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Dark Tourism and World Heritage Sites: A Delphi Study of Stakeholder Perceptions of 

the Development of Dark Tourism Products 

 

Abstract 

Dark tourism has attracted increasing academic attention, but the extent to which it exists as a 

separate form of tourism from heritage tourism is not yet clear.  Despite the growth of 

UNESCO World Heritage Site designations, little research has considered the relationship 

between dark tourism and World Heritage Sites.  Because the development of dark tourism is 

beset with ethical concerns, heritage professionals can have negative perceptions about the 

acceptability or attractiveness of it for the sites that they are involved in managing.  This 

research used a qualitative Delphi Panel method to evaluate stakeholder perceptions of the 

potential development of dark tourism to the Greenwich Maritime World Heritage Site in 

London, United Kingdom.  The findings show that stakeholders are broadly supportive of 

tourism to the site and positive about future tourism growth.  Despite this, they did not 

support the development of dark tourism to the site because it was perceived as inauthentic, 

tacky and sensationalist.  In order to address this issue, recommendations are made that future 

attempts to develop dark tourism at WHS should involve enhancing the knowledge of 

stakeholders about dark tourism, and of the resources within their sites that could be included 

in a dark tourism offer to tourists. 
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Introduction 

Despite twenty years of academic research into the nature and practices of dark tourism 

(Ashworth & Isaac, 2015), and its emergence in popular culture (e.g. Fryer, 2018), the extent 



to which it exists as a separate form of tourism is still contested (Light, 2017). It is not clear 

whether visitation to sites and attractions associated with death, disaster and suffering is 

something new, or simply a reframing of well-established heritage offerings by a ghoulish 

and attention hungry media (Roberts, 2018).  Because of this, dark tourism can suffer from 

negative perceptions from heritage tourism professionals, who worry about the dangers of 

promoting their products in a way that attracts sensationalist attention from tourists.  The aim 

of this research was to assess stakeholder perceptions of dark tourism at a World Heritage 

Site (WHS), with a view to assessing its acceptability and viability in an established heritage 

setting. 

To this end, this study critically examined these tensions through a case study of the 

Maritime Greenwich UNESCO World Heritage site in London, United Kingdom: a tourist 

destination that receives in excess of nineteen million visitors every year, including over one 

million overnight stays (Visit Greenwich, 2018).   The site is diverse, containing military, 

religious, scientific, natural and architectural heritage, as well as being home to two 

universities and a national museum (Maritime Greenwich World Heritage Site, 2019).  This 

research applies the Delphi study technique (Lin & Song, 2015) to survey the views of these 

stakeholders on the acceptability of dark tourism, and ways in which this could develop in the 

future.  Over three rounds of questions, a panel of stakeholders were asked to define, explore 

and forecast the role of dark tourism on the site. 

Literature Review  

Dark Tourism in Context 

Despite the years of research into dark tourism (Dale & Robinson, 2011; Lennon & Foley, 

2000; Stone, 2013; Tarlow, 2005) and the growth of the dark tourism market (Biran & Hyde, 

2013; Biran et al., 2011; Stone 2005; Stone & Sharpley, 2008;), and the academic interest in 

this field (Ashworth & Isaac, 2015) there has been little interest shown in understanding the 



relationship between dark tourism and other forms of tourism. As Light (2017, p. 275) notes: 

“…two decades of research have not convincingly demonstrated that dark tourism and 

thanatourism are distinct forms of tourism, and in many ways they appear to be little different 

from heritage tourism”.  

Dark tourism is frequently described as having a spectrum of darkness (Stone, 2006; 

Miles, 2002). At the darkest end of the spectrum, sites are categorized largely on the basis of 

recent and actual suffering and death. There is usually an educational and commemorative 

rationale which underpins these sites, which very often is the authentic place of suffering.  At 

the lighter end of this spectrum, tourism products are associated with ‘fright tourism’ 

(Bristow 2020). This includes haunted houses, ghost tours, and scary stories, for example, 

with an entertainment, rather than educational or commemorative rationale. As Bucior (2019) 

has shown in a study of the interpretation of the Gettysburg battlesite in the USA, however, 

these two poles are not mutually exclusive.  Interpretive tools such as ghost tours can provide 

alternatives to the ‘Authorized Heritage Discourse’ of dark sites, especially where these 

involve contested narratives. The notion that the diversity of sites in dark tourism can be 

categorized using a straightforward scale has been substantially critiqued (Ashworth & Isaac, 

2015; Dale & Robinson, 2011; Ivanova & Light, 2018); most frequently this has been due to 

subjective classifications of sites and histories as ‘dark’, but the persistence of the spectrum 

in the literature indicates its enduring utility as a descriptive tool. 

