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Unpacking visitors’ experiences at dark tourism sites of natural disasters 

Abstract  

Visiting post-natural disaster sites has been burgeoning in recent years. Dark tourism 

at those settings has been utilised as part of relief and recovery strategies after natural 

disasters. This research, undertaken at four post-natural disaster sites, explores the onsite 

experience of 196 participants using semi-structured interviews and participant-generated 

photos. Findings indicate that experiencing a disaster context could be cognitive, emotional, 

introspective, sensory, relational and hedonic. Some experience dimensions, such as 

introspective and relational experiences, might help illuminate the value of promoting dark 

tourism at natural disasters. Experience discrepancy across multiple cases indicates the 

heterogeneity and malleability of visitors’ experiences in the context. By depicting lived 

experiences of tourists, this study contributes to the understanding of the ways through which 

dark tourism sites at natural disasters are experienced and constructed as well as provides 

practical insights into tourist experience creation.  

 

Keywords: dark tourism, visitor experience, post-natural disaster planning, natural disaster 

heritage 
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1. Introduction  1 

Tourist sites marking disaster, loss and tragedy can, arguably, be defined as dark 2 

tourism sites. A growing number of destinations have incorporated dark tourism in natural 3 

disaster relief efforts, which occurs in the post-natural disaster phase and features themes of 4 

natural disasters (Prayag, 2016; Wang et al., 2020). Dark tourism at natural disasters has been 5 

leveraged as a strategy to heal people, build community resilience and foster positive 6 

experience outcomes (Biran et al., 2014; Prayag et al., 2020). In this sense, a better 7 

understanding of the lived experience of visitors plays a crucial role in clarifying the potential 8 

contribution of dark tourism to post-natural disaster destinations (Biran et al., 2014). Of 9 

practical value, understanding the nature and composition of the experience serves as a 10 

necessary step in improving experience interventions, design and creation of a satisfying and 11 

transformative experience (Packer et al., 2018; Skov et al., 2018).  12 

Nonetheless, sporadic attempts have been made to holistically investigate visitors’  13 

onsite experiences at dark tourism sites of natural disasters. A small number of studies have 14 

sought to explore relationships between experience constructs or variables (Qian et al., 2017; 15 

Yan et al., 2016). Despite such studies making a valuable attempt to examine the interaction 16 

between experience facets, the dimensions of visitor experience tended to be oversimplified 17 

and were, thus, unable to fully capture the meaning of the experience. Yan et al. (2016) 18 

acknowledge the limitations and suggest further studies should be undertaken to supplement 19 

the dark tourism experience at post-natural disaster sites.  20 

Some researchers have dug deep to interrogate certain visitors’  experiential 21 

dimensions at dark tourism settings of natural disasters (Martini & Buda, 2018; Pezzullo, 22 

2009; Prayag et al., 2020; Wright & Sharpley, 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). However, these 23 

studies only consider fragmented aspects of the experience and fail to provide a holistic point 24 

of view. It is suggested that an interpretative framework, confined to a few dimensions, may 25 

potentially over-represent particular experience dimensions (Bornarel et al., 2020). 26 

Experiences at dark tourism sites have been recognised as complex and unique (Farrelly, 27 

2019) and, thus, have led to calls to advance the understanding of how visitors perceive and 28 

internalise their experiential outcomes (Farrelly, 2019; Iliev, 2020). In addition, most of the 29 

previous research on dark tourism experience has been based on a specific location or case. 30 

However, a comparative study with multiple cases has been scarce. Dark tourism scholars 31 

have called for a comparative investigation of visitors’  experiences in terms of the structure 32 

or ‘darkness’ of the sites and the nationality of visitors in order to bring generalisations, 33 
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universal values and differences to the understanding of dark tourism (Biran et al., 2014; 34 

Iliev, 2020).  35 

In response to the identified gaps above, the current study aims to conduct a 36 

comprehensive examination of visitors’ lived experiences in the dark tourism context of 37 

natural disasters. To achieve the aim, this research sets out to apply a multifaceted model of 38 

the visitor experience (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016) to a substantial amount of qualitative data 39 

obtained from four settings and then attempts to capture various experience dimensions, 40 

including the commonalities and differences across the sites. The data were collected at four 41 

dark tourism sites featuring natural disasters, with the sites in Christchurch, Beichuan and 42 

Tangshan, commemorating the devastating earthquakes which occurred in 2010/2011, 2008 43 

and 1976 respectively, while the Pompeii Ruins represent the volcanic eruption in 79 CE. 44 

Situated in Oceania, East Asia and Europe, the sites represent varying temporal, geographical 45 

and cultural backgrounds, thus allowing for an all-embracing analysis of the dark tourism 46 

experience. 47 

 48 
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2. Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 49 

2.1. The Multifaceted Model of the Visitor Experience 50 

This piece of research adopts the multifaceted model of the visitor experience (Packer 51 

& Ballantyne, 2016), which is a tourism-specific conceptual framework and covers ten 52 

experience facets, as depicted in Figure 1:  53 

 54 

Figure 1. Ten facets of the visitor experience and content (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016) 55 

Note:  56 
1. Physical Experience involves movement, action, a sense of energy, physical stimulation.  57 
2. Hedonic Experience involves excitement, enjoyment, fun, amusement, indulgence. 58 
3. Sensory Experience involves perceptual, aesthetic and object experiences, sensory responses to 59 

surroundings. 60 
4. Emotional Experience involves surprise, respect, joy, pride, nostalgia, awe, love, caring, empathy. 61 
5. Restorative Experience involves escape, relaxation, revitalisation, rest, freedom, liberation, peace, comfort. 62 
6. Relational Experience involves social interactions, belonging, sharing, friendliness, companionship, 63 

connectedness. 64 
7. Introspective Experience involves contemplation, imagination, reflection, thoughtfulness, introspection, 65 

internal dialogue. 66 

Visitor 
Experience

physical

hedonic

sensory

emotional

restorative
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transformative
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8. Spiritual Experience involves a sense of spiritual connection, reverence, transcendence, connection with the 67 
sacred, communion with nature. 68 

9. Transformative Experience involves inspiration, capability, mastery, accomplishment, fulfilment, self-69 
knowledge, sense of importance, creativity.  70 

10. Cognitive Experience involves intellectual, learning, novelty, discovery, exploration, understanding, 71 
concentration, involvement, choice.  72 

