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Introduction 

Social tourism refers to initiatives that aim to include groups into tourism that would 

otherwise be excluded from it. Hall defined it as “the relationships and phenomena in 

the field of tourism resulting from participation in travel by economically weak or 

otherwise disadvantaged elements in society” (Hall 2000, 141).  A rather similar 

definition is used by the BITS (Bureau International du Tourisme Social): “By social 

tourism BITS means all of the relationships and phenomena resulting from participation 

in tourism, and in particular from the participation of social strata with modest incomes.” 

(BITS 2002).  In practice, social tourism usually refers to budget-friendly holidays in the 

own country, or in some cases day trips to theme parks, museums and attractions. 

In several countries of the European Union, social tourism is provided at either very 

limited cost to the state, or in ways which simultaneously stimulate the local economy 

and increase the income of the state via taxation and a reduction of unemployment 

benefits. These social tourism initiatives are often (co-)funded by public money – either 

via direct grants or public-private partnerships. In Anglo-Saxon societies like Ireland, 

the UK and the USA, the concept of social tourism is by comparison relatively 

unknown. It is not usually part of public policy and is mostly provided via charitable 

bodies. The main justifications for the provision of social holidays are the notion that 

everyone has the right to basic tourism provision on the one hand (EESC 2006, 69), 

and on the other hand the assumption that „social tourism clearly promotes integration, 

greater knowledge and personal development’ (EESC 2006: 76).  

The concept of social tourism has been implemented in different ways to suit national 

contexts. Not only the implementations, but also the justifications and goals of social 

tourism can differ greatly. The development of the working classes, better health for 

inner city children, wider access to the benefits of tourism, loyalty to unions or 

companies, and economic development of regions have all been, and in some cases 

are still, seen as valid reasons for provision. If the implementations are so diverse, the 

question arises how one can define the boundaries of this versatile and complex 

concept. The multi-faceted aspect of social tourism makes the phenomenon a difficult 

concept to define: with initiatives ranging from voucher schemes and government 

intervention to charitable holiday provision and social enterprise, what exactly is social 

tourism? 

Conceptualisations and implementations 
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The earliest definition of social tourism by Hunzicker (1951) describes social tourism as 

„„the relationships and phenomena in the field of tourism resulting from participation in 

travel by economically weak or otherwise disadvantaged elements in society‟‟ (1951:1). 

In 1957, Hunzicker added a comment regarding the nature of social tourism provision, 

defining the concept as „a particular type of tourism characterised by the participation of 

people with a low income, providing them with special services, recognised as such‟ 

(Hunzicker 1957, 12). These two early definitions highlight the complexity of the 

concept of social tourism, as they allow for five different interpretations. Each of these 

five interpretations is apparent in social tourism schemes in Europe today: 

 

• Social tourism is tourism that specifically encourages the participation of 

persons in tourism activities who are economically weak or otherwise disadvantaged. 

Social tourism initiatives in this category aim to offer tourism experiences that are 

already accessible to a majority of persons to groups who are excluded from them, 

usually for financial or health reasons. The product offered is thus a standard product, 

the same product as is available to non-social tourism users. The disadvantaged are 

especially and actively targeted to encourage participation: examples include  children 

with disabilities or senior citizens with complex health needs. Eligible groups may vary 

over time and between societies. This type of initiatives will be referred to as the 

participation model. 

 

• Social tourism is tourism that encourages participation in tourism by all, 

including persons who are economically or otherwise disadvantaged. In this category, 

social tourism initiatives aim to encourage tourism participation for many or most 

members of society – for example through subsidised schemes such as holiday 

vouchers. Such initiatives see assistance to participate in tourism as a universal 

benefit, but with particular benefit to those economically least well off. The tourism 

product offered is again standard, the same for disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 

groups. This type of initiative will be referred to as the inclusion model.  

 

• Social tourism is tourism that is specifically designed for persons who are 

economically or otherwise disadvantaged. These social tourism initiatives offer a 

product that is specifically adapted for social tourism users, for example through the 

selection of specialist accommodation or the provision of support services. These could 

include facilities for persons with mobility problems, or the organisation of specially 

designed activities to achieve particular social benefits. Participation in this type of 

social tourism is limited to the targeted users. This type of initiatives will be referred to 

as the adaptation model. 
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• Social tourism is tourism that provides economic opportunities via travel and 

tourism for persons who are economically weak or otherwise disadvantaged. In this 

interpretation, social tourism initiatives are mainly focused on providing economic 

benefits for the host community. The target users are seen as any potential client group 

that can be attracted during the shoulder season and increase sales and employment 

opportunities in the destinations. Certain social tourism users, such as senior citizens, 

can be an example of such a client group. A specific social tourism product (such as an 

all-inclusive group holiday) is proposed to attract participants in these initiatives, but the 

destination/tourism provider also attracts other tourists via other product offerings. This 

type of initiatives will be referred to as the stimulation model.  
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Source: Minnaert, Maitland & Miller 2011 

Each of the above interpretations finds an expression in social tourism practices today. 

