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Introduction
The tourism industry has been globally recognised as an important driver of change and a key 
to economic prosperity for developing nations. As stated by Statistics South Africa (2018), 96.2% 
of foreign arrivals into the country were for leisure purposes. This emphasises the significance 
of South Africa as a major holiday destination with an immense opportunity for growth. 
According to Grant Thornton (2018), the aim of the government is to strengthen the contribution 
of tourism to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of South Africa to R499 billion by 2020. As stated 
by Aguiló Perez and Juaneda (2000:627) and Vainikka (2013:270), a tourist would normally 
choose a destination where there is a sea-side venue for his or her holiday. This further highlights 
South Africa as a strong player in this regard as the country boasts 3000 km coastline with an 
array of marine wildlife (Operation Phakisa 2014). Coastal and Marine Tourism (CMT) is ranked 
amongst the top four sub-sectors of the maritime sector, with a contribution of R19 b in the 
year 2013 to the country’s GDP (South African Maritime Safety Authority – SAMSA 2016). 
This emphasises the phenomenal potential which could be achieved by this sector and a 
justification for further development. 

For most communities, particularly in disadvantaged countries, coastal and marine 
ecosystems have played a significant role as a means of survival (Lange & Jiddawi 2009:251). 
South Africa is no exception. Falling within non-urban coastal areas, Gansbaai is a small town 
along the Whale Coast in the Western Cape with a large concentration of Southern Right 
Whales and Great White Sharks (SA Venues 2016). Gansbaai has also been labelled as ‘the great 
white capital of the world’ and attracts a large number of tourists to the area (Gansbaai Info 2016). 
According to Mograbi and Rogerson (2007:91), diving has been considered as a type of niche 
activity in South Africa. Shark cage diving, therefore, falls within this category and is a 
well-recognised water-based activity in the country (Cape Town Magazine 2016). 

The profiling of tourists is important where sustainable tourism is concerned, as this assists the 
operators to have a clear understanding of their clients and the services they desire (Moscardo, 

Coastal and marine tourism is a sector that draws visitors from around the globe to South 
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part in shark cage diving using a face-to-face proportionate sampling technique. The results 
revealed that a majority of visitors were drawn to Gansbaai because of shark cage diving and 
that a large portion travelled to Gansbaai for holiday purposes. There was a challenge in the 
ability of the destination to attract overnight visitors because of a limited product offering in 
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Woods & Saltzer 2004:232). Having a clear understanding of 
the profile of visitors, thus, leads to designing operators’ 
packages that meet or even exceed customer expectations. 
As alluded to by Marques, Reis and Menezes (2010:973), the 
profiling of visitors is a complex task because of the forever 
changing social settings. This, therefore, suggests that 
operators have to constantly study their visitors in order to 
keep up with such changes and keep their clients satisfied. 

According to Mihajlovic and Koncul (2016:920), various 
models have been implemented and changed throughout 
history in order to adapt to changes in consumer behaviours. 
Stynes (1997:15) noted an increase in curiosity regarding the 
economic impacts of tourism from businesses and public 
organisations. This indicated that economic analyses could 
influence decision-making in tourism. Thus, the models and 
approaches discussed in this article form the basis of the 
conceptual framework of the study, which looks at visitor 
spending patterns to determine the motivation and profile of 
the visitors. Frechtling (1994:430) indicates that in order to 
measure economic impacts, secondary data from economic 
base models, Input–Output (I–O) model multipliers, 
government economic statistics and visitor spending surveys 
should be analysed. The I–O model provides multipliers 
which can be utilised to estimate economic efforts of an 
economy (Bess & Ambargis 2011:2). When estimating 
economic impacts using the I–O model, three categories are 
considered namely, direct, indirect and induced impacts thus 
providing ways to estimate the changes in activity in a 
particular economy (Stynes 1997:11). Although the I–O model 
has been widely used across the globe, it is also well known 
for its limitations such being too expensive to carry and being 
demand-driven (Fernando et al. 2015:3). In order to overcome 
these limitations, a more sophisticated model known as the 
computable general model (CGE) was adopted. What makes 
the CGE more suitable than the I–O model is its ability to 
model markets for goods and services, factor consumer 
spending as well as to recognise resource limitations. Tourism 
Satellite Accounts (TSA) and cost benefit analysis (CBA) are 
models designed to also measure the goods and services 
associated with the economic impact of tourism to economies 
(European Commission 2015:25; Frechtling 2013:7; Frentt & 
Frechtling 2015:546). The models discussed above present 
other methods in which economic impacts in tourism 
activities can be quantified. For the purposes of this study, 
visitor spending surveys were used to determine the 
economic impact of shark cage diving in Gansbaai. Frechtling 
(2006:5) confirms that the findings from questions on 
spending surveys can present relative estimates on visitor 
expenditure, thus allowing visitor behaviour and profiling to 
be drawn.

