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This research applies the concept of bidimensional acculturation to the Indian tourist market in order to seek
a greater understanding of how short-time travelers adapt to host cultures. A qualitative research design
using the snowball sampling technique was applied. In-depth interviews with 12 tourism stakeholders in
Phuket were conducted. The applicability of the acculturation model became evident as the Indian tourists
were more likely to apply the separation strategy of cultural adaptation. All the informants completely agreed
that Phuket has great potential to host tourists, including the Indian tourist market, because of being a world-
renowned tourist destination. Nevertheless, it was evident that key informant implied Indian tourists were
likely to adopt the separation strategy of the acculturation model. The interview analysis suggests the
evidence of three key themes underlying the adopted strategy, namely, seeking home comfort and suitable
food and activities, maintaining their unique characteristics, and spending time with a big group of family. The
research findings benefit both private and public tourism organizations. Unique challenges and destination
arrangement for a destination in order to host an Indian tourist market are suggested.
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Destination arrangement for an emerging tourist market:

An application of an acculturation model

Introduction

Phuket is a key strategic destination for Thai Tourism. It is one of a number of Thai provincial
cities that is attractive to different types of tourists (Department of Tourism, 2016). Therefore,
destination management marketers should plan to host various tourist markets where preparation
and arrangements differ from segment to segment. Thus, the purpose of this research is to
explore the specific arrangements a destination should coordinate in order to host an emerging

tourist market, Indian tourists in particular.

Tourism statistics show that the number of international tourist arrivals in Phuket has been
increasing for many years and reached approximately 13 million in 2018 (Department of
Tourism, 2018). As well as the European and Australian markets, the Chinese tourism market
was a major source of tourism business in Phuket in past years. However, Indian tourists have
become one of the most important markets for the local tourism business as Indian arrivals have
accelerated in the past few months. The rapid expansion of the middle class among India’s 1.3
billion people has prompted Thai authorities to upgrade their estimates of Indian visitors. At least
10 million Indian tourists are now expected to arrive by 2028, a more than five-fold increase. In
addition, changing life styles and increasing income levels have led to an increased frequency of

travelling among Indian people (Verma et al., 2018).

This research applies the bi-dimensional acculturation concept of Berry (1997) to seek a greater

understanding of how short-time travelers, the Indian tourist market in particular, adapt to host



cultures. There is a lack of studies focusing on this emerging group of tourists as few studies
have investigated the key challenges of hosting this emerging tourist market and its required

destination management.

Literature review

In the tourism literature, destination competitiveness refers to a destination’s ability to attract a
greater number of visitors, to increase tourism expenditures, and to provide visitors a pleasurable
experience. A destination is able to compete with others when it is able to offer tourists’
satisfaction. In order to do this, a destination is required to compromise needs across various
tourism stakeholders including local residents (Richie & Crouch, 2003). Thus, obtaining
destination competitiveness suggests collaboration across tourism stakeholders with each
stakeholder performing a unique role. While a key stakeholder in tourism destination
management is the public sector, the private sector provides most tourism products and services.
For example, the government should ensure infrastructure development in a travel destination
while the private sector should strive for product development and improved service quality. The
host community and local residents have the right to participate in tourism developments as local

residents are required to host and deliver memorable tourist experiences.

A number of tourism researchers have suggested the key to destination competitiveness begins at
the government level. For example, Duarte Alonso and Alexander (2017) found that government
regulation was the key concern. Political destabilization and lack of importance given to the
tourism industry were stated as the main obstacles to obtaining tourism destination
competitiveness. Recently, sustainability is seen as vital for tourism competitiveness (Graci &

Van Vliet, 2020). In addition, a number of indicators for destination competitiveness



measurement come from the private sector. Key elements defining such competitiveness include
product and service development, product quality, and destination branding. For example, the
existing studies (e.g., Aqueveque & Bianchi, 2017, Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013, Kim &
Jogaratnam, 2015) have revealed that basic services, including connectivity and tourism
amenities, were a key element for destination achievement. Other important elements included
the memorable experiences offered by a destination and community participation. They further
found that the important drivers included tourism business standardization. Limited attention has
been paid to the particular arrangements needed for specific tourist markets. Further
investigations in this area that focus on a particular tourist market will be theoretical contributing

to tourism literature.