In the participation model, social tourism is clearly targeted towards socially or 

otherwise disadvantaged persons in society, but is not necessarily characterised by 

specialised products or services. An example of this approach is the Centre for Holiday 

Participation in Flanders, Belgium. To increase the participation in tourism of low-

income groups, the Centre negotiates reduced tariffs with accommodation providers 

and tourist attractions. These discounts are offered on a voluntary basis by the private 

sector in exchange for increased business, added publicity and in consideration of CSR 

(corporate social responsibility) objectives. The discounted products are only available 

for persons on low incomes – their income status is either confirmed by a support 

worker in the social sector, or beneficiaries provide a proof of their income themselves. 
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The key characteristics of this approach to social tourism are that the product offered is 

standard, and no different to the experience offered outside of the scheme; and that 

participation in the programme is limited to social tourism users. 

 

The inclusion model is also based on tourism products and services that are standard 

(the same for all participants, disadvantaged or not), but here the programme is not 

limited to disadvantaged target groups. An example of this interpretation of social 

tourism is the „Chèques Vacances‟ (Holiday Voucher) scheme in France. Companies 

participating in this scheme give their employees the opportunity of making regular 

savings for their holiday, and these savings are supplemented by the employers and 

social organisations. The companies and social organisations benefit from reduced 

taxes and social contributions, which in effect constitutes a state subsidy, funded by tax 

payers. The employee can redeem the total value of the savings and supplementary 

contributions in the form of holiday vouchers, which can be used on a wide variety of 

items including lodgings, dining, transport, leisure and culture. This system aims to 

enable access to holidays to the greatest number, and is open to everyone irrespective 

of income. A motivation for making the system available to a wide range of employees 

is the economic impact of the holiday vouchers on the domestic tourism industry: it is 

estimated that total spending is four times more than the volume of vouchers issued 

(Minnaert et al 2010).  

The adaptation model applies to programmes that offer a product with special 

provisions for social tourism users, that is thus specifically adapted to the needs of 

disadvantaged target groups, and where participation is limited to these disadvantaged 

target groups. An example of this form of social tourism is Break, a charity in the UK 

providing short breaks and holidays for families with children with learning difficulties. 

The charity has four holiday centres where care staff are available to provide specialist 

care, and the centres have facilities for children with associated physical disabilities 

and high level care needs (www.break-charity.org). The holidays are offered at reduced 

prices: the holiday makers pay around half of the cost, and the charity‟s fundraising 

activities cover the other half of the stay. Other programmes in the adaptation model 

may focus on different target groups, such as senior citizens (e.g. National Benevolent 

Fund for the Aged, UK), children with long-term illnesses (e.g. Fondation de France, 

France), single-parent families (e.g. One Parent Families, UK) or teenage parents (e.g. 

CRZ, Belgium). 

 

The stimulation model differs significantly from the ones described above, as in this 

model the social benefits created for the destination are a key motivation for provision. 

Destinations or providers in this category are often affected by a decline in popularity 

and faced with spare capacity, particularly during the shoulder season, resulting in a 

lack of revenue and the need to terminate employment contracts. By attracting social 

tourism customers with specialised products during the shoulder season, a new market 
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is created – initiatives of this type thus have economic as well as social benefits. An 

example of such a scheme is the IMSERSO programme in Spain. This programme 

offers dedicated holidays for senior citizens in coastal areas of Spain, during the 

shoulder season. The holidays are financed through contributions by beneficiaries (70 

per cent in a single payment) and the public sector (30 per cent of cost). The holiday 

offer is only available to senior citizens and includes transport, meals and activities. 

The State aims to recover its contribution through cost savings and earnings: the 

scheme allows for longer seasons and increased employment in the coastal regions; 

and the tourist expenditure may lead to higher tax income. Because of these factors, in 

addition to the potential social benefits for the participants,  the contribution of the State 

is argued to be far outweighed by the financial benefit of the scheme (Minnaert et al 

2010). Around 300 hotels participate in the scheme, which has benefited around 1 

million participants in the 2008-2009 season and has been estimated to generate or 

maintain 79300 jobs. The Spanish government has allocated €105 million for the 2009-

2010 season, and it claims that every Euro invested yields 4 Euro‟s in tax, spend and 

reduction in benefit payments (www.imserso.es). 

 

The stimulation model described above refers to schemes where the product offer is 

characterized by specialised services aimed at social tourism users, i.e. those who are 

economically or otherwise disadvantaged. There are also initiatives that aim to benefit 

the host region and thus show similarities to the stimulation model, though without 

focusing specifically on tourists with these characteristics. Examples are pro-poor 

tourism initiatives that aim to reduce poverty at the destination level by offering 

employment through tourism initiatives – the tourists visiting these initiatives are usually 

not poor or otherwise disadvantaged. Pro-poor tourism and community-based tourism 

could thus be seen as sub-categories of social tourism: this view is supported by OITS, 

the International Organisation of social Tourism (Organisation Internationale du 

Tourisme Social). OITS defines social tourism as „the effects and phenomena resulting 

from the participation in tourism, more specifically the participation of low-income 

groups. This participation is made possible or is facilitated by initiatives of a well-

defined social nature‟ (OITS Statutes 2003). Even though the wording of the definition 

may be similar to those of Hunzicker, OITS‟s interpretation of the low-income groups 

that participate in social tourism is broader: OITS proposes that social tourism should 

not only benefit low-income persons by facilitating travel opportunities, but also by 

extending the benefits of tourism development to low-income persons at the destination 

level. OITS has adopted different terms for the two interpretations: the former 

interpretation of social tourism is referred „Tourism for All‟, the latter as „Solidarity 

Tourism‟.  