 73 

The model can be used to characterise the intensity and content of tourist experiences 74 

at different settings or for different groups (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016). It was built on a 75 

review of tourist experience in the fields of tourism and leisure research and some 76 

representative frameworks on experience. Part of the literature was drawn from experience 77 

studies at museum and heritage sites, infusing the model with heritage attributes. Important 78 

advantages have been highlighted by Packer and Ballantyne (2016), including: 1. the unique 79 

attributes of each facet could be well observed and appreciated; 2. further conceptual 80 

development could be strongly consolidated; and, 3. the design and marketing of experiential 81 

products could be informed. The multi-dimensional model has been gradually underscored 82 

and spread in dark tourism literature (Bornarel et al., 2020; Light, 2017). For instance, Light 83 

(2017), adopting the model, conducted a review on two decades of academic research into 84 

dark tourism, amongst which he offered a holistic examination concerning visitors’ 85 

experiences and behaviour. 86 

Godovykh and Tasci (2020) point out that the model is limited in depicting 87 

interrelations between experience facets, such as the dual relationships between sensory and 88 

introspective experiences, or cognitive and transformative experiences. Nevertheless, the 89 

multifaceted model admits that the experience depends on the contextual elements and the 90 

visitors’ personal and subjective responses (Richards et al., 2020). In this regard, clarifying 91 

the components of the experience lays a solid foundation to further investigate the 92 

interactions, antecedents and outcomes of relevant experiences (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016). 93 

Although all the experience dimensions in the model are enumerated in a comparatively 94 

simple manner, the idea of unfolding dimensions of experience undeniably plays a 95 

fundamental role in making comparisons between cases and exploring key elements of 96 

managerial or socio-cultural importance.  97 

 98 
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2.2. Experience at dark tourism sites of natural disasters: Some research gaps  99 

Prior studies have highlighted the significance of promoting dark tourism at natural 100 

disasters and understanding tourist experience in that context. Following the major 101 

earthquakes in 2011 in Christchurch, Tucker and Shelton (2018) identify a narrative pattern 102 

of transiting based on various media and their fieldwork, which is from a narrative of 103 

devastation and loss to that of renewal and hope. The transition might have a mood-making 104 

effect on tourists and potentially (re)set their orientation towards the future and engagement 105 

with the world (Tucker & Shelton, 2018). In that sense, beyond the recovery of the 106 

destination and tourism industry, per se, their research shed light on disaster and tourism 107 

more broadly by making sense of the impact of tourism at natural disasters on visitors. Biran 108 

et al. (2014) note the interests and motivation of potential domestic tourists to visit a quake-109 

hit area in Sichuan, China, stressing the prospect of dark tourism for the recovery process of 110 

the destination and the need to understand visitors’ engagement with the sites.  111 

In a similar vein, Pezzullo (2010) documents touring practices at post-Hurricane 112 

Katrina disaster sites and highlights the role of tourism activities in encouraging rebuilding, 113 

providing political critique and performing cultural memories amongst tourists. In particular, 114 

the author underscores that touring disasters may serve as a ritual to resist “disaster fatigue”  115 

and to mourn and live through, for example, “foster community relations that recognise the 116 

inextricably intertwined fares of humans with each, as well as humans with our place on the 117 

Earth”  (Pezzullo, 2010, p. 35). Within the same context, Miller (2008) points out that disaster 118 

tourism allows visitors to view social landscapes and the restoration of physical destruction 119 

that are of importance to the ethnically diverse and rich New Orleans. While these studies 120 

have highlighted the significance of visiting dark tourism sites at natural disasters, they fail to 121 

empirically investigate how tourists perceive visits at the sites or what constitutes their lived 122 

experience in situ.  123 

Partly addressing those limitations, some researchers examine visitors’ lived 124 

experiences in the post-natural disaster context and the relationship between different 125 

experience facets by applying a quantitative approach (Qian et al., 2017; Yan et al., 2016). In 126 

addition, a growing body of research provides in-depth insights into visitors’ experiences at 127 

post-natural disasters sites using qualitative methods. In their research on residents’ 128 

experience of post-earthquake sites, Prayag et al. (2020) reveal that touring earthquake-129 

related disaster sites allows visitors to reflect upon morality and meanings in life, which 130 

suggests a healing potential of the space in terms of addressing socio-emotional distress and 131 

facilitating positive life adjustments. Some researchers shed light on other facets of tourist 132 
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experience, such as emotional and affective experiences (Martini & Buda, 2018), the 133 

experience of social identities (Zhang et al., 2018) and visitors’ moral judgement towards the 134 

commercialisation of a post-natural disaster destination (Chen & Xu, 2020). Those studies 135 

contribute to a better understanding of experience dimensions at post-natural disaster settings. 136 

Nevertheless, the previous research has either utilised condensed measurements of visitors’ 137 

experience or focused on a few experience aspects (e.g., mortality and social identities), 138 

thereby neglecting the abundant connotation of experience facets and rarely capturing the 139 

wide range of dark tourism experience of natural disasters, as acknowledged by some authors 140 

themselves (Prayag et al., 2020).  141 

In addition, it has been suggested that an experience setting or context has an impact 142 

on the nature of visitors’ experiences (Richards et al., 2020). Extant literature indicates cross-143 

cultural and cross-national research on dark tourism warrants further scholarly spotlights 144 

(Iliev, 2020; Stone, 2020). With regard to dark tourism at natural disasters, comparative 145 

studies might enable a relatively comprehensive grasp of the experience and establish if the 146 

findings pertaining to dimensions of the experience in one case are observable in others. 147 

Given the fact that the dark tourism spectrum encompasses sites from the “darkest” to the 148 

