okresie od lutego do maja 
2018 roku z udziałem 407 respondentów w przedziale wiekowym 18–26 lat.

Uzyskane wyniki sugerują stosunkowo niewielkie zainteresowanie w przyszłości 
formami turystyki, które kojarzone są jako silnie kontrowersyjne. Potrzebę zdobywania 
nowych doświadczeń i wrażeń w pełni zapewniają formy turystyki ekstremalnej, które 
postrzegane są pozytywnie i nie wywołują kontrowersji natury etycznej.
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