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Abstract: This paper examines the methodological and ethical considerations and
implications of conducting studies on ‘visiting friends and relatives (VFR) travel in the
context of host-guest interactions using a qualitative approach. When reviewing the VFR
travel literature, experiences are only often captured within the world-view of the tourist or
traveller. Studies of VFR travellers generally neglect the significance of the host in the travel
experience. However, VFR travel is multi-faceted and dynamic, mainly resulting from host-
guest interactions. Therefore, capturing the potential range of meanings attached to various
aspects of host-guest interactions would provide a holistic approach. In contrast to
quantitative studies which are relatively static and cannot convey much about human
experiences resulting from the host-guest social interaction, this study integrates VFR travel
and host-guest interactions through qualitative methods. Dealing with pairs of hosts and
guests at the micro-level has certain methodological and ethical implications which are
discussed since these participants have personal knowledge about their relationship.
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Introduction

Studies of visiting friends and relatives (VFR) in relation to tourism, travel, and
hospitality research have become a significant area of  analysis. This paper explores the
methodological and ethical implications of conducting studies on VFR travel in the
context of host-guest interactions using a qualitative approach. While quantitative
studies have contributed to a better understanding of VFR travel, they fail to address
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social interactions occurring between hosts and guests. Qualitative methodology will
reveal the interactions between hosts and guests in a more in-depth manner and
contribute to the development of empirical knowledge (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

This paper largely reflects my current research which examines host-guest
interactions at the micro-level between first-generation Filipino migrants to New
Zealand who acted as hosts in their new homeland for their respective VFRs from
their former homeland, the Philippines. Reisinger &  Turner (2003) suggest the need
to examine the cultural background of  tourists and hosts and determine how cultural
differences  in their backgrounds (and similarities) affect their social interactions. In
my study, however, while the hosts and VFRs still share the same culture, the former,
who have established themselves in their new homeland, may have the potential to
transform, articulate, contest, and communicate their evolving cultural identity like
any other host communities ( Lacy & Douglass, 2002; Steiner & Reisinger, 2006).

Currently, there are now more than 214 million international migrants all over the
world (United Nations, 2010). This scale of global movement of people should
certainly highlight the importance of international migrants as catalysts in promoting
VFR travel.  The growth of  permanent migrant communities as a global phenomenon
becomes a major source of tourists as a result of immigrants developing and extending
relationships and kinship in their receiving country. These relationships underscore the
role and experiences of diasporic communities as well as those of their relatives and
friendship networks. Yet, VFR travel remains understudied.

Coles & Timothy (2004) have identified six distinctive patterns of travel and
tourism associated with the spaces and places occupied and travelled through diaspora,
including: (1) members of diasporic communities  who make trips in search of their
roots and their routes with the aim of  reaffirming and reinforcing their identities; (2)
the search for roots and routes gives rise to genealogical, ancestral or family history
tourism; (3) residents of the original ‘homeland’ may make trips to diaspora spaces to
discover how co-members of the diaspora have adapted to their living conditions in
another place (the opposite of the first pattern) that may be considered VFR travel in
the consumption of experiences beyond ‘home’; (4) diasporic destinations as notable
attractions and features on ‘mainstream’, non-diaspora tourists’ vacation itineraries
either deliberately or unintentionally; (5) diasporic scattering in transit spaces; and (6)
destinations, resorts, retreats and vacation spaces developed by diasporic communities
in their host state as a result of post-arrival colonisation. The global movement of
people should certainly highlight the importance of immigrants as catalysts in promoting
VFR travel.  As local residents, immigrants may show VFR travellers around their
new homeland and thus engender a sense of  belonging to their new community. The
real significance of migration to travel and tourism is not in the one-way trip in itself,
but in the long-run implication of a transplanted demand for travel and the creation
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of a new travel destination for separated friends and relatives (Goeldner & Brent
Ritchie, 2006: p. 10).

