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Abstract 

Dark tourism, encompassing visits to locations associated with death, tragedy, or suffering, has seen a 

surge in popularity. However, marketing these sites presents ethical challenges, as promotional activities 

risk commodifying sensitive histories. This paper explores the ethical dilemmas faced by marketers in 

promoting dark tourism sites, examining strategies to balance commercialization with respect for the 

subjects of these sites. Through qualitative interviews with tourism marketers and heritage site 

managers, as well as content analysis of promotional materials, this study identifies key ethical concerns 

and proposes guidelines for responsible marketing practices. The findings aim to contribute to the 

development of ethical frameworks in tourism marketing, ensuring that promotion does not exploit the 

tragedies associated with dark tourism sites. 

 

1. Introduction 

Dark tourism refers to the act of visiting locations associated with death, disaster, or suffering. These 

sites, such as concentration camps, battlefields, and memorials, offer educational and reflective 

experiences. However, the commercialization of these sites through marketing raises ethical concerns 

about the commodification of tragedy. Marketers must navigate the delicate balance between promoting 

these sites to attract visitors and respecting the dignity of the events and individuals associated with 

them. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Defining Dark Tourism 

Dark tourism, also known as than a tourism, involves travel to sites that have experienced death, 

disaster, or the macabre. Lennon and Foley (2000) define it as "the visitation of real or simulated death 

and disaster sites for the purpose of tourism." This form of tourism has gained popularity as travellers 

seek to understand historical events and their impacts. 

2.2 Ethical Considerations in Dark Tourism 

The ethical implications of dark tourism have been a subject of debate. Stone (2006) discusses the 

potential for "dark tourism" to exploit human suffering for entertainment purposes. Similarly, Sharpley 

(2009) highlights concerns about the commercialization of tragedy and the potential disrespect towards 

the victims and their descendants. 

2.3 Marketing Strategies for Dark Tourism 

Marketing dark tourism sites requires sensitivity and awareness of the ethical implications. Axiak (2024)  
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emphasizes the importance of respectful commemoration and educational engagement in marketing 

strategies. Additionally, Monastiridou (2025) suggests that marketing efforts should consult with 

stakeholders and consider the perceptions of visitors to ensure ethical practices. 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative approach to explore the ethical dilemmas in marketing dark tourism 

sites. Data were collected through: 

• Semi-structured Interviews: Conducted with tourism marketers, heritage site managers, and 

representatives from NGOs managing historical sites. These interviews aimed to gather insights into 

the challenges and strategies employed in marketing dark tourism sites. 

• Content Analysis: Promotional materials, including brochures, websites, and social media 

campaigns, were analyzed to assess the ethical considerations in their messaging. 

• Case Studies: Examination of specific dark tourism sites, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau and the 9/11 

Memorial, to understand how marketing strategies are implemented in practice. 

 

4. Findings 

4.1 Ethical Dilemmas Identified 

The study identified several ethical dilemmas faced by marketers: 

• Commodification of Tragedy: The risk of reducing serious historical events to mere attractions for 

entertainment. 

• Respect for Victims: Ensuring that marketing materials do not exploit the suffering of individuals 

and communities. 

• Authenticity vs. Commercialization: Balancing the need to attract visitors with the preservation of 

the site's integrity and educational value. 

4.2 Strategies for Ethical Marketing 

Marketers employ various strategies to navigate these dilemmas: 

• Educational Messaging: Emphasizing the educational and reflective aspects of visiting dark tourism 

sites. 

• Stakeholder Consultation: Engaging with local communities, historians, and descendants of 

victims to ensure respectful representation. 

• Sensitive Imagery: Avoiding sensationalized or graphic images in promotional materials. 

• Contextualization: Providing historical context to help visitors understand the significance of the 

site. 

 

5. Discussion 

The findings suggest that while marketing dark tourism sites can promote education and remembrance, it 

must be done with sensitivity and respect. Ethical marketing practices involve a deep understanding of 

the site's history, the perspectives of affected communities, and the potential impact on visitors. 

Marketers must avoid exploiting tragedy for profit and instead focus on fostering reflection and learning. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Marketing dark tourism sites presents unique ethical challenges that require careful consideration and 

responsible practices. By prioritizing education, authenticity, and respect, marketers can promote these 
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sites in a manner that honors their significance and the experiences of those affected. Future research 

should explore the effectiveness of ethical marketing strategies and their impact on visitor perceptions 

and behaviours. 
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