Dark Tourism and Heritage Tourism 

Whilst a subset of heritage tourism may be considered dark, there is no readily 

distinguishable divide between aspects of heritage tourism and aspects of dark tourism per se. 

Richards (2001) says it is necessary to broaden the categorization of heritage attractions to 

include intangible ideas, including those that relate to the ideas such as statehood, history and 

struggle, often typical of dark sites (Murtagh et al., 2017). There is a clear link between 



heritage tourism and dark tourism, theoretically inextricable in the majority of cases 

(Hartmann, 2014), and the term ‘dark heritage’ (Kamber et al., 2016) is already in use to 

capture these associations.  

Biran et al (2011) identify that the experience of visitors is important to the 

conceptualisation of dark tourism, which is largely the product of on-site interpretation, and it 

is unlikely to be simply a fascination with death which encourages visitation to dark sites. It 

is not necessary to have a morbid interest in death to be fascinated by aspects of  death, 

especially when such narratives have personal or national significance. For example, 

“...Australians and New Zealanders visiting Gallipoli are enaged in a profound heritage 

experience and are not intetested in death itself” (p822).  Other motivations for visiting dark 

sites, such as a desire for novelty, nostalgia, curiosity, entertainment and pilgrimage are the 

same as motivations for visiting heritage sites (Stone & Sharpley, 2008; Ashworth, 2004; 

Tarlow, 2005; Biran, Poria, & Oren, 2011; Hyde & Harman, 2011).  The motivation of 

pilgrimage is particularly relevant for many dark tourism sites, when expanded to include 

more secular definitions of the term, where religious motivations are less important than other 

commemorative aspects of visitation and the sense that these are sites which ‘add meaning to 

life’ (Collins-Kreiner, 2016: 1187). 

 

Postmodern contexts for the growth of dark tourism (Powell & Kennell, 2016) offer 

competing conceptualizations of this, in the context of increasing interest in utopian and 

dystopian visions of the world (Farkic, 2020; Podoshen et al., 2015).  There is no agreement 

in the literature about the categorizations of dark tourism motivations, and all that can be 

certain is that there are a wide variety of these (Raine, 2013; Isaac & Cakmak, 2014). 

The dark tourism literature demonstrates the current inadequacies and impreciseness 

of definitions of dark tourism to date. Dark sites are perceived as being associated with death, 



disaster and frequently genocide, yet many dark sites are also dynamic and elevating, 

structured servicescapes (Magee, 2018). Thus it would be wrong to assume that dark tourism 

is only concerned with the macabre. Undoubtedly that remains a fascination, but as the 

development of dark attractions is a relatively new phenomenon (Sharpley, 2005), 

notwithstanding the long established practice of travelling to sites of suffering since medieval 

times (Stone, 2005), sites at the darkest end of the spectrum are only a fraction of sites which 

record the history of humanity and as dark histories are intermingled inextricably with all 

aspects of human history, the significance of dark tourism motivations may be overestimated 

by researchers. 

There can be squeemishness around the commercial exploitation of dark sites. Dann 

(1994) identifies that there is the potential to capitalise on the “product of dark tourism” and 

“milk the macabre” (p. 61). Ethical considerations abound when establishing attractions with 

dark themes (Stone and Sharpley, 2008). WHS need to consider the authenticity of new 

tourism offers, to avoid accusations of commercialisation and “cashing in”, which may 

complicate any desire to increase revenue. Dark and heritage attractions cover a wide 

spectrum of authenticity, and the perceived authenticity of a site is important. Attractions at 

the lightest end of the darkness spectrum (Stone, 2006) do, however, attract visitation without 

being authentic.  

Dark tourism sites and attractions are often significant in the forming of national 

stories and identity and an understanding of often contested history (de-Miguel-Molina & 

Barrera-Gabaldon, 2019; Kennell, Šuligoj & Lesjak, 2018; Lemelin et al., 2013) and the 

‘history wars’ that can take place over such sites (Boyle, 2019). For WHS, there is a tension 

between the notion of ‘universal’ value, which is a condition of WHS status, and such 

‘contested’ heritage, which implies the absence of a settled interpretation of a site (Rakic & 

Chambers, 2008).  



 

Tourism to World Heritage Sites 

In order to protect and preserve cultural and natural heritage from a range of threats, 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) instituted 

the World Heritage Convention in 1972 (Leask & Fyall, 2001) and have since designated 

1121 properties as WHS, of which 869 are cultural, 213 are natural and 39 are mixed in 

nature (UNESCO, 2020). The official designation of a heritage site as of particular value can 

often lead to a rise in tourism (Dans & Gonzalez, 2019; Kwiatek-sołtys & Bajgier-kowalska, 

2019), and the award of WHS status can be transformative for many destinations in this 

respect (Cassel & Pashkevich, 2014), notwithstanding more broad critiques about the overall 

benefits of WHS inscription for tourism growth, on which evidence is mixed (Gao & Su, 

2019; Mariani & Guizzardi, 2020). 