This paper will address the following questions:
1. How are qualitative methods currently reflected in VFR travel studies?
2. What are the methodological and ethical implications of doing qualitative

studies on host-guest interactions in the context of VFR travel?
3. What are some key considerations when conducting studies of VFR travel

using qualitative methods?
The intended outcome is not to establish generalisations in studying VFR travel

using qualitative methods, but to carefully consider ways of examining the meanings
of  host-guest interactions. This type of  evaluation is effectively carried out using
anthropological methods which are subjective enabling the field of tourism to
supplement scientific (etic) with humanistic (emic) tools and orientations (Walle, 1997:
p. 534).

Review of  Related Literature on VFR Travel

Due to the fragmentation of the field of tourism studies, synthesis, bounding, and
problem generation become key aspects of  the problem formulation (Pearce, 2012).
In contrast to Griffin (2012) who conducted a content analysis of articles on VFR
travel from 1990-2010, the aim of this study is to review and synthesise  extant
literature on VFR travel, link this with host-guest interactions as another theme, and
address the gap in knowledge in terms of  how qualitative methods are reflected. I
have also highlighted the progress in VFR travel research and its link with international
migration as my topic deals mainly with immigrant communities.

Studies related to VFR travel were catalysed by Jackson (1990) who argues that
this form of  travel remains undervalued. This was further emphasised in The Journal
of  Tourism Studies in 1995 that dedicated a special issue to the topic. Results from the
empirical studies from this international journal shows that VFR travel is a significant
market and, as a result, has provided a better understanding of its contribution to
market analysis and segmentation ( Brown, 2010; Morrison et al., 2000; Moscardo et
al., 2000) leading to consideration of friends and relatives separately in VFR travel
research (Seaton & Tagg, 1995); analysis of  the use of  commercial accommodation
by international VFRs  (Lehto, Morrison & O’Leary, 2001); and VFRs’ economic
benefits ( Asiedu, 2008).

Pearce & Moscardo (2005) outlined the substantial scale and socio-economic
importance of  VFR markets in domestic and international settings as an integral part
of the broad definition of tourism. Moreover, Moscardo et al. (2000) provide five
defining features of the VFR tourism: sector (VFR as a major motive/trip type or as
an activity); scope (international and/or domestic); effort (short- and/or long-haul);
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accommodation used (accommodated by friends/relatives, commercial
accommodation, or a combination); and the focus of the visit.  VFR being the focus
of  the visit was further disaggregated by Seaton & Tagg (1995) into those visiting
friends (VF), those visiting relatives (VR), and those visiting both friends and relatives
(VFVR). They are thought to have different motivations for travel and trip purpose.
Further, Backer (2007; 2010a; 2010b; 2012a) developed a definitional model of VFR
travel as a form of  travel involving a visit whereby either (or both) the purpose of
the trip or the type of  accommodation involves visiting friends and/or relatives.

Looking at the relationship between VFR travel to other forms of  human mobility,
Williams & Hall (2000) have established the relationship between tourism and migration.
The special edition of  Tourism Geographies in 2000 was dedicated to exploring the
convergence of tourism and migration through examining the relationship in the
context of  production and consumption. Similarly, research on diaspora in tourism
terms has been positioned under the umbrella of  VFR (Causevic & Lynch, 2009;
Coles & Timothy, 2004; Moscardo et al., 2000; Seaton & Tagg, 1995).   Morrison et al.
(2000) have described the relationship of tourism and diaspora as a function of
ethnic tourism where people visit destinations with an interest in exploring their own
ethnic origins.  However, tourism and diaspora have been observed via narrow host-
guest relationships such as the mapping out of commercial aspects of the interaction
(Causevic & Lynch, 2009).

