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Abstract
As the growth of the Muslim travel market is a new phenomenon, many different
terminology and definitions have been used to refer to Muslim friendly and halal tourism
market segment by academics, media and other organizations. In a general term, Muslim
friendly tourism is defined as ‘halal conscious travelers, traveling for any purpose, which
is halal (permissible)’. The fact is the growth of the Muslim travelers, especially the
middle class and younger population, has meant that Muslim travelers are becoming a
significant segment, which will affect the global tourism industry. Their eagerness to
explore new experiences and destinations, coupled with increased awareness of faithbased needs, is now driving the global demand for Muslim friendly tourism products and
services. By reviewing secondary data and conducting interviews, this study aims to
investigate factors influencing and constraints impeding the growth of MFT in inbound
and outbound travel market in Far Eastern countries. Malaysia’s success story on MFT
is primarily driven by the government’s commitment to identify the Muslim market as a
priority market, which allows the country to top the Global Muslim Travel Index for the
sixth consecutive year. In another example, the study found that the number of inbound
Muslim tourists to Japan has been increasing considerably in recent years, and while the
country has only a very small percentage of Muslim population, tourist associations and
businesses have ramped up efforts to upgrade facilities and services to cater to Muslim’s
tourist market.
Keywords: Islamic tourism, Muslim-friendly, halal tourism

1. Introduction
According to many scholars, the religious concept for Islamic tourism has not yet been
theoretically articulated, but various opinions and remarks in the discussions on the future of
tourism in Muslim countries indicate that this articulation is just a matter of time. At present, the
whole idea is based on the conservative interpretation and understanding of Islam and how to
merge elements of the conservative Islamic lifestyle with the modern tourism industry, which
could present new tourism options and spheres (Al-Hamarneh and Steiner, 2004). In the tourism
literature, although the relationship between tourism and religion has been addressed, there
remains a shortage of theoretical publications in the area of tourism in the context of Islam.
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Religion and religiosity are acknowledged factors inﬂuencing human behaviour according to
various social settings, yet research that explores relationships between religion, behaviour and
tourist destination choice remains highly limited (Din, 1989; Rinschede, 1992; Fleischer, 2000;
Howe, 2001; Poria et al., 2003; Weidenfeld, 2006; Weidenfeld and Ron, 2008). Din (1989)
argues that social scientists have tended to overlook the importance of religion in tourism studies.
When it comes to the relationship between tourism and religion, particularly Islam, the lack of
literature is even more obvious, especially regarding Islamic religious attributes and their impact
on tourist needs in general and Muslim tourists in particular.
A review of literature on Islamic tourism indicates that the current debate tends to focus on
Muslim friendly destination and halal tourism, which will be the primary focus of this study. The
economic concept of the two terms not only considers Muslim countries as the emerging tourism
market of the future with huge economic, demographic and destination potential, but also focuses
on the importance of intra-Muslim tourism for new markets and tourism destinations, including
non-Muslim countries. Its precept describes intra-Muslim tourism as new markets to be
integrated in the existing tourism strategies of the destination countries.
2. Literature Review
Research has been conducted into aspects of the interconnectedness between religion and tourism
(Rinschede, 1992; Vukonic, 1996) and parallels are often drawn between the two (Allcock, 1998;
MacCannell, 1992; Schmidt, 1980). In the past, tourism is traditionally closely linked to religion
which has acted as a powerful motive for travel from the time of early pilgrimages to
contemporary journeys to sacred places. Religious buildings, rituals, festivals and ceremonial
events are important tourist attractions for those with a casual interest as well as more devout
followers of the particular systems of belief represented. The topic thus has a place in the
literature that deals with the creation and representation of tourism spaces (Britton, 1991), many
of which combine secular and spiritual meanings as evidenced in many countries.
It can be argued that religious tourism, travel primarily motivated by religious reasons, is one of
the oldest types of tourism and ‘probably as old as religion’ itself (Rinschede, 1992, p. 53).