Concerns about the authenticity of tourism offers at heritage sites feature prominently 

in the literature (Katahenggam, 2019; Yi et al., 2018; Nuryanti, 1996). A distinction should 

be drawn between the tangible heritage of the site and its value as assigned by its custodians, 

and tourist and resident perceptions of authenticity (Yi et al., 2018), as the tension between 

these two poles is often at the root of conflicts about tourism at WHS (Kim et al., 2017).  As 

Dans & Gonzelez (2019) have argued, the social value of heritage sites should be taken into 

account along with their economic, aesthetic and other values.  Imon (2017) highlights that 

this can be a particularly pertinent issue for heritage sites within urban settings, where 

competing social and cultural values co-exist, necessitating integrated tourism planning and 

development activities in order to ensure that tourism to WHS is sustainable.  In the case of 

China, Gao & Su (2019) found that WHS inscription functioned more effectively to preserve 

sites rather than to promote them as tourism destinations, showing that not all sites approach 



this dilemma from the same position, with some choosing not to invite the management 

challenges that come with increased visitation. 

Tangible heritage resources are not a sufficient precondition for the development of 

tourism to WHS, it is still the case that other conditions must be met to develop a tourism 

destination using the WHS, including successful marketing campaigns (de Fauconburg et al., 

2018), the inclusion of the resources within creative, dynamic experiences that attract tourists 

(Cassel & Pashkevich, 2014) and effective governance, including stakeholder management 

(Landorf, 2009; Su et al., 2017). Governance arrangements for WHS show considerable 

national variation, as it is the responsibility of states, and not UNESCO itself, to manage 

WHS (Ashton Adie & Amore, 2020; Su & Wall, 2012).  A core function of WHS governance 

is the management of the interests and activities of diverse sets of stakeholders (Evans, 2002), 

which can include representatives of governments, cultural and heritage bodies, business, 

local communities, and users of the sites (Davey & Gillespie, 2014).   Successful stakeholder 

engagement has been identified consistently as a pre-requisite for sustainable tourism 

development in a variety of types of heritage contexts, and national settings (Timothy & 

Boyd, 2003; Li et al., 2020; Liburd & Becken, 2017; Rasoolimanesh & Jaafar, 2017).  This 

research examines the potential for the development of dark tourism in a WHS destination, a 

type of tourism that can be accused of commercialising and trivialising more ‘serious’ 

heritage (Stone & Sharpley, 2008) and of ‘milking the macabre’ (Dann, 1994).  Because of 

these concerns, it is vital to engage stakeholders at the early stage of potential product 

development, in order to evaluate the sustainability of any future tourism growth in this area.   

 

Methodology 

To this end, this study critically examined these tensions through a case study of the 

Maritime Greenwich UNESCO World Heritage site in London, United Kingdom: a tourist 



destination that receives in excess of nineteen million visitors every year, including over one 

million overnight stays (Visit Greenwich, 2018).  For the purposes of this research, the 

Maritime Greenwich UNESCO World Heritage Site in London, United Kingdom was chosen 

to carry out research into stakeholder perceptions of the potential product development area 

of dark tourism.  There were two reasons why this location as chosen.  Firstly, the site is very 

diverse and contains numerous potential resources for a dark tourism product to draw upon.  

These include: the National Maritime Museum for the United Kingdom, which contains 

numerous artefacts, archives and artworks linked to the history of naval warfare and the 

colonial expansion of the British Empire; The Old Royal Naval College, which was the site 

of a historic Royal palace where King Henry VIII and Elizabeth I were born, before 

becoming the training academy for the Royal Navy, as well containing the chapel where 

Admiral Lord Nelson lay in state after his death at the Battle of Trafalgar; St Alfege’s church, 

the site of the martyrdom of an early English Christian saint; as well as numerous memorials, 

statues and collections and burial spaces linked to themes from across the dark tourism 

spectrum (Stone, 2006; Miles, 2002) , some of which are interpreted through guided and self-

guided tours (Maritime Greenwich World Heritage Site, 2019).   

Secondly as an urban WHS, this location presents an opportunity to survey the view 

of a wide range of stakeholders, who are likely to have competing priorities because urban 

heritage site are subject to multiple uses by users with often competing priorities (Imon, 

2017). This research applied the Delphi study technique (Lin & Song, 2015) to survey the 

views of these stakeholders on the acceptability of dark tourism, and ways in which this could 

develop in the future.  Over three rounds of questions, a panel of stakeholders were asked to 

define, explore and forecast the role of dark tourism on the site. Because of the diverse nature 

of the site, and the broad range of stakeholders involved in its operations and governance, this 



site provides a setting from which conclusions can be drawn that may be useful for future 

research and product development in other WHS contexts. 