 

The model shows not only different implementations of social tourism, they also 

highlight differences in the likely outcomes of the different schemes. Initiatives on the 

left hand side of the model tend to be small-scale and targeted – as such they are 
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particularly suitable to achieve social benefits for disadvantaged groups in society. 

Initiatives on the right hand side of the scale tend to be larger-scale – as such they are 

suitable for achieving economic benefits for destinations. The remainder of this paper 

will present the findings of a study examining the impacts of social tourism on 

disadvantaged families via an initiative in the „Participation‟ model in the UK. The paper 

will first discuss the disadvantaged family and leisure and tourism participation, and will 

then present the findings of the social tourism study. 

 

The disadvantaged family 

In popular Western culture, as exemplified in movies and television advertisements 

ads, the family is stereotypically presented as a smiling, supportive, nuclear unit. 

Although alternative family types have become more prolific and accepted in recent 

decades, it seems the concept of the nuclear family, based on the relationship between 

a man and a woman legally bound together through marriage, sharing a common 

residence (Muncie & Sapsford 1995), still holds a strong appeal. The stereotypical  

family in popular television programmes is affluent, travels the world, and all members 

regard each other with affection and are supportive of each other (Dallos & Sapsford 

1995, p.163). 

 

Real families rarely live up to all or even most of these stereotypes. Non-nuclear family 

types, such as lone parent families, families with single sex parents and reconstituted 

or blended families are on the rise. There is an increasing lack of trust in the institution 

of the family to play a role in the social integration of individuals: the family, „by many 

accounts, is becoming less cohesive, less embedded in the community, and hence less 

able to providedthe necessary connections, normative control, and civic training that is 

required to prepare children for productive adult roles as workers, family members and 

citizens‟ (Furstenberg & Kaplan 2007, p.219). 

 

Families are also not universally affluent and well-travelled. Cohen & MacCartney 

(2007) highlight four ways in which families can be linked with inequality: 

 

- Families may reflect inequalities.  Poverty for example may lead to having to 
live with extended family. Single mothers in many cases may be forced to share 
their living space with others, or to live with her relatives at least temporarily, in 
which case the lone parent family becomes part of a wider extended family. 
(Dallos & Sapsford 1995, p.128) 

 

- Families contain and reproduce inequalities. The division of labour and 
resources within the family often privileges men: Larson et al (1997) for 
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example highlight that the term „family leisure‟ is often an oxymoron for women, 
as they often take on caring and supporting roles even during leisure times. 

 

- Unequal outcomes result from different family forms: Lone parent families for 
example are particularly exposed to poverty because of the necessary trade-off 
between earning and childcare. (Walker & Collins 2007, 201) 

 

- Family relationships can offer responses to inequality and hardship: for example 
good family relationships are linked to better educational performance and 
greater family resilience. 

 

If positive family relations can indeed offer responses to inequality and hardship, then 

this function is of particular importance to disadvantaged families. This chapter 

examines the value of social tourism as a potential measure to increase the social and 

family capital of the family as a unit, and of individual family members. 

 

Disadvantaged families, Tourism and Leisure 

 

Zabriskie & McCormick (2001, 282) report that researchers have examined recreation 

and leisure patterns in families for many decades, and have consistently reported 

positive relationships between family leisure involvement and positive family outcomes. 

Leisure allow families to bond and communicate, through the development of collective 

interests and a family identity. The leisure patterns of families can be divided into two 

types: 

 

- Core family leisure patterns: these are everyday, low-cost, and often home 
based. Examples are watching TV together, playing board games, or having a 
barbecue in the garden. These activities involve little planning and limited 
novelty or risk. 

 

- Balance family leisure patterns: these refer to activities that require greater 
investment of resources and that are usually not home-based, like family 
tourism. They usually occur less frequently than core family leisure patterns but 
may be of longer duration (Zabriskie & McCormick 2001). 

 

Both patterns can contribute to greater family cohesion, but balance family leisure 

patterns have one additional benefit: „the nature of these types of activities tend to 

facilitate the development of adaptive skills and the ability to learn and change. […] The 

adaptive skills that are developed and practiced in this context of family leisure may be 
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readily transferred to other areas of family life‟ (Zabriskie & McCormick 2001, p.284). 

This means that family holidays, compared to home-based leisure pursuits, allow the 

family to develop new skills: the holiday presents the family with „new and unexpected 

stimuli from the outside environment, which provide the input and challenge necessary 

for families to learn and progress as an evolving system‟ (Zabriskie & McCormick 2001, 

p.284). 

 

Families who are unable to take holidays are thus excluded from these learning 

opportunities. Disadvantaged families in particular may lack the financial means to 

participate in tourism, yet to be resilient in the face of disadvantage and change their 

situation they can be seen as being most in need of the learning opportunities a holiday 

can provide. In several (mainly European) countries, social tourism initiatives 

encourage the participation of those who would otherwise be excluded from tourism. 

 

Minnaert et al. (2007, 2009) define social tourism as tourism with an added moral 

value, of which the primary objective is to benefit the host or the visitor in the tourism 

exchange. In practice, social tourism for disadvantaged families  usually refers to 

budget-friendly holidays in the own country, or in some cases day trips to theme parks, 

museums and attractions, that are funded or made available at highly reduced rates, by 

charities or agencies in the public sector. 