In the context of Thailand, tourists from Europe and Australia have been a major source of
tourism markets in past decades. Recently, Russian and Chinese tourists have become the main
tourist segments to this destination. As a renowned travel destination, Thailand, including
Phuket, offers services and travel experiences that meet tourists’ needs despite the different
characteristics among tourist markets. For example, the literature suggests, at least, two main
segments for Australian travellers, long-stay tourists and backpackers. Thai tourism businesses
are familiar in dealing with these segments. As such, there are a number of arrangements that
cater to these particular tourists. For example, Australian senior tourists are likely to long-stay in
Thailand, especially Phuket (Anantamongkolkul et al., 2017) and preferred to engage in only a
few activities each day while on long holidays. In addition, Anantamongkolkul et al. (2019)
suggested that a number of long-stay tourists had the willingness to immerse themselves in the
local environment. Thus, the local Thai government has initiated a long-stay accommodation

policy, including homestay and guest house accommodations, to suit a wider range of tourists.



In addition, Australian tourists have favourable Thai food image perceptions (Promsivapallop &
Kannaovakun, 2017). These findings suggest tourism businesses should prepare types of
accommodations and activities for specific tourism markets. For instance, a self-catering
accommodation would attract long-stay tourists, while a city hostel should be provided for
backpackers. In terms of more recent tourist markets, unique arrangements for each segment
needs to be addressed. It can be concluded that tourist markets enjoy a destination because the

basic services and other destination attributes meet their preferences.

The literature emphasizes that different tourist markets require unique planning that takes into
account tourists” preferences. Therefore, insights regarding such uniqueness would be beneficial
for destination planners and policy makers. Despite domestic rural tourism becoming
increasingly popular in India (Chowdhary et al., 2020), Indian tourists have become one of the
most important markets for Thai tourism businesses in the past few years (atta, 2019).
Chowdhary et al. (2020) indicate that Indian tourists travel to rural areas in their own country for
family retreats and escapism. However, the reasons why they take a vacation overseas is still in
need of more research. Although Thailand is a world destination where tourism facilities are
ready for tourists, the particular requirements needed by the Indian market are unclear. As well
as core tourism resources and destination attributes, the literature suggests that demand
orientation is another key aspect of tourism competitiveness. The ability to identify what tourists
want and respond to such wants makes a destination more competitive. Travel experience is,
therefore, accepted as a suitable variable to gain a better understanding of destination
competitiveness attributes (Neto et al., 2020). A study from Azzopardi and Nash (2016)
illustrates that insights into tourists’ cultural and social profiles assist a destination in improving

tourism services and experiences. Hence, investigations have been conducted recently where



destination competitiveness varies according to tourism niche and within tourism segments in the

same markets (Neto et al., 2020).

In addition, for many international travellers, activities at a host destination need to address their
cultural background. This exploration employs the concept of acculturation as a foundation for
understanding the experiences tourists encounter in a new cultural environment. In his seminal
study, Berry (1997) illustrated that the concept of acculturation refers to the cultural changes
resulting from migration encounters. In addition, the concepts of psychological acculturation
and adaptation are used to represent the psychological changes and eventual outcomes that occur
as a result of individuals experiencing acculturation. Tsai et al. (2002) later defined the term
acculturation more broadly as the process of adjusting to different cultures. The term often refers
to the adjustments made by people who are immigrants or belong to refugee groups. People’s
attitudes toward acculturation creates a direct relationship between tourism and acculturation
because these attitudes explain the degree to which tourists are willing to immerse themselves in
a local culture or wish to maintain their home culture. Further understanding of this relationship
is expected to provide better directions for tourism businesses when it comes to offering suitable

services to potential travellers and ensuring the competitiveness of the industry.

Early work by Berry (1997) developed the seminal bi-dimensional acculturation model
explaining that individuals can either adopt approaches of assimilation, separation, integration, or
marginalisation in a new cultural environment. The two key issues of host cultural acquisition
and home cultural maintenance underlie these four strategies. These four strategies are different
from each another and are not a continuum. According to Berry (1997), an assimilation strategy
is one used by individuals who wish to seek daily interaction with other cultures and ignore their

own identity. Taking a separation strategy means that individuals want to retain their own culture

6



and stay away from the local culture. Taking an integration approach refers to the situation
where people are interested in participating in both the host and home cultures simultaneously.
When taking a marginalised option, there is little interest in cultural maintenance or having
interaction with others. It should be noted that the four strategies of acculturation are based on
the assumption that individuals are free to choose how they want to acculturate. For instance, an
integration strategy can be freely chosen and successfully pursued only if the dominant society is

open and inclusive in its orientation towards cultural diversity (Berry, 1997).

