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ABSTRACT 

This research note reconceptualizes gay tourism branding through the lenses of identity affirmation, digital 

mediation, and sustainability orientation. While existing scholarship has examined the motives and behaviours 

of gay tourists, limited attention has been paid to how inclusive branding, virtual spaces, and regenerative tourism 

practices intersect within this evolving domain. Adopting a structured narrative review approach, 56 peer- 

reviewed publications published between 2007 and 2023 were identified through searches in Scopus, Web of 

Science, and Google Scholar. Following defined inclusion criteria, 44 studies were retained for in-depth thematic 

analysis. The review identifies emerging research opportunities in areas including virtual gay tourism branding, 

digitally mediated destination image formation, inclusive policy frameworks, and sustainable travel behaviours. 

The paper proposes a conceptual framework illustrating the interconnections between gay tourist identity, digital 

engagement, destination branding, and sustainability orientation. The implications extend to destination 

management organizations, policymakers, and scholars by positioning inclusivity not merely as a market strategy 

but as a catalyst for ethical and regenerative tourism development. The study contributes to advancing discourse 

on equality, representation, and sustainable destination competitiveness within contemporary tourism 

scholarship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Gay tourism represents a distinct and evolving dimension of the global tourism sector, primarily catering to the 

travel preferences, social needs, and identity expressions of individuals within the LGBTIQA+ (Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer/Questioning, and Asexual) community. These tourists actively seek 

destinations that affirm their identities, offer inclusive social environments, and provide a sense of safety from 

discrimination. Such destinations, often termed gay-friendly, are increasingly recognized for their social, 

cultural, and economic significance. The growth of gay tourism has become one of the most dynamic trends in 

contemporary travel markets. According to the International Gay and Lesbian Travel Association (IGLTA), the 

global gay tourism segment is valued at approximately USD 200 billion annually, reflecting its considerable 

influence on international tourism flows and spending behaviour. This segment not only contributes substantial 

revenue but also shapes tourism narratives around diversity, equality, and inclusion. Earlier evidence from Travel 

University (2000) indicated that gay and lesbian tourists accounted for nearly 10% of international travellers, 

exceeding 70 million annual arrivals—a figure that underscores the enduring potential and cross-cultural nature 

of this market. Despite the steady growth of LGBTQ travel, many regions—particularly in Southeast Asia— 

continue to underutilize its potential. Although tourism significantly contributes to GDP and employment in this 

region, the inclusion of LGBTQ tourists remains limited, despite their estimated global spending power of USD 

3.7 trillion. Expanding LGBTQ tourism is not only a question of market opportunity but also an ethical and 

developmental imperative, linking equality, human rights, and social acceptance to the broader goals of 

sustainable development. According to Coherent Market Insights (2024), the global LGBTQ tourism market is 

projected to grow from USD 331.14 billion in 2024 to USD 552.96 billion by 2031, registering a compound 

annual growth rate (CAGR) of 7.6%. This rapid expansion highlights the need for destinations to integrate 

inclusivity and social consciousness into their branding and policy frameworks. However, scholarly attention to 
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branding strategies and policy mechanisms that shape the gay tourism narrative remains scarce, particularly from 

a sustainability and inclusivity perspective. 

Rationale of this Research Note 

Research on gay tourism has emerged as an important strand of tourism scholarship, reflecting both the evolving 

recognition of LGBTQ rights and the growing visibility of this consumer segment. This research note contributes 

to the literature by extending the discourse on gay tourism marketing and destination branding, emphasizing 

critical dimensions such as social acceptance, openness, inclusivity, economic participation, and social progress. 

The study examines contemporary issues including societal attitudes toward sexual diversity, the unique motives 

that influence gay tourists, challenges encountered during travel, and the policy frameworks that govern 

gayfriendly destinations. Furthermore, the note underscores the relevance of sustainability and destination 

resilience as integral to the future of gay tourism. By linking inclusivity with sustainable development, it 

encourages policymakers and marketers to recognize gay tourism not merely as a niche market, but as a pathway 

toward equitable, ethical, and regenerative destination practices. The reflections presented herein aim to 

stimulate further empirical inquiry and theoretical development within this evolving field, particularly in 

emerging markets where social inclusion and sustainable branding remain underexplored. 