 

In several countries and regions of mainland Europe (France, Belgium, Spain, 

Portugal), social tourism initiatives are (co-)funded by the public sector – either via 

direct grants or public-private partnerships (European Economic and Social Committee 

(EESC) 2006). The main justification for the provision of social holidays via the public 

sector is the notion, supported by a number of European institutions, that everyone has 

the right to basic tourism provision (EESC 2006, p.69), and the assumption that “social 

tourism clearly promotes integration, greater knowledge and personal development” 

(EESC 2006, p.76). In the UK and the USA social tourism is not usually part of public 

policy, and is mostly provided via charitable bodies.  

 

Social and Family Capital in the Disadvantaged Family 

 

The concepts of social and family capital may be useful to theoretically evaluate the 
integration, greater knowledge and personal development that are claimed to be the 
outcomes of social tourism by the EESC.  
 
Disadvantage and social exclusion may be caused by a deficiency in social capital. 
Coleman contrasts social capital with two other forms of capital: Physical capital on the 
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one hand (machines, tools, productive equipment), and human capital on the other 
hand (training). If physical capital is wholly tangible, being embodied in observable 
material form, and human capital is less tangible, being embodied in the skills and 
knowledge acquired by an individual, social capital is less tangible yet, for it exists in 
the relations among persons (Coleman 1998, 100). Coleman defines social capital by 
its function. “It is not a single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements 
in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate 
certain actions of actors -either persons or corporate actors- within the structure. Like 
other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achievement of 
certain ends that in its absence would not be possible” (Coleman 1998, 98). Although 
there are a variety of definitions of the concept, a consensus is growing that social 
capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in 
social networks or other social structures (Portes 1998, p.6). 
 
According to Coleman, there are three forms of social capital (Coleman 1998). Firstly 
there is the form of social capital that consists mainly of obligations, expectations and 
the trustworthiness of structures. This form ideally leads to co-operation and a smooth 
solving of collective problems. Connected to this form is the second one: norms and 
effective sanctions. These norms regulate the co-operation and punish actions that go 
against the set obligations and expectations.  The third and last form of social capital 
are information channels, as a network of close contacts can provide access to the 
network of information each of these contacts possesses.  
 
As any form of capital, social capital has positive, but also negative uses. As stated 

before, one of the forms of social capital is providing norms and sanctions, based on 

the obligations and need of trustworthy structures in a network. More than once the 

question has then been asked if social capital is at war with liberty and tolerance 

(Putnam 2000, p.351). This has to do with the concept of “closure”, which means “the 

existence of sufficient ties between a certain number of people to guarantee the 

observance of norms” (Portes 1998, p.6). Closure is thus a form of social control and a 

reliable frame for the judgment of actions within a certain group. Close social control 

might on the one hand guarantee the smooth functioning of the network, it may also 

imply conformity. To integrate in a certain group members might have to assimilate, 

and all “deviant” individual may not be allowed access to the group. Closure thus 

protects the interests of the insiders of a group, but can also reduce the chances of 

outsiders to be allowed into the group. This illustrates the link between social capital, 

closure and social exclusion, and even the link between social exclusion, poverty and 

social capital. Putnam argues that “precisely because poor people (by definition) have 

little economic capital and face formidable obstacles in acquiring human capital (that is: 

education), social capital is disproportionately important to their welfare” (Putnam 2000, 

p.318). Their exclusion might thus have greater consequences, as they often lack the 

other forms of capital to form the so valuable connections. Not only their psychological 

well-being is affected; economists have developed an impressive body of research 

suggesting that social ties can influence who gets a job, a bonus, a promotion and 

other employment benefits” (Putnam 2000, p.319). This means that social networks are 

often absent for people who need them the most: the unemployed, the excluded, the 

poor etc. 
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Social capital has been linked to general well-being. The New Economics Foundation 

(Nef) researches methods and policies to improve quality of life by promoting 

innovative solutions that challenge mainstream thinking on economic, environmental 

and social issues. (Nef 2004, 1). The focus is on the concept of well-being, which is 

described as more than just happiness. “As well as feeling satisfied and happy, well-

being means developing as a person, being fulfilled, and making a contribution to the 

society” (Nef 2004, 4).  Nef suggests there are three main sources for well-being, the 

first of which being our parents, through our genes and upbringing. This sources 

influences well-being for about 50%. A second influence comes from our 

circumstances such as income, where we live, the climate etc. This source only 

accounts for 10% of our happiness, suggesting that money, after our basic needs are 

met, does not make us fundamentally happier. The reason for this low percentage is 

that a person adapts very quickly to material gains which come from increases in 

income and we also compare ourselves to others who have more, which can lead to 

dissatisfaction. The remaining 40% of our well-being is influenced by our outlook and 

activities, lie our friendships, being involved in our community, sport, hobbies as well as 

our outlook on life. Social capital is thus an area where big differences to well-being 

can be made (Nef 2004, 4).  

In recent studies, mainly in the field of education and learning, the terms “family 

capital” and “family-based social capital” have been used to define the nature and 

value of social capital within the family. Parcel and Dufur (2001, p.882) describe the 

concept as “the bonds between parents and children that are useful in promoting child 

socialization. (It) reflects the time and attention parents spend in interaction with 

children, in monitoring their activities, and in promoting child well-being, including 

academic achievement. As such, it refers to parental resources used in the 

socialization process. These parental resources are distinguished from “parental 

financial capital such as family financial resources, and from human capital such as 

parental years of schooling” (Parcel & Dufur 2001, p.883). This means that families on 

low incomes or parents with limited schooling are not necessarily low on family capital. 