Numerous researchers have adopted the acculturation model for their investigations into how
people adjust to new environments. Most populations sampled in previous studies are
immigrants, residential tourists, and international students who normally stay permanently or for
more than one year at a host destination (e.g., De-Juan-Vigaray et al., 2021; Pedersen et al.,
2011; Xiao & Hung, 2013). One common finding is that those who preferred to take an
integration strategy experienced less stress and better adaptation to a host culture than those who
remain marginalised. The literature also suggests that extended stay provides more opportunity
for an individual to engage in local cultural adaptation—for instance, interacting with local
people, understanding and participating in the local culture, learning the local language, and
identifying themselves as locals (e.g., Anantamongkolkul et al., 2019; Pedersen et al., 2011).

Less is known in regard to short-stay travellers who aim to explore tourist attractions.

Limited studies exist in the tourism literature that attempt to understand the process of
acculturation in the context of international tourists. These exceptions support the applicability of
the bi-dimensional acculturation model (Anantamongkolkul et al., 2019; Rasmi et al., 2014). The
study by Rasmi et al. (2014) conducted an investigation using respondents from China,

Germany, and the United States. Their findings show potential tourists can be grouped into

7



categories of integration, marginalisation, assimilation, and separation. The study also found that
behavioural, holiday, and activity preferences related to tourists’ acculturation strategies and
indicated the degree to which they would adapt to the local culture. A tourist’s place of origin
was found to be a moderating factor of tourist intention of host cultural participation. For
example, the Westerners in their study were reported to be more interested in the host culture
than were the Chinese tourists. Furthermore, a recent study from Anantamongkolkul et al.
(2019) categorised four distinct levels of intercultural adaptation strategies from the perspective
of international long-stay tourists in Thailand, namely, staying in a home comfort zone,
exploring the local neighbourhood, immersing in the local environment, and adopting the host
destination as a second home. Particular strategies were applied by long-stay tourists with
different preferences. For example, those who were not likely to seek new experiences would
employ the strategy of a home comfort zone, while others who were likely to explore an
unfamiliar cultural environment were grouped in the category of exploring the local
neighbourhood. Those who applied this strategy showed their willingness to make an effort
towards local adaptation, however, with some conditions applied. It was also found that the level
of cultural integration found corresponded to the level of adopting the host destination as a
second home and immersing in a local environment, respectively. It should be noted that
Anantamongkolkul et al. (2019) defined their long-stay tourists as those who made a visit to a
destination for between 10 to 90 days. In addition, their respondents were Oceanians, Europeans,
Americans, and South Africans and their average length of stay was three weeks. The majority of
informants were repeat visitors to Phuket and were travelling as a couple or in a group. These
demographic characteristics could be a significant reason why international tourists chose a

particular local adaptation behaviour. We lack information regarding first-time travellers’



cultural adaptation while at a destination. This review also suggests that, to date, investigation
into the processes of tourist acculturation has been scarce, despite the fact that tourism provides

the most common setting for face-to-face intercultural contact (Berno & Ward, 2005).

Methodology

A qualitative research approach was adopted in this study using an in-depth interview technique
to gain a deeper understanding of tourism stakeholders regarding tourism challenges and
destination arrangements when hosting a specific tourist market in light of the bi-dimensional
acculturation model. The Indian tourist market provided the research context. The interview

technique was flexible and allowed interviewers to ask for further clarification of answers.

Population, sample, and sampling technique

Previous studies have sought to investigate the cultural adaptation from the perspective of
visitors and travellers (e.g., De-Juan-Vigaray et al., 2021; Pedersen et al., 2011; Xiao & Hung,
2013). There is a lack of examination focusing on other tourism stakeholders. While the majority
of travel behaviours have been studied using tourists’ opinions (e.g., Anantamongkolkul et al.,
2019; Rasmi et al., 2014; Verma et al., 2018), an understanding of tourist behaviour from
tourism stakeholders, while some novel evidence from their perspective may arise, is under
researched. The target population of the study, thus, was the local Phuket tourism stakeholders
who served Indian tourists. A purposive sample included tourism staff, business owners, and
government officers. In this study, one local person from community-based tourism, two hotel
entrepreneurs, two tourism attraction entrepreneurs, one tour guide, one restaurant manager, and

one souvenir shop owner were included. In addition, two employees from tourism businesses and



two people from tourism based public organizations were recruited. Twelve research

participants, as suggested by Guest et al. (2006) were interviewed.