Studies of religion and tourism are usually centered on the purpose and impact of tourism
activities, destination images, and managing sacred sites (Hattab and Katz, 2001; Jackowski and
Smith, 1992; Nolan and Nolan, 1992; Schneider and Sonmez, 1999; Sharpley and Sundaram,
2005; Vukonic, 1992). Rinschede (1992) suggested two temporal forms of religious tourism,
short- and long-term. The former includes excursions to nearby pilgrimage centers and religious
conferences, usually taking place within a day. Long-term religious tourism can last months - for
example, Muslims spending 45 days in Mecca for their Hajj. Today, religious tourism has a broad
scope and close ties with population growth and economic development (Jackowski and Smith,
1992).
Islam is not intrinsically opposed to tourism, yet international tourism is adversely affected by
poor relations between Western and Islamic nations. Islam has been associated with oppression,
terrorism conservatism and anti-Western sentiment (Armstrong, 2001), while the West is
criticized as an imperialist aggressor pursuing economic, political and social domination (Al
Ahmad, 1984; Said, 1979) whose people are infidels of lax morals. Brunei is an exciting example
of a ‘reluctant tourist destination’ whose wealth has undermined any economic incentive to help
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protect citizens from its ‘worst excesses' and encourage international tourism (Baum and Conlin,
1997, p. 91). About what constitutes compatibility or true Islamic conduct, there is no consensus
and this is reflected in the debate about the practice and meaning of Islamic tourism concepts. In
this research context, this phenomenon is interesting to be explored further as the prevailing
federal government of Malaysia’s stance on the management of tourism and Islam, although
mindful of local sensibilities, is to satisfy international visitors and not insist on compliance with
Islamic strictures (The Straits Times, 2002). Commercial objectives to maximise revenue through
providing the leisure environments demanded by the tourism industry may therefore take
precedence over religious considerations.
Islam, the world’s fastest growing religion (Essoo and Dibb, 2004), should constitute 30% of the
world population by 2050 (Huntington, 1996). The existence of about one billion Muslims
globally suggests a huge market potential (Sechzer, 2004; Timothy and Iverson, 2006). Islamic
tourism is agreed to be a powerful commercial force (Euromonitor, 2008), especially within the
Middle East, with excellent prospects (Mintel, 2005). Yet the world’s 57 Muslim countries
(SESRTCIC, 2006) garner less than 10% of global tourism revenues (Hashim et al., 2007). The
four countries that dominate Muslim tourism - Morocco, Egypt, Turkey, and Malaysia - received
17.5 million guests in 2004. There was a call to open and promote Muslim countries’ tourism
markets, as reflected, for example, by the November 2005 inaugural Tourism Fair of Islamic
Countries in Istanbul (Hashim et al., 2007).
Although the term has not been universally defined and accepted, Islamic tourism has been
developing rapidly in the last 10 years along three main trajectories: economic trajectory (intraregional tourism growth), cultural trajectory (inclusion of Islamic cultural and religious heritage
sites in tourism programs), and lifestyle trajectory (organization of tourist spaces to match
conservative Islamic values) (Duman, 2011). Several authors recount how Islam historically
enjoined particular types of travel which have retained an important religious and social function,
albeit constantly adapting to the changing world (Ala-Hamarneh, 2008). This research is
concerned with modern tourism and the Islamic religion, using the example of Malaysia as a case
study to illustrate the problems and opportunities which arise when the two come into contact.
Some general observations are to be made about the difﬁculties of the relationship, and conﬂicts
between religious practices and tourist demands are to be identiﬁed, despite the fact that Malaysia
was voted as the world’s top Muslim-friendly destination according to surveys by Dinar
Standard, a leading US-based survey institute for the Muslim travel market, and Crescent Rating,
a Singapore-based Muslim travel consultancy firm.
The typology development of Islamic tourism can be likened to the work of Oppermann (1996)
who developed a conceptual model of non-urban tourism to distinguish the differences between
wilderness tourism, rural tourism, farm tourism, non-farm tourism and natural tourism in
protected areas. With the growth of the Muslim travel market, varying terminology and
definitions have been used to refer to either the total Muslim travel market or its sub-segments.
As Islamic tourism typology is not well understood globally, it is expected that the outcomes of
this research would provide a holistic and universal understanding of the term, and not limited to
narrow standpoints as currently understood and practiced. As mentioned earlier, the primary
focus of this paper is to investigate two main attributes of Islamic tourism: Muslim friendly and
halal tourism.