“lightest” (Stone, 2006), exploring the post-natural disaster experience cross-culturally and 149 

cross-nationally could help enrich the spectrum and deconstruct complex visitors’ 150 

experiences. Moreover, should the examination of experience be conducted under a 151 

conceptual framework, comparisons between cases would act as a validation of the 152 

application of the framework across cultures (Packer et al., 2018). In spite of the importance, 153 

limited dark tourism research has empirically compared visitors’ experiences across different 154 

contexts or cases.  155 

To summarise, there has been a lack of relatively holistic examination of visitors’ 156 

experiences at dark tourism sites of natural disasters. Previous research also lacks 157 

comparisons of the experiences across culturally diverse settings. This study aims to 158 

complement the prior literature in two ways: (1) provide a comparatively full grasp of 159 

experience dimensions in the dark tourism context of natural disasters by adopting the 160 

multifaceted model; (2) explore the commonalities and difference of visitors’ experiences at 161 

multiple representative dark tourism sites of natural disasters.  162 

3. Research sites 163 

Dark tourism sites of natural disasters are associated with humanitarian disasters with 164 

a natural trigger (Pelling, 2003). Those sites commemorating natural disasters are 165 
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characterised as one of the typical dark tourism contexts (Kang et al., 2012; Oren et al., 166 

2021). Natural disasters are arguably one of the major challenges facing human beings, 167 

especially in recent decades with climate change exacerbating weather hazards and 168 

amplifying the risk of natural disasters (Trinh et al., 2020). Post-natural disaster relief and 169 

planning carry a strong, though often under-acknowledged, link with dark tourism. Given the 170 

meaning-making work of dark tourism in the aftermath of disasters is incomplete, the present 171 

research focuses on dark tourism settings of natural disasters to advance knowledge and 172 

provide timely foresight and recommendations for the industry.  173 

This study was conducted at four dark tourism sites of natural disasters: 174 

3.1. Quake city 175 

Depicting, at the time of writing, the most recent natural disaster amongst four sites, 176 

Quake City in Christchurch, New Zealand, represents a stand-alone exhibit by the Canterbury 177 

museum (Mazer, 2015). It charts the aftermath of the September 2010 and February 2011 178 

earthquakes in which 185 people were killed. The exhibition includes tangible 179 

demonstrations of the earthquakes, such as the clocks from a former railway station and the 180 

spire of Christchurch Cathedral. It also explains phenomena as a result of quakes (e.g., 181 

liquefaction) and their scientific background, which interests and fascinates those who have 182 

never experienced earthquake and never known liquefaction. The concluding section of the 183 

display introduces extraordinary rebuilding projects and efforts, which bring visitors up-to-184 

date progress in the regeneration of the whole city. The museum presents the background of 185 

the earthquake using various technologies, shows innovative ideas in recovery and tells 186 

incredible stories of Canterbury’s communities by interpreting response and support from all 187 

walks of life. 188 

 189 

3.2. Beichuan Earthquake Ruins 190 

The Beichuan Earthquake Ruins is preserved on the site of the destroyed Beichuan 191 

County, China. The site commemorates the May 12, 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, which 192 

killed more than 80,000 people. It has received an increasing visitation since its opening in 193 

2010. The site serves as a national patriotism education base, with the functions of 194 

commemoration, exhibition, education, publicity and scientific research. It is the world’s 195 

largest and most complete earthquake ruins, with two square kilometres of preserved area. 196 

There is a cemetery area near the entrance for people to mourn and commemorate. Walking 197 

into the ruins, visitors can have a close look at collapsed buildings with different degrees of 198 
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damage, including buildings that were formerly hotels, government buildings, schools, a 199 

hospital, and residential and industrial areas.  200 

 201 

3.3. Tangshan Earthquake Ruins Memorial Park 202 

The third site is Tangshan Earthquake Ruins Memorial Park located in eastern Hebei 203 

Province, China, which has been built to commemorate the Great Tangshan Earthquake of 204 

July 1976. It functions as a place to carry out patriotism, earthquake prevention and disaster 205 

reduction education. The Great Tangshan Earthquake has been declared one of the most 206 

devastating natural disasters of the twentieth century (Chen & Xu, 2017). The magnitude 7.8 207 

earthquake hit the city causing an enormous death toll of 242,769 and more than 85% of the 208 

buildings across the city collapsed (Chen & Xu, 2017; Liu et al., 2002). The Memorial Park 209 

is a complex consisting of a small-scale underground museum and outdoor areas including a 210 

factory ruin, a memorial wall, a memorial square with statues and a water pool. The indoor 211 

museum incorporates images, video screens, replica, archives and historical artefacts to 212 

display the damage of the quake and the hardship in the past. 213 

 214 

3.4. Pompeii Ruins 215 

In stark contrast, the Pompeii Ruins comprise the oldest of four study sites, located in 216 

the Bay of Naples, Southern Italy. The ancient Roman town of Pompeii, along with other 217 

flourishing towns, was engulfed by the eruption of Mt Vesuvius in 79 CE. The Vesuvius 218 

archaeological area has been progressively excavated and made accessible to the public since 219 

the mid-18th century (UNESCO World Heritage List1). Pompeii Ruins is a “superstar”  open-220 

air archaeological heritage area covering 440,000 m2 (Ercolano et al., 2018) along with a 221 

small-scale indoor museum at the entrance. Although Pompeii is commonly known for its 222 

tragic destruction, this site has been presented as a direct and unprecedented look into the 223 

long and rich Roman history (Wallace, 2012). The vast archaeological heritage area includes 224 

fairly well-preserved commercial, residential, entertaining and religious areas of ancient 225 

Pompeii connected by stones, streets and squares. Some “must see”  attractions, such as the 226 

Amphitheatre, the Forum and the villa of Faun, are usually overcrowded with visitors.  227 

 The aforementioned sites were chosen for two main reasons. First, the investigated 228 

sites are recognised as representative and popular tourism sites of natural disasters in current 229 

tourism literature. Although the Pompeii Ruins feature Roman culture and life, the number of 230 

                                                 
1 https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/829/ 
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lives taken by the devastating volcanic eruption should not be overshadowed by the passing 231 

of years (Duncan Madden2). Second, the sites were selected as they differ from each other in 232 

a geographical, cultural and chronological sense, which is in line with the second aim of the 233 

study discussed earlier. Specifically, the sites cover a wide range of time periods, including 234 

the recent time, early twenty first century, twentieth century and “ in the year of the Lord”  235 

(Anno Domini, abbr. A.D.). These settings are also representative of post-natural disaster 236 

sites in the Western and non-Western context. 237 

With respect to the socio-cultural context, it is worth noting that the sites of Beichuan 238 

and Tangshan are in China, whereas Quake City and Pompeii Ruins are in the Western 239 

context. The wider political and cultural climate may have a profound influence upon the 240 

interpretation of dark sites (Stone, 2006). Hofstede (2005) suggests most East Asian cultures 241 

are more collectivistic, whereas most Western cultures are more individualistic. In this sense, 242 

collectivism regards a group, such as tribe or state, as the principal unit of reality and 243 

considers individuals as an embedded part of the group (Power et al., 2010; Realo et al., 244 