A snowball sampling method was used in this study. This sampling technique has been adopted
in various tourism studies (e.g., Batle et al., 2020, Manyara & Jones, 2007). Itisa
nonprobability sampling technique where existing study subjects recruit the next subjects using
their connections (Babbie, 2020). The Indian tourist market is an emerging group in Phuket.
Therefore, it is time consuming to locate Indian tourist service providers and the snowball
sampling method addressed this issue as it is quicker to contact samples from referrals.
Nevertheless, the researcher considered some of the disadvantages of snowball sampling and
sought to minimize those issues. For example, a sample gained from the snowball technique may
obtain only samples who share a similar background or business area. In order to minimize this
drawback, the research specified areas of the tourism business and the staff of interest to be

included.

Data collection method

30 to 45-minute in-depth interviews were utilized. This time frame allows for in-depth probing
across a range of information but does not disrupt the tourism business staff unreasonably.
Specifically, this study employed face-to-face in-depth interviews because it is more
advantageous to approach local tourism stakeholders, who were the sample of this study, in
person than by phone. For example, the non-verbal behaviour of an interviewee when answering

questions can be obtained during face-to-face interviews.

This study applied semi-structured interviews. This type of interview offers structured questions

based on constructs drawn from the literature review but also allows an interviewer either to skip
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or generate new questions when appropriate. This degree of customization is required to explore
aspects relevant to tourism stakeholders. The interview guide used for the current study
contained questions in Thai and was prepared by the researcher before the interviews were
undertaken. The semi-structured interview guide consisted of three main sections for recording
general information, key questions, and a reflection note. The interviews were conducted at
various times of the day from 6 am to 6 pm for the key informants’ convenience. Twelve

interviews session were conducted. The interview data was saturated after interview 9.

Interview data analysis

A thematic analysis was utilised in this study. The process of thematic analysis involves coding
comments and ideas into themes and interpreting them for meaning. A number of procedural
steps were undertaken to enhance the trustworthiness of the data. First, field notes contained
information not found in the recorded conversations. While data saturation seemed to have been
reached by the ninth interview, further interviews were conducted to check for contrary ideas.
As the acculturation strategy of separation started emerging as the predominant strategy for the
Indian tourist market, the three main themes supporting this strategy were cross-checked by a
research assistant, who subsequently refined the dimensions for each theme through a process of
interpretive iteration. An additional analysis was undertaken by the researcher for triangulation

purposes to check for consistency and/or contrary interpretations.

After each interview, the researcher transcribed the recording on the same day of the interview in
order to maintain the freshness of the ideas reflected in the conversation. Then the data gathered
from the interviewees was coded, transcribed into themes, and interpreted for meanings.

Preliminary analysis and interpretation were undertaken progressively. Following this process,

11



to ensure credibility, which is accepted as a strength of qualitative studies, the double
interpretation process was used and the finding reports were compared to ensure that all of the

findings accurately represented the participants’ perspectives.

Results

The interviews consisted of 12 cases which were obtained on-site in Phuket, Thailand. Eight
interviews were with males and four sessions were with females. Respondents’ ages ranged from
the twenties to the sixties. The most experienced respondent had worked for the tourism industry
for more than 20 years, while the newest staff for the Indian tourist market has been in the
industry for two years. The profile of the interview participants is summarised in Table I. All
participants were given a pseudonym for the purpose of anonymity.