METHODOLOGY 

implications for the tourism industry, destination policymakers, and future research directions. This research 

note adopts a structured narrative review approach to synthesize emerging perspectives in gay tourism branding. 

A systematic yet interpretive search strategy was employed to ensure transparency while remaining consistent 

with the scope of a research note. The literature search was conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, and 

Google Scholar, covering publications between 2007 and 2023. Search terms included combinations of: “gay 

tourism,” “LGBT tourism,” “queer tourism,” “sexual minority travel,” “destination branding,” “inclusive 

tourism,” “digital tourism,” “virtual tourism,” and “sustainable tourism behaviour.” The initial search yielded 56 

publications after removing duplicates. Publications were included if they: substantively addressed gay, 

LGBTQIA+, or queer tourism; examined travel motivations, behaviours, destination experiences, branding, or 

policy; were peerreviewed journal articles, scholarly book chapters, or doctoral dissertations; were published 

in English. Publications were excluded if they: focused exclusively on public health without tourism context; 

were opinion pieces or non-peer-reviewed sources; did not engage conceptually with tourism phenomena. 

Following screening for conceptual relevance and empirical rigor, 44 publications were retained for in-depth 

thematic analysis. Rather than exhaustive coverage, the review emphasized interpretive synthesis to identify 

theoretical gaps related to digital engagement, inclusivity, and sustainability in gay tourism branding. All 

propositions and research directions presented herein stem from this structured interpretive analysis. 

Evaluation 

Gay Tourism: A Paradigm 

Gay tourism has evolved from a marginal niche to a recognized and economically influential component of the 

global tourism landscape. It encapsulates the intersection of identity, leisure, and market dynamics, highlighting 

how travel can serve as both a form of self-expression and a symbol of inclusion. Scholarly discussions 

(Guaracino & Salvato, 2017; Vorobjovas-Pinta, 2021) trace the roots of gay tourism to Hanns Ebensten’s 

pioneering organized gay travel in 1972, marking the genesis of an identifiable market segment shaped by 

sexuality and social acceptance. The concept of gay spaces—including clubs, beaches, hotels, and events—plays 

a crucial role in validating identity and fostering community belonging (Melián-González et al., 2011). Such 

spaces enable gay tourists to experience freedom from discrimination and to participate in social interaction that 

affirms their orientation (Waitt & Markwell, 2006). In this sense, gay tourism extends beyond leisure: it operates 

as a cultural act of resistance and affirmation, reflecting the broader struggle for equality and recognition within 

society. While destinations in Western contexts such as the United States and Europe have normalized the 

presence of gay travellers (Coon, 2012), other regions—including parts of Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean—still 

impose restrictions that limit visibility and participation (Vorobjovas-Pinta & Hardy, 2016). Nevertheless, 

growing  societal openness  has  encouraged  the  emergence  of  gay-friendly destinations  worldwide 
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(VorobjovasPinta & Fong-Emmerson, 2022). This shift underscores not only a cultural transformation but also 

the economic potential of inclusive tourism. Empirical evidence reveals that gay tourists possess considerable 

purchasing power and often travel more frequently than average tourists, contributing meaningfully to local 

economies (Melián-González et al., 2011; Monterrubio et al., 2022). The economic, cultural, and identity 

dimensions of gay tourism converge in what scholars term identity tourism (Herrera & Scott, 2005; Vorobjovas- 

Pinta & Hardy, 2016)—a form of travel through which individuals negotiate personal meaning, community 

belonging, and socio-political affirmation. Understanding gay tourism, therefore, requires an appreciation of 

both its commercial value and its sociocultural depth. The ongoing evolution of this field offers a fertile ground 

for future research on how destination branding can integrate identity affirmation, inclusivity, and sustainability, 

thereby positioning gay tourism not merely as a niche activity but as a transformative force in global tourism 

discourse. This section discusses on the key research evidences exists in the context of gay tourism that includes 

the emergence of gay tourism as a market segments, gay spaces, global trends and regional dynamics, and most 

importantly, the identity tourism. 