2008) which, to some level, has been reflected in the current case scenario. As indicated in 245 

the introduction of the four sites, the settings in China underlie patriotism education and the 246 

significance of mourning compatriots. Compared to the two Western sites, the two Chinese 247 

dark tourism sites have attached a higher level of national influence and ideology. 248 

 249 

4. Methods 250 

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, this research adopted a qualitative 251 

approach, aiming at capturing the meanings that individuals attach to a particular problem, 252 

situation and their experiences of the world (Cresswell, 2013; Yilmaz, 2013). A purposive 253 

sampling technique was employed to approach adult respondents immediately after the visit, 254 

as it allows investigators to choose a sample having particular characteristics “which will 255 

enable detailed exploration and understanding of the central themes and puzzles which the 256 

researcher wishes to study” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 78). Data were collected by semi-257 

structured interviews to facilitate the collection of rich and thick descriptions of participants’ 258 

lived experiences. Since informants were involved in a dialogue with fewer restrictions, high 259 

flexibility and inductive reasoning can be achieved in semi-structured interviews.  260 

                                                 
2 https://www.forbes.com/sites/duncanmadden/2019/09/25/dark-tourism-eight-of-the-worlds-most-gruesome-
tourist-attractions/?sh=1928407d3590 
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Although semi-structured interviews remain a popular and useful research tool in 261 

understanding the tourist experience, the richness of data often relies upon the openness of 262 

respondents and their willingness to share feelings and experience information with scholars 263 

(Hung, 2018). Visual images, as an opener of conversation, enable participants to make their 264 

ideas on a rather abstract topic concrete (Petermans et al., 2014). Westwood (2007) 265 

demonstrates the effectiveness of using tourist-generated photographs in motivating 266 

explanations on what lies beneath and behind tourism experiences, revealing hidden and rich 267 

information from the perspective of participants. However, this tool remains under-used in 268 

dark tourism research. It is believed that the reliability and validity of words-alone interviews 269 

can be further enhanced by adding photographs as a supporting tool (Harper, 2002), wherein 270 

the experiences can be elaborated and shared with the support of graphical clues (Hung, 271 

2018). 272 

All the interviews were undertaken face-to-face with 196 participants in total, among 273 

which 42 respondents were from the Beichuan Earthquake Ruins and interviewed in May 274 

2018; 41 respondents were from Tangshan Earthquake Memorial Park and interviewed in 275 

June 2018; 44 respondents were from Pompeii Ruins and interviewed in April 2019; and 69 276 

respondents were from the Quake City and interviewed in February 2020. Respondents were 277 

approached and interviewed in resting areas of the exits of each site. An information sheet 278 

and a consent form, indicating anonymity, research purpose, and their rights from the 279 

beginning to the end, was completed by participants before commencing the interview. An 280 

interview protocol, involving the interview procedure, core questions and follow-up probes 281 

(see Appendix 1. for details), was adopted. During interviews, participants were encouraged 282 

to freely share their photographs, taken on site, to better convey the meaning, improve and 283 

clarify describing what they had experienced. For instance, with regard to the highlights of 284 

visitors’ experiences, interviewees were required to share their photos with the interviewer to 285 

provide more details. The interviews were audio recorded before being transcribed. The 286 

images and textual data were managed and analysed using NVivo software.  287 

Patterns or themes within the data were identified in a deductive way, which is driven 288 

by a researcher’s analytic or theoretical interest in a specific area (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A 289 

deductive thematic analysis fits the purpose of exploring tourist experience facets in 290 

accordance with the Packer and Ballantyne (2016) model. However, as suggested by Dubois 291 

and Gadde (2002), the overall coding process was not restricted by pre-defined themes in the 292 

model; when new themes emerged, they were adopted by the researcher. Based on the 293 

empirical data, the analysis was constantly conducted back and forth to ground the key 294 
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themes. To increase the trustworthiness and neutrality of the analysis, findings were cross-295 

checked by an independent coder and disagreements were discussed in a constant 296 

comparative process (Arnold & Fischer, 1994). To ensure participant confidentiality, 297 

quotations of participants are identified with serial numbers and sites. 298 

 299 

5. Results and discussion  300 

Six main experience dimensions have been identified from the data: Cognitive, 301 

Emotional, Introspective, Sensory, Relational and Hedonic (Table 2). The following sections 302 

present the results pertaining to these dimensions.  303 
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Table 2. Experience dimensions and subthemes from the four sites 

 

Study site 
Experiential  
dimension 

Beichuan Tangshan Pompeii Christchurch 

Cognitive experience 

• Intellectual engagement 
• Understanding how people 
became involved and responded 
• n/a  
• Recommendation on visits 

• Intellectual engagement 
• Understanding how people 
became involved and responded 
• n/a 
• Recommendation on visits 

• Intellectual engagement 
• n/a 
 
• Novelty and fascination 
• Recommendation on visits 

• Intellectual engagement 
• Understanding how people 
became involved and responded 
• Novelty and fascination 
• Recommendation on visits 

Emotional experience 

• Positive emotional experience 
(empathy, proud, lucky, warm, 
excited, happy) 

• Positive emotional experience 
(proud, lucky, warm, happy, 
excited)  

• Positive emotional experience 
(amazed and impressed) 

• Positive emotional experience 
(amazed, surprised, impressed, 
empathy, compassion, lucky) 

• Negative & neutral emotional 
experience (heavy, sad, shocked, 
touched, crying, mourning, 
terrified, awe) 

• Negative & neutral emotional 
experience (shocked, sad, 
uncomfortable, touched, heavy, 
awe) 

• Negative & neutral emotional 
experience (spooky and horrified)  

• Negative & neutral emotional 
experience (emotional, sad, intense 
feeling, terrified, shocked, touched, 
crying) 

Introspective experience 

• Connections to the past and 
objects 
• Reflections upon human and 
nature 
• Reflections upon life  
• Reflections upon nation 

• Connections to the past and 
objects 
• Reflections upon human and 
nature 
• Reflections upon life 
• Reflections upon nation 