In addition, when reviewing the VFR travel literature, experiences are only captured
within the perspective of  the tourist or traveller. Studies of  VFR travellers generally
neglect the significance of the host in the travel experience (Brocx, 2003; Slater, 2002).
Yet, host-guest interactions are socially constructed phenomena (Smith, 1977; 1989;
Smith & Brent, 2001) which are actively produced by both hosts and guests who
create their own meanings within the context of social interaction. Studies examining
the host-guest relationship usually create an illusion that involves an element of ‘othering’
where such interaction is a meeting of strangers  (Di Domenico & Lynch, 2007;
Heuman, 2005; Joseph & Kavoori, 2001; Smith & Brent, 2001; Su & Wall, 2010) that
may not be applicable when examining VFR travel. With VFR travel, there is a personal
relationship between hosts and guests as they know (of) each other either as relatives
or friends.

Shani & Uriely (2011) suggest the need to focus on the sociological aspects of
VFR travel including issues of ethnicity and migration as the latter may have a strong
association with VFR travel. Similarly, Young, Corsun & Baloglu (2007) determined
that both hosting and visiting are social functions based on relationships. Since the
tourism industry is economically-driven, greater weight has been put on quantification
(Riley & Love, 2000). Recently, Griffin (2013) examined VFR travel and the role of
immigrants as hosts, and its importance to communities with high levels of immigration.
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While there is an attempt to interpret the meanings of host-guest interactions in the
context of VFR travel, studies on tourism either focus on one perspective – either of
the host or the guest (VFR). However, there is a current lack of conceptual and
theoretical understanding that links VFR travel and the host-guest phenomenon.  Also,
the meanings and interpretations attached to the range of host-guest interactions that
exist are poorly understood.

A holistic approach would examine host-guest interactions in giving these two
groups a voice in order to provide an understanding of the meanings of their
relationship. However, quantitative research is seldom able to capture the subject’s
perspective since it has to rely on more remote, inferential empirical methods and
materials which are different from qualitative research which puts emphasis on capturing
the individual’s point of  view (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  Qualitative approaches
provide a better  understanding of VFR travel including its meanings as compared to
quantitative studies (Griffin, 2012). It is important to understand how host-guest
interactions occur and how they impact tourists in terms of  their on-site behaviours,
experiences, and destination evaluations, which are key considerations for tourism
planning and management (Smith & Brent, 2001; Su & Wall, 2010).  Nonetheless,
dealing with immigrants who have experienced hosting together with their respective
VFRs remains a challenge including its ethical implications which are highlighted next.

Discussion

This section provides an overview of  the implications of  using qualitative methods in
VFR travel studies. Then, methodological considerations are discussed such as
identifying the context of  the VFR trip, recruiting participants, and dealing with other
cultures. Ethical implications of  conducting research on host-guest interactions are
also highlighted. Nonetheless, the methods selected should be appropriate to the
epistemological orientation, the questions asked, and the population studied (Ambert,
Adler, Adler & Detzner,  1995).

Implications on Identifying the Research Paradigm

In the context of VFR travel, understanding the range of meanings of host-guest
interactions cannot be addressed through quantitative studies. Qualitative research in
the social sciences rests on a departure from static, quantitatively measurable knowledge
and tends towards a focus on understanding and expressing an aspect of being which
is dynamic, experienced and elusive of the positivist researcher (Jamal & Hollinshead,
2001). Through qualitative methods, one is able to capture what actually takes place
and what people say.  Researchers using qualitative methods strive to understand
phenomena and situations as a whole (Patton, 1982; 2002).
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However, the majority of tourism research textbooks do not address the
theoretical paradigms that underpin tourism research (Jennings, 2010: p. 34). There
has been difficulty in identifying or locating the theoretical paradigms used in VFR
travel research as previous studies are informed by positivist approaches. The fact still
remains that VFR travel is underestimated (Backer, 2012a; Griffin, 2013) and still in its
nascent stage (Backer, 2011; Griffin, 2012).  Accordingly, there is an absence of  articles
examining VFR travel research associated with using qualitative methods that reflect
the perspectives of  both the hosts and guests resulting from their social interactions.
However, Young et al. (2007) recognise that hosting is a social function based on
relationships with their guest(s) which may be relevant beyond their clear marketing
implications. There are multiple explanations or realities to explain the host-guest
phenomenon in the context of  VFR travel rather than one causal relationship.