Family capital is determined by the stability of the family on the one hand, and the 

social contacts of the parents on the other hand. “(Family capital) is greater when the 

family system is characterized by time-closure; when the parents‟ commitment to each 

other is long term, children benefit from the stability of the union. In addition, children 

benefit from continued exposure to the social connections parents have with others 

outside the family group, such as neighbours, school personnel or work colleagues” 

(Parcel & Dufur 2001, pp.882-883). 

 

For socially excluded families, both stability within the family unit and social contacts 

can be particularly problematic. In families where the family capital is particularly low, 

this can affect the children in their academic development. Two studies by 

Marjoribanks have shown that “family environmental contexts are moderately to largely 

associated with children‟s academic performances and adolescents‟ aspirations” 

(Marjoribanks 1998, p.328).  
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Although mainly used in the context of education and learning, the concept is not only 

useful to describe the children‟s development. The level of family capital can also affect 

the resilience of the family as a whole, and thus influence (being part of social capital) 

each member of that family. Belsey describes the concept of family capital from this 

angle, as having three dimensions: “relations and the family network; family resources 

(knowledge, skills and material resources); and resilience. Resilience has much in 

common with the more widely understood concept of social capital, which, when 

applied to the family, includes one or a combination of the following: a sense of 

personal security, religious affiliation/practice, and social and moral points of reference” 

(Belsey 2003, p.3). In his study the value of family capital was examined for families 

confronted with AIDS. Being confronted with AIDS can sometimes make the family 

capital diminish rapidly if “family members react to the disclosure of the HIV status with 

anger and rejection [..], the bonds of trust and affection (can be) severely strained both 

within and beyond the family as a result of discrimination and stigmatization” (Belsey 

2003, p.6). The report goes on to say that both for the well-being of the family itself, 

and to optimize its functioning in society, a focus on family policy is required. “The 

overall objective of family policy is to promote, protect and support the integrity and 

functioning of the family by ensuring that family capital can be accumulated and 

strengthened” (Belsey 2003, p.10). 

 

Social exclusion as a deficiency in social, family and cultural capital 

 

The term “social exclusion” was originally coined in France in 1974 to refer to various 

categories of people who were unprotected by social insurance at the time but labeled 

as “social problems”, for example: the disabled, substance abusers, delinquents, single 

parents, aged invalids etc. However, in the 1980‟s, this stigmatising and narrowly social 

view was superseded as the term became central to French debates about the nature 

of the “new poverty” associated with technological change and economic restructuring 

(Rodgers et al 1995, 1). Since then, the term is widely used internationally, and the 

range of definitions has become more diverse over time. The literature shows that, 

despite the growing use and apparent acceptance of the term social exclusion, there 

are still many (contested) definitions of what it means exactly and confusion about the 

relationship between social exclusion and poverty (Hodgson & Turner 2003, 266).  

 

Walker and Walker define social exclusion very generally as “a dynamic process of 

being shut out, fully or partially, from any of the social, economic, political and cultural 

systems which determine the social integration of a person in society” (Walker & 

Walker in Hodgson & Turner 2003, 266). Another general definition is the one by 

Burchhardt: “An individual is socially excluded if (a) he or she is geographically resident 
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in a society and (b) he or she does not does not participate in the normal activities of 

citizens in that society” (Burchardt et al in Hodgson & Turner 203, 267).  Rodgers et al 

opt for a more sociological and psychological definition: “Social exclusion refers, in 

particular, to inability to enjoy social rights without help, suffering from low self-esteem, 

inadequacy in their capacity to meet their obligations, the risk of long-term relegation to 

the rank of those on social benefits, and stigmatisation” (Rodgers et al 1995, 45). Often 

definitions of social exclusion also stress a geographical or spatial factor, and 

concentrate on neighbourhoods where many problems are related to social exclusion. 

An example is this definition by Madanipour, describing social exclusion as “a multi-

dimensional process, in which various forms of exclusion are combined: participation in 

decision-making and political processes, access to employment and material 

resources, and integration into common cultural processes. When combined, they 

create acute forms of exclusion that find a spatial manifestation in particular 

neighbourhoods” (Madanipour et al in Hodgson & Turner 2003, 267). The UK Index of 

Multiple Deprivation, developed by the University of Oxford, also includes this 

geographical aspect of social exclusion. It measures exclusion in terms of 6 

“dimensions”: income, employment, health deprivation and disability, education and 

training, housing, and finally the geographical access to services (Miller 2003, 5).  

 

An alternative way of conceptualising social exclusion is a deficiency in social and 

family capital. Putnam argues that “precisely because poor people (by definition) have 

little economic capital and face formidable obstacles in acquiring human capital (that is: 

education), social capital is disproportionately important to their welfare” (Putnam 2000, 

318). Lacking the valuable connections and relationships between people can thus 

have an added detrimental affect of people living in poverty or on low incomes, making 

them not only financially poor, but also literally “socially excluded”. Not only their 

psychological well-being is hereby affected; economists have developed an impressive 

body of research suggesting that social ties can influence who gets a job, a bonus, a 

promotion and other employment benefits” (Putnam 2000 : 319). This means that 

social networks are often absent for people who need them the most. 

