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Dark Tourism : Experiencing and Interpreting

the Past Tragedy
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Abstract

The generic term for travel associated with
death, tragedy and disaster has, over the past
ten years, witnessed increasing attention from
the academic community. As aresult, the area
of dark tourism has become a fascinating and
important subject to research, both with its
implications for a product of postmodern
tourism, in addition to the importance for
exploring tourists’ experiences. Nevertheless,
to date, the dark tourism literature remains both
eclectic and theoretically fragile.

Hence, this research is conducted through
two stages within two years basing on the
viewpoint of both demand and supply side. The
first stage intends to investigate tourists’
psychological responses, and to understand the
context of tourists’ experience during visiting
the dark sites. The second stage involved a
guantitative study to examine the critical
factors fpr an effective interpretation systemin
dark sites. It is suggested that this research will
lead to a better understanding of dark tourism
phenomenon.

Keywor ds. Dark tourism, Tourist experience,
Traumatic memory
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DARK TOURISM: EVALUATING THE INTERPRETIVE SYSTEM OF A DARK
SITE

CHEN-YIN CHEN

Department of tourism management, NanHua University, No.32,Chung Keng Li, Dalin
Chia-Yi, 62248, Taiwan

This research attempts to construct an evaluation structure for designing the
interpretive system of adark site. A case study with an Analytic Hierarchy Process
(AHP) evaluating model for an earthquake reservation park in Taiwan is constructed
and tested. Basing on the perspectives of mindfulness theory, this research derives
the weight of 5 main criterion and 23 sub criterion through 35 experts’ interview.
The results addressed the important role of understanding visitors’ experiences in the
interpretive system of adark site.

1. Introduction

Dark tourismis atype of tourism focusing on real or simulated sites associated with
death or disaster [1]. Dark tourism is multi-faceted in terms of the experiencesit offers.
While educational in nature, it also elicits such emotions as nostal gia and mourning,
making it rather difficult to be interpreted [2]. This research therefore investigates the
interpretive system at the Chiufen Erh Shan Earthquake Reservation Park in central
Taiwan, making use of the professional insights gained from the perspective of
management. Furthermore, it is hoped that the results of this research can be used to help
improve the site’s interpretive system in such a way that it is more effective in
encouraging visitors to the site to engage in introspection and reflect deeply on what
happened there.

2. The Theoretical Perspective-Mindfulness Theory

Dark siteistypically classified as cultural heritage. A number of scholars emphasize that
interpretation is a key factor in the quality of a heritage site, and that effective
interpretation helps avisitor gain a deep understanding of the people and events
associated with the site [3]. Based on Langer’s (1989) [4] psychological perspective,
Moscardo (1996; 1999; 2000) [5] [6] [ 7]asserts that the most important function of a
heritage site is fostering mindfulnessin visitors. A mindful visitor isonewho is
enthusiastic, inquisitive, responsive, and thoroughly interested. Due to his satisfaction
with the heritage site, such avisitor gains areatively greater degree of understanding of
the site aswell as a stronger sense of remembrance.

Moscardo (1996) asserts that encouraging mindfulness among visitors to a heritage
site requires the proper preparation of amindful interpretive system. In Moscardo’s (1996;
1999; 2000) interpretation and mindfulness model, the setting of a heritage site (including



presentations, exhibits, brochures and maps) can induce in a visitor either a state of
mindfulness or a state of mindlessness. A wide variety of media can be used to satisfy the
curiosity of visitors to a heritage site and thereby encourage mindfulness, such as
multimedia exhibits, interactive displays and information dissemination. Conversely,
conventional facilities, traditional displays and unisensory media appear static and boring,
making visitors feel weary, uninterested and unsatisfied, all of which tend to induce a
state of mindlessness (Moscardo, 1996). Thus the environmental configuration of a
heritage site influences a visitor’s sense of satisfaction and final appraisal of the site.

As Nuryanti (1996) stressed, the interpretation of heritage sites involves not only
descriptions of specific facts and concrete objects, but must aso be able to elicit an
emotiona and spiritual response in visitors, such that they gain profound inspiration and
insight. Thus the main goal of the interpretive mechanism is to convey the true meaning
of the heritage site, and this must be presented in a way which suits the visitor’s
personality and experience so as to increase his degree of mindfulness. The research of
Mclntosh (1997) [8] found that, in spite of the emphasis Moscardo’s (1996) interpretation
and mindfulness model gives to increasing the visitor’s knowledge, effective
interpretation can also induce in the visitor a profound emotional experience. Therefore,
the ultimate goal of a heritage site is to provide the visitor with an optimal environment
for self-discovery, and the interpretive mode provided by the mindfulness theory likely
has an important role to play in enhancing the experience of visitors to dark tourism sites.