The Delphi method is a forecasting technique that has been in use since the 1950’s 

when it was developed by researchers at the RAND Corporation (Habbibi et al., 2014). It was 

informed by the pragmatist approach to knowledge, which bridges the interpretivist and post-

positivist paradigms to provide practical guidance in decision making in complex scenarios 

(Day & Bobova, 2005; Brady, 2015).  It makes use of anonymous, expert opinion from a 

panel to consider the options for dealing with a complex problem, in order to build 

knowledge from consensus positions, which can avoid the problems caused by power-

dynamics involved in face-to-face situations (Habbibi et al., 2014).  Avella (2016) explains 

that the Delphi method can be particular advantageous when researching issues that are 

multi-disciplinary, involving lots of uncertainty and where anonymity is beneficial.  Given 

the nature of dark tourism, it is likely that the research process will require participants to 

engage with complex issues with psychological, personal and social dimensions, suggesting 

that a qualitative Delphi technique may provide a forum for panellists to respond 

anonymously, and in depth, without fear of judgement from other participants. 

The Delphi method has been applied in hugely diverse contexts meaning that it has 

been criticised for its methodological heterogeneity (Day & Bobova, 2005; Habbibi et al., 

2014), but there are accepted general principles for qualitative Delphi designs, which are: 

purposive sampling; emergent design; anonymous and structured communication between 

participants and; thematic analysis (Brady, 2015).   

This research utilised a conventional design, using multiple iterations to eventually 

allow for a consensus position to evolve from the panel, where the responses of the panel to 

each round of questions are analysed, summarised, and reflected back to the panel, along with 

a set of follow-up question, in a series of rounds.  This process of asking for, analysing and 



reflecting is a reflection of the interpretivist approach that underpins the Delphi technique 

(Avella, 2016; Sobaih et al., 2012).   

This research follow the process set out by Donohoe & Needham (2008), who 

reviewed the application of Delphi techniques in tourism and suggested a process that is 

summarised in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 - Delphi process (adapted from Donohoe & Needham (2008)) 

 

Round 1 contained four open questions, designed using themes from the literature 

review aligned with the aims of the study, and each of the following two round of questions 

were then iteratively designed following the process of data analysis described below.  The 

first round of questions firstly sought respondents’ views on the resources available on the 

WHS for the development of a dark tourism product, and also whether they were aware of 



any current dark tourism offers on the site.  These questions were posed to help the 

researchers to evaluate both respondent’s knowledge of the site, but also to be able to place 

elements of the site on continuum of dark tourism experiences (Stone, 2006; Miles, 2002). 

Questions were also asked about the respondents’ views on the appropriateness of dark 

tourism as a new product offering, and whether they believed there was a market for this.  

These questions were designed to elicit responses relating to the ethical (Stone and Sharpley, 

2008) issues associated with the development of dark tourism, and also to the 

commercialisation and development of tourism to WHS (Katahenggam, 2019; Yi et al., 2018; 

Nuryanti, 1996), particularly in regards to the authenticity of the tourism offer.  Following the 

iterative design principles of Delphi studies (Avella, 2016; Donohoe & Needham, 2008; 

Sobaih et al., 2012) the two following rounds of questions were designed after reflecting on 

the answers from the first round and critically analysing them along with the literature on this 

topic, to elicit further responses and to examine areas of consensus or dissensus.  For 

example, a question in the second round asked about what kinds of tourism activities (other 

than dark tourism) panellists through would be acceptable to develop locally.  This helped to 

probe further into their views on tourism development to the WHS, given a strong negative 

response that emerged in the first round when asked about the development of dark tourism. 

 

After each round of questions, a short report was sent to all participants outlining the 

findings of the analysis of that stage, and at the end a more substantive report was sent 

outlining areas of consensus, to which participants were invited to send any additional points 

or to highlight any disagreements.  At this final stage, no participants added additional 

information to the research.  Each round of questions were sent out with two week gaps, 

using Microsoft Forms for data collection and email for distribution of the survey links. 



Panel membership is a key consideration for Delphi studies.  This is an area in which 

the potential for researcher bias can be particularly high, as panellists must be chosen for their 

expert qualifications, ability to communicate on a topic, and willingness to participate in the 

study,  which the researchers may not be best placed to evaluate, especially in advance 

(Avella, 2016; Sobaih et al., 2012;). Sobaih et al (2012) highlight that the criticisms of the 

Delphi method apply to all interpretive studies, despite this method’s claims to provide some 

certainity, and that recognising and accounting for the subjectivity inherent in a Delphi design 

helps to add to its rigour.  In the case of this study, the researchers have an excellent 

knowledge of the case, being members of the local community, as well as employees of an 

institution within the World Heritage Site itself.   