In my current study, I have chosen phenomenology as the underpinning paradigm
for my research. It explores how human beings interpret an experience and transform
that experience into consciousness, both individually and collectively through shared
meanings. Phenomenology is not introspective but retrospective and reflects on lived
experience which is always recollective; it is a reflection on experience that has already
passed or been lived through (Patton, 2002; Van Manen, 1990).

Capturing the potential range of meanings attached to host-guest interactions
would provide a holistic approach as VFR travel is multi-faceted and dynamic, resulting
from social interactions. I describe the temporal dimensions of  the social interaction
between the hosts and VFRs as the psychological processes that concern the anticipation
of the visit (pre-trip), the actual visit (during), and the recollection of the visit (post-
trip) ( Larsen, 2007). A distinguishing feature of VFR travel is that the pre-trip experiences
are rooted in the host-guest relationship and past interactions. The during trip experiences
explore the host’s/s’ and guest’s/s’ face-to-face social interaction resulting from the
resource exchanges between them and as understood from their respective perspectives.
Post-trip experiences are provided by the recollections of experiences and may lead to
the anticipation of future interaction or diminish the likelihood of subsequent interaction.
These three temporal dimensions may provide a broader picture of the hosts and
VFRs’ social interactions.

When developing our research agendas and framing our research questions, we
need to look more explicitly at what we need to know to increase our understanding
of a particular issue or problem and what this new knowledge will contribute both
theoretically and practically (Pearce & Butler, 2010: p. 6).  Since the underpinning
paradigm in my study is phenomenology, qualitative methods that entail interviewing
the hosts and VFRs who are still in the during trip phase of the visit do not qualify as
these participants are still making sense of  their experience and transforming such
experience into consciousness, both individually and as a shared meaning (Patton,
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2002: p. 104). As such, this entails interviewing the hosts and VFRs separately so they
may reflect on the shared recollection of their social interaction. Nevertheless, there is
a need to make sure that research questions underpinning a research paradigm are
answerable within the context – and where different qualitative approaches are used
– such as interviewing the hosts and guests (in the during trip phase) together may
produce a different research project having its own merits, particularly when focusing
on in situ interactions between hosts and guests. Other interpretive paradigms may
also be explored (e.g., symbolic interactionism) when interviewing both the hosts and
guests about a previous trip – such that the context is either the return visit of the
VFR to the host and/or the current trip (or both) which creates an opportunity to
interview them together.

Context of  VFR Travel

VFR travel is motivated by a range of reasons where specific obligations are fulfilled
through host-guest social interactions. In contrast, VFR visits are trips but not typically
tourism trips as VFR travel may become more of an obligation (Boyne, Carswell &
Hall,  2002). Hence, VFR travel may not always involve a leisure experience. For
example, the purpose of the visit may be sensitive and one needs to carry out the
interview with care and tact as the host or the guest may have been confronted with
severe illness during the previous trip or when these participants need to fulfill certain
obligations such as taking care of the sick or attending a funeral. This may cause some
psychological distress for the participants when a qualitative interview is conducted as
they may be recounting a matter linked with some strong emotions. Similarly, in some
cultures such as Chinese, they are often hesitant to talk about death as this is considered
bad luck (Braun & Nichols, 1997). In qualitative methods, research on VFR travel
studies should therefore take into consideration the purpose of the trip in order to
avoid any ethical issues. There is a need to structure interviews in such a way that it
does not cause the participants emotional pain (Rosenblatt, 1995). Subjecting participants
who may be in grief  regardless of  the purpose of  VFR travel (e.g., attending a
funeral or taking care of a person who is in a critical condition at the time of the trip)
may pose some ethical issues that the researcher needs to think about in qualitative
interviews. While participants may fit the criteria set for the study, emotionally distressed
hosts or guests might have to be omitted from the study due to the emotional toll of
having to revisit grief  in a series of  interviews.