Insert Table | here

Qualitative Interview Findings

The interview transcripts explored the unique arrangements a destination requires in order to host
a tourist market on the basis of host cultural adaptation willingness. The emerging Indian tourist
market formed the context of the study. In general, all the informants completely agreed that
Phuket has a great potential to host tourists—including the Indian tourist market. Afterall, Phuket
is a world-renowned tourist destination. This finding supports the existing studies (e.g.,
Aqueveque & Bianchi, 2017, Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013) that argue that the basic services
offered to tourists is the key element for destination achievement. The implication from the
interview transcripts is that Phuket provides basic infrastructure and tourism facilities to potential
visitors, including accommodation, transportation, and activities. For example, “Phuket has

enormous potential for tourists all over the world” (Informant 11). “We can host any group of

12



tourists, including FIT, sport, leisure, and luxury segments” (Informant 5). “Now we are more
than ready. We have direct flights between Phuket and Mumbai and so on. Our environment is
being revived during COVID-19. | believe after the pandemic; we are more than ready to host

tourists again” (Informant 7).

An acculturation model was applied as an overarching research concept using Berry’s (1997)
four strategies for cultural adaptation: assimilation, separation, integration, and marginalization.
It was evident that the key informants implied that Indian tourists were likely to adopt the
separation strategy—in which individuals want to retain their own culture while taking a
vacation. In particular, the interview analysis provides evidence of three key themes to support

how Indian tourists pursue the separation concept of Berry’s acculturation model.

Seeking home comfort, familiar food, and activities

All of the informants mentioned the food consumption behaviour of Indian tourists during their
vacations. While Australian tourists preferred local food while on holiday (Anantamongkolkul et
al., 2019; Promsivapallop & Jarumaneerat, 2018), this research found that Indian tourists prefer
their home cuisine while they are at a destination. “Indian food” and “vegetarian food” were
often spoken of. This finding supports the separation strategy of Berry’s (1997) acculturation
model. For instance, Informant 4 expressed that “The first time | worked for Indian tourists, |
really had a hard time because they always asked for their Indian food.” In addition, “They will
go for dinner at an Indian restaurant only” (Informant 1). “They don’t care where they are as

long as the Indian food is available” (Informant 6).

Many interviewees shared why the tourists were looking for their traditional cuisine. Perhaps,

cultural differences are the key reason why they preferred to stay in the bubble. One informant

13



explained a possible reason of this preference. “I think it is because of their culture. I think
people with food conditions may prefer to play safe and don’t want to feel guilty by eating things

they don’t know” (Informant 1).

In addition, being a vegetarian is another possible reason. There are many types of vegetarians.
Some of them eat no meat products, including seafood, but still eat eggs and dairy products.
Another, for example, vegan, has neither meat, eggs, nor dairy products (such as milk, cheese,
yogurt, and ice cream). Honey is also avoided. Informant 2 noted, “We have to accept that most
of them are pure vegetarians. Ingredients and taste are different from us. Thais are 100% non-

vegetarians, so it is not surprising that they look for their own food.”

However, there is always exceptions. Not all Indian tourists would request Indian food while on
holiday, especially those who had travelled overseas often. The expression underlining this idea
is that “My Indian friends [who studied with me in the UK] don’t have to have Indian food all

the time, as long as it is vegetarian dishes” (Informant 1).

One key informant provided a slightly different opinion as Indian tourists were thought similar to
other tourist markets. In addition, modern Indians who have studied outside their country are
seeking other cuisine while they are on vacations—including local food. For instance, “My
tailored made tourists asked me to take them to try Thai food” (Informant 11) and “... seeing
Indian restaurants, whether they eat or not, is important for them. As long as they know we have

[Indian restaurants], they are happy” (Informant 11).

As Indians prefer to have their own cuisine, many informants spoke of “Indian chefs.” For
instance, “Indian food is the most important requirement for Indians. However, we don’t have

enough in-house chefs who can cook authentic Indian cuisine” (Informant 10). Therefore, what

14



these interviewees suggested is that, perhaps, it is a good idea for the government to support
locals to be Indian cuisine cooks. In Phuket, a number of international cuisines are provided, for
example, Italian, Mexican, and Chinese. It can be seen that local Thais are able to cook such
food, but not Indian. Therefore, the interview analysis suggests that some local Thai chefs should
be trained for Indian cuisine:
Indian food is the key factor for Indian tourists. We, | mean the government should
provide a course on how to be an Indian cuisine chef. What happens now is that a person
who cooks Indian food is Indian, from India, perhaps. Why don’t we give opportunities
for Thais to become Indian chefs? A job is guaranteed as we will have Indian tourists for

five to 10 years for sure (Informant 6).