Costa (2005) suggests that the accuracy of results from a Delphi panel increases as its 

size increases above 11 members, and that 15-20 may be an optimal number.  Day and 

Bobova (2005) report that most studies use between 15 to 35 people.  In a study of 

stakeholder perspectives on interpretive methods for Canterbury Cathedral, part of a WHS in 

the United Kingdom, the panel was made up from ten respondents, and the findings were 

deemed to be rigorous given the expert nature of the respondents and their organisational 

attachments to the site.  Using Mitchell et al.’s (1997) initial categorisation of stakeholders as 

financial, moral, actual and potential, a list of forty-seven possible participant organisations 

was created.  These were further categorised, according to the same approach as individuals, 

groups, neighbourhoods, organisations, institutions and societies. Individuals were then 

identified who the authors believed would be best placed to give their opinions on the 

research, given their involvement in tourism or interpretation within the WHS.  Fifteen 

participants were recruited for the first round of the study.  Anonymised details of the 

respondents are given in table 1. 



Table 1 - Participant information 

 

Participant 

number 

Organisation Position 

1 National museum Commercial Development 

Manager 

2 Local history society Principal 

3 Open spaces management 

authority 

Development Manager 

4 University on the WHS Commercial Director 

5 Major commercial landlord Marketing Manager 

6 WHS managing authority Development Director 

7 University on the WHS Tourism Researcher 

8 Resident Association 1 Spokesperson 

9 Tour Guide Business Senior Manager 

10 N/A Maritime Historian 

11 Destination Management 

Organisations 

Senior Development Officer 

12 Major Visitor Attraction 

within the WHS 

Interpretation professional 

13 Local Authority Heritage 

Organisation 

Senior Manager 

14 Transport provider Manager 

15 Resident association 2 Spokesperson 

 



 

With all Delphi studies, analytical techniques should be developed that meet the 

requirements of the study; there is no rule-book for data analysis.  However, the nature of the 

method dictates that analysis should be iterative, as the ‘waves’ (Brady, 2015: 4) of data 

collection progressively inform the process of identifying consensus from the panel.  To carry 

out this process, framework analysis (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994) was used as an appropriate 

analysis technique for relatively unstructured qualitative data.  The framework approach 

involves four analytical steps: familiarisation with the data; identifying a thematic 

framework; applying the framework to the data; then interpreting the data afresh using this 

framework.  This process is repeated until theoretical saturation occurs.  This process leads to 

the identification of a final set of organising ‘frames’ for the analysis, which have been 

developed iteratively through immersion in, and analysis of, the qualitative data. In order to 

reduce bias in the analysis and increase the rigour of the findings, especially in terms of 

dependability (Walters, 2016), the process was followed independently by both authors, who 

then critically compared their analysis at each stage in order to deal with potential 

disagreements in interpretation.  At the end of this framework analysis process, three frames 

of analysis were derived, which are used to structure the findings and discussion section, 

below. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

Each of these frames of analysis derived from the methodology explained above is dealt with 

in turn in this section, where they are presented in a critical comparison to the literature 

reviewed for this research, in line with Hasson and Keeney’s (2001) recommendations for 

increasing the rigour of the findings from qualitative Delphi panel studies.  In the 

presentation of these findings, care has been taken not to identify the respondents in order to 



preserve the benefits of the anonymity offered by the Delphi approach, which can support 

respondents to engage with contentitious or controversial concepts, such as dark tourism 

(Avella, 2016; Habbibi et al., 2014).  The principle of anonymity is particularly important in 

a WHS site context, where multiple stakeholders are likely to be known to each other given 

the bounded nature of WHS designations. 

 

F1: Perceptions of Dark Tourism’s authenticity and suitability for the WHS 

This first frame relates to the concerns expressed by respondents about the suitability of the 

development of dark tourism at the Greenwich WHS, because of the likelihood that it would 

not be authentic in nature (Katahenggam, 2019; Yi et al., 2018; Nuryanti, 1996).  There was a 

general consensus from this Delphi panel that this was a major impediment to the 

development of dark tourism.  One respondent explained that “Promoting something less than 

truly authentic wouldn't stand up to much scrutiny…why do it somewhere like Greenwich 

with so much to offer that is both unique and authentic.” (P8). Another respondent said “Not 

sure what there is that is authentic – it’s not a battlefield or something like that” (P2). 

Respondents viewed the development of dark tourism as being a difficult interpretive 

challenge due to the lack of what they saw as authentic local dark heritage: “You would need 

to develop some good story telling around dark tourism for WHS, I am not aware of any 

suitable stories or links to this for the site” (P13). 