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The terms used have had a varying focus based on who is using the term and in which context. In
a simple term, halal tourism can be defined as a type of tourism that involves Muslim travelers,
who do not wish to compromise their faith-based needs while traveling for a purpose. Battour and
Ismail (2015) argue that halal tourism is ‘any tourism object or action which is permissible
according to Islamic teachings to be used or engaged by Muslims in the tourism industry’. The
definition considers the Islamic law (shariah) as the basis to deliver tourism products and services
to the target customers who are mainly Muslims. They claim that the location of activity is not
limited to the Muslim world. The definition includes services and products that are designed for
Muslim travellers in Muslim and non-Muslim countries. The definition, indeed, considers the
purpose of travel as not necessarily religious; t may be any of the general motivations of tourism.
Meanwhile, Muslim friendly tourism implies destinations that cater to the needs of the Muslim
travelers. Recently, some practises related to halal tourism have been observed. These practises
which are applied in some destinations could be used as a benchmark for other destinations to
target Muslim tourists and/or to market the destination as ‘Muslim friendly destination’. They
include the growing number of shariah compliant hotels, availability of halal restaurants and halal
food, convenience to fulfil religious obligations, gender segregation in the usage of facilities and
services, and halal travel packages. The destinations that promote the features could claim to be
‘Muslim friendly’ (Carboni et al., 2014). It can be contested from the preceding discussion that
the primary difference between Islamic tourism and halal tourism is from the objective
perspective. Islamic tourism is traveling activities that are motivated by purpose or some specific
goals, while halal tourism is more towards supporting the economic activities of supply chain in
tourism to cater for Muslim needs and, at the same time, support Islamic tourism (Aziz et al.,
2015).
3. Research Methodology
The primary purpose of this paper is to investigate factors influencing and constraints impeding
the growth of MFT in inbound and outbound travel market in Far Eastern countries. This is part
of the bigger attempt to explore the fundamental concepts of Islamic tourism, establish
fundamental criteria for classifying different types of Islamic tourism, formulate framework and
designate Islamic tourism destinations according to its classification in Muslim and non-Muslim
countries. This research is exploratory in nature, and desktop study has been conducted to
identify research problems and to refine research focus. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted among tourism and religious experts in the first phase of the research to induce data
and develop relevant themes relating to Islamic tourism typology, and this paper will only report
preliminary findings.
4. Discussion
While there were 1.186 billion international tourist arrivals worldwide, with a growth of 5% in
2015 as compared to 1.133 billion in 2014, only one of the top 10 international tourism
destinations in 2015 was a Muslim country. Turkey was ranked sixth globally and recorded 39.5
million international tourist arrivals in that year, -0.8 per cent growth rate from the preceding year
(UNWTO Tourism Highlights, 2016). In Asia Pacific, there were over 279 million international
tourist arrivals to the region in 2015, an increase of 6.0% over 2014. However, only two countries
with Muslim’s majority population made into the top ten destinations in Asia Pacific, which were
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Malaysia (ranked fourth with 25.7 million arrivals) and Indonesia (ranked tenth with 10.4 million
arrivals). In the same year, there were over 53 million international tourist arrivals to the Middle
East, an increase of 2.0% over 2014, which Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates topped the
list with 18 million and 14.8 million tourist arrivals, respectively (UNWTO Tourism Highlights,
2016).
However, several respondents argued that future trend of intra-Muslim market may change and
Islamic tourism and halal travel market will be a lucrative business opportunity for people in
tourism, considering the rising influence of Islam globally. This was already evident by the
global Muslim spending on travel (outbound) which increased by 7.7% to reach $140 billion in
2013 (excluding Hajj and Umrah). This was 11.6% of the global expenditure and is expected to
reach $238 billion by 2019. In comparison, travellers from China spent $160 billion on travel in
2014, while US travellers spent $143 billion, placing the Muslim travel sector in third place in
global travel spending (Thomson Reuters, 2014).