The idea of having more in-house Indian chefs can resolve the problem of lacking an Indian
breakfast at a hotel. “One problem | can see is that no Indian breakfasts are available at the hotel.

That is why the hotel cannot afford to accommodate an Indian visitor” (Informant 11).

Maintaining their unique characteristics

This analysis identified unique characteristics of Indian tourists that they perform when with
strangers. The key informants revealed their Indian tourists unique and natural characteristics.
One distinct behaviour is that they have flexible time. Every interviewee shared the words “never
on-time” and “always late.” It was found that perhaps, this is the culture of India. “They are
never on-time. You inform them that pick up is at 9 am, they will show up later than that. One
worst case is | was to pick them up at 10 am, they came down [from the room] at 2 pm”
(Informant 3). This idea supports that this tourist market would not adapt themselves to the host

culture, rather the service provider is required to accept this behaviour. Therefore, understanding
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this point would help all service providers manage their tourists. For example, “what I always do
is that I would set a pick-up time earlier than scheduled. I also discussed and informed, re-

informed, them many times” (Informant 4).

Another point in the interview transcripts that implied the separation strategy involves
negotiation. It was found that Indians are good negotiators. “What comes together with their
talking skills is they like bargaining” (Informant 8). Therefore, those who deal or serve Indian
tourists will face high pressure. One informant explained that “I sent my employee to learn about
stress and stress management. When you do businesses with Indians, one is unable to escape
pressure” (Informant 10).

Some interviewees, hence, indicate understanding and training are important:

| think it is about us. We, as tour guides, need to understand them first. We have to know
how to manage or deal with each particular group of tourists. You can’t treat Russians
similar to Chinese. Same thing, you can’t serve Australians as you do Indians. Therefore,

knowing each of them well is a must (Informant 4).

Despite Indians being hard negotiators, tourism service providers, including tour guides, are
pleased to serve this tourist market because of their friendly and cooperative nature. The
interviews implied the friendly characteristics of this market. For example, “if you know them,
you will like them” (Informant 11). “They are easy to deal with” (Informant 9). In addition, it
was found that friendship has occurred. For example:
| like them [Indian tourists]. They are loyal. But you need to give them better service
first. If the first time they buy your tours, they like it. It is certain that next time you will

see them again. | have a couple of families visiting Phuket every other year. So, | see
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them, | service them every time they are here. One guy even became my friend

(Informant 4).

In order to deal with such distinctive characteristics, some recommendations from tourism
stakeholders are evident. Greater understanding of Indian culture is suggested. The words
“training” and “culture” were spoken of by a number of the research participants. As we know,
despite both being Asian, Thai and Indian cultures are somewhat different. Indian tourists are an
emerging tourist market and tourism entrepreneurs lack an understanding of the tourists’ culture.
This leads to unsatisfied service being offered to tourists. For instance, “India is a huge country
with a huge population. People from the north will behave different from those from the south.
What they eat is also not the same. Therefore, we really need to know them well enough”
(Informant 11). Informant 5 noted:
It is sure that we [Phuket] are capable of hosting the Indian market. One thing to be
concerned about is cultural differences. Training is required for high service. This is
something the government needs to look after. We need to truly understand Indians. They
have a number of regions, different dialects, eat different food, perhaps. So, their

behaviour will be varied.

The interview analysis suggests a few issues of concern that require training in order for Thais to
understand Indian tourists better. The most popular mentioned matter is language. Most Indian
tourists speak reasonable English, however, with a unique accent. Therefore, it is necessary for
those who serve this specific market to become familiar with Indian accents. “One thing I always
train my new staff is how to understand Indian English. The way they speak is very unique”
(Informant 10). In addition, tourism service providers, both private and public organization staff,

should improve their use of international languages. “Despite having a world class beach, the
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police in Patong hardly speak English. They can provide useful information for tourists. | often

see tourists help tourists. They are self-interpreters” (Informant 10).

In addition, the language of foreign tourists visiting your destination should be learned. For
instance, “I think, perhaps, in order to please Indians, you should know their language a bit”

(Informant 1). “If you know Hindi a little bit, it is your privilege” (Informant 11).

