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1

INTRODUCTION: BACKPACKER  
TOURISM, A CONTEMPORARY  

OVERVIEW

In this introductory chapter, there will be a brief presentation of backpack-
er tourism as a form/type of tourism whose visibility and popularity have 
increased all over the world, with a highlight in the summary on its economic 
relevance to destinations and some of its main environmental and sociocul-
tural impacts. The main purpose of the book will be presented before a brief 
summary of all chapters, with a complete and consistent synthesis, emphasis-
ing how contemporary backpacking has evolved.

Tourism is an economic activity that is at the heart of the globalisation 
process. It has benefitted and continues to benefit from technological develop-
ments and the emergence and spread of innovations in telecommunications, 
transport, marketing and management, among others. Nowadays, tourism 
is responsible for a significant increase in economic growth in many coun-
tries, and according to World Travel & Tourism Council (2021) in 2019, the 
best year ever for world tourism, travel and tourism accounted for one in 
four of all new jobs created across the world, 10.6% of all jobs and 10.4% 
of global GDP, and it represented 7% of world exports and 28% of total 
service exports (World Tourism Organization, 2020). In 2019, 1,460 million 
international tourist arrivals were also registered worldwide (World Tourism 
Organization, 2020) – the highest number ever, and more than 336 million 
were youth travellers based on the WYSE Travel Confederation (2021) web-
site. These figures illustrate the relevance of young travellers as one of the 
current trends with great impact on tourism activity and among them are the 
backpackers, the main subject of this book.

Although it is not an easy task to present the economic impact of backpacker 
tourism quantitatively due to the lack of systematic collection of statistical 
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data worldwide (Martins & Costa, 2017), it is possible to directly assess 
its economic relevance from data collected in countries such as Australia or 
New Zealand, where the backpacker market is well established and indirectly 
from information regarding youth tourism. For example, in 2020, Australia 
registered over 2 million international backpackers (Statista, 2021a) with the 
cities of Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane accounting for 39.4% of this figure.

Therefore, according to the WYSE Travel Confederation (2016) report, the 
market value of international youth tourism increased from 190 billion USD 
in 2009 to 286 billion USD in 2014 and is expected to reach the extraordinary 
amount of 400 billion USD by 2020. In 2014, youth tourism was responsible 
for 200 million international trips (Tourism Research and Marketing, 2013) 
and for generating revenues of 286 billion USD (World Tourism Organiza-
tion, 2016). Data from the WYSE Travel Confederation (2019) regarding 
backpackers indicate that they were responsible for 44 million trips in 2017.

It is broadly accepted that young tourists are an important market for 
the future because they sometimes spend more money than other tourists, 
are more likely to return to the same destination and are also described as 
more resilient to potential crises. They spend most of their money in local 
communities, making an important contribution to other economic activities, 
and have the ability to attract other visitors to the places they visit (UNWTO, 
2016; UNWTO & WYSE Travel Confederation, 2010).

However, this book is about backpacker tourists, a complex and het-
erogeneous group of travellers, which over the last five decades has been 
transformed from a marginal phenomenon into a global one. Described as 
a modern trend, ‘backpacker tourism comprises the activities carried out by a 
complex and heterogeneous group of travellers, consisting predominantly of 
young people who travel for longer periods than usual and with flexible and 
informal travel itineraries’ (Martins & Costa, 2021a, p. 1).

In the study of backpacker tourism, E. Cohen’s (1973) contributions are 
fundamental and provide the basis for contextualising behaviour in terms 
of society and change. Constituted in the past by a relatively small group of 
errant travellers described by E. Cohen (1973) as drifters, over recent dec-
ades backpackers have become a powerful tourist segment made up of pre-
dominantly young travellers who plan and prepare their own trip, looking 
for direct cultural contact, novelty, spontaneity and risk all around the globe.

Riley (1988) classifies these tourists as educated, belonging to the Euro-
pean middle class, single, travelling alone and concerned about their small 
budget, travelling with backpacks on their backs and a small daily budget.

A complex and multifaceted form of tourism (Sørensen, 2003) and the 
lack of consensus among researchers on the current conceptualisation of  