In a related development, it is forecasted that the religious profile of the world is rapidly
changing, driven primarily by differences in fertility rates and the size of youth populations
among the world’s major religions, as well as by people switching faiths. Although Christians
will remain the largest religious group over the next four decades, Islam will grow faster than any
other major religion. If current trends continue, by 2050, the number of Muslims will nearly
equal the number of Christians around the world and Muslims will make up 10% of the overall
population in Europe (Pew Research Center, 2015). The Muslim population is expected to
increase from 1.6 billion people (23% of the world’s population as of 2010) to 2.76 billion people
in 2050 (Pew Research Center, 2015).
With the huge economic, demographic and destination potential of Islamic tourism and halal
travel market, many countries, both Muslim and non-Muslim, are gearing their efforts to fulfil the
requirements of the Muslim travel market. Malaysia, for instance, continues to top the Global
Muslim Travel Index (GMTI) by Crescent Rating in partnership with Master Card for the sixth
consecutive year in a row. The country has consistently been able to maintain its standing
amongst the main three themes of family-friendly holiday and safe travel destination, Muslimfriendly services and facilities at the destination, and halal awareness and destination marketing.
United Arab Emirates has overtaken Turkey to take the second position, while Indonesia has
improved its ranking to move to the fourth place in 2015 (Tourism Review, 2016).
The key and unique strength of Malaysia’s success story on Muslim friendly and halal tourism is
the commitment of Tourism Ministry as early as 2009 to identify the Muslim market as a priority
market. This also led to the creation of the Islamic Tourism Centre in the same year. The key
lesson learnt in Malaysia’s success story is that a government led commitment is required to
activate the whole industry to make Muslim friendly tourism a priority market for the destination,
with all facilities and services aligned to cater to this segment (COMCEC, 2016). Other key
strengths include its large Muslim population base, a strong halal certification body, and diverse
natural and man-made tourism resources.
In another example, the study found that the number of inbound Muslim tourists to Japan has
been increasing considerably in recent years, and while the country has only a very small
percentage of Muslim population, tourist associations and businesses have ramped up efforts to
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upgrade facilities and services to cater to Muslim’s tourist market. Among the non-OIC
countries, Singapore retained its top position in the Global Muslim Travel Index, but Japan
continued to improve its overall ranking to eighth place in 2015 (Tourism Review, 2016). In the
past, Japan was perceived as unpopular tourist destination due to language barrier, cultural
difference with the Muslims and higher appreciation of Yen currency. Further, the country is
located quite a distance from primary Muslim markets, especially Southeast Asia, Middle East
and North Africa. As the country is more open to tourism and Islam, Japan has eased visa entry
requirement among many Muslim countries and is preparing to receive 1 million Muslim tourists
during Olympics 2020.
A review of secondary data and interview findings reveal that some of constraints and challenges
facing the growth of Muslim friendly and halal tourism in both OIC and non-OIC countries
include: security concerns due to political instability in some of the OIC destinations; lack of
strong and centralised halal certification bodies especially in non- OIC countries; limited support
from government and resistance of tourism stakeholders to promote this niche of tourism;
increased competition from non-OIC countries to target Muslim markets; Islamophobia and
negative sentiments toward Muslim countries, and low air connectivity due to a number of OIC
member states are not on major airline routes (COMCEC, 2016). In a nutshell, Muslim tourists
globally represent a major niche market - a market that has a younger population, growing middle
class and is increasingly asserting its unique needs on the travel, tourism and hospitality market.
Though, Muslim friendly and halal tourism are still at an early stage, both OIC and non-OIC
member states have inherent strengths which can be exploited to maximize its share of the market
in the future.
5. Conclusion
Islamic tourism can be defined as tourism mainly by Muslims, although it can extend to
unbelievers motivated to travel by Islam, which takes place in the Muslim world (Ala-Hamarneh,
2008; OIC, 2008; Henderson, 2009). Purposes are: ‘first, the revival of Islamic cultures and the
spread of Islamic values; second, economic benefit for Islamic societies; and third, the
strengthening of Islamic self-confidence, identity and beliefs in the face of negative stereotyping
in comparison to other cultures and lifestyles’ (Ala-Hamarneh, 2008, p. 2). Islamic tourism is
agreed to be a powerful commercial force (Euromonitor, 2008), especially within the Middle
East, with excellent prospects (Mintel, 2005).