Gay tourists’ motives: Research insights 

Understanding the motives driving gay tourists is central to interpreting how identity, emotion, and social context 

influence their travel behavior. The literature reveals that motivations within gay tourism are multifaceted and 

extend beyond purely recreational objectives. Early scholarship (Bell & Binnie, 2004; Hughes, 2005; Blichfeldt 

et al., 2011) recognized gay travel as an avenue for identity expression, emotional safety, and community 

belonging, emphasizing that tourism serves as a space for both self-discovery and social validation. A recurring 

theme across the literature is the significance of destination gay-friendliness—the perception of acceptance, 

openness, and safety—as a primary motivator for travel (Monterrubio, 2021). Gay tourists often prioritize 

destinations that embrace equality and offer a sense of liberation from social constraints (Hughes, 2002; Clift et 

al., 2002; Prickett, 2011). These motives are intertwined with the desire to connect with other members of the 

gay community and to engage in collective social experiences that reinforce belonging. 

Scholars have also noted a broader range of underlying motives beyond sexuality. For many travellers, leisure 

and self-fulfilment emerge as dominant aspirations, reflecting the human need for authenticity and restoration 

(Hughes, 2005). Others are drawn to destinations for adventure, cultural immersion, and rejuvenation, 

demonstrating that gay tourism is increasingly aligned with mainstream tourism motivations (Hattingh & 

Spencer, 2018; Bailey, 2022). The rise of regenerative motives—seeking emotional renewal and sustainable 

engagement—marks a new stage in understanding this segment’s complexity. Recent contributions categorize 

gay tourists according to behavioral orientations and travel lifestyles. Hattingh and Spencer (2018) identify 

passive relaxers, active explorers, culinary enthusiasts, and gay-centric travellers, while Lewis et al. (2021) 

highlight four dominant motivational profiles: social butterflies, escapists and safety seekers, blurring binaries, 

and conformists. These typologies illustrate the heterogeneity of the gay tourist segment and challenge earlier 

assumptions that reduced their motivations solely to sexual expression. 

Overall, the motives of gay tourists can be distilled into three overlapping categories: identity affirmation, 

community belonging, and experiential expression. However, emerging research (Monaco, 2022) emphasizes 

that these motives increasingly intersect with environmental consciousness, digital socialization, and inclusivity 

preferences. Thus, understanding gay tourists’ motives today requires integrating traditional identity-based 

theories with contemporary perspectives on sustainability and digital engagement. This shift opens valuable 

avenues for future research into how destination branding can align with evolving motivational drivers and 

contribute to inclusive and regenerative tourism practices. 

Gay tourists’ behaviour: Research insights 

The behavioural dimensions of gay tourism extend beyond travel motives to encompass destination choice, 

identity expression, and patterns of engagement shaped by social and technological forces. Research consistently 

reveals that gay tourists’ behaviours are influenced by both internal drivers—such as identity negotiation and 

emotional safety—and external enablers, including societal openness, digital platforms, and destination branding 

(Hughes, 2002; Coon, 2012; Hattingh & Spencer, 2018). A key behavioral trait observed across studies is the 

interplay between sexuality and destination decision-making. Gay travellers often select destinations that allow 

them to express their identities freely while minimizing perceived social risks (Hughes, 2005; Khan, 2013). This 
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balancing act between openness and discretion reflects a complex negotiation of visibility, where tourists actively 

assess how inclusive a destination appears and how it aligns with their comfort levels. As such, behaviour is 

often guided by a dual motivation: the pursuit of acceptance and the avoidance of discrimination. 

Demographically, the gay tourism market is dominated by younger travellers, particularly millennials and 

Generation Z, whose behaviours are strongly influenced by digital engagement and sustainability-oriented values 

(Jones et al., 2022; Corbisiero et al., 2022). These cohorts exhibit greater social consciousness, technological 

fluency, and an inclination toward regenerative lifestyles. They use online communities, review platforms, and 

social media to co-create and validate destination images before travelling, signalling the emergence of a digitally 

mediated gay tourism experience (Pencarelli et al., 2020; Floros et al., 2021; Monaco, 2022). Studies also reveal 

that gay tourists exhibit distinct behavioural typologies, combining consumption, exploration, and self- 

presentation. Their activities encompass participation in gay events and parades, visiting bars or cultural venues, 

and engaging in community-oriented experiences that foster belonging (Vorobjovas-Pinta & Hardy, 2014; 

Bailey, 2022). While some engage openly in gay spaces, others participate discreetly, depending on contextual 

factors such as destination culture, legal protection, and social visibility. Collectively, these behavioural insights 

point toward a progressive shift from sexuality-centric tourism to identity-integrated tourism—where gay 

tourists act not merely as consumers but as agents of social change and sustainability. The growing intersection 

of digital engagement, social acceptance, and responsible travel behaviour underscores a need for destinations 

to reposition branding strategies. Future research should examine how inclusive and regenerative branding 

influences behavioural loyalty, advocacy, and co-creation within gay tourism markets. 