In line with Dann’s (1994) and Stone & Sharpley’s (2008) arguments about the 

sensitivities involved in developing dark tourism products, respondents expressed strong 

views about the suitability of dark tourism for the site.  The WHS itself was perceived as 

being a serious place and not suitable for “silly stories” (P2), with agreement that the “lighter 

more entertainment orientated aspects of dark tourism would not have a place” (P7). Where 

respondents were more positive about future developments of this type, they were keen to 



explain that “the most appropriate form of dark tourism for a WHS would be the ‘dark side of 

existing history’ type – i.e. authentic and place-based stories rather than the more generic 

ghost story/horror themes” (P7).  Primarily though, despite some positive comments, there 

was a consensus that dark tourism would be ‘Totally inappropriate” (P5) and “certainly not 

something for families and children” (P13).  It became apparent that the dark tourism 

products and experiences that the panel disliked were those at the lighter end of the dark 

tourism spectrum (Stone, 2006; Miles, 2002), and, more specifically, those with a more 

‘fright tourism’ (Bristow, 2020) feel. 

Respondents did not associate dark tourism with ideas of contested history or 

alternative interpretations of the site, which had been identified in previous research as being 

one way in which dark tourism can make a positive contribution (de-Miguel-Molina & 

Barrera-Gabaldon, 2019; Tunbridge & Ashworth, 1996; Lemelin et al., 2013).  Panelists 

discussed the “proud history” (P7) and “rich history” of the site and the “the main important 

attractions” (P11) that were the backbone of the visitor experience.  Positive comments about 

dark tourism were most often qualified by saying that it should be kept separate and “not 

infringe on the more mainstream offers or affect people’s living and working environment” 

(P11). Specific suggestions were given for how this could be done such as: “dark tourism 

experiences may be seen as more appropriately offered as a tailor made product for special 

groups” (P7).   Research has previously explored tensions between the universal value 

attributed to WHS and contested local and other narratives for the heritage involved (Rakic & 

Chambers, 2008), but this panel presented a fairly orthodox interpretation of the Greenwich 

WHS, within which there is no obvious ‘authentic’ fit for dark tourism.  This specific aspect 

of the panel’s response is dealt with in more detail in F2. 

 

F2: Specialist knowledge of the World Heritage Site 



Panellists expressed very variable levels of knowledge about the heritage resources of the 

WHS and the different experiences that were available to tourists, as well as of the purpose of 

the site itself.  This appeared to lead to differing attitudes to what was possible and desirable 

in terms of local tourism development.  Despite the consensus in F1 on the dominant 

narratives and institutions of the site, there was little consensus evident on the more fine 

grained detail of the site and its history, or of the purpose of the WHS itself. 

When responding to questions about the possible dark tourism products or experiences on the 

WHS, some respondents were able to give detailed lists of specific sites and objects, and to 

draw links to phenomena such as the trade in slaves and sugar that characterised the British 

Empire during the time the site was built. These included executions and autopsies performed 

on site (P3); burial sites underneath buildings (P4) and in locations just outside the WHS 

boundaries (P7) and the bloodstained jacket of Admiral Nelson (P1), for example.  However, 

most respondents discussed the WHS in more general terms as having a “focus on maritime 

history” (P1) or being “so rich in history and heritage” (P9).  Many responses can be summed 

up by the statement: “My history knowledge of the site is poor, but…” (P4). Where 

respondents expressed a more detailed knowledge of the site, they tended to have a more 

positive perspective on the possible future development of dark tourism, but this was a 

minority view.     

Community organisations and other stakeholders who are not located within 

institutions on the WHS itself were keen to highlight, throughout the rounds of questions, 

other, less-dominant local historical narratives.  These included demands for “more about the 

real, non-Royal Greenwich – less fluff” (P2), often with a focus on the industrial heritage of 

the area which includes telecommunications, shipping and shipbuilding that was linked more 

to the lives of residents and businesses.   



The diversity of responses gathered together within this frame were successively 

probed through three rounds of questions, without a consensus developing in terms of 

content, but demonstrating the importance of understanding different stakeholders knowledge 

and valuation of the site.  Dans & Gonzalez (2019) argue that the successful management of 

tourism to heritage sites must include the balancing of competing views and values and Imon 

(2017) noted the challenges of doing this in a an urban setting, such as this, where competing 

interpretations of cultural values co-exist.  For future tourism development of any kind on the 

site to be viable, it is important that stakeholders share an understanding of the nature and 

heritage of the site.  Although this research focused on dark tourism, any tourism 

developments which involved fresh interpretations of the site, or which focused on exploiting 

non-obvious locations or objects, would meet similarly diverse levels of support.  Successful 

stakeholder management (Evans, 2002) of sites such as this is a pre-requisite for their 

effective management, and for the sustainable development of tourism (Timothy & Boyd, 

2003; Li et al., 2020; Liburd & Becken, 2017; Rasoolimanesh & Jaafar, 2017). 