It is hoped that this research would provide a new impetus for the healthy growth of Islamic
tourism on a global scale that would help promote not only a deeper understanding of Islam and
its civilization which is characterized by unity in diversity but also a deeper mutual understanding
between the world’s cultures and civilizations that is so essential to world peace. In Islamic
intellectual tradition, the Islamicity of things is judged in the light of two principles: tawhidcompliance at the level of ideas and beliefs and shariah-compliance at the level of practices and
ethical values. These two principles determine the scope of Islamic tourism. The universality
would help guarantee the broad scope and the global significance of Islamic tourism.

15

Ahmad Puad Mat Som*, Satoshi Masutani** and Muhamad Fazil Ahmad*, The Macrotheme Review 5(5), Special Issue 2016

Acknowledgement
The authors would like to extend their appreciation to Universiti Sultan Zainal Abidin, Malaysia
for
funding
the
research
through
Fundamental
Research
Grant
Scheme
(FRGS/1/2015/WAB12/UNISZA/01/1) titled ‘Establishing Islamic Tourism Typology in
Malaysia – RR 154’, which makes possible publication of this article.
References
Al Ahmad, J. (1984). Occidentotis: a plague from the West. Berkeley: Mizan Press.
Ala-Hamarneh, A. (2008). Islamic tourism: A long term strategy of tourist industries in the Arab World
after 9/11. Centre for Research on the Arab World. Available at http://www.ceraw.uni-mainz.de
(accessed 31 October 2008).
Ala-Hamarneh, A. and Steiner, C. (2004). Islamic tourism: Rethinking the strategies of tourism
development in the Arab World after September 11, 2011. Comparative Studies of South East, 24(1),
173-182.
Allcock, J. B. (1988). Tourism as a sacred journey. Society and Leisure, 11, 33–38.
Armstrong, K. (2002). Islam. Random House: New York.
Aziz, H. 1995. Understanding attacks on tourists in Egypt. Tourism Management 16(2): 91–95.
Aziz, Y.A., Rahman, A.A., Hassan, H. and Hamid, S.H. (2015). Exploring the Islamic and halal tourism
definition. In: Proceedings of Hospitality and Tourism Conference, Malacca, Malaysia, 2-3
November.
Baum, T. & Conlin, M. (1997). Brunei Darussalam: Sustainable tourism development within an Islamic
cultural ethos. In: F. M. Go, & C. L. Carson (Eds.), Tourism and economic development in Asia and
Australasia. London and Washington: Cassell, pp. 91–102.
COMCEC (2016). Muslim friendly tourism: Understanding the demand and supply sides in the OIC
member countries, COMCEC Coordination Office, Ankara, Turkey.
Din, KH. (1989). Islam and tourism: patterns, issues, and options. Annals of Tourism Research 16(4),
542–563.
Duman, T. (2001). Value of Islamic Tourism Offering: Perspectives from the Turkish Experience. In:
Paper presented World Islamic Tourism Forum, Kuala Lumpur, 12-13 July.
Essoo, N. & Dibb, S. (2004). Religious inﬂuences on shopping behaviour: An exploratory study. Journal
of Marketing Management, 20(7/8), 683–713.
Euromonitor (2008). Halal tourism. Euromonitor Archives. Available at http://www.euromonitor.
com/Halal_Tourism (accessed 31 October 2008).
Fleischer, A. (2000). The tourist behind the pilgrim in the Holy Land. International Journal of Hospitality
Management 19(3): 311–326.
Goldsmith, AA. (2007). Muslim exceptionalism? Measuring the democracy gap. Middle East Policy
14(2): 86–96.
Hashim, N. H., Murphy, J. and Hashim, N. M. (2007). Islam and online imagery on Malaysian tourist
destination websites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 12: 1082–1102.
doi:10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00364.x
Hassan, R. (2005). On being religious: Religious commitment in Muslim societies. Institute of Defence
and
Strategic
Studies,
Singapore.
Available
at
http://www.ntu.edu.sg/rsis/publications/WorkingPapers/WP80.pdf (accessed 12 March 2007).
Hattab, K., & Katz, Y. (2001). The attraction of Palestine: Tourism in the years 1850-1948. Journal of
Historical Geography, 27(2), 166–177.
