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Abstract

COVID-19 pandemic has had significant impact on various business sectors over the past few
years, especially on hospitality and tourism business. It is necessary for businesses to redesign
their products and services to satisfy tourists’ needs and trends. Phuket’s tourism has begun
to focus and revitalize by embracing the ‘wellness tourism’ for sustainable growth; and
promoting Phuket as a ‘world wellness’ travel destination. This research aims to study the
behaviors and needs of wellness tourism in Phuket, emphasizing on Middle Eastern wellness
tourists. A ‘purposive sampling’ was created as a sampling technique for this study. The

number of participants used in this sample was 78 tourists from ten Middle East countries.
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Overall, the majority (37.18%) was from Kuwait, another 19.23% was from Bahrain, and 8,97%
was from Egypt and Turkey. The results of the study showed that most of the respondents
(56.41%) spent between THB2,000-4,000 per day; excluding the transportation costs. The
destination’s qualities; namely beach attractions, was the main factor influencing Middle East
tourists’ choice of destination (22.28%). With choice of activities; the most attractive for
activities was to live a ‘healthy lifestyle’ with emphasis on exercise and fitness (92.31%) and
massage therapy (82.05%). They also valued natural beauty attractions (x_= 4.56), good
weather (x_= 4.53), and child-friendly accommodations (x_= 4.44). This research is crucial
for understanding tourist behavior which helps businesses adapt their business strategies
by identifying preferences and creating targeted market to attract specific demographics,

especially among middle eastern tourists.

* Corresponding author: Asst. Prof. Emeela Wae-esor, Ph.D.

E-mail address: emeela.w@phuket.psu.ac.th

1. Introduction

After COVID-19 pandemic, Phuket's tourism sector most likely went through a phase of adaptation and recovery
with a renewed emphasis on sustainability, safety, and health. Phuket has likely started marketing initiatives to attract
visitors to return to the island. The campaigns have highlighted the island's cultural attractions, natural beauty, and
embracing more on the wellness industry services. Phuket is putting a lot of emphasis on wellness and health tourism,
which could be an alternative form of travel that would boost the island's economy and meet the demands of travelers as
the wellness tourism had consistently grown much faster than regular tourism in post COVID-19 (Clerici et al., 2024).
Phuket also aims to attract a new segment of travelers seeking relaxation, rejuvenation, and a holistic approach to health
and well-being (“BDMS wellness clinic”, 2024). This will thereby diversify its tourism offerings and contribution to the sustainable
development of the destination.

Wellness tourism is witnessing a new phase of revitalization and the conception of a new range of products and
services both nationally and internationally. The new intensity lies in preventing disease and maintaining good health instead of
focusing on curing iliness. Thailand has been ranked as one of the best destinations in Southeast Asia for wellness
tourism (TPM Team, 2024), it also has been regarded as one of the most popular and fastest growing tourism destinations
in Southeast Asia since 2019 as shown in figure 1 (GlobalData, 2019). Following an expected decrease due to the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020, Thailand wellness tourism is currently rebounding at a strong rate of 36 percent yearly growth
(2020-2022), and Thailand's reputation as a wellness destination has been greatly enhanced by its wellness tourism

industry, which places a strong emphasis on spa resorts and traditional Thai massage (Global Wellness Institute, 2024).
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Figure 1: Top 5 most visited destinations for health and wellness tourism in Asia, 2019 (million)
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According to the tourism statistics in 2023, despite the financial crises facing the world, Phuket’s tourism industry
showed significant recovery with almost nine million foreign visitors to Phuket, marking a 150 percent increasing from
2022 (The Phuket News, 2024). In addition, there has been a noticeable increase in Middle Eastern visitors to Phuket in
recent years. The Middle East has grown significantly as a potential market for Phuket's tourism sector driven by factors
such as increased air connectivity, promotional campaigns targeting Middle Eastern tourists, and a growing interest in
travel to attractive destinations.