• Connections to the past and 
objects 
• Reflections upon human and 
nature 
• Reflections upon life 
• n/a  

• Connections to the past and 
objects 
• Reflections upon human and 
nature 
• n/a  
• n/a  

Sensory experience 
• Visual engagement with objects 
or surroundings 
• n/a  

• Visual engagement with objects 
or surroundings 
• n/a  

• Visual engagement with objects 
or surroundings 
• Aesthetic appreciation 

• Visual engagement with objects 
or surroundings 
• Aesthetic appreciation 

Relational experience • A sense of togetherness • A sense of togetherness • n/a  • A sense of togetherness 

Hedonic experience • n/a  • n/a  • Enjoyment and excitement • Enjoyment and excitement 
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5.1. Cognitive experience 304 

Cognitive experience takes centre stage in participants’ narratives across the four 305 

natural disaster sites. According to the Packer and Ballantyne (2016) model, cognitive 306 

experience consists of learning, understanding, novelty, involvement, and fascination. As 307 

summarised in Table 2, the dominant components of cognitive experience are intellectual 308 

engagement, understanding how people became involved and responded, recommendation on 309 

visits as well as novelty and fascination.  310 

Regarding intellectual engagement, participants learned the background of events 311 

and sites, as well as understood the impact of the earthquake on people and the city. Photos 312 

(see Figure 2, 3, 4 and 5) and excerpts from interviews were provided: 313 

 314 

 315 

Figure 2. Beichuan Middle School where hundreds of students were buried by the landslide 316 

(photo by Participant 09) 317 

 318 
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So much life is gone in this place, and the remaining sites can only be 319 

remembered by future generations. The number of victims was shocking to me. I 320 

chatted with the locals here and learned that Beichuan was the hardest hit area, 321 

with heavy casualties. (Participant 09, Beichuan) 322 

 323 

 324 

Figure 3. Simulation of liquefaction in Quake City (photo by Participant 49) 325 
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 326 

 327 

 328 

Figure 4. One part of well-developed water system at Pompeii (photo by Participant 129) 329 

 330 



 16 

 331 

 332 

Figure 5. Superb masonry work from the Roman era at Pompeii (photo by Participant 129) 333 
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It’s nice to see that a simple structure has been placed on top of the land and to 334 

see how the liquefaction basically sucks them in and brings upwards to the 335 

surface. (Participant 49, Christchurch) 336 

 337 

One thing is the level of their development at that particular time was high in 338 

comparison to where we come from. (Participant 129, Pompeii) 339 

 340 

The next sub-theme is understanding how people became involved and responded. 341 

Informants frequently mentioned how people cope, rescue, make donations, support and help 342 

each other. Their descriptions also covered topics such as reconstruction, recovery and 343 

thriving of the city in the aftermath of quakes, reflecting the type of information represented 344 

in exhibitions and presentations. Photos (see Figure 6 and 7) and excerpts were provided: 345 

  346 

 347 

Figure 6. People from all walks of life involved in the emergency response in Christchurch 348 

(photo by Participant 107) 349 
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It's essentially everyone just realises that we’ve got to do everything we can and 350 

sort of step up. And rescuers were helping as many people as they could before 351 

you run out of energy and need test to carry out and have someone else step in. 352 

But seems like the city really did come together. (Participant 107, Christchurch) 353 

 354 

 355 

 356 

Figure 7. Development of Tangshan City in the aftermath of Tangshan earthquake (photo by 357 

Participant 196) 358 

During the earthquake, it basically collapsed, and nothing was left. It was all 359 

built up little by little. At the same time, thanks to the support and construction of 360 

the country, it has developed to the present level. Basically, a relatively 361 

developed city, it is now a relatively good city in Hebei Province. (Participant 362 

196, Tangshan) 363 

 364 

The results show that learning the background of the sites and impact of the 365 

earthquakes, and understanding the hardship, response and recovery during and after disaster 366 

are main sub-themes of informants’ cognitive experience, echoing a previous observation that 367 
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learning is a key component of experiencing dark tourism (Light, 2017). The findings are 368 

also substantiated by existing research in the dark tourism context of natural disaster 369 

documenting the educational experience as an integral part of tourists’ experiences (Qian et 370 

al., 2017; Yan et al., 2016).  371 

 372 

With regard to recommendation on visits, participants recommended the site they 373 

were visiting and expressed positive impressions of overall exhibitions and visits. One 374 

participant commented: 375 

 376 

I just think it's good to come here many times, like, try to see as much as possible, 377 

because you have time to elaborate and to maybe discover new things. I did not 378 

notice it at first time. So as a final thought, that’s it. (Participant 139, Pompeii) 379 

 380 

 Novelty and fascination is the last sub-theme of cognitive experience. In the cases of 381 

Pompeii and Christchurch, participants expressed their interest in exhibitions, tangible and 382 

intangible elements of settings. They discovered something novel that they never knew 383 

before visiting. Participant 133 was fascinated with the Roman columns in the Pompeii Ruins 384 

(see Figure 8): 385 



 20 

 386 

Figure 8. Roman columns at the Pompeii Ruins (photo by Participant 133) 387 

 388 
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The ruins are not even covered up. You can almost touch them (e.g., buildings, 389 

columns and statues). You know they survived, and they're still held in an open-390 

air museum. And that's quite unique for a visitor to get to experience. 391 

(Participant 133, Pompeii) 392 

 393 

Experiences of novelty and fascination are more prominent in the settings of Pompeii 394 

Ruins and Quake City than those at Beichuan and Tangshan. The findings might reflect that 395 

tourist experience is underpinned by various degrees of  “darkness” (“macabreness”) at dark 396 

tourism settings (Stone, 2006). The “darkness” is likely to be determined by a combination of 397 

factors, such as the interpretative orientation and authenticity of locations (Stone, 2006). 398 

Compared to Beichuan and Tangshan featuring commemoration and mourning, the 399 

interpretations at Pompeii and Quake City tend to be more entertaining, interactive, culture 400 

and history-oriented, though they serve as a permanent reminder of the destinations’ tragic 401 

past. The link between the degree of “darkness”, novel and fascinating experience is further 402 

supported by prior research noting that visits to lighter dark tourism sites could lead to greater 403 

arousal and more positive reactions (Lacanienta et al., 2020).  404 

 405 

5.2. Emotional experience 406 

Emotional experience has been identified in a number of conversations with 407 

participants. With respect to negative and neutral emotions, some participants described 408 