Henderson, JC. (2008). Representations of Islam in official tourism promotion. Tourism Culture and
Communication 8(3): 135–146.
Henderson, JC. (2009). Islamic tourism reviewed. Tourism Recreation Research 34(2).
16

Ahmad Puad Mat Som*, Satoshi Masutani** and Muhamad Fazil Ahmad*, The Macrotheme Review 5(5), Special Issue 2016

Howe AC. (2001). Queer pilgrimage: the San Francisco homeland and identity tourism. Cultural
Anthropology 16(1): 35–61.
Huntington, S. (1996). The clash of civilisation and remarking the world order. New York: Touchstone.
Jackowski, A., & Smith, V. (1992). Polish pilgrim-tourists. Annals of Tourism Research, 19(1), 92–106.
MacCannell, D. (1992). Empty meeting grounds: the tourist papers. London: Routledge.
Mintel. (2005). Religious Tourism. Mintel: London.
Nolan, M. L., & Nolan, S. (1992). Religious sites as tourism attractions in Europe. Annals of Tourism
Research, 19(1), 68–78.
OIC (2008). Framework for development and cooperation in the domain of tourism between OIC member
states 2008–2018. Organisation of the Islamic Conference. Available at http://www.oicoic.org/oicnew/page (accessed 27 October 2008).
Oppermann, M. (1996). Rural tourism in southern Germany. Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 23, No. 1,
86-102.
Pew Research Center (2015). The future of world religions: Population growth projections, 2010-2050,
April 2.
Poria Y, Butler R, Airey D. (2003). Tourism, religion and religiosity: a holy mess. Current Issues in
Tourism 6(4): 340–363.
Rinschede G. (1992). Forms of religious tourism. Annals of Tourism Research 19(1): 51–67.
Robinson, AJ. & Meaton, J. (2005). Bali beyond the bomb: disparate discourses and implications for
sustainability. Sustainable Development 13(2): 69–78.
Said, E. W. (1979). Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books.
Schmidt, C. J. (1980). Tourism: Sacred sites, secular seers. Unpublished academic exercise. State
University of New York.
Schneider, I., & Sonmez, S. (1999). Exploring the touristic image of Jordan. Tourism Management, 20(4),
539–542.
Sechzer, J. (2004). Islam and Woman: Where tradition meets modernity, history and interpretations of
Islamic women’s status, Sex Roles, 51(5): pp. 263-272.
SESRTCIC. (2006). Statistical Economic and Social Research and Training Centre for Islamic Countries.
Retrieved February 19, 2007 from http://www.sesrtcic.org/oic/oicaccda.shtml.
Sharpley, R., & Sundaram, P. (2005). Tourism: A sacred journey? The case of ashram tourism, India.
International Journal of Tourism Research, 7(3), 161–171.
The Straits Times. (2002). Ban on bikinis? That’s just like the Taleban. 1 May.
Thomson Reuters (2015). Malaysia leads the countries with most developed economic ecosystem.
Available at http://www.itc.gov.my/itc-news/thomson-reuters-malaysia-leads-the-countries-withmost-developed-islamic-tourism-ecosystem/
Timothy, D.J. and Iverson, T. (2006). Tourism and Islam: considerations of culture and duty, Tourism,
Religion and Spiritual Journeys. In: D. J. Timothy and D. H. Olsen (Eds.), Tourism, religion and
spiritual journeys. New York: Routledge, pp. 186-205.
Tourism Review (2016). Halal travel: Malaysia ranked the most Muslim friendly destination. Available at
http://www.tourism-review.com/best-halal-travel-destinations--news4992
UNWTO Tourism Highlights (2016). 2016 Edition, eISBN: 978-92-844-1814-5.
Vukonic, B. (1992). Medjugorje’s religion and tourism connection. Annals of Tourism Research, 19(1),
79–91.
Vukonic, B. (1996). Tourism and religion. New York: Pergamon.
Weidenfeld A. (2006). Religious needs in the hospitality industry. Tourism and Hospitality Research 6(2):
143–159.
Weidenfeld A, Ron A. (2008). Religious needs in the tourism industry. Anatolia: International Journal of
Tourism and Hospitality Research 19(2): 18–22.

17