Wellness tourism among Middle Eastern tourists has been on the rise in recent years (Travel Markets News &
Offers, 2024), reflecting a global trend towards seeking holistic well-being experiences while traveling. However, the
majority of Middle Eastern tourists mostly are Muslim, and they may prefer to remain within familiar cultures when travelling
(Salman & Hasim, 2012). It is important for business services providers in Phuket to develop a better understanding of
Middle Eastern tourists’ expectations, needs and the factors that can lead to their overall satisfaction, motivating them to
revisit. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to understand the behaviors and needs of wellness tourism in Phuket,

focusing on Middle Eastern tourists.

2, Literature Review

Tourists travel to Thailand from several regions around the world. Different demographic groups of tourists have varying
needs and expectations. To understand these tourist behavior differences is important for tourism businesses and destinations to
manage their offerings effectively to meet the needs and preferences of visitors. By understanding the factors that influence
tourist needs and preferences, business destinations e.g. accommodation, food and beverage, transportation,
entertainment sector can focus on providing high-quality experiences that exceed visitor expectations. This may involve
training staff, improving service standards, addressing safety and security concerns to enhance overall visitor satisfaction,
leading to repeat visitation and positive word-of-mouth recommendations.

2.1 Middle Eastern Tourists’ Behaviors

The trend in terms of number of Middle Eastern tourists’ arrival to Thailand has been encouraging over the last
few years (Jitpleecheep, 2023). According to Global Muslim Travel Index (GMTI), Thailand has been ranked as the third

Non- Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), after Singapore and Taiwan as Muslim-friendly destinations for tourists
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(Sarisae et al., 2023). This may lead Muslim tourists to choose Thailand for their tourism destination. In particular, Middle
Eastern or Arab tourists often have unique preferences compared to tourists from other regions. e.g., cultural and religious
sensitivities. Understanding these differences is important for businesses to attract and provide to this market segment
effectively.

Middle Eastern or Arab tourists have unique behaviors on specific needs when traveling, influenced by cultural,
religious, and socio-economic factors (Hidayat et al., 2018). Middle Eastern tourists have their own kind of family-oriented
travel which is often travel with extended family members, including children, parents, and sometimes grandparents
(Salman & Hasim, 2012). Most of the tourists tend to look for accommodations that provide families with spacious rooms,
family-friendly services, and activities suitable for all ages are preferred. Middle Eastern tourists also seek
accommodations that offer Halal food options and prayer facilities. They prefer hotels and restaurants that provide halal-
certified meals and designated prayer areas. Many Middle Eastern tourists have high disposable incomes and seek luxury
travel experiences. They are attracted to luxury hotels, luxury shopping destinations, and exclusive leisure activities
(Salman & Hasim, 2012).

Understanding tourist behavior helps the business sector design better marketing strategies, create products and
services that meet tourist needs, and enhance the overall tourist experience (Armutcu et al., 2023). However, cultural
background and traditions play an important role in shaping tourist preferences and behaviors. Different cultures can have
different buying habits and product preferences.

2.2 Tourism Theory of Change: Wellness Tourism in Phuket Point of View

The theory of change in tourism is concerned with the understanding how change occurs, so that the tourism
industry can maximize the industry's development potential. Changes in tourist behaviors and needs after COVID-19 had
a major impact on tourism destinations. According to the Global Wellness Institute (2023), tourists are increasingly seeking
wellness experiences to their individual needs and preferences. This enhances well-being through physical, mental, and
spiritual practices through various activities, including healthy food consumption, spa treatments, meditation retreats, yoga
sessions, and holistic health practices.

Phuket has emerged as a world destination in the wellness tourism sector leveraging its natural beauty and
cultural heritage, and known for its diverse offerings that include hotel and accommodations, spa retreats, and holistic
health experiences (Phuket Magazine, 2023). Wellness tourism in Phuket highlights a growing sector driven by increasing
health awareness among tourists. Tkachuk and Weerakit (2023) suggest that travelers are seeking a wide range of
wellness experiences from traditional Thai massages to contemporary holistic practices and seeking experiences that
balance physical activity with wellness practices. Therefore, it is crucial for the business sector to create immersive
experiences that meet the expectations of global wellness tourism market.

2.3 Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs Theory: Middle Eastern Tourist Point of View

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs theory provides insight into the expectations of Middle Eastern tourists by examining
how their needs align with the different levels of the hierarchy.