Recruitment of Participants

The recruitment of participants is often a challenge for the researcher due to the
ethical constraints which is compounded by the participation requirements. Recruiting
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participants through snowball sampling may have possible ethical implications as
other community members could possibly identify the participants in the study. Other
than the use of traditional bulletin boards to post the announcement in commercial
establishments where the study population usually converged, this study employed
the recruitment of participants within the Internet communities where immigrants
maintain their social network. In terms of  virtual communication, Eysenbach & Till
(2001) suggested the need to first obtain permission from the ‘list owner’ or ‘list
manager’ (the individual responsible for maintaining the list) or moderator (if any)
before posting as they may know the online community better than the researcher.
When posting the announcement  within the Internet communities, specific instructions
should be made for them to contact the researcher privately if they wish to participate.

Several tourism and travel studies have contributed in providing parameters that
define VFR travel. However, hosts for VFRs may warrant a different definition of
hosting. During the participant recruitment phase of  my research in New Zealand,
particularly those who have hosted  a visiting friend or relative – some first-generation
Filipino migrants find it confusing to be involved in a study whether they qualify as
hosts during the initial phase of study because they interpret or define ‘hosting’
differently. The announcement that I posted to the Filipino community was written in
the English language as I did not want to favour Tagalog1 despite being one of  the
major languages in the Philippines. In general, first-generation Filipino migrants are
bilingual with English as their second language yet, language differences reflect
underlying cultural value differences (Church, Katigbak & Castaneda,  1988). The
notion of hosting may be different for immigrant communities particularly with
regard to their obligations to their guests from their former homeland. Some
prospective participants that I approached interpret hosting for VFRs  as equivalent
to sponsoring their friends and family members to enter their new homeland which
includes providing proof of financial support by the host (or sponsor) to bolster the
application of their guest as a requirement by the immigration office before granting
a tourist or visitor visa. Therefore, the Western concept of  hosting may be problematic
in engendering the meaning of a ‘host’ and as understood from a different language
or cultural context.

Another issue that I confronted in recruiting participants was where to get my
sample population of  Filipino migrants in New Zealand. Initially, I only focused in

1 The national language of  the Philippines is Filipino, a language in the process of  modernisation; it is
based on the Manila lingua franca which is fast spreading across the Philippines and is used in urban
centres in the country. However, the structural base of  Filipino is Tagalog. See Gonzalez (1998) for
a discussion on the sociolinguistics and historical literature of the languages in the Philippines.
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Wellington (for practical reasons) but I noticed that the inherent intimacy within the
community would enable other people to identify the participants and the research
would no longer be confidential. The Filipino community in Wellington basically
know of one another based on their profession, common friends, ethno-linguistic or
geographic origin in the Philippines (e.g., Ilokano, Cebuano, Bicolano), interests (e.g.,
sports, performing arts), or religious beliefs (e.g., as Roman Catholics or as member
of other Christian fellowship groups). I also noticed that as Filipino families celebrate
special occasions such as baptism, birthdays, debuts2, weddings, etc., as these become
highly publicised not only within social media, but also in Filipino newspapers in New
Zealand. These are also occasions when other people not only get to meet the host,
but also the VFRs who celebrate with them. Hence, this led me to recruit more
participants outside the Wellington region so that participants would not be easily
identified.

As the study deals with host-guest social interactions, it is important to ensure that
both the host and their VFRs are willing to be interviewed. This remains a challenging
task in properly conducting the study. Since the structure of  my study involves
interviewing pairs of  host and guest who know each other, this becomes more
problematic when for example, the host withdraws from the study, which in turn
means deleting the data pertinent to the guest (or vice versa). Also, another potential
issue to consider is whether the host and guest social interaction resulted in any personal
conflict – whether caused by the trip or past interactions – and the researcher has to
be impartial on the matter(s) during the course of  the interview.