A deficiency in family capital, as described above, can also result in increased 

exclusion and reduced opportunities to do well in life. Both areas are highly influential 

in the educational achievements of children – with education being one of the six 

dimensions on the UK Index of Multiple Deprivation. A poor educational record in 

combination with a deficiency in cultural capital can lead to difficulties finding 

employment, which can result in low incomes and poor housing.  

 

Generally one can thus state that persons who have high levels of social and family 

capital to their disposal increase their chances of doing better in life. Hence it can be 

stated that increasing the social and family  capital of persons who are deficient in 

these areas, can increase their inclusion levels or at least help to reduce certain 
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aspects of social exclusion. This article proposes social tourism as a potential aid in 

increasing social, family and cultural capital, and will underpin this suggestion with 

primary research findings. 

 

Benefits of Social Tourism 

Multiple studies have shown that social tourism can contribute to an increase in family 

capital (Minnaert et al. 2010, Minnaert et al. 2009, McCabe 2009, Minnaert 2008). In 

each of these studies, social tourism beneficiaries reported that the holiday allowed the 

family members to spend quality time together away from the problems and the routine 

of the home environment – in McCabe‟s (2009) study, this was evaluated as the 

second biggest benefit of the holiday, reported by 76% of the surveyed social tourism 

beneficiaries. On holiday, families may engage in new activities, or do things together 

they would not do at home. In many cases, this resulted in improvements in family 

relations: between the parents and the children, the adults as a couple or between 

siblings. In some cases, the holiday was also used to allow the children to adjust to 

new family members or a new family structure.  

 

The effect of the holiday on the well-being of the children is both an important 

motivation and an often-reported outcome of the holiday (Minnaert et al. 2010 and 

Minnaert 2008). It was reported that the ability to go on a holiday allowed many 

children to gain confidence, make new friends and feel more integrated into school life 

after the experience. Many parents commented how on the first day of school for 

example, the children would often be asked to draw a picture or say a few words about 

their holidays – in many cases however the children of low-income or disadvantaged 

families have not been away, even on a day trip, and may feel a particular sense of 

exclusion. The holiday experience in these cases can be a source of pride and happy 

memories after the experience. In McCabe‟s (2009) study, the „opportunity for fun and 

happy memories for the children‟ was evaluated as the most important benefit of the 

holiday, reported by 80% of the social tourism beneficiaries. Parents also often 

emphasized that the inability to afford a holiday resulted in feelings of shame and 

embarrassment for them, illustrating that „poverty can seem like personal failure in a 

society that views success in terms of conspicuous consumption‟ (Walker & Collins 

2007, p.208). 

 

Even though family holidays can be a source of stress and conflict, and many families 

had arguments on holiday, the holiday was reported to often result in lasting 

improvements in the relationships between family members. After the holiday, many 

parents for example reported to spend more time with their children, play with them 

more, or communicate better. One example was that of a single father, who noted a big 

improvement in the communication with his teenage son after the holiday: 
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It’s a lot better yeah. He’s certainly opened up more, at one time he wouldn’t speak to 

anybody, like when you’d say, how was work. But now he’s like ‘I am doing this today’, 

‘I am doing that today’. He’s looking forward to go to college, and everything seems to 

be falling into place. He’s happy now. (Minnaert et al. 2010) 

 

Another participant, who has a daughter with behavioral problems, reported a similar 

improvement: 

 

I am spending quite a lot of time with my little one now, quality time. Maybe it’s just 

sitting down at home doing a puzzle, or sitting in the garden having biscuits together, at 

home. Or going out in the weekend, we had a good time in the weekend. And I didn’t 

do that. But I have started taking her out and stuff. I didn’t realize how good it would be, 

to have time together, just as a family, or just me and her. (Minnaert et al. 2010) 

 

Social tourism has equally been shown to lead to increases in social capital (Minnaert 

et al. 2010, Minnaert et al. 2009, McCabe 2009, Minnaert 2008). As social isolation is a 

common problem for disadvantaged families, holidays can be particularly valuable 

where they lead to an expansion of social networks or a strengthening of social ties. 

Minnaert et al. (2009) found that group holidays were particularly useful for this 

purpose as they encourage intense contact with other holiday makers, often from 

similar geographical and social backgrounds. After the holidays, many of the adult 

responded to keep in touch via telephone or to pay each other visits. Minnaert et al. 

(2010) include examples of similar impacts of group holidays on disadvantaged 

children in Dublin. One striking finding from this study concerned the extent to which 

the children‟s geographical and social worlds were very limited, with little exposure to 

different areas, people and lifestyles. In contrast with their normally limited social 

worlds, on holiday, children encountered and engaged with children from other areas. 

The importance of „making new friends‟ and reconnecting with friends made on 

previous holidays emerged strongly. Often, the new friends lived in relative proximity, 

yet it was only through the intervention of the holiday that children managed to attain 

this modest broadening of their social worlds. McCabe (2009) reports on focus groups 

with children who have participated in social tourism: although they had generally not 

been on group holidays, the children still mentioned improved social contacts in relation 

to playing with cousins or other children. 

