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Abstract: In order to explore new ideas for reviving the tourism in 
Thailand under the new normal, this article carries out qualitative research 
on developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket. The idea of active ageing, 
which was proposed by the World Health Organization, and the theory of 
public finance, the incentive theory, and the stakeholder theory, have been 
used to elaborate the academic causes for this development initiative. The 
research shows that: on the one hand, current outdated paradigm of reviving 
tourism is not only difficult to be applied due to the Covid-19 epidemic, 
but could limit the capacity to seize innovative opportunities. On the other 
hand, as Thailand has entered an ageing society, the elderly is becoming an 
essential force in tourism activities and consumption; it is feasible to create 
a society where the contribution of older people generally outweighs social 
investments. Based on this, and after pointing out the existing 
implementation obstacles at Phuket and proposing corresponding 
countermeasures, the authors conclude that the Thai government should 
take the new normal as an opportunity to change their negative stereotypes 
about the elderly, push a supply-side reform of tourism industry, construct 
an integrated, elderly-centered service system, and then in the long run, 
build Phuket into a demonstration base integrating tourism, with elderly 
care and medical care by developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket, 
Thailand. This article also aims to lay a theoretical foundation for this 
innovative development, meanwhile, provide practical reference for 
Thailand to adapt to the profound consequences brought about by the 
ageing population. 
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1. Introduction  

It goes without saying that the covid-19 pandemic, as an invisible, unconventional yet ferocious 
enemy, has inflicted heavy losses on Thailand’s tourism industry. Phuket is in an even worse 
situation because the island’s economy used to be almost exclusively reliant on a steady stream 
of international tourists. Recently, the “Safe and Sealed” campaign, which aimed to re-open 
Thailand’s borders to international tourists seeking long-stay holidays, has been planned to 
kick off this October 1st at Phuket (Boonkong and O' Connor, 2020). However, Judd comments 
that a number of prominent physicians and some advisors to the Ministry of Public Health and 
the Centre for Covid-19 Situation Administration(CCSA) strongly opposed opening Thailand 
to tourists in any way, shape or form. This undoubtedly has made the future of Thailand's 
tourism industry even more confusing. Also according to the media reports, in order to attract 
more medical and wellness tourists, the Public Health Ministry and the Tourism and Sports 
Ministry have joined forces to discuss the proposal to fund Phuket province 3 billion Baht. If 
the proposal is approved eventually, Phuket will be built as an international medical hub; then 
strengths in both the tourism and medical sectors of the island would be combined to help the 
economy, and society as a whole recover from the devastation of the pandemic (Taylor, 2020). 
It seems that the government departments have realized the necessity of the integration of the 
medical industry and the tourism industry. 

 

The authors think that there is still an important group that is overlooked by the government 
and relevant decision-making departments that is the older people, especially the elderly 
population in Thailand. Actually, older people are frequently stereotyped and marginalized as 
being burdens not only in Thailand but all over the world. It is expected that Thailand will 
become a complete aged society in 2021 and 20% of its population will be the elderly (Haque, 
2016). The elderly should be given sufficient attention, and industries related to them should 
be supported to adapt to shifts in the age structure. Social change is ongoing and unpredictable, 
transformative approaches are badly needed. For example, the goal of building an age-friendly 
world, requires a transformation of health systems away from disease-based curative models 
and towards the provision of integrated care that is centered on the needs of older people (World 
Health Organization, 2016). Therefore, as foreign tourists’ back to Thailand cannot be certain 
of success, building Phuket into a demonstration base integrating tourism, elderly care and 
medical care introduces an alternative. This article analyzes the academic theories and 
implementation obstacles of developing age-friendly tourism in Phuket, discusses the required 
integrated service system, and motivational strategies. Actually, age-friendly tourism means 
that the tourism industry is organized around older people’s needs and preferences, and that 
services are age-friendly and coordinate closely with the older person. In addition, this article 
also provides practical reference for Thailand to adapt to the ageing society. 

 

2. Research Objectives 

Currently, Phuket is eager to reopen to foreign tourists to help stimulate the local economy, 
which has been hard hit by the pandemic. From a longer-term and broader perspective, 
Thailand has another serious problem: this country only has a very short time to prepare a 
response to demographic change (Punyakaew, Lersilp, & Putthinoi, 2019). However, as Dr. 
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Margaret Chan, the former Director-General of World Health Organization (WHO) stated, with 
the right policies and services in place, population ageing can be viewed as a rich new 
opportunity for both individuals and societies. In that case, the research questions of this article 
come out as follows: 

1. Can domestic tourists (especially the elderly) be an alternative of international tourists? 
2. What are the constraints of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket? 
3. What are the roles of the government and other sectors (such as tourism sector, medical 
sector, elderly care sector, real estate sector and so on) during this mega project respectively? 
4. How to develop age-friendly tourism at Phuket and will it help Phuket both survive the 
pandemic crisis and get prepared for economic and social restructuring caused by the ageing 
society? 
 