DISCUSSION 

Theory And Practice 

This section discusses on all the possibilities of research in the area of gay tourism destinations. 

Theoretical Reflections 

The evolution of gay tourism research has progressed from viewing travel as an act of resistance to recognizing 

it as a reflection of identity, inclusion, and social progress. Early studies from the late 1990s and early 2000s 

often situated gay tourism within Western contexts, emphasizing its link to discrimination and sexuality-based 

travel motivations (Vorobjovas-Pinta & Hardy, 2016). Contemporary research, however, portrays a shift toward 

acceptance, digital engagement, and cultural participation (de Jesus, 2020). This transition signals an 

epistemological broadening—from gay tourism as a niche sexualized practice to a multidimensional social and 

economic phenomenon. Current theoretical lenses—such as Identity Theory, Queer Theory, and Destination 

Branding Theory—provide valuable scaffolds for understanding this evolution. Identity Theory helps explain 

how tourists use travel experiences to perform and affirm self-identity, while Queer Theory interrogates how 

heteronormative tourism structures influence inclusion. Destination Branding Theory, in turn, emphasizes how 

destinations construct meanings that align with tourists’ values and self-concepts. Integrating these perspectives 

allows scholars to conceptualize gay tourism branding as an evolving dialogue between tourists’ self-expression 

and destinations’ symbolic narratives of inclusivity and belonging. 

Evolving Dimensions of Gay Tourism Branding 

The interplay between gay tourists and destination identity extends beyond visibility and representation into 

digitally mediated spaces where identity, safety, and belonging are negotiated prior to travel. The rise of digital 

platforms has fundamentally reshaped how gay tourists discover, evaluate, and imagine destinations. Drawing 

on perspectives from digital sociology and media studies, virtual environments can be understood as 

identityaffirming arenas in which visibility functions as a proxy for inclusivity and safety. Location-based 

applications such as Grindr and Scruff operate not merely as social networking tools but as informal spatial 

indicators of queer presence. The visibility of LGBTQ+ users in a destination may influence perceptions of 

openness and reduce perceived social risk even before arrival. Similarly, visual platforms such as Instagram and 

TikTok amplify curated representations of Pride events, nightlife districts, queer-friendly accommodations, and 

local cultural spaces. Through hashtags, geotags, influencer narratives, and user-generated content, these 

platforms co-create destination images that extend beyond official tourism marketing campaigns (de Jesus, 2020; 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume X Issue II February 2026 

Page 6039 
www.rsisinternational.org 

 

 

Shankar et al., 2022). In this digitally networked ecosystem, branding becomes participatory rather than 

institutionally controlled. Destination image emerges through algorithmic visibility, peer validation, and 

symbolic representation within online communities. This evolution supports the notion of virtual gay tourism 

branding, where brand identity is shaped simultaneously by digital narratives and embodied experiences. 

Furthermore, integrating sustainability into this framework opens an important theoretical frontier. Destinations 

that authentically align with values of diversity, equality, and environmental responsibility may cultivate not 

only loyalty but also ethical travel behaviour. The reciprocal relationship between inclusive branding and 

sustainable consumption among gay tourists remains underexplored. It invites further inquiry into whether 

identity affirmation strengthens commitment to regenerative tourism practices. Addressing these intersections 

contributes meaningfully to broader development goals, including Gender Equality (SDG 5), Reduced 

Inequalities (SDG 10), and Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11). 