 

Minnaert et al. (2009) have found that where families traveled as a unit, and not as part 

of a group holiday, most participants did not build strong personal ties with other 

holiday makers. However their social capital could increase in other ways. Rather than 
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expanding their membership in social networks, they often increased their involvement 

in social structures, most commonly the support organization that facilitated and 

supported the holiday application. In many cases the participants proved more 

engaged or open to the support program, or more confident in seeking help from the 

support staff. One of the support workers in this study testified:  

 

Afterwards they might come to a group session or they might bring their child to stay 

and play. They might even not have been confident enough to talk to you before, but 

then afterwards they are. (Minnaert et al. 2010) 

 

These findings highlight that social tourism can lead to increases in social capital in a 

variety of ways: some respondents met new people on holiday they stayed in touch 

with afterwards, others strengthened their ties with fellow travelers (often members of 

the extended family), others still made more intensive use of the support options 

offered by social organizations. In each of these cases, the social tourism beneficiaries 

increased the „stock of good will created through shared norms and a sense of 

common membership upon which individuals may draw in their efforts to achieve 

collective or personal objectives‟ (Furstenberg & Kaplan 2007, p.221). 

 

In section 2 of this chapter, it was highlighted that participation in tourism (balance 

family leisure patterns) may lead to the development of adaptive skills and the ability 

to learn and change (Zabriskie & McCormick 2001). The potential of social tourism to 

encourage behavior change that outlasts the duration of the holiday was a particular 

research theme of Minnaert et al.‟s (2009) study. Coleman (1998, p.98) describes 

social capital as „„productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that in 

its absence would not be possible‟‟ – if this is indeed the case, then an increase in 

social capital could have a transformative effect. Minnaert et al. (2009) found that the 

holiday had given many respondents the time to reflect on their lives, and identify areas 

where a change was desirable. With the help of their new social networks and the 

support of the social organization, some of the respondents were able to make positive 

changes to their families‟ lives. The research findings made clear that this benefit did 

not develop immediately after the holiday – at first, the escape from routine is often 

seen as one of the most important benefits of the holiday. Being able to leave the 

worries and financial problems at home, and concentrate on more positive things 

offered many participants an opportunity to change their perspective.  

 

In a second round of fieldwork, six months after the holiday, the examples of behavior 

change became much more marked. Social support organizations often play a vital role 

in supporting this behavior change, however it is the holiday that is seen as the key 
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motivational factor behind it. Most support opportunities the organizations offer for 

example were already available before the holiday, but the participants did not take 

them up until after their holiday.  Several social tourism beneficiaries for example 

reported to enroll in courses (often related to parenting or child care), or to seek 

individual counseling. The two respondents in work in the study both changed jobs 

after the holiday. Three respondents changed their views on debt and financial 

management, and started budgeting better. Their support worker stated: 

 

I know [she] had terrible trouble the year before last at Christmas time, she had no 

money, she was depressed. But this year seems to have been a complete turn-around, 

they have budgeted, it wasn’t huge amounts, but budgeting for the holiday has started 

the ball rolling with them. (Minnaert et al. 2010) 

 

Vulnerable families and social tourism provision models 

The model of social tourism provision presented earlier in this paper has shown that 

the provision of social tourism has been linked to and justified by both social and 

economic benefits. A growing body of research evidence indicates that social tourism 

can generate both types of benefits. Minnaert, Maitland and Miller (2009), Minnaert 

(2008) and McCabe (2009) have conducted research into the social impacts of 

participation in social tourism by low-income beneficiaries, and have found evidence of 

benefits ranging from increases in self-esteem, improvement in family relations and 

widening of travel horizons to more pro-active attitudes to life and participation in 

education and employment. On an economic level, there is evidence that the 

development of social tourism can help to sustain jobs in the low season and generate 

income for host communities.  

In recent interpretations of social tourism, the economic benefits of the phenomenon 

have started to play an ever more central role: they offer a financial, rather than purely 

moral, argument for social tourism development. This has resulted in a markedly 

increased interest in social tourism projects in the stimulation model. An example of 

this increased emphasis on the stimulation model is the Calypso programme of the 

European Commission for Enterprise and Industry. This programme aims to develop 

social tourism programmes and exchanges between different European countries. Four 

key target groups have been identified: senior citizens, families in difficult personal or 

financial circumstances, persons with disabilities and young people. The social aims of 

personal development, well-being, European citizenship and learning are highlighted, 

but the economic aims of the programme are more specifically defined. The 

programme aims to generate economic activity and growth across Europe, reduce 

seasonality, create and sustain more and better jobs in the tourism sector, and assist in 

the development of small emerging destinations on a regional level (ec.europa.eu). In 

this programme, the emphasis on helping people with low incomes has almost entirely 

disappeared: even though it is still a criterion for the target group of „families in difficult 
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personal and financial circumstances‟, it is not explicitly mentioned for the other three 

categories. Not all senior citizens, young people and persons with disabilities are 

excluded from the tourism industry and the benefits of holidays without social tourism 

provision – the benefit of economic stimulation for the host community and the positive 

social impacts on the participants are seen as a justification to widen the target 

audience for social tourism initiatives. 

 

The current economic climate, which has led to a number of governments reassessing 

their welfare programmes, may play a role in the increasing emphasis on the economic 

benefits of social tourism. Even in the current climate, social tourism schemes have not 

been abolished, on the contrary: the Calypso programme aims to develop social 

tourism – albeit mainly of one particular type- at a time when welfare spending is often 

under heightened scrutiny. The target groups for social tourism are not limited or 

reduced, they are extended: the Calypso programme has the objective to increase the 

uptake of social tourism initiatives by making them more widely known and available. 