Physiological Needs: Similar to tourists from any other region, tourists from the Middle East require basic
necessities like food, water, and accommodation. However, Middle Eastern tourists require accommodations that offer

Halal food options (Alfarajat, 2022).

111



I1saIs3nAfAnuv
> UKISnhg1dgaouaiunsuns

Journal of International Studies
Songwe™  Prince of Songkla University

Vol. 15 No. 1 (January - June 2025)

Safety Needs: These needs are similar to other tourists, Middle East tourists expect destinations that provide a
safe environment, may also seek assurances regarding health and medical facilities in case of emergency, as well as
reliable transportation options for getting around safely.

Belongingness and Love Needs: Like those from other regions, Middle Eastern tourists have strong family ties
and tend to travel with family members (Tongchoiy et al., 2020).

Esteem Needs: Middle Eastern tourists may have esteem needs related to recognition, respect, and status. They
may also have preferences for luxury and prestige, seeking luxury accommodations, and exclusive leisure activities that
offer comfort and personalized services (Alfarajat, 2022).

Self-Actualization Needs: At the highest level of Maslow's hierarchy of needs, Middle Eastern tourists may have
self-actualization needs related to personal fulfilment and self-expression. They may seek experiences from destinations
that offer opportunities for spiritual enrichment and cultural immersion through activities such as religious tours and wellness
retreats (Tongchoiy et al., 2020).

Overall, Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs theory explains Middle Eastern tourists' expectations by highlighting their
fundamental needs and motivations when traveling. Businesses in the tourism industry can enhance customer satisfaction

by developing experiences that are attractive to Middle Eastern tourists by understanding their needs.

3. Methodology

3.1 Sample and Data Collection

This quantitative research was conducted by distributing a questionnaire. The population of this study was Middle
Eastern focused among wellness tourists who traveled to Phuket island, e.g. Kata Beach, Patong Beach, Nai Harn Beach,
Karon Beach, and Phuket old town. Due to the unavailable source of specific data or number on wellness tourists from
the Middle East, therefore the number of participants used in this study was 78 wellness tourists (Kannasut, 1995). Non-
Probability Sampling Technique (Purposive Sampling) was used as a sampling technique in this study. A survey method
was conducted during December 2023—February 2024. The adapted questionnaire (Wongwitwichote & Tangpattanakit,
2023) was based on three well-established parts which were the demographic of respondents, tourists’ wellness
behaviors/activities, and needs in wellness consumption.

3.2 Content Validity Test

The researchers conducted the Content Validity Test by using Index of Item Objective Congruence or IOC approach
to indicate the degree to which the content of the questionnaire item is measuring the intended objective of the study.
Three experts in tourism and management field evaluated the questionnaire item; the total value of I0C for each
questionnaire item was over than 0.5. Therefore, the instrument is considered valid, as supported by the theory of Rovinelli
and Hambleton (1977).

3.3 Data analysis

The data were analysed using descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages. Mean ratings were

used to analyse the items in regard to statements of perceptions.
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4. Results

4.1 Demographic Characteristics

Details on demographic compositions of the respondents are shown in Table 1. Descriptive analysis of demographic
information indicated that most respondents were male with 67.95% while 30.77% were female. Most respondents were
between the age of 20-23 years old, representing 35.90%, and 30.77.9% with the age between 41-50 years old. The
sample was 78 tourists from ten Middle East countries. 37.18 % from Kuwait, another 19.23% from Bahrain, and 8.97%
from Egypt and Turkey. The majority or 69.23% spent time for holidays during 1 month - 6 months. The results of the
study showed that most of the respondents spent between THB2,000-4,000 per day; excluding the transportation costs
(56.41%) with regard to main factors affecting tourists’ decisions, beach attraction ranked first at 22.28%, followed by

tourist facilities accounting for 19.80%.