Therefore, this article aims to look into the academic causes of developing age-friendly tourism 
at Phuket, Thailand; to study and discuss how the government and other stakeholders can work 
together to make the age-friendly tourism a new economy growth point 

 
3. Literature Review 

Since this article is about developing age-friendly tourism by placing older people at the center 
of service delivery, this literature review will primarily focus on the idea of active ageing and 
Thailand’s medical tourism, which are closely related with this article.  

3.1 Active ageing 

The idea of active ageing emerged as an attempt to bring together strongly compartmentalized 
policy domains in a coherent way (Walker, 2002). According to Active ageing: a policy 
framework released by WHO in 2002, active ageing is the process of optimizing opportunities 
for health, participation and security in order to enhance quality of life as people age. The 
policy framework requires action on three basic pillars: health, participation and security 
(World Health Organization, 2002). It emphasizes the need for action across multiple sectors 
and has the goal of ensuring that “older persons remain a resource to their families, 
communities and economies” (World Health Organization, 2016).  This framework will need 
to transcend outdated ways of thinking about ageing, foster a major shift in how we understand 
ageing and health, and inspire the development of transformative approaches. It is worth noting 
that the word “active” refers to continuing participate in social, economic, cultural, spiritual 
and civic affairs, not just the ability to be physically active or to participate in the labor force 
(World Health Organization, 2002).  

In the context of the aging of the population, research on active ageing has gradually received 
widespread attention from international academic circles. As the idea of active ageing was 
initially put forward for providing a sound basis for industrialized countries to respond to the 
challenges presented by population ageing, so scholars from developed countries have done 
detailed studies on the genesis, evolution and connotation of the concept of active ageing. For 
example, findings from Walker (2002) clearly indicate that the concept of active ageing could 
be traced back to the “successful ageing” in the early 1960s, then the concept resurfaced in the 
United States in the guise of “productive ageing”, and the new concept of active ageing began 
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to emerge in the 1990s under the influence of the WHO. Lassen and Moreira (2014) explored 
how contemporary active ageing policies have been articulated by drawing on two different 
sets of political and epistemic grounds and stressed the potentials in substituting old age with 
late life, and the effects that active ageing policies have in the world. They also examined the 
questions whether the formats of active ageing should be made to co-exist, or whether the 
diversity and comprehensiveness enable a local adaptation and translation of active ageing 
polices. 

As the world’s largest developing country, China has already entered an aging society, Chinese 
scholars pay more attention to the related public policy research and practical exploration on 
active ageing. Pang and Niu (2019) pointed out that it is necessary to take the government as 
the leading role and reconstruct the existing public policy system to achieve the goal of active 
ageing, and enhance the systematism pertinence and feasibility of China’s older-related public 
policies, enable the formulation and implementation of policies to be organically integrated 
with the sustainable development of social economy and coordinated development. As Wang 
and Xu (2014) argued, to achieve the strategic objectives of active ageing, it is necessary to 
mobilize all social forces and thoroughly nurture and explore social capital; and by remodeling 
social capital to promote the restructuring of resources, network, and other normative elements 
for the senior citizens' social capital, people can build multi-dimensional social support system 
for them and realize the shift from “aging population” to “active ageing”. It has been argued 
that such problems of pension services in China as the imbalance of supply and demand of 
pension services, the single content of pension services, the overlap of competent departments, 
the inadequate operation of pension service market and the shortage of specialized teams need 
to be solved from the perspective of active aging, that is,  a multi-dimensional pension service 
model should be designed based on the differentiated needs, including the construction of an 
aging pension estimation system, the multi -dimensional pension service supply system, the 
pension service supply regulation system and service support system (Bian & Li, 2019). 

The pace of recent population ageing in Thailand is faster than other Asian countries and even 
far faster than developed countries in the West and proportion of elderly (aged 60 and over) is 
projected to approach more than 30% within next three decades in Thailand (Knodel, 
Prachuabmoh, & Chayovan, 2013). So the topic of active ageing has also aroused the interest 
of some Thai scholars. For example, by identifying significant determinant factors of active 
ageing and estimating the active ageing level properly in the broader cultural context of 
Thailand, Haque, Soothorndhada, Hunchangsith and Kanchanachitra (2016) found that active 
ageing level of elderly yet to be improved in Thailand and policy should be focused for elderly 
to fulfill health needs, to promote longer working lives, to arrange a lifelong learning program, 
and to improve financial/economic conditions. In addition, Punyakaew, Lersilp and Putthinoi 
(2019) investigated the active ageing levels and time use patterns of an elderly population 
attending the Community Elderly School in a suburban village of northern Thailand; they 
concluded that active ageing was at the moderate level and as to the measures of time use, there 
was significant difference between males and females. Their research results also showed that 
more time spent on leisure and social participation would improve satisfaction and quality of 
life for elderly people in the moderate and low active ageing levels. 