The potential economic benefits of social tourism are highlighted as a key motivation 

for this development, but another factor also plays a role: the existing social tourism 

infrastructure in many European countries. 

 

Traditional social tourism infrastructure in many countries of mainland Europe was 

based around the „holiday centre‟. These holiday centres were particularly popular 

between 1950 and 1980, because they represented a product that was new, desirable 

and affordable and helped towards a democratisation of holiday making. Traditionally 

they offered a stay in full board with all entertainment and activities included. In many 

cases, the sector had a socio-educational, or even socio-political aspect. The 

organised activities on holiday were often inspired by the ideals of the popular 

educational movements, and sometimes had a strong ideological character (Jolin 

2003). The holiday makers stayed in rather basic accommodation at low rates, and 

often helped with the daily chores. Most holiday centres were run by charities, unions 

or companies. This might have been one of the reasons why over the years their 

management often became very bureaucratic. Still they developed according to the 

needs of their public: many switched from full board to half board, the visitors had more 

freedom when choosing their activities, and help with the chores was no longer 

required (Chauvin 2002, 67). It is certainly no coincidence that these changes occurred 

when commercial tourism became more accessible to people from weaker economic 

backgrounds. After 1980, social tourism faced a number of important challenges. This 

was mainly due to changes affecting the traditional target group for social tourism, the 

manual workers: they were increasingly able to take holidays in the commercial circuit, 

because of the low prices mass tourism could offer. Social tourism organisations, like 

OITS, have adapted to the changes in the market environment, and have expanded 

their focus by adding solidarity tourism – as the demand for traditional social tourism 
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product diminished, they extended their scope to demonstrate their continuing 

relevance. 

 

Faced with the competition of mass tourism and the low prices offered, traditional 

social tourism establishments found it hard to match the prices of holidays abroad. As a 

result of this development, much of the social tourism infrastructure was privatised and 

sold. The infrastructure that remained, has often had to adapt to self-sustain and 

remain relevant. Some countries, like France and Belgium, provide limited state 

subsidies for these establishments: these are referred to as „aide à la pierre‟ („support 

for infrastructure‟, as opposed to „aide à la personne‟, „support for the holiday maker‟). 

In recent years, there has been increased pressure on these traditional social tourism 

businesses to become less reliant on state support and diversify towards new products 

and new markets – and these pressures are increasing further now. In France for 

example, it can be seen that many accommodation providers that originally catered for 

social tourism, now mainly attract middle class, older visitors (Caire 2011). This means 

that the boundaries between social and commercial tourism have become increasingly 

blurred: in some countries, traditional social tourism providers have had to adapt to 

commercial demand and attract new customers; whereas in other countries, 

commercial businesses turn to social tourism to attract business in the low season (e.g. 

the IMSERSO programme in Spain).  

 

It is important to highlight here that even though initiatives following the stimulation 

model may have a range of positive economic outcomes, they may perform less well in 

terms of social outcomes. Studies highlighting the positive social impacts of social 

tourism have not been carried out with stimulation schemes, but with initiatives in the 

adaptation and participation models – models that are focused exclusively on the 

needs of disadvantaged and socially excluded users. Minnaert, Maitland and Miller 

(2009) emphasised in their study of the outcomes of social tourism that positive 

outcomes were only reached if an adequate level of support could be provided to 

holiday makers: some holiday makers hardly need any support at all, but others may 

need help planning the transport, packing their luggage or finding things to do during 

their time away. The study also showed that support after the holiday may be equally 

important, to harness the positive attitudes and motivation the holiday may have 

encouraged into the participation in courses, the search for specialised support or the 

search for employment. As initiatives in the stimulation category currently do not 

include any of these support initiatives, the social outcomes may be less significant 

than those of more tailored and specialised programmes. Justifying social tourism 

initiatives in the „stimulation‟ category on the basis of the positive social outcomes of 

other types of programmes is thus only partially accurate: every programme should be 

evaluated individually, both in terms of economic and social outcomes. 
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Conclusions 

This working paper has presented evidence that social tourism can be used as a 

strategy to increase the social and family capital of disadvantaged families. The 

positive impacts of social tourism participation have been highlighted in a number of 

recent studies. Considering that in many countries in Europe, social tourism is publicly 

provided at limited cost for the public sector, social tourism could potentially be seen as 

a cost-effective form of social intervention. 

The social tourism model shows however that a nuanced view of social tourism is 

needed – great differences exist between different social tourism schemes, and their 

justifications and impacts differ greatly. The evidence of positive social impacts that 

exists at present is based on schemes in the „participation model‟. At present however, 

the „stimulation model‟ is the type of social tourism that attracts the greatest political 

interest. Although the social impacts of social tourism are often used as important 

justifications for its implementation, it could be argued that as the stimulation model is 

less targeted on the needs of socially disadvantaged groups, there is no evidence that 

these effects can in effect be achieved via this type of social tourism. 

Finally, this chapter has highlighted that family leisure and tourism, rather than a 

frivolous experience that is on the periphery of family development, can be seen as a 

central building block for the creation and strengthening of family capital. In current 

times, where time pressures are often making family time difficult and „the fear of social 

disintegration is rampant‟ ((Furstenberg & Kaplan 2007, p.218), family tourism has an 

increasingly important role to play. Disadvantaged families should not be excluded from 

the benefits tourism can bring: increasing the social and family capital of families can 

be a first step in breaking the cycle of disadvantage.  
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