Pompeii as a spooky and horrifying place, which is different from other study cases where 409 

negative or neutral feelings were prevalently evoked. Visitors from Beichuan, Tangshan and 410 

Christchurch showed a wide range of relevant emotions either using specific emotive words, 411 

such as shocking, sad, heavy and touching, or, using vague expressions, such as getting 412 

emotional and having intense feelings. One respondent commented: “people were smashed 413 

into the pile of stones and could not be dug out. It’s shocking to pull people out of the ruins.” 414 

(Participant 196, Tangshan). A photograph by Participant 196 presented a set of statues 415 

demonstrating how to pull people out of ruins (Figure 9).  416 

 417 

 418 
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 419 

Figure 9. Statues show rescuing scenes at Tangshan earthquake memorial park (photo by 420 

Participant 196) 421 

Strong emotional reactions can be elicited at dark tourism sites, with negative 422 

emotions seemingly at the heart of the experience (Oren et al., 2021; Prayag, 2016). 423 

Notwithstanding, dark tourism sites are laden with complex emotions (Zheng et al., 2020). 424 

Apart from negative and neutral emotions, informants experienced positive emotions while 425 

visiting post-natural disaster sites. Adding to prior observations at concentration camps 426 

(Nawijn & Biran, 2018), memorials of massacre (Zheng et al., 2020), and slave trade sites 427 

(Boateng et al., 2018), the finding of the current research shows dialectical emotions at dark 428 

tourism sites of natural disasters, i.e., “a simultaneous co-occurrence of positive and negative 429 

emotion” (Oren et al., 2021, p. 3). For instance, a respondent stated: “they had water systems 430 

for heating and a lot of roads. They created enormous roads so they can go anywhere. That’s 431 

impressive.”  (Participant 118, Pompeii). Participant 118 captured part of the enormous roads 432 

in Pompeii Ruins (Figure 10). 433 

 434 
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 452 

 453 

 454 

 455 

Figure 10. Roads in the Pompeii Ruins (photo by Participant 118) 456 

 457 

5.3. Introspective experience 458 

Introspective experience is another dominant experience facet. This experience 459 

dimension, as indicated in the Packer and Ballantyne (2016) model, constitutes 460 

contemplation, reflective engagement, imagination, nostalgia, as well as connection to the 461 

past, with nature and other objects. In the current study, the majority of data instances on 462 

introspection are concerned with human and nature: 463 

 464 
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In addition to the disasters that nature brings to us, but more to us, such as the 465 

beauty and scenery of nature, all bring more pleasure to us. Can't always think of 466 

it as giving us a sense of fear. Many are the harmonious relationship between us 467 

and nature. For example, if you are in a bad mood, go to nature and walk around 468 

to relieve our own emotions. In other words, the disaster that nature has brought 469 

us is a very small part. (Participant 13, Beichuan) 470 

 471 

This finding is consistent with the previous observation that visits at post-472 

natural disaster sites allow people to develop connections with the human group as a 473 

whole and the living environment on Earth (Pezzullo, 2010; Zhang et al., 2018). 474 

Nevertheless, the relevant narratives seem not to be confined to natural disaster dark 475 

tourism sites. Within the context of Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, �)�D�U�N�L�ü�������������� 476 

documents introspections of an informant on the existence, fragility and mortality of 477 

human beings as well as the structure of human life.  478 

 479 

 Reflections on life has been identified as another sub-theme in interviews. This 480 

finding is substantiated by prior studies noting that a natural disaster dark tourism setting 481 

serves as a space for visitors to have deep and meaningful reflections upon life, the living, 482 

death and mortality (Prayag et al., 2020; Wright & Sharpley, 2017). An informant 483 

commented: “Life is as short as blinking an eye, nothing matters, and seeing the morning sun 484 

every day is a blessing.” (Participant 185, Tangshan). In addition, reflections concerning 485 

nation emerged from the interviews, especially at Tangshan and Beichuan. This sub-theme 486 

mirrors the previous observation that visiting a post-natural disaster area of a country may 487 

foster a heightened sense of national identification (Pezzullo, 2009; Zhang et al., 2018). An 488 

excerpt was provided: 489 

 490 

We talk about patriotism every day, but we are not just talking about it. If 491 

something bad was really happening in a place of the country, we would be very 492 

sad. That is really patriotic. Everyone wants to help; it is really patriotic. 493 

(Participant 31, Beichuan) 494 

 495 

Notably, narratives of nation in introspective experience were found predominantly at 496 

Beichuan and Tangshan, perhaps reflective of greater cultural and political influence at the 497 

destinations. The development of dark tourism places in China, such as earthquake ruins and 498 
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memorials, has been greatly influenced by ideological and political factors (Chen & Xu, 499 

2017, 2020). Both sites are National Patriotism Education Demonstration Bases to present the 500 

spirit of collectivism and patriotism (Chen & Xu, 2017; Yan et al., 2016). The result of the 501 

present research empirically identifies the socio-cultural and political impact on visitors’ 502 

experiences relating to nation.  503 

 504 

Moreover, visiting natural disaster places enables people to connect to the past 505 

and objects. This theme mirrors the notion that preserved artefacts, images, ruins and 506 

entire historical sites function as embodiments of collective memory (Marschall, 2012). 507 

Feeling connections to the past and objects indicates socio-cultural memories 508 

safeguarded and developed at dark tourism sites of natural disasters. An example was 509 

provided: 510 

 511 

I feel that people in the 1970s were closer to each other compared to people at 512 

the moment. At that time, people’s thoughts were related to the social context. 513 

The country just started to develop, and people’s ideological cohesion is 514 

relatively strong. (Participant 172, Tangshan) 515 

 516 

5.4. Sensory experience 517 

Sensory experience in the present study consists of aesthetic appreciation and visual 518 

engagement with objects or surroundings. The aesthetic appreciation denotes that visitors 519 

found the settings and destinations aesthetically pleasing. One interviewee stated “I studied 520 

Latin and classics when I was in school, and so read a lot about Pompeii. I mean it’s nice to 521 

be able to come and find and see what it actually looks like. It’s very beautiful.” (Participant 522 