  
 
 

 
 

266 
 

The 5th TICC International Conference 2020 
in Multidisciplinary Research Towards a Sustainable Society 

November 26th – 27th, 2020, Khon Kaen, Thailand 

To understand the overall situation of Thailand’s ageing society, the authors have also 
consulted some relevant documents. In the brochure by National Health Security Office, 
Thailand (2015), it is said that by the year 2030 the proportion of elderly in the Thai population 
is expected to increase to 15 percent, in 2050 nearly one third of Thailand’s population will be 
age 60 and over. Findings from Helpage International (2013) clearly indicate that Thailand’s 
demographic profile has changed radically in recent decades but the fundamental traditions of 
society remain in place, that is, many Thais continue to work into old age, sometimes earning 
an income, but often helping their family without being paid. The study by World Health 
Organization (n.d.) identifies that living with older parents, showing respect and taking care of 
them are considered normal way of family life and are highly commended in Thailand, and 
unfortunately, research on the migration of older persons in Thailand is extremely limited. 

3.2 Thai medical tourism 

“Medical tourism” refers to a vacation that involves traveling across international borders to 
obtain medical services. It usually includes leisure, fun, and relaxation activities, as well as 
wellness and health-care services (Heung, Kucukusta, & Song, 2010). Liu, Su and Su (2009) 
claimed that medical tourism is a sustainable tourism development concept and be able to 
stimulate regional investment, promote infrastructure construction, and promote the all-round 
development of local society. Specific to the Thai context, the medical tourism industry was 
forecasted to contribute approximately 16% per year to the growth of the tourism sector in 
Thailand during 2017-2020 (KPMG, 2018).  Kaewkitipong (2018) also contended that in the 
2017-2018 E-Health Strategy Plan by the Ministry of Public Health, Thailand has planned to 
become ASEAN’s medical hub and also to promote the medical tourism industry. According 
to Connell (2013), in Thailand, medical tourism is largely concentrated in Bangkok, Phuket, 
and Chiang Mai, and the biggest provider is Bumrungrad International Hospital, which 
accounts for nearly a quarter of all medical tourists to the country. 

Given the importance of Thai medical tourism, related studies have come into being, and most 
of them focus on analyzing the competitiveness of the industry and improving its efficiency. 
For instance, by providing a clearer picture of the Thai medical tourism supply chain, 
Kaewkitipong (2018) pointed out a lack of collaboration and integration among the 
stakeholders in Thai medical tourism, and an inactive role of travel agencies in aggregating 
information from all stakeholders, linking medical service providers with tourism service 
providers. The author also suggested that an intermediary like a travel agent or a medical 
tourism facilitator can play an important role in integrating the two independent sets of services 
together by becoming a one-stop hub for medical tourists. Kantavongvan, Un-thong and Kaosa-
ad (as cited in Kaewkitipong, 2018) discussed factors contributing to the competitiveness of 
the Thai medical tourism industry, while Srisomyong (2018) identified the competence of Thai 
medical tourism providers. Besides, Alberti, Giusti, Papa and Pizzurno (2014) analyzed the 
formation of the Thailand Medical Tourism Cluster and the competitiveness policies for it. 
Harryono, Huang, Miyazawa and Sethaput (2006) claimed that healthcare providers, 
international transportation, hotels, and agents/operators should be identified as core providers 
or suppliers of Thai medical tourism. 
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Generally speaking, it can be seen that existing research on active ageing and Thai medical 
tourism has been widely concerned by the academic circles and has made good progress, but 
interdisciplinary research is still scarce and in the context of Thailand, till now no research has 
paid attention to integrating tourism sector, elderly care sector and medical care sector. 
Therefore, this study will begin to fill this void by investigating the academic causes, 
constraints and motivational strategies to develop age-friendly tourism at Phuket, Thailand 
under the new normal. In addition, as Thailand has a very short time to prepare a response to 
demographic change, so economic and social restructuring, including collaboration of all 
sectors, will need to support the elderly society and respond to this situation (Punyakaew, 
Lersilp & Putthinoi, 2019). This article could provide practical reference for Thailand to adapt 
to the ageing society as well. Besides, in August, 2020, Deputy Phuket Governor Pichet 
Panapong, who is a major player in the country's economic rehabilitation efforts, told the 
Bangkok Post that Phuket tourism in the Covid-19 era would focus on health and wellness 
instead. The governor also added that Phuket’s location could be used as a selling point of a 
medical plaza project which would feature a long-term care center for foreign patients who can 
come here for treatments and travel at the same time. Therefore, the topic discussed in this 
article is of realistic significance to today’s new normal. 