Sustainability and Inclusive Branding: A Research Agenda 

While sustainability discourse has expanded significantly within tourism scholarship (Mathew, 2022), its 

intersection with gay tourism branding remains conceptually underdeveloped. Inclusive destinations may not 

only affirm identity but also activate moral and environmental consciousness among travelers. The symbolic 

alignment between diversity, equality, and sustainability suggests that inclusive branding could extend beyond 

market positioning to influence behavioural responsibility. Future research could address the following 

questions: Does exposure to LGBTQ-inclusive destination branding increase gay tourists’ engagement in 

proenvironmental behaviours during travel? How does perceived authenticity of inclusive branding influence 

sustainable consumption choices and destination loyalty? Can destinations simultaneously communicate 

inclusivity and sustainability without generating skepticism associated with symbolic or performative 

marketing? Does digital engagement within virtual gay communities strengthen commitment to regenerative and 

ethical tourism practices? Grounding these inquiries within sustainable tourism behaviour literature (Mathew, 

2022) may help clarify whether identity affirmation enhances ethical decision-making. Such research would 

advance understanding of how inclusivity and sustainability can operate synergistically rather than as parallel 

branding strategies. 

Practical and Policy Implications 

From a practical standpoint, destinations seeking competitiveness must recognize that inclusivity is not merely 

a moral imperative but a strategic differentiator. Gay-friendly branding should move beyond token representation 

toward the authentic integration of community values into marketing, service design, and policy frameworks. 

This includes visible safety assurances, equitable hospitality practices, gender-sensitive training for staff, and 

inclusive communication strategies that avoid stereotyping. 

At the policymaking level, the creation of inclusive tourism frameworks can strengthen a destination’s global 

reputation and attract high-value, responsible travellers. Collaboration among local governments, tourism 

boards, and LGBTQ+ organizations can foster social innovation and co-create sustainable tourism models. In 

emerging markets such as South and Southeast Asia—where acceptance is still evolving—developing inclusive 

branding policies can also serve as a catalyst for social progress, economic diversification, and cultural 

diplomacy. 

Future Research Directions 

The reflections presented here reveal three fertile directions for future inquiry. First, the growing influence of 

digital inclusion and virtual spaces warrants exploration of how online communities, dating platforms, and social 

networks shape destination image formation and pre-travel decision-making among gay tourists. Second, the 

integration of regenerative and sustainable branding calls for investigation into how inclusivity, environmental 

consciousness, and ethical marketing practices co-create long-term loyalty and responsible consumption 

patterns. 

Finally, research into cross-cultural identity narratives is essential to understand how gay tourism manifests 

differently across geographic, cultural, and policy contexts, informing the development of global branding 

strategies that balance authenticity, representation, and social equity. Together, these directions highlight the 
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evolving intersections between technology, sustainability, and identity within gay tourism, offering a roadmap 

for advancing inclusive and regenerative approaches to destination branding. 

Limitations of the Research Note 

As a reflective research note, this manuscript offers a conceptual synthesis rather than a systematic metaanalysis. 

The proposed research directions are derived from the author’s interpretive engagement with selected scholarly 

literature and may not encompass all perspectives within the evolving field of gay tourism studies. Although a 

structured search strategy was employed, the review prioritized conceptual relevance over exhaustive coverage. 

Furthermore, the focus on English-language publications may exclude valuable contributions published in other 

linguistic and cultural contexts. Future empirical research across diverse geographic settings is necessary to 

validate and refine the theoretical propositions advanced here. Recognizing these limitations enhances 

transparency and encourages continued scholarly dialogue. 

CONCLUSION 

The discourse on gay tourism has evolved from marginal recognition toward a mature field of inquiry that 

integrates identity, inclusion, and sustainability. As societies increasingly embrace diversity, tourism is no longer 

merely a site of leisure but a platform for equality, cultural representation, and social change. 

This research note has reflected upon the progression of gay tourism and emphasized the growing need to 

integrate branding, digital inclusion, and sustainability into its theoretical and practical development. Existing 

studies have largely concentrated on behavioural and motivational aspects of gay tourists within developed 

contexts. However, there remains a significant gap in understanding how destinations, particularly in developing 

regions, construct and communicate inclusive identities. 

The absence of theoretical frameworks connecting gay tourism branding with regenerative destination practices 

presents an opportunity for deeper scholarly exploration. By reframing gay tourism as a space of empowerment 

and ethical participation, researchers can better articulate its contribution to both market competitiveness and 

social progress. For practitioners and policymakers, the implications are equally compelling. 

Destinations that authentically embed inclusivity within their branding and policy structures not only enhance 

visitor trust and satisfaction but also contribute to global sustainability goals such as Gender Equality (SDG 5), 

Reduced Inequalities (SDG 10), and Sustainable Cities and Communities (SDG 11). 
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