121, Pompeii). The second sub-theme represents encountering physical objects, ruins, visual 523 

materials and representations. Participant 92, in particular, took a picture of the remains of 524 

the Cathedral in exhibitions at Quake City, Christchurch (Figure 11):  525 
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 526 

Figure 11. Remains of Cathedral in Christchurch (photo by Participant 92) 527 

 528 

I had actually been surprised on how much damage there still is. We took a 529 

picture of the Cathedral and its remains. Yes…you realise how the city was 530 

impacted from the earthquake when you still see the damage and the city is still 531 

undergoing repairs 10 years later. (Participant 92, Christchurch) 532 

 533 

Although sensual engagement is a means through which to interact and make sense of 534 

a place, scant attention has been given to sensory experience in prior studies on dark tourism 535 

(Light, 2017). �)�D�U�N�L�ü�������������� documents details of sensual experience of a participant in The 536 

Chernobyl Exclusion Zone where the buildings, paintings, bodies, artefacts, sounds and 537 

smells of the Zone co-create a novel experience and a different meaning for the participant. 538 

The finding of this study provides complementary insights by revealing that visitors’ sensory 539 

interactions with post-natural disaster settings mainly comprise of visual sensations. 540 

 541 
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5.5. Relational and Hedonic experience 542 

As depicted in the Packer and Ballantyne (2016) model, relational experience refers to 543 

social interactions, togetherness, belonging and companionship. Dark tourism can raise the 544 

experience and consciousness of social connections and relationships due to the fact that it 545 

constitutes an important aspect of people’s shared past, present and future. For instance, 546 

Upton et al. (2017) note that visiting a Vietnam battlefield promotes a human connection, 547 

empathetic feelings and the need for justice. In the present research, a sense of togetherness 548 

with one’s country, fellow citizens, community or family emerged in visitors’ experiences, 549 

confirming Wright and Sharpley (2017) findings that visits at post-natural disaster sites 550 

brought visitors closer to people and elicited an empathetic reaction amongst them. One 551 

participant stated: “The farmers, students and the whole community help each other. It’s an 552 

example of community, helping community.” (Participant 110, Christchurch). Participant 110 553 

showed a picture describing actions of the “Farmy Army”  volunteers (many of them were 554 

farmers) after earthquakes in Christchurch (see Figure 12). 555 

 556 

 557 
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 558 

Figure 12. Actions of the “Farmy Army” volunteers after earthquakes in Christchurch (photo 559 

by Participant 110) 560 

 561 
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 It is worth noting that, unlike Beichuan, Tangshan and Christchurch, Pompeii Ruins 562 

hardly raises any relational feelings in visitors. Tourist experience is subjective in nature 563 

(Uriely, 2005) and the discrepancy in relational experience may be attributable to the 564 

psychological distance, denoting distance dimensions between the reference point of self and 565 

an object in space, time or social distance (Trope & Liberman, 2010). The distance entails 566 

mental construal wherein the further an object is removed from one’s direct experience, the 567 

more abstract the level of understanding of that object (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Pompeii 568 

has a stark contrast with the other three sites given it was founded in the sixth century and 569 

was destroyed by a volcanic eruption in 79 CE. In this sense, the passing of years might 570 

diminish any closeness or connections and, thus, people visiting Pompeii barely show 571 

relational experience. 572 

 573 

In addition, a hint of hedonic experience, i.e., enjoyment and excitement, has been 574 

identified at Pompeii and Christchurch. Although a sense of enjoyment is considered the core 575 

of hedonic tourism, visitors’ experiences at post-natural disaster dark tourism sites can be 576 

exciting and enjoyable. This finding supplements a handful of studies at dark heritage sites, 577 

documenting dark tourism creates excitement, fun or entertainment for tourists (Boateng et 578 

al., 2018; Ivanova & Light, 2017). The finding of this study further echoes the notion that 579 

dark tourism is a “a praxis contingent on diversity in lived experiences” instead of “a 580 

homogenous system of collective experiences” (Podoshen et al., 2015, p. 325). An example 581 

was provided: 582 

 583 

I feel very excited when I’m here. It's quite a unique place that was very 584 

interesting. Probably the most interesting ruins you will find at least in Italy and 585 

probably the world. (Participant 144, Pompeii)  586 

 587 

6. Conclusion  588 

Despite acknowledged merits of experiencing post-natural disaster sites for 589 

individuals and wider communities, a comparatively full capture of visitors’ experiences in 590 

the context remains a significant omission. Drawing on the multifaceted model of the visitor 591 

experience (Packer & Ballantyne, 2016), the present study explores the composition of 592 

visitors’ experiences at four geographically, culturally and temporally different dark tourism 593 

settings of natural disasters. A conceptual model covering the experience facets of visitors 594 
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has been developed (Figure 13). The proposed model adds theoretical value to the existent 595 

literature on dark tourism at natural disasters.  596 

 597 

 598 

Figure 13. Six facets of the dark tourism experience at natural disasters 599 

 600 

First, this research demonstrates that the representative experiences in post-natural 601 

disaster context are cognitive, emotional, introspective, sensory, relational and hedonic. 602 

Against the experience dimensions in the Packer and Ballantyne (2016) model, physical, 603 

restorative, spiritual and transformative experiences are not necessarily prominent in the post-604 

natural disaster context. This is consistent with the claim that the intensity of each 605 

experienced facet could vary across different contexts or among different groups of people 606 

(Packer & Ballantyne, 2016). In addition, prior research tends to focus on a few specific 607 

experience dimensions in that context (Martini & Buda, 2018; Prayag et al., 2020). This 608 

study expands the previous research by offering a full picture of visitors’ experiences at dark 609 

tourism sites of natural disasters. By clarifying a variety of experience dimensions, this 610 
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research also opens the door for a whole new stream of research. In particular, certain 611 

experiential aspects with managerial implications (e.g., introspective experience) could be 612 

delved into deeper and the interrelationships between experience dimensions (e.g., the 613 

relationship between cognitive and emotional experiences) could be empirically investigated 614 

to guide experience design, interpretation and presentation.  615 

Second, the present research proves the rich connotations of each experience facet in 616 

the post-natural disaster context, being more than simply some data indicators adopted in 617 

previous studies. For instance, this study unravels a significant amount of introspective and 618 

relational experiences associated with one’s life, human beings and nature, and social 619 

connections. The natural disaster dark tourism context allows visitors to explore a 620 

multifaceted profile of human agency in nature and to re-envision the fate of the human 621 

group in a way that, seemingly, facilitates coping and healing. In this regard, the context 622 

functions as a medium for visitors to confront the past, process distress, understand 623 

themselves better and, perhaps, what they might do in catastrophic circumstances if they 624 

found themselves in that situation in the future. Hence, this research further underscores the 625 

significance and value of dark tourism sites at natural disasters for individuals and wider 626 

communities, as highlighted in Tucker and Shelton (2018) and Miller (2008).  627 

This finding also mirrors the concept of “slow healing” (“shealing” in short) proposed 628 

by Mika and Kelman (2020), referring to individual, collective and ongoing forces through 629 

building and remaking livelihoods and life in the aftermath of disasters. A space (e.g., a post-630 

natural disaster site) is needed for people and communities to remake one’s life, reassemble 631 

meaning and work through what occurred (Mika & Kelman, 2020). Similarly, Schlunke 632 