4. Research Methodology 

In view of the research questions and objectives, this study is exploratory in nature. This article 
adopts literature study, interview, normative analysis and other methods to carry out qualitative 
study on developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket, Thailand. First of all, a thorough literature 
study was conducted on the idea of active ageing and the Thai medical tourism industry. 
Previous studies, news, and White Papers related were also collected at this stage. The literature 
review of these documents enabled the authors to frame appropriate interview questions as 
shown in Table  

Table 1: Interview questions as derived from the research questions 
 

            Research question                               Lists of interview questions 
 Can domestic tourists (especially 

the elderly) be an alternative of 
international tourists? 

 Does the elderly in Thailand generally 
have travel demands and sufficient 
economic conditions? 

 How do you evaluate the current 
domestic tourism stimulus campaign? 

 What are the roles of the 
government and other sectors 
(such as tourism sector, medical 
sector, elderly care sector and so 
on) during this mega project 
respectively? 

 If this project is approved, what role do 
you think the governments at all levels 
should play in the future 
implementation? 

 And do you think all the stakeholders 
(such as the tour agencies, hospitals, and 
hotels should cooperate and integrate 
tightly under a comprehensive platform? 
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 What are the constraints of 
developing age-friendly tourism 
at Phuket? 

 In your opinion, what is the biggest 
difficulty for developing age-friendly 
tourism at Phuket? What is the most 
urgent problem needed to be solved? 

 Do you think Phuket is an age-friendly 
place? Why? 

 How to develop age-friendly 
tourism at Phuket and will it help 
Phuket both survive the pandemic 
crisis and get prepared for 
economic and social restructuring 
caused by the ageing society? 

 Is it possible to build Phuket into an age-
friendly tourism destination which 
involves conventional tour, medical care, 
elder care, etc.? 

 Do you think the development of age-
friendly tourism is helpful for Thailand 
to deal with the challenges brought by 
the ageing society? Why? 

 Do you think Phuket tourism industry 
should develop some new products and 
services suitable for the elderly? If your 
answer is ‘yes’, could you please give 
examples of what products or services 
need to be developed? 

 
Meanwhile, the public financial theory, the incentive theory and stakeholder theory are used to 
explain the academic causes of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket. A qualitative 
approach is more appropriate for this study and the in-depth interviews are conducted to obtain 
primary data with some stakeholders (listed in Table 2) such as Thai senior citizens, travel 
agencies, hotel managers, and senior hospital administrators etc. As this article is one part of a 
research project about ageing society in Thailand, other stakeholders like nursing home 
operators, Tourism Authority of Thailand, Phuket Office (TAT) would be contacted and 
interviewed in the near future. In addition, secondary information in the form of media reports, 
regional tourism plans and related documents are adopted as well. 

Table 2: Position and organization of interviewee  
 

No. Position Organization Type of Business 
1 Chinese medicine 

practitioner 
Bangkok Hospital at Phuket Medical service 

provider 
2 Director SIRACHETTAAACHOE Tour Travel agent 
3 Owner  Narong Clinic Medical service 

provider 
4 Retired Thai citizen none the elderly (aged 81) 
5 General Manager Modern Thai Group Hotel 
6 Owner LYFE Medical Wellness Health care provider 
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5.Results 

5.1 Academic theories of developing age-friendly tourism 

As mentioned before, age-friendly tourism means that the tourism industry is organized around 
older people’s needs and preferences, and that services are age-friendly and coordinate closely 
with the older person. It also means that creating truly age-friendly tourism requires action in 
many sectors such as tourism, elderly care, medical care, labor, education; there will be many 
actors including government, service providers, civil society, older people and their 
organizations, families and friends. Much of the work is built around tourism and health 
services: design of new tourism products, transportation, housing and urban development, 
information and communication, and health and community services etc. The purpose of this 
part is to analyze the academic causes of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket, Thailand. 

5.1.1 Idea of active ageing 

The gerontological literature in the social sciences has typically characterized the aging process 
in terms of decline, degeneration, and decrepitude (Gergen & Gergen, 2002).  Tong and Liu 
(2017) contend that before the 1990s, most researchers in ageing science regarded "ageing" as 
a negative process, comparatively little attention has been paid to the possibility of growth, 
generativity, and development in the last decades of life. The idea of active aging explores the 
participation and contribution of the elderly in the process of social, economic, cultural and 
public affairs, and has gradually formed a new policy framework or action plan for responding 
to the challenge of population aging in the 21st century. The idea emphasizes that the elderly 
is not only beneficiaries of social development, but also active participants and contributors. 
The elderly is social wealth, not social burden, so it is feasible to develop age-friendly tourism 
for helping Phuket both survive this pandemic crisis and get prepared for economic and social 
restructuring caused by the ageing society. As mentioned before, the idea of active ageing 
contains three dimensions of health, participation and security, taking health as the foundation, 
participation as the means, and security as the support. Mei, Chen, and Glajchen’s study (as 
cited in Hou, 2017) found that the participation behavior of the elderly has the effect of 
reducing the incidence of physical and mental diseases, enhancing cognitive ability, and 
acquiring knowledge and skills. Therefore, tourism activities can not only improve the quality 
of life and happiness of the elderly by enhancing the interaction with other members of society 
and the surrounding environment, but also achieve active ageing by encouraging and expanding 
the social participation of the elderly.  