Table 1

Middle Eastern Tourist Demographics in Phuket

Demographic Variable Category N %
Gender Male 53 67.95
Female 24 30.77
Prefer not to disclose 1 1.28
Total 78 100
Age range Between 20-30 years 28 35.90
Between 31-40 years 22 28.21
Between 41-50 years 24 30.77
Between 51-60 years 4 5.13
Total 78 100
Country Saudi Arabia 5 6.41
Turkey 7 8.97
Lebanon 2 2.56
Kuwait 29 37.18
United Arab Emirates 3 3.85
Egypt 7 8.97
Israel 3 3.85
Bahrain 15 19.23
Cyprus 5 6.41
Iran 2 2.56
Total 78 100
Trip Duration Less than 1 month 17 21.79
1 month - 6 months 54 69.23
Over 6 months 6 7.69
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Demographic Variable Category N %
Undefined 1 1.28
Total 78 100
Cost Spending (except the Less than THB 2,000 per day 27 34.62
transportation)
Between THB 2,000-4,000 per day 44 56.41
Over THB 4,000 per day 7 8.97
Total 78 100
Main Factors Influencing Tourists Destination quality 45 22.28
Decision (Multiple options) (Beach attraction)
Destination quality (People) 33 16.34
Destination quality (Tourist facilities) 40 19.80
Reputation 28 13.86
Safety reason 27 13.37
Price & expense 29 14.36

4.2 The Middle Eastern Tourists’ Behaviors and Needs of Wellness Tourism in Phuket
Table 2 below shows that most respondents were concerned with Sport Activities (exercise in fitness),

representing 92.31%, followed by massage therapy and spa & sauna, representing 82.05% and 80.77% respectively.

Table 2

Middle Eastern Tourists’ Wellness Behaviors/Activities

%

1. Healthy food explorations 71.79

2. Sport Activities

2.1 Play group sports e.g. beach volleyball and futsal 53.85
2.2 Participate in water sports such as surfing and diving 47.44
2.3 Participate in extreme sports such as surf-skating 53.85
2.4 Jogging on the beach 69.23
2.5 Trail running 57.69
2.6 Exercise and fitness 92.31
3. Massage therapy 82.05
4. Spa & Sauna 80.77
5. Yoga 37.18
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Table 3 shows the needs of respondents in wellness consumption which is considered the most nature-friendly
services. They put importance on places with the desire to experience natural aesthetics. (x_= 4.56), followed by good

weather (x = 4.53), and child-friendly places (x = 4.44).

Table 3

Needs in Wellness Consumption

X S.D.

1. Nature-friendly Value

1.1 Perceived Good weather 4.53 0.83

1.2 Experiences of natural aesthetics 4.56 0.74
2. Physical- Friendly Value

2.1 Child-friendly 4.44 1.03

2.2 Medical supervision 2.90 1.61

2.3 Pets welcome 414 1.30
3. Cultural Experiences/opportunities

3.1 Perceived variety of cultural events 4.35 0.96

3.2 Experience with local people 4.19 1.14

3.3 Perceived knowledge of new places 4.29 1.00

3.4 Experience in historical/cultural sites 4.26 1.04

5. Discussion and Conclusion

Wellness tourism is an emerging industry that has seen impressive growth world-wide. Many of the wellness
tourists are traveling to destinations that provide wellness facilities. From the research objective, is to study the behaviors
and needs of wellness tourism in Phuket, emphasizing on Middle Eastern wellness tourists. The number of participants
used in this sample was 78 tourists from ten Middle East countries. Overall, the majority (37.18%) from Kuwait, another
19.23% from Bahrain, and 8.97% from Egypt and Turkey. The results of the study showed that most of the respondents
(56.41%) spent between THB2,000-4,000 per day; excluding the transportation costs. The destination’s qualities; namely beach
attractions, was the main factor influencing Middle East tourists’ choice of destination (22.28%). With choice of activities;
the most attractive for activities was to live a ‘healthy lifestyle’ with emphasis to exercise and fithess (92.31%) and massage
therapy (82.05%) by valuing environmentally friendly as experience natural aesthetics (x_= 4.56), perceived good weather
(x_= 4.53), also child-friendly accommodations (x_= 4.44).

This study showed that the most attractive activities among Middle Eastern wellness tourists was to live a healthy
lifestyle with emphasis to exercise and fitness and massage therapy by valuing environmentally friendly as experience
natural aesthetics. This is similar to the study of Sunthorntham (2014) that found most of the Middle Eastern tourists need
health services such as Thai’s traditional health therapies and massage therapy.