Gansbaai is globally recognised for its exceptional shark cage 
diving opportunities with the majority of its visitors 
comprising international visitors (Marine Dynamics 2018). 
This article looks at the profiles of visitors who take part in 
shark cage diving in Gansbaai. The findings also have 
implications for shark cage diving operators as well as 

other stakeholders involved in contributing to a 
sustainable shark cage diving economy in Gansbaai.

Studies that have been conducted in Gansbaai mainly 
focus on the conservation and the possible changes in 
shark behaviour because of human involvement (Dyer 
Island Conservation Trust 2018; Johnson & Kock 2006:42; 
South African Shark Conservancy 2018). Because of the 
lack of data which focuses on the economic impact of 
shark cage diving in Gansbaai, this study becomes 
significant as such profiling of visitors will assist in a 
greater understanding of contribution of shark cage diving 
in the area and how the destination should prepare itself to 
meet the needs, wants and demands related to the profile. 

Coastal and marine tourism, a 
global perspective
Orams (1999:7) suggests that as the oceans are still considered 
unexplored territories in comparison to land, a growing 
number of activities and usage were identified. Hall 
(2001:604) adds that because of technological advances, it 
has become easier to reach the marine space as well as 
construct-resistant infrastructure and facilities in the 
oceans in order to develop several activities for economic 
gain. Coastal and marine tourism is a part of nature-based 
tourism. Orams and Lück (2014:482) state that nature-based 
tourism contributes to the coastal economy of many tropical 
marine systems around the world. Biggs et al. (2015:67) 
support this statement by noting that it is mostly around 
coral reefs and unique marine species such as sharks and 
whales where nature-based tourism is seemingly centred in. 
Such regions are, therefore, presented with opportunities 
to serve tourists with coastal and marine-related offerings 
for tourism. 

Coastal and marine tourism, the 
South African perspective
The marine space, with a coastline stretching of over 3000 km 
serves as an integral part of the South African environment 
(South Africa Department of Environmental Affairs 2017). It 
is regarded as the country’s assets and presents as well as 
sustains a wide range of social, ecological and economic 
services which form the foundation of income for millions of 
individuals in the country (South Africa Department of 
Environmental Affairs 2017). Despite this fact, research such 
as Operation Phakisa (2016) has identified opportunities for 
further utilisation of the coastal and marine environment. 

Operation Phakisa (2014) is an initiative developed by the 
South African government to focus on the marine space of 
the country as a means of economic gain, particularly for 
previously disadvantaged communities. The aim was to 
unlock the potential of country’s oceans that are currently 
underutilised as a venue for tourism activities at a ‘fast’ pace 
(Operation Phakisa 2014). Operation Phakisa (2014) predicts 
that South Africa’s oceans are capable of generating an 
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estimated R177 b contribution to the GDP by the year 2033. 
This highlights the economic potential of the South African 
marine space. The Institute of Global Dialogue (2016) also 
notes that there are 250 000 jobs directly linked to 
various maritime regimes locally, but with Operation 
Phakisa (2014), this number could be up-scaled to a million 
jobs. An understanding of tourists’ profile visiting 
Gansbaai will contribute to a better understanding of 
tourism activities linked to the marine environment. 

Profile of coastal and marine 