5.1.2 Theory of public finance 

According to the theory of public finance in western economics, the invisible hand is powerful 
but not omnipotent, markets sometimes fail to allocate resources efficiently and the 
governments can correct the market failure by inducing market participants or taxing goods 
that have negative externalities and subsidizing goods that have positive externalities (Mankiw, 
2012). Developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket is beneficial to creating an age-friendly 
environment in Thailand; the latter can help older people in Thailand to age safely in a place 
that is right for them, to continue to develop personally, to be included and to contribute to 
their communities while retaining their autonomy and health. Therefore, developing age-
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friendly tourism at Phuket could yield positive externalities to Thailand's aging society, and the 
government can use public finance to subsidize its development. In addition, many services 
and facilities involved in the age-friendly tourism have the nature of quasi-public products, so 
theoretically the supply should be shared by the government and the market. However, He and 
Fu’s study (as cited in Yang & Zheng, 2016) found that in the diversified supply of public 
products, the provision of public products by for-profit institutions would cause some negative 
externalities, which require the government to implement necessary macro-control. Public 
finance is a distribution activity with the government as the main body, the governments can 
use the collected public finance revenue to provide such quasi-public products or services as 
infrastructure renovation at tourist attractions for older people, local medical and elderly care 
and community service. By doing this, the government can better macro-control the allocation 
of common resources and better satisfy the people’s (especially the elderly) tourism 
consumption demand. 

5.1.3 The incentive theory 

Incentive theory began to emerge during the 1940s and 1950s, building on the earlier drive 
theories established by psychologists such as Clark Hull; in contrast with other theories that 
suggest we are pushed into action by internal drives, incentive theory instead suggests that we 
are pulled into action by outside incentives (Cherry, 2020). And according to Abraham H. 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the basic needs of human beings can be divided into five levels 
from low to high: physiological needs, safety needs, belonging and love needs, esteem needs 
and self-actualization. Wu’s study (as cited in Yang & Zheng, 2016) showed Maslow believed 
that people will only demand higher-level needs after they are satisfied with the lower-level 
needs. Travel and leisure as a consumer behavior not only perfects the physiological and safety 
needs of older people, but also encourages them to invest a certain amount of time, money and 
energy to realize and complete higher-level needs, such as belonging and love needs, esteem 
needs, even self-actualization. The joy of mood, physical and mental health, and mental stress 
relief that older people obtain in travel and leisure activities will prompt them to continue to 
consume tourism-related products and services and adopt positive and intensified spiritual 
motivational behaviors. Specifically, by introducing dedicated facilities, special tourism events, 
classes and gathering places, age-friendly tourism could create opportunities for social 
interaction, which in turn provide a sense of value, belonging and attachment for the older 
people. 

5.1.4 The stakeholder theory 

A document from the University Virginia (2018) suggests that the stakeholder theory was 
originally detailed by R. Edward Freeman in 1984 in his award-winning book Strategic 
Management: A Stakeholder Approach, and now it has become a key consideration in the study 
of business ethics. The theory stresses the interconnected relationships between a business and 
its customers, suppliers, employees, investors, communities and others who have a stake in the 
organization; it argues that a firm should create value for all stakeholders. As far as the age-
friendly tourism is concerned, there will be many stakeholders, such as the elderly, tour 
operators, hotels, hospitals, nursing homes, governmental departments, local communities, 
food providers, universities and colleges, research teams, health professionals and technicians 
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etc. The prime objective of developing an age-friendly tourism at Phuket is to maximize the 
benefits of all stakeholders, and all the work must rely on explicit partnership among various 
stakeholders. The role of government will be to steward this partnership, train and support 
human resource, ensure that integration occurs across various services, ensure the quality of 
services and directly provide services to those most in need. It also requires action at multiple 
levels of government. Aiming towards the shared goal of developing age-friendly tourism at 
Phuket allows these different stakeholders to work within their core areas but in a focused way 
that complements what is being done by others. 