The behavior among wellness tourists from the Middle East is an appealing intersection of cultural, historical, and
socioeconomic factors. Understanding this behavior is vital for the tourism industry and policymakers seeking to increase
the destination's appeal and to provide positive visitor experiences. The study also found that most Middle Eastern tourists

prefer a type of family tour with child-friendly accommodations, consistent with the study of Chanin et al. (2015), most Arab
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tourists travelled with their families or in a group. Therefore, family packages might need to be adapted differently than
catering to a peer or smaller family tourists.

Nevertheless, cultural norms and traditions have a significant impact on Middle Eastern tourist behavior. Many
tourists come from diverse cultural backgrounds, resulting in varying expectations and behaviors. Religious considerations
also influence tourist behavior in the Middle East. Countries with entrenched religious identities, such as Saudi Arabia
and Iran, frequently impose guidelines on tourist behavior, particularly in terms of consumption or religious observance
(Battour, 2017). Understanding and respecting these religious sensitivities is important for tourists seeking a positive
experience in the tourist destinations.

Economy is one of the factors which influence tourist behavior in the Middle East (Tongchoiy et al., 2020). The
result of the study showed that most of the Middle Eastern tourists spent between THB2,000-4,000 per day excluding the
transportation costs which is considered high spending compared to their counterparts. This is consistent with the study
of Phong (2024) that showed Middle Eastern tourists are one of the Thailand's biggest spenders at $2,500 per trip.
Tourists from affluent countries may have different spending habits from budget travelers, influencing their choice of
accommodation, dining, and activities. Furthermore, the availability of tourism infrastructure and amenities can influence
tourist behavior, with destinations using modern facilities frequently attracting more discerning visitors. To analyze the
Middle Eastern tourist behavior is a multifaceted endeavor that requires consideration of cultural, religious, and economic
factors. By learning about tourists' needs, preferences, and expectations, tourism industry can manage their services to
better serve diverse tourist demographics. Moreover, fostering cross-cultural understanding in tourism practices is vital to
develop inclusive and sustainable tourism destinations. Tourists who respect local customs and traditions can help to

foster positive cultural exchange and mutual respect among host communities and visitors.

References

Alfarajat, L. (2022). Halal food and medical tourism: Muslim patients’ experiences and satisfaction in South Korea.
Journal of Religion and Health, 52(3), 1-20. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-022-01727-x

Armutcu, B., Tan, A., Amponsah, M., Parida, S., & Ramkissoon, H. (2023). Tourist behaviour: The role of digital
marketing and social media. Acta Psychologica, 240(8), 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2023.104025

Battour, M. (2017). Muslim travel behavior in Halal tourism. Mobilities, Tourism and Travel Behavior - Contexts and
Boundaries. https://www.intechopen.com/chapters/56647

BDMS wellness clinic Laguna Phuket now open. (2024, June 19). Bangkok Post.
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/pr/2813914/bdms-wellness-clinic-laguna-phuket-now-open

Chanin, O., Khunchumnan, P., Amphansookko, S., Thongyai, K., Rodneum, J., & Sriprasert, P. (2015). Guidelines on
health tourism management for Middle Eastern tourists in Phuket Province. Procedia Computer Science, 65(1),
1146-1153. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2015.09.031

Clerici, P., Murphy, C., & Castanheira Almeida, N. M. (2024). The future of wellness tourism after COVID-19. European
Spatial Research and Policy, 30(1), 103—-122. https://doi.org/10.18778/1231-1952.30.1.05

GlobalData Travel and Tourism Intelligence Center. (2019). Travel and tourism. Globaldata.
https://www.globaldata.com/industries-we-cover/travel-tourism/

Global Wellness Institute. (2023). Global Wellness Economy Monitor. https://globalwellnessinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/11/GWI-WE-Monitor-2023_FINAL.pdf

116


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-022-01727-x
https://doi.org/10.18778/1231-1952.30.1.05

I1saIs3nAfAnuv
> UKISnhg1dgaouaiunsuns

Journal of International Studies
Songwe™  Prince of Songkla University

U7 15 a1un 1 (Unmax - Tguew 2568)

Global Wellness Institute. (2024). Wellness in Thailand. https://globalwellnessinstitute.org/geography-of-
wellness/wellness-in-thailand/

Hidayat, T., Nopirin, J.D., & Soeprihanto, J. (2018). Characteristics and behaviors of tourists: Case of Middle East
tourists in Puncak Cianjur, Indonesia, from tour guides’ perspective. Proceedings of Advances in Social
Science, Education and Humanities Research: 3rd International Seminar on Tourism (ISOT 2018). Atlantis
Press. 326-329.