3. Research M ethodology- Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) method

3.1 Questionnaire Design

Moscardo’s (1996) concept of mindfulness theory was used as the axis of the hierarchical
structure employed to develop an interpretive system of the heritage site asfigure 1. Then
the hierarchy model was used to design a specialized questionnaire pertaining to the
weight bearing system of the explanatory and

guidance facilities. The aim of this questionnaire was to determine the relative weight of
each assessment indicator in the interpretive system. The measurement scal e divided into
9 grades from equally important, somewhat important, important, very important and
extremely important, assigned the respective values of 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9. In between these
five values were placed four additional levels: 2, 4, 6 and 8.



using travel websites to attract individual visitors

using travel agents or related organizations to arrange group
travel

atracting visitors |

— mediaads

organizing local activities at reqular intervals

simple and clear maps and sians

) - simple and clear classified handbooks
making arrival -
convenient establishing local travel website
convenient access road

o educational activities (such as earthquake education)
§ ] commemorative activities (such as memorials)
% offering avariety of || virtual experientia activities (such as experiencing earthquake
’5‘3 activities power)
[a) Nature activities (such as quided tours of scenic spots)

using theme-stories to present information

. using professional interpretive personnel
communicating ||

with visitor using simple and clear illustrations

providing a variety of interpretive media (such as touch-screen
computers and videos)

using a message board or suggestion box to allow visitors to
understanding || express their experiences
visitors

establishing a blog or website where visitors can express their
experiences

understanding visitors’ experiences by asking travel agents and
service staff

Figure 1 The Hierarchy of Dark Sites Setting for Chiufen Erh Shan Earthquake

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

The gquestionnaire survey was delivered to 40 experts by personal interviews. The experts
for the survey were: 1) managers those who currently work in the tourism industry or
related government departments at the managerial level or higher (such as the Tourism
Bureau, the tourism sections of county and city redevelopment departments, travel agents,
and professional guides); and 2) scholars, historians, professionals and consultants who
have carried out significant research in the field.

4. Resultsand Analysis

After all pairwise comparison matrices are formed, the vector of weightsis

computed on the basis of Satty’s (1980) [9] eigenvector procedure. Tables 1 summarize
the both the local weights and global weights, respectively.



Table 1 Local weight and global weight for each criterion in dark site setting

Local Local Globa
Factors Weights Attributes Weights Weights Ranking
understanding  0.422 using a message board or 0.603 0.255 1
visitors suggestion box to alow visitorsto
express their experiences
establishing a blog or website 0.239 0.101 3
where visitors can express their
experiences
understanding visitors’ 0.158 0.067 5
experiences by asking travel
professionals and service staff
making 0.247 simple and clear maps and signs 0.527 0.130 2
arrival
convenient
simple and clear classified 0.271 0.067 6
handbooks
local travel website 0.129 0.032 9
convenient access road 0.073 0.018 13
offering a 0.171 educationd activities (such as 0.519 0.088 4
variety of earthquake education)
activities
commemorative activities (suchas  0.260 0.044 8
memorials)
virtual experientia activities (such  0.138 0.024 12
as experiencing earthquake power)
Nature activities (such as guided 0.083 0.014 16
tours of scenic spots)
communicatin  0.101 using theme-stories to present 0.472 0.048 7
g with visitor information
using professional interpretive 0.280 0.028 11
personnel
using simple and clear illustrations  0.156 0.016 14
providing avariety of interpretive  0.093 0.009 17
media (such as touch-screen
computers and videos)
atracting 0.059 using travel websites to attract 0.494 0.029 10
visitors individual visitors
using travel professionals or 0.267 0.016 15
related organi zations to arrange
group travel
media ads 0.147 0.009 18
organizing local activities at 0.092 0.005 19

regular intervas
a. Local weight is derived from judgment with respect to asingle criterion.
b. Global weight is derived from multiplication by the weight of the criteria

In table 1, the result of local weightsin terms of factors reveals that understanding
visitors (0.422) and making arrival convenient (0.247) are the two most important factors
for adark site setting, followed by offering a variety of activities (0.171) and
communicating with visitor (0.101). attracting visitors (0.059) appears to be the factor
with the lowest importance. The attributes of using a message board or suggestion box to
allow visitors to express their experiences (0.603), simple and clear maps and signs



(0.527), educationa activities (0.519), using theme-stories to present information (0.472)
and using travel websites to attract individual visitors (0.494) show the highest
importance

with respect to each factor in the order of understanding visitors, making arrival
convenient, offering a variety of activities, communicating with visitor, and attracting
visitors, respectively.

By looking at the global weightsin table 1, the attributes of using a message board or
suggestion box to allow visitors to express their experiences (0.255), simple and clear
maps and signs (0.130), and establishing a blog or website where visitors can express
their experiences (0.101) are the top three ranking
In contrast, the attributes of providing avariety of interpretive media (0.009), media ads
(0.009), and organizing local activities at regular intervals (0.005) are the bottom three
rankings.

Conclusion

This research examines the relative importance of critical factors and attributes for setting
adark site. The resultsreveal that understanding visitors reveal the dominating
importance for dark site setting. Utilizing a message board or establishing the website or
blog to alow visitors to express their experiences aso plays an important role in setting a
dark site. These imply that the better a dark site has been designed, the more the siteis
capable of reaching out to the visitor’s mind. Creative interpreters of adark site
encourage visitors to create their own mental space by traveling to the past so asto recall
the events that took place there. Therefore, dark sites with stories attract people who want
to see with their own eyes; however the visitor’s involvement extends beyond mere
interpretation.
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