(2016) articulated this point by highlighting the importance of “staying with ruins” in the 633 

phase of post-natural disaster, which ensures memory, memorialisation and loss acceptance 634 

rather than sweeping everything away to start in a new way.  635 

Additionally, this study reveals diverse emotional experiences in the post-natural 636 

disaster context, which might be pivotal for meaningful attitudinal and behavioural changes 637 

and, thus, allude to the significance of developing tourism activities at post-natural disaster 638 

sites. Negative feelings are of importance for human survival (Nesse & Ellsworth, 2009) and 639 

tackling life-threating scenarios (Nawijn, 2016). Similarly, coping with difficult emotions 640 

may lead to reflections upon ontological meaning of life and death (Oren et al., 2019). In 641 

their study on emotional experiences at the Auschwitz Death Camp, Oren et al. (2021) 642 

observed positive effects associated with visitors’ negative emotions, such as strengthened 643 

connection, identity and moral-related benefits. The positive emotion is worth equal attention 644 



 32 

as, in general, emotional engagement may facilitate visitors’ meaning-generation, cognitive 645 

evaluations and behavioural responses (Sigala & Steriopoulos, 2021; Volo, 2021). A wide 646 

range of emotions identified in the current study could be leveraged for cultivating positive 647 

experience outcomes, such as using empathy to precipitate positive actions (Tucker, 2016), 648 

and evoking surprise and amazement to foster memorable tourism experience (Hosany et al., 649 

2015), which paves the way for future investigations.  650 

Moreover, this research, encompassing multiple cases that are distinguished from 651 

each other at geographical, cultural and temporal levels, makes a first attempt in scrutinising 652 

nuanced differences of the experiences at dark tourism sites. The discrepancy exists in many 653 

aspects of the experiences, such as cognitive experience, introspective experience and 654 

hedonic experience. Arguably, those experience differences could be impacted by the 655 

timescale of historical events, the focus of site interpretation, the political ideology (Stone, 656 

2006), and one’s psychological distance with an event, a social group or a place (Trope & 657 

Liberman, 2010). The discrepancy reflects the heterogeneous nature of dark tourism at 658 

natural disasters, but also highlights the malleability of the experiences in that context. 659 

Encouraging “fundamental changes in the attitude of the visitors to important contemporary 660 

political, social or philosophical issues” (Ashworth & Isaac, 2015, p. 322) has been a pursuit 661 

of dark tourism site managers and creators (Ashworth & Isaac, 2015). In that sense, the 662 

present study suggests dark tourism at natural disasters may be fashioned through systematic 663 

manipulations and interventions to achieve those endeavours.  664 

There are also practical implications for the results of this study. Only very recently 665 

the practice of dark tourism at post-natural disaster sites is starting to emerge. This study 666 

finally helps to identify multiple experience components in the post-natural disaster context, 667 

allowing tourism providers to tailor and design dark tourism experience towards this growing 668 

market. In particular, practitioners can potentially consider dark tourism as a tool to facilitate 669 

sustainable disaster recovery. As indicated by the findings, tourism activities at post-natural 670 

disaster settings not only allow for educational, sensory and emotional experiences, but also 671 

encourage meaningful reflections and relational experiences, which might contribute to 672 

healing people and building community resilience in the post-disaster phase. In addition, the 673 

experience discrepancy across various disaster sites points to the possibility that tourist 674 

experience at post-natural disaster sites is not necessarily homogenous and there is a potential 675 

to fashion and refashion certain experience dimensions to convey particular narratives or 676 

bring specific changes in the public and society. As such, academic and practitioners alike 677 

should consider leveraging the findings of this research to foster a stronger partnership or 678 
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collaboration relationship in order to substantially achieve the potential of dark tourism at 679 

natural disasters and to maximise the benefits which destination management organisations 680 

can offer.  681 

This study has its limitations. First, the study was conducted with visitors in general, 682 

including local residents, domestic and international visitors, rather than segmenting them 683 

into comparative groups. Since local people tend to have a personal connection with trauma 684 

and disaster, it would be insightful to compare different groups in terms of the experience 685 

facets. It is also worth exploring the experiences of children that are being neglected by 686 

scholars. Israfilova and Khoo-Lattimore (2019) investigate the impact of visits to a genocide 687 

site on school-aged children and shed light on their experiences of knowledge expansion, 688 

character building, emotional challenges and edutainment. Future research is suggested to 689 

study young children’s experiences at dark tourism sites of natural disasters in order to yield 690 

varied insights and aid the management of the settings. Second, as the interviewer of the 691 

present study speaks English and Chinese, visitors who speak other languages were not able 692 

to participate and share their onsite experiences, especially in the case of the Pompeii Ruins 693 

where some tourists only speak Italian. Based on the study context and research budget, 694 

future studies may consider recruiting a translator in the data collection phase. Finally, the 695 

research questions were explored in situ, through interviews, without considering a 696 

longitudinal design. Scholars have emphasised experiences are better studied as real and as 697 

recent to the consumption activity as possible (Kim & Fesenmaier, 2015). This research was 698 

undertaken onsite with informants to ensure their experience remained fresh in mind and not 699 

forgotten. Nevertheless, some experience dimensions, such as transformative experience, 700 

might become salient only after being cognitively and emotionally processed by visitors. It 701 

would be interesting to have a dynamic understanding of their experience with post-natural 702 

disaster sites by collecting data in several time waves. 703 
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