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ABSTRACT

Over the past decade, tourism has become the largest industry worldwide in terms of
employment and share of global gross domestic product. Thailand ranks tourism as its top
foreign exchange earner. However, issues concerning the sustainability of tourism in
Thailand, both in terms of the local communities in those destinations, as well as the natural
environment, are in question.

Backpackers are a growing form of tourism in Thailand. There have been no known
research studies done on backpackers perception of the environment in Thailand, despite
critical sustainability issues. This study examines backpackers’ perception of the environment
in Thailand, intentions to re-visit destinations, and corresponding referrals to others.

One hundred interviews were conducted at the backpacker hub in Bangkok: Khao San
road, by purposive sampling. Among those surveyed, it was found that i) the backpackers
perceived degraded environmental quality in destinations they had visited especially in terms
of natural beauty and cleanliness, ii) the image of the destinations visited were also equally
determined by socio-cultural and economic factors, iii) future travel intentions and referrals
were related to these perceptions, iv) other attributes such as commercialization,
modernization, ugly buildings and excessive traffic had a significant impact on image
formation and travel determination, and v.) destinations in Thailand such as Ko Samui,
Pattaya and Ko Phang Nga, Phuket, Chaing Rai and Surat-thani are already experiencing
deteriorating qualities environmentally, as well as in terms of socio-cultural aspects, with
implications on sustainable tourism in these areas, especially in terms of local communities.

It is highly recommended that i) actual action should be taken to promote a better
image of Thailand by cleaning up the environment, and looking into key socio-cultural
aspects in the destinations, and not only focusing on marketing strategies alone; ii) urban and
rural planning should be integrated with tourism planning, and iii) further investigations made
on perceptions of backpackers as a feedback mechanism for sustainable tourism planning.
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