Jitpleecheep, P. (2023, May 11). TAT targets Middle Eastern tourists. Bangkok Post.
https://lwww.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2567831/tat-targets-middle-eastern-tourists

Kannasut, P. (1995). Statistics for the behavioral science research. (2nd Edition). Chulalongkorn University.

Phong, H. (2024). Middle Eastern tourists become Thailand's biggest spenders at $2,500 per trip. VnExpress.
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/travel/middle-eastern-tourists-become-thailand-s-biggest-spenders-at-2-500-per-
trip-4720956.html

Phuket Magazine. (2023). Phuket Wellness Destination. https://www.phuketemagazine.com/phuket-wellness-destination-
amatara-welleisure-resort/?lang=en

Rovinelli, R.J., & Hambleton, R.K. (1977). On the use of content specialists in the assessment of criterion-referenced
test item validity. Tijdschrift Voor Onderwijs Research, 2(1), 49-60.

Salman, A., & Hasim, M.S. (2012). Factors and competitiveness of Malaysia as a tourist destination: A study of
outbound Middle East tourists. Asian Social Science, 8(12), 48-54. https://doi.org/10.5539/ass.v8n12p48

Sarisae, S., Benrit, P., & Salaeh, N. (2023). The need for halal certification of medical devices: a case study of
Thailand. Journal of Halal Science and Technology, 2(1), 32-39. https://doi.org/10.59202/jhst.v2i1.664

Sunthorntham, T. (2014). The market of tourists from the Middle East countries: The trend of demand and significance
toward Thailand tourism. http://prp.trf.or.th/ContentView.aspx?id=249&page=1

TPM Team. (2024). 5 best destinations in Southeast Asia for wellness tourism. Travel Peacock Magazine.
https://www.travelpeacockmagazine.com/5-best-destinations-in-southeast-asia-for-wellness-tourism/

The Phuket News. (2024, February 7). Vagaries cloud picture of Phuket’s tourism growth.
https://lwww.thephuketnews.com/vagaries-cloud-picture-of-phuket-tourism-growth-91200.php

Tkachuk, A., & Weerakit. N. (2023). Wellness travel motivation after COVID-19 pandemic: A case study of Phuket,
Thailand. Proceedings of the 14 th Hatyai National and International Conference (pp. 157-169).
https://www.hu.ac.th/conference/proceedings/doc/02%20%E0%B8%99%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%99%E0%B8%B
2%E0%B8%8A%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%95%E0%B8%B4%20(S0)/8-1009S0%20(157-169).pdf

Tongchoiy, N., Oebpob, W., & Panbamrungkij, T. (2020). Middle East tourist’'s behavior in Bangkok. Journal of Thai
Hospitality and Tourism, 16(1), 40-55. https://so04.ici-thaijo.org/index.php/tourismtaat/article/view/246350

Travel Markets News & Offers. (2024). Tourism Authority of Thailand hosts key Middle East travel professionals and
media at exclusive dinner during ATM. https://www.travelandmarkets.com/2024/05/08/tourism-authority-of-
thailand-hosts-key-middle-east-travel-professionals-and-media-at-exclusive-dinner-during-atm/

Wongwitwichote, K., & Tangpattanakit, J. (2023). Factors influencing behavioral intention of Thai tourists in wellness

tourism: A case study of Chon Buri Province. Modern Management Journal, 21(2), 1-16.

117


https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2567831/tat-targets-middle-eastern-tourists
https://www.phuketemagazine.com/phuket-wellness-destination-amatara-welleisure-resort/?lang=en
https://www.phuketemagazine.com/phuket-wellness-destination-amatara-welleisure-resort/?lang=en
https://doi.org/10.59202/jhst.v2i1.664
http://prp.trf.or.th/ContentView.aspx?id=249&page=1