5.2 Implementation obstacles of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket 

The elderly now has more wealth, more leisure time, stronger desire to travel; they have better 
education and are more inclined to travel during the off-season (Yao & Hou, 2019). Vania (as 
cited in Yao & Hou, 2019) found that senior tourists travel more frequently, travel longer, 
spend more on tourism activities, and they are more inclined to travel by package tour. 
Meanwhile, senior tourists need more attention and service both physically and psychologically, 
they pay more attention to the safety, health, transportation and sharing during the travel (Gu, 
2017). Lee and King (2016) found that barrier-free tourist facilities have a significant positive 
effect on the satisfaction of elderly tourists, and the diversity of natural and cultural resources 
is an important predictor of travel frequency. Solving the problems that the elderly may face in 
tourist destinations and providing them with satisfying tourism products and services are 
inevitable demands for promoting the supply-side reform of the tourism and developing high-
quality tourism. In view of the above-mentioned characteristics of elderly tourists, this section 
aims to demonstrate the constraints of developing age-friendly tourism in Phuket. 

5.2.1. Lack of targeted tourism products and services 

For developing age-friendly tourism in Phuket, the first problem encountered is the lack of 
tourism products and services for the elderly. Phuket consists of the island of Phuket, Thailand's 
largest island, and another 32 smaller islands off its coast (Tourism Authority of Thailand, 
2013). It lies off the west coast of Thailand in the Andaman Sea and offshore tour activities is 
the main type of Phuket’s tourism product and service. The island’s economy is, either directly 
or indirectly, 90% reliant on a steady flow of international tourists, and now most tourism 
businesses in Phuket have closed due to the Covid-19 pandemic (Chuenniran, 2020). However, 
the elderly, especially the Thai elderly, have always been undervalued by the Phuket tourism 
market, there are currently no tourism products and services tailored for the elderly in the 
market. For instance, most of the offshore tour projects are risky for older people and have 
certain requirements for the physical strength of the tourists, so they are not suitable for elderly 
tourists. In addition to the lack of diversity in tourism products, the tourism services that are 
available are often a poor fit with the needs of older people. For example, in terms of catering 
services, delicious food with local characteristics may not be suitable for the taste and health 
of some elderly tourists; in terms of transportation and physical accessibility, some tourist 
attractions still lack barrier-free travel facilities for the elderly. Moreover, the service content 
should also include the provision of reasonable travel insurance and an instant medical rescue 
system to create worry-free travel for the elderly so that they can enjoy a reliable and high-
quality travel experience. After all, safety and health are the primary considerations for the 
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elderly when traveling. So the tourism industry in Phuket should be redesigned to deliver 
comprehensive and more appropriate and effective services for the elderly by focusing on the 
unique needs and preferences of the elderly. 

5.2.2. Lack of a platform to integrate various resources 

Compared with conventional tourism in the past, age-friendly tourism involves more 
stakeholders, such as hospitals, nursing homes, insurance companies, governmental 
departments, local communities, universities and colleges, health professionals. It can greatly 
promote the development of local catering, accommodation, transportation, medical care, 
education and other industries. For the elderly tourists, in addition to general tourism services 
such as hotels, tour guides, transportation, and catering, medical care, health care, 
communications, learning, sharing, etc. are also important components of the tourism. For 
example, continuing to learn enables older people to have the knowledge and skills to manage 
their health, to keep abreast of developments in information and technology, to participate, to 
adjust to ageing, to maintain their identity and to keep interested in life (Boulton-Lewis, 2010). 
So seminars, debates, cultural outings and a variety of training courses could be arranged as 
new products of age-friendly tourism, and these activities definitely need effective cooperation 
and interaction between the tourism sector and the education sector. In the age-friendly tourism, 
in addition to the target users-the elderly, all other stakeholders will be potential revenue 
providers and cost contributors. To achieve mutual benefit and win-win results, all stakeholders 
should coordinate and interact with each other, learn from each other's strengths and make 
overall plans, instead of working independently and fighting alone. However, according to the 
research on the Thai medical tourism supply chain, there’s little interaction among the 
stakeholders; the medical service providers arranged tourism services for customers upon 
request, as a supplement to their medical services (Kaewkitipong, 2018). As to the age-friendly 
tourism which involves more stakeholders, there is an urgent need for a platform to integrate 
superior resources of all the stakeholders together in order to play a greater role. Because real-
time sharing of data and information, common sharing of benefits and costs, and proper 
resolution of conflicts and disputes on this comprehensive platform are the keys to the 
successful development of Age-friendly tourism. 

5.2.3. Lack of professional talent training and team building 

As mentioned before, age-friendly tourism is organized around older people’s needs and 
preferences, and that services are age-friendly and coordinate closely with the elderly. Age-
friendly tourism also involves many stakeholders, therefore, it will require careful 
consideration of the human resources who will be needed to deliver elderly-centered and 
integrated services. In view of the fact that the elderly is more likely to encounter the risk of 
illness and injury during travel, it will be important to ensure that service providers have basic 
gerontological and geriatric skills, as well as the more general competencies needed to work in 
integrated systems, including communication, teamwork, ICT and other technologies. 
However, Thailand still has a long way to go in ensuring a sustainable and appropriately trained 
workforce. For example, most health care personnel at the primary health care level are not 
trained for old age care, only some have attended the short course programs provided by the 
MoPH (Ministry of Public Health, Thailand) and academic organizations (World Health 
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Organization, n.d.). Even the medical staff need to be trained, not to mention the tour guides, 
drivers, and hotel staff those serve at the frontline. In addition, the development of new products 
and the design of new routes are very important for the development of age-friendly tourism. 
In the near future, talents in product development and operation management will also be in 
short supply. 