 

F3: Specialist knowledge of local tourism  

The final frame that was developed through the analysis of this panel’s responses concerned 

respondents’ specialist knowledge of the scope and scale of local tourism development. This 

emerged as a topic during the iterative process of questions, analysis and reflection outlined 

in the methods section, above. A number of panellists’ responses in the first round of the 

research suggested that there were negative perceptions of tourism development per se, 

which were not expected given the fact that all of the respondents were stakeholders of a 

WHS that formed a significant international tourism destination.  Through successive rounds 

of questions, it became clear that panellists’ level of knowledge of the nature of local tourism 

tended to affect their views on whether any form of tourism development locally was 



desirable.  Tourism is a core element of the WHS programme (Cassel & Pashkevich, 2014), 

and, with some significant exceptions, the panel expressed consensus that it was important 

locally, when this topic was investigated through successive rounds.  

As you would expect from the stakeholders of an international tourism destination, 

panellists expressed some detailed knowledge about the current levels and qualities of local 

tourism.  There was a consensus that the market is “dominated by heritage visitors” (P4), 

which would be expected for a WHS, but that the offer of the site “currently meets a limited 

demographic” (P6) who are very present on the site during the day, but that the destination is 

much quieter at night “when tourists don't visit so much or residents go elsewhere for the 

evening” (P11).  Mostly, the core museum and attractions of the site were mentioned by 

panellists, although there were occasional mentions of the other service offered to tourists 

such as the “shops, markets and restaurants” (P9). 

From a minority of respondents, the main issue that they were keen to put forward as 

a reason for not developing dark tourism on the site was not the nature of dark tourism itself, 

but a more general concern about the quality and volume of tourism to the WHS. Although 

no panellists used the term, these were concerns about overtourism (Dodds & Butler, 2019) 

that are common to many heritage tourism destinations (Aide et al., 2019; Seraphin et al., 

2018).  Stakeholders who did not represent institutions from within the site claimed that 

“most of what tourists are told is populist” (P2) and that “The tourist offer is at times already 

pretty debased and aimed at the lowest common denominator” (P8).  This was clearly a 

critique of a perceived “mass tourism model that cheapens the offer for tourists and has 

alienated residents” (P15).  Much of this response was related to tourist numbers and the 

pressure this puts on local residents and services.  One panellist stated that: “There is a 

tipping point where the numbers begin to have a negative effect on the experience for all.  At 

times Greenwich is already there” (P8).  Another said that “Public realm esp. planting is very 



poorly maintained, rubbish provision inadequate given the amount of street food. Provision of 

power points for food stalls in Cutty Sark Gardens also insufficient necessitating the need for 

diesel generators. This is all in the main entry point for tourists” (P15).  One respondent 

posed the question: “Bring in another area of tourism to what is already a very busy tourism 

site and destination?” before criticising the idea of developing dark tourism offers locally. 

However, it was not the case that there was a consensus against developing any new form of 

tourism at all.  As shown in F1, it was dark tourism that attracted particularly negative 

opinions, but the importance of tourism was very well recognised by the panel, and a number 

of suggestions were made about how this could look.  Panellists with a close connection to 

the tourism industry expressed often quite well thought-out suggestions for new forms of 

tourism to deal with the perceived biases and deficiencies of the current offer, as well as new 

demands from tourists: 

 “younger generations love to have access to many new experiences - immersive and 

interactive, exclusive (e.g. fine dining, sleepovers, etc.) that they can't access anywhere else 

but this is not something, which has been developed in Greenwich yet to a degree that it can 

offer quality and is available all your round” (P12). 

“Here is opportunity to grow the offer for families with teenage children and young adults - 

especially in the evenings when there isn't much to do for younger people currently.  There is 

also room to grow the offer for the more adventurous tourist - incl. physical experiences such 

as climbing, ice skating and other sports.” (P11). 

Other suggestions from panellists for future tourism development included wellness 

tourism, the MICE market, festivals and an enhanced food tourism offer. 

 

Conclusions 



This research has shown that, in the case of the Greenwich Maritime WHS, stakeholders do 

not favour the development of dark tourism.  The analysis of these stakeholders’ responses 

revealed three main issues that helped to explain this.  Firstly, respondents tended to hold 

very negative views about dark tourism as a phenomenon.  This meant that, when asked 

about the appropriateness of developing this type of tourism locally, or to identify potential 

resources that this offer could be built on, the most frequent response was that it should not 

take place at all, and that there would be very little of interest for dark tourists on the site, in 

any case.  Probing this perspective, it became apparent that this was mostly influenced by 

panellists’ perceptions of dark tourism as being dominated by fight tourism (Bristow, 2020) 

products such as ghost tours and escape rooms, and a sense that this lighter end of the dark 

tourism spectrum (Stone, 2006; Miles, 2002), was not in keeping with the more serious 

purpose of the site.  This mirrors the findings of previous research (Dann, 1994; Stone & 