Spending time with a big family group

The final key evidence underlining the separation strategy used by the Indian tourist market is
that many Indians travel with a large group of family members. Being in a society of
collectivists, Indian tourist companions are often family members. Collectivism, according to
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, describes a society in which tightly integrated relationships tie
extended families and others into in-groups. These in-groups are laced with undoubted loyalty
and support for each other when a conflict arises with another group. For instance, “I think they
are like us [Thai]. We normally take a family trip every year, at least my family. We like getting

together among family. We stay in this kind of culture” (Informant 2).

This insightful information also extends the previous literature (e.g., Cohen, 2017) regarding the
major tourism markets in Phuket. While Russians are seen as individual mass tourists, Chinese
are seen as organized mass travellers. As consistent with Chowdhary et al. (2020), it was found
that most of the informants saw Indian tourists as family-oriented tourists. In contrast to other
tourists visiting Phuket, Indians are likely to travel with their family. This group of tourists can
be considered as one key segment. Most of the informants used the term “family” when talking
about Indian tourist behaviour. Hence, it is highly possible that Indian tourists could create their

own bubble while onsite. For example, “Indian tourists, at least my Indian customers, all of them
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come here [Phuket] with family. They travel as a group. They eat together. They book hotels for
more than one room at a time for a whole group” (Informant 4). Informant 2 said:
One common aspect of Indians is that, if they happen to visit somewhere, they are likely
to recommend those places to their family. For instance, if a couple has a wedding
reception in Phuket, they will come back for their anniversary. They would take their kids

to visit their memorable place.

Evidence of being family-oriented tourists was further explored. It was found that one popular
event Indian tourists engage in during trips to Phuket is weddings. The analysis illustrated that
Indian couples are interested in organizing their wedding receptions in Phuket. This is one of the
reasons for travelling as a family. In addition, perhaps, it is unnecessary to adopt the host culture
when tourists travel for a specific purpose. For instance, informant 3 shared that “They love to
have a wedding party in a Phuket...luxury hotel. For them, they bring all the family along.” A
few research participants revealed that Indian tourists marry in Phuket because of its image. The
fact is that Indian culture is deeply religious and believes in gods and holy things. “Do you know
why Indians like to have wedding receptions in Phuket? They told me that Indians believe that
Phuket is located at the mouth of a dragon. Therefore, this is a place to earn money, they will
become richer” (Informant 3). A couple of informants also supported the idea of cultural and
religious beliefs being important. In this case, some informants disclosed that “There is an Indian
group who believes in coming to Phuket to worship the sun. They want to see the sun rise at
Saphan Hin. They kind of want to have the ceremony of receiving the sun at the Marriott hotel”

(Informant 5).
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Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to explore emerging tourist behaviour using the Indian tourist
market in Phuket. Unique challenges and the needed arrangements for a destination to host this
specific tourist market were suggested. This study is one among the first in tourism studies to
explore intercultural on-site adaptation by international tourists. An acculturation model was
employed and this exploration supported the applicability of the research concept. In the context
of senior long-stay tourists, Anantamongkolkul et al. (2019) revealed four distinct levels of
intercultural integration ranging from the elementary level to the highest level of cultural
adaptation where long-stay tourists gain a sense of belonging to a host culture. However, for a
short-time visitor, this current study argues that the key cultural strategy applied by Indian
tourists is being satisfied with a travel bubble where they can have their home comforts, travel
with family, and be authentic Indians while on vacation. The home comfort zone aligns with the
research relating to tourism bubbles (e.g., Lee & Wilkins, 2017), whereby tourists enclose
themselves in a familiar and comfortable environment and do not seek intercultural interaction.
Therefore, based on an acculturation model (Berry, 1997), the current finding extends the
tourism literature in that, while on short-stay vacations, the cultural adaptation strategy of
separation is prominent for the Indian tourist market. This finding provides an argument that,
while many extended-stay individuals—including residential tourists, international students, and
long-stay tourists (e.g., Anantamongkolkul et al., 2019; De-Juan-Vigaray et al., 2021; Pedersen
etal., 2011; Xiao & Hung, 2013)—support the idea of assimilation and integration as a cultural

acculturation strategy, this is not the ideal approach for all travellers.