5.2.4. Lack of relevant regulations and industry standards 

Making progress on age-friendly tourism will also require developing and reaching consensus 
on related regulations and industry standards. As a new industry, there are currently no typical 
and specific products or services for age-friendly tourism, so the targeted industry standards 
and regulations have not yet been issued. For instance, although the local government of Phuket 
has announced that it will make Phuket a medical hub to attract more medical and wellness 
tourists, there is still no mention of developing relevant policies and governmental 
interventions, monitoring and evaluation strategies. This lack of effective regulations and 
industry standards, on the one hand, will bring obstacles to the integration and coordination 
among various stakeholders in the age-friendly tourism; on the other hand, when encountering 
various disputes and new problems, the regulatory authorities also lack reasonable basis to 
carry out their work.  

5.2.5. Lack of age-friendly environments and awareness of active ageing 

Chen, Liu, and Ma’s study (as cited in Hou, 2017) discussed that the idea of active aging was 
derived from the World Health Organization's summary of the experience of population aging 
in developed countries and it represents countries with a higher level of development and is not 
suitable for developing countries. Actually, the idea of active ageing is not only a practical 
method, but also a cultural model. It transcends outdated ways of thinking about ageing, fosters 
a major shift in how we understand ageing and health, and inspires the development of 
transformative approaches. Obviously, developing countries are getting old before a substantial 
increase in wealth occurs (Kalache & Keller, 2000). In 2050 nearly one third of Thailand’s 
population will be age 60 and over. However, Onode claimed (as cited in Ochiai, 2009) that 
public facilities for elderly care are almost non-existent in Thailand, and care centres attached 
to hospitals are extremely expensive. State organizations paid little attention on developing 
home/community services to assistant the older persons and their caregivers (World Health 
Organization, n.d.). Outdated ideas and ways of working, which often focus on keeping older 
people alive rather than on supporting dignified living and maintaining their intrinsic capacity, 
undermine the quality of old age care (World Health Organization, 2016). At this time with a 
“new normal” policy, the Thai governments still hope and focus on attracting international 
tourists to save tourism and the Thai economy, not realizing the profound consequences of 
ageing population. It is the time for the Thai governments to improve the pension system, social 
welfare, give more financial support to the elderly and then guide them to carry out higher-
level spiritual pursuit activities. For developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket, building an 
age-friendly environment and promoting the concept of active ageing are key factors. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusions  

As this article is about to be completed, Thailand is still struggling to try to open its borders to 
international tourists and not all are in agreement about the new Chinese tourist arrival and the 
shortening of the quarantine period (Chuenniran, 2020). Therefore, this article's discussion on 
developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket provides another alternative for the survival and 
development of Thailand's tourism industry under the new normal of the epidemic. Age-
friendly tourism can not only enrich and improve the life of the elderly, but also boost the 
economy by stimulating consumption and providing employment opportunity. In the short term, 
it can fully utilize the idle resources of the tourism industry; in the long term, building Phuket 
into a demonstration base integrating tourism, elderly care and medical care can also provide 
experience for coping with the challenges of aging society. 

Based on the idea of active ageing, the theory of public finance, the incentive theory, and the 
stakeholder theory, this article has elaborated the academic causes for developing age-friendly 
tourism in Phuket. Moreover, this article points out the following constraints of this 
development initiative: lack of targeted tourism products and services, lack of a platform to 
integrate various resources, lack of professional talent training and team building, lack of 
relevant regulations and industry standards, and lack of age-friendly environments and 
awareness of active ageing. In response to these constraints, the authors put forward following 
specific countermeasures for developing age-friendly tourism in Phuket. 

Firstly, the tourism industry should promote supply-side reforms by designing and developing 
corresponding tourism products and services according to the physical and mental 
characteristics of the elderly. As most of the offshore tour projects are not suitable for elderly 
tourists, alternative tours such as urban cultural heritage tour, medical or wellness tour, 
education tour can be developed to create a satisfying travel experience. In certain respects, 
this may reflect the needs of those professions--scientific, medical, social service--that depend 
on aging as a problem to remain viable as well. Compared with ordinary tourists, the travel 
itinerary for elderly tourists should not be designed too tight, the hotels should provide friendly 
barrier-free service facilities for elderly tourists. During the trip, the tour guides need to 
maintain real-time contact with local medical, rescue and insurance departments to ensure 
travel safety. 