Dealing with Other Cultures

There are various complexities in VFR travel studies in the context of conducting
research on immigrants. Birman (2005) suggests that the inclusion of  cultural insiders
on research teams is necessary to ensure that researchers act ethically as broad ethical
guidelines will never be sufficient to help resolve situation-specific ethical dilemmas
that may arise with culturally diverse populations. Having a cultural insider provides
the ability to share the values of the sample population and allow the participants to
express themselves from their own cultural perspective (Watkins & Gnoth, 2011).
Also, participants tend to believe that they have common experiences and viewpoints
with the researchers who share the same race or ethnic background (Liamputtong,
2008).

2 A formal occasion celebrating the 18th birthday of a young woman to formally introduce her  into
society.
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Ethical Implications of  Examining Host-Guest Interactions in VFR Travel
Studies

An ethical implication of  qualitative interviewing of  each pair of  hosts and VFRs is
the lack of  anonymity. Since both hosts and guests who will be interviewed know
each other, they could comment on each other’s behaviour. Within the ethics literature,
confidentiality is commonly viewed as equivalent to the principle of privacy (King &
Horrocks, 2010). Apparently, the researcher should maintain confidentiality by using
pseudonyms and where confidentiality is not possible, informed consent should be
obtained. Total confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in spite of  the removal of  names
and other details of  personal identity from participant’s responses as the hosts and
VFRs share knowledge specific to their relationship. However, it is the responsibility
of the researcher to ensure that strangers and common acquaintances will not be able
to identify participants as they will lack the detailed and personal knowledge of the
hosts and VFRs. Participants could undermine confidentiality by reading through the
summary of the findings and identifying others whom they believe they know through
the examples or the narration that were provided.

The researcher should also point out to the participants that specific examples
and anecdotes provided by them could make them identifiable to one another or to
the rest of  their family members or friends participating in the study.  Likewise, when
conducting and transcribing the interviews, the researcher should indicate to both
hosts and VFRs that they are unable to read the transcripts of the conversation of the
other party. The information sheet and consent form should reflect these points with
regard to the ethical implications of  interviewing the hosts and guests where VFR
travel provides a fluid space for inter-cultural engagement, encounter, and exchange.

Conclusion

Studying VFR travel using qualitative methods needs further methodological
development and this paper provides an original contribution towards considering
the methodological and ethical implications of studying VFR travel in the context of
host-guest interactions. There is a need to address the complexity of  social interactions
between hosts and guests, both methodologically and ethically, as it deals with friends
and relatives who travel to see one another as opposed to ‘strangers’  typically involved
in tourism who do not know one another. I argue that qualitative methods could
complement the existing quantitative-oriented epistemologies and methods used in
VFR travel studies, particularly when examining the meanings and interpretations of
the host-guest social interaction and the cultural context embedded in their relationship.
Since the research design focused on hosts and guests who know of each other,
methodological and ethical implications should be considered when studying VFR
travel.
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The global demographic change definitely highlights the importance of immigrants
as a substantial market in promoting VFR travel. The earlier discussion of studies
related to VFR travel was used to examine the interaction between immigrants and
their VFRs as hosts and guests, respectively. Further exploration of  the social interaction
between these actors provides a holistic view in considering the perspectives of both
the hosts and guests. Studies that look into the relationship between tourism and
migration have only analysed the aspects of production and consumption ( Coles &
Timothy, 2004; Hall & Williams, 2002; Williams & Hall, 2000). It should be well-
understood that VFR travel is distinct in that it requires more than just economic
exchange and consumption of  experiences not only for VFRs, but also for the hosts.
This should also primarily deal with relationships where the role and experiences of
family and friendship network through social interaction within the context of VFR
travel which remains undervalued. Across the distance, the opportunity to renew ties
with friends and family is important for families because celebrations and other
occasions cannot be done alone (Backer, 2012b). As many countries are becoming
culturally diverse due to permanent migration, understanding the values of  their ‘other’
residents and the interaction with their guests would be useful in catalysing VFR travel
in the future.
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