In addition, this is one of the first research undertakings seeking understanding of tourism

behaviour from tourism stakeholders. The research findings were able to add to the body of
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tourist behaviour literature. While most of the literature seeks travel behaviour from tourists
themselves, this study addresses the research gaps created when other stakeholders are ignored.
The current investigation highlights the key behaviour of a particular tourist market from the
perspective of tourism service providers. The current investigation indicates that Indian tourists
are likely to travel with family. Therefore, they are considered as family-oriented tourists. This is
a key travel segment of Indian tourist visiting Thailand and Phuket. In addition, the previous
studies support that Chinese and Australians enjoyed local food while on holidays in Phuket
(Promsivapallop & Jarumaneerat, 2018; Promsivapallop & Kannaovakun, 2019). However, this
research argues that Indian tourists prefer to have their own Indian comfort cuisine at a travel

destination.

As well as the theoretical implications above, this research provides some practical implications
for the tourism industry. The research findings benefit both private and public tourism
organizations. The interview results support that Thai destination management planning requires
specific actions to deal with a new emerging market. The current research suggests unique
characteristics of Indian tourists which are somewhat different from Thailand’s previous tourist
markets. In addition, although the idea of community-based tourism has been highly promoted
in Thailand recently, the concept of mass tourism is still of interest to tourism businesses,
especially for key tourist markets. The private tourism sector can apply the research findings to
prepare a wow travel experience for the Indian tourists who prefer to create their own travel
bubble. For example, it is evident from the existing travel businesses that Indian tourists have
their own individual characteristics. They are flexible and are good negotiators. In addition, they
are friendly and talkative. These research findings can potentially deliver great benefits to public

tourism organizations and local governments. The interview analysis provides guidelines for
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destination competitiveness, especially in the context of Phuket as a destination. The government
should consider offering a training course in intercultural communication to tourism staff. Such
training would allow service providers to provide a comfortable and memorable tourist bubble.
Furthermore, a deep understanding of tourists from different cultures is a must for offering
quality service to these customers. In addition, tourism policy makers should be concerned with
the personal language skill of those who contact international tourists. English is surely the most
required language to communicate with tourists. However, the ability to speak a tourist’s home

language provides an opportunity to impress tourists.

In addition, both the public and the private sectors should work with Indian tourist segments. The
research results suggest that, at least, one main segment of Indian tourists in Thailand and Phuket
is family-oriented tourists. The current research recommends that the government and tourism
policy makers for destination planning take into account being with family members and the
preference for home comforts when developing unique arrangements for this tourist sector. For
example, the government and tourism policy makers should develop basic infrastructure and a
unique destination image that satisfies and meets tourists’ needs. In this case, availability of
public transport needs to be discussed. Although Indian tourists prefer to travel as a family group
leading to arranging a local trip with tour guides, public transportation is still in need at some
points. Moreover, good public transport indicates better tourist infrastructure. Furthermore, the
government should ensure availability of onsite travel information. These aforementioned
features bring better infrastructure and higher quality to a tourism destination leading to an
improved destination image. The interview analyses also suggest that a large number of Indian
wedding receptions are taking place in Thailand. Hence, this is an opportunity for the

government to support luxury tourism and wedding tourism to the Indian market.
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Indian tourists are likely to travel with a group of family and often look for their home cuisine. A
new business comer should take this information into account when preparing tourism services
for the Indian market. An airline company who wants a share of this market should offer what
Indians love—including Indian meals on-board and service for family passengers. A hotel
business can attract Indian tourists by offering room types that are suitable for family groups.
Availability of Indian style breakfasts may provide an advantage over other accommodations. In

terms of tourist attractions, a promotion for families would be an advantage.

This study is subject to some limitations. Despite data saturation, this research conducted the
interview sessions with a relatively small number of tourism stakeholders due to there being a
limited number of Indian tourism service providers in Phuket. Future research should include
sessions with Indian tourists for further insightful information. In addition, this study is solely
qualitative in nature. Therefore, a future quantitative investigation is needed to generalize
research findings. In addition, the current research findings are based solely on the tourism
suppliers. Therefore, the research results may differ from the perspective of tourists. Further
research should seek opinions from tourists themselves. Furthermore, a comparison study of
stakeholders’ perceptions between different tourist markets would contribute to the body of
tourism literature. Moreover, the scope of this study is limited to local tourism stakeholders in
Phuket. There are a large number of tourism stakeholders across Thailand that future research
can consider. This research was conducted before the COVID-19 outbreak, an investigation into
the needs of particular tourism markets and their preferences post COVID-19 would contribute

largely to the tourism industry.
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