Secondly, all the stakeholders should work together to build a comprehensive resource 
integration platform guided by the governments and participated by multiple parties. Aiming 
towards the shared goal of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket allows these different 
stakeholders to work within their core areas but in a focused way that complements what is 
being done by others. Facilitating macro-level conditions such as political stability, safety, and 
reliable transportation infrastructure are all things that have to be developed by the government 
(Kaewkitipong, 2018). Only governments can create and oversee this platform, the role of 
governments will be to steward this partnership, enhance the enthusiasm of social forces to 
participate, maintain a sustainable and appropriately trained workforce, ensure that integration 
occurs across various services, ensure the quality of services etc.  

Thirdly, ensure a sustainable and appropriately trained workforce with careful consideration of 
the human resources that will be needed to deliver elderly-centered and integrated service. It 
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will be important to ensure that service providers have skills and knowledge commensurate 
with their roles. Other key actions that might be taken include: establishing a professional 
qualification system for elder care services, providing basic training about geriatric and 
gerontological issues for all service providers, including core geriatric and gerontological 
competencies in all health curricula, training professional tourism product developers and 
tourism project managers, etc. The Faculty of Hospitality and Tourism of the Prince of Songkla 
University is located in Phuket and commits to supporting the development of the community 
and the wider region. The faculty could include core geriatric and elder care competencies in 
its curricula or even open new majors to reserve talents and provide intellectual support for the 
development of age-friendly tourism in Phuket. Additionally, all professional education 
programs should be allied to robust and effectively implemented accreditation mechanisms. 

Fourthly, the government should formulate policies to encourage and promote the development 
of the age-friendly tourism market, and create a good, fair business environment and service 
guarantee system for enterprises that provide tourism services, such as appropriately reducing 
the taxes and fees of enterprises engaged in age-friendly tourism services. In addition to 
educating and training employees, relevant industry groups also need to formulate reasonable 
industry service standards, and elderly care guidelines must be developed and made more 
widely available. Besides, laws and regulations about service quality supervision, dispute 
resolution, and licensing or accreditation of care providers and facilities should also be studied 
and promulgated as soon as possible. 

Fifthly, the government should raise awareness about active ageing and an age-friendly 
environment in Phuket is necessary. Age-based stereotypes influence behaviors, policy 
development and even research (World Health Organization, 2016). But a strategy for active 
ageing can enhance quality of life, therefore, can further economic sustainability; it shifts the 
focus of policy away from older people, as a separate group who have aged, to all of us, who 
are ageing constantly (Walker, 2002). An age-friendly environment is built around key 
municipal-level services: transportation, housing and urban development, information and 
communication, and health and community services. All relevant sectors should work together 
towards the common goal to foster healthy and active ageing. Engendering change requires 
collaborating across various levels of government and among government and 
nongovernmental actors, including, for example, academics, private service providers and 
older people’s organizations. 

To a certain extent, the age-friendly tourism is an innovation and many questions remain 
untreated. During its initial development period, there are bound to be constraints such as high 
investment and operation risks, narrow consumer demand in the service markets, high service 
costs, low service income, and low operating profits. Support and continuous incentives from 
the government's fiscal macro-control policies are necessary. Considering that age-friendly 
tourism is closely related to the problem of population aging, the importance and practical 
significance of developing age-friendly tourism at Phuket cannot be ignored.  

7. Limitations and future study  

Despite a careful research design and data analysis, the findings, discussions and suggestions 
in this article should be applied with caution. As this research aims to lay the theoretical 



  
 
 

 
 

276 
 

The 5th TICC International Conference 2020 
in Multidisciplinary Research Towards a Sustainable Society 

November 26th – 27th, 2020, Khon Kaen, Thailand 

foundation and propose policy suggestions for an innovative industry development, most of the 
considerations and analysis in this article are at the macro and theoretical levels. Therefore, 
they might be incomplete and superficial. If this article can arouse the attention of academia 
and trigger more academic discussions, the authors will feel reassured. 

According to the interviews, most of the interviewees were worried that intervention of 
governmental departments would make the implementation of the project lack flexibility. They 
insisted that the comprehensive resource integration platform should be managed by all the 
stakeholders, especially the private providers. In addition, one interviewee suggested that the 
governments should focus on changing Phuket’s image from ‘a destination for international 
tourists’ to ‘a destination for elderly tourists’; he also stated that the responsibility of the 
academia is to investigate and study firstly, propose practical solutions secondly, convene all 
parties to negotiate and discuss finally. So our future research will attach more importance to 
the analytical methods of empirical research, combine the survey results with real conditions 
at Phuket, transform various suggestions that are conducive to promoting active ageing into 
public policies, and conduct research on the relevant mechanisms for achieving these policies. 
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