Sharpley, 2008) in which concerns have been raised about ‘cashing in’ on an expanding dark 

tourism market, and not dealing appropriately with the ethical issues this could raise.   For the 

sustainable development of tourism at this WHS and in other similar locations, successful 

stakeholder engagement has been identified as a pre-requisite (Timothy & Boyd, 2003; Li et 

al., 2020; Liburd & Becken, 2017; Rasoolimanesh & Jaafar, 2017).  When developing dark 

tourism, it is clear that stakeholder education and familiarisation would be necessary, to help 

stakeholders to understand the different shades of dark tourism, to make a more balanced 

judgement on their acceptability.   

The second frame of analysis, however, saw a less consensual perspective emerge, 

relating to respondents’ specialist knowledge of the WHS.  When stakeholders had a more 

detailed knowledge of the heritage resources of the site, they were more able to consider 

linking these to potential dark tourism.  Within this frame of analysis, the main issue 

affecting perceptions of dark tourism development at the WHS was the ‘fit’ of the 



developments with the identity of the site.  This was not expressed using the ‘universal’ 

values of the WHS, as had been identified in previous research (Rakic & Chambers, 2008), 

instead it related to orthodox interpretations of the site as being concerned with royalty, the 

Navy and national prestige.  These were the ‘authentic’ (Katahenggam, 2019; Yi et al., 2018; 

Nuryanti, 1996) values of the site, which dark tourism was seen as either undermining or 

contradicting.  This frame showed that stakeholder perspectives on the potential development 

of dark tourism to complex, urban WHS with multiple heritage resources within it, are 

dependant on the level of knowledge that stakeholders have of these complex resources, and 

also on the dominant narratives of the site.  This supports the views of Imon (2017), who 

argued that complex urban WHS present particular stakeholder issues and Dans & Gonzalez 

(2019) who drew attention to the intricacies of balancing competing values in heritage 

tourism development. 

The third frame of analysis was concerned with stakeholder attitudes towards tourism 

development at the WHS more generally.  Two clear stakeholder perspectives emerged.  

Panellists who did not represent institutions within the WHS voiced concerns about potential 

overtourism (Dodds & Butler, 2019) impacts from developing additional tourism to the site.  

These included worries about congestion, pollution, litter and overcrowding, as well as 

negative resident attitudes.  However, the majority of panellists were very positive about 

local tourism growth, and were keen to suggest types of tourism that they saw as suitable.  

Although the impact of WHS status on tourism growth is mixed, mixed (Gao & Su, 2019; 

Mariani & Guizzardi, 2020), it is clear from this research that WHS stakeholders had a 

mostly positive attitude towards tourism and saw the growth of tourism locally as important 

for the future of the site.    These more general attitudes towards tourism and its impacts were 

seen to have as important an influence over whether panellists were supportive of the idea of 

developing a new dark tourism offer, as perceptions of dark tourism itself. 



Although effort was made to engage a wide range of stakeholders in this research, this 

qualitative research did not seek to gain universal coverage of stakeholders at the WHS, if 

this were even possible.  Instead, the study sought to develop insights into the potential 

development of dark tourism which could be useful for other researchers in the fields of dark 

tourism and WHS tourism.  Additionally, no national or international stakeholders were 

included in the research, to avoid large disparities of power or resources, but future research 

into dark tourism to WHS could include these powerful voices who can have a significant 

influence over tourism development.  The WHS chosen for this research is in an urban 

setting, with multiple stakeholders from the visitor economy, but also from other sectors.  

Because of this, the findings of this research may have particular value for other WHS with 

complex stakeholder relationships.  

The findings of this research will be valuable to heritage tourism professionals 

considering the possible future relationship between dark tourism and heritage.  In particular, 

this research is placed into a WHS context, meaning that it has international implications for 

the future management of tourism to many sites associated with ‘dark’ pasts.  For researchers, 

this study provides a consensus view from a significant group of heritage tourism 

stakeholders on the relationship between dark tourism and heritage.    

Stakeholders of a WHS in a significant international tourism destination understand 

the importance and value of tourism to the site, and are keen to see this grow in the future.  

Despite this positive orientation, dark tourism was not viewed as an appropriate or attractive 

new offer.  The reasons for this mostly arise from perceptions of it being an inauthentic, 

entertainment-based tourism offer, which conflicts with the serious and important purpose of 

the WHS.  Although there was some dissent from this broad consensus point, it is clear that 

significant work would need to be done with stakeholders on the nature of dark tourism, and 



the resources upon which it could be developed, in order for this form of tourism 

development to be welcomed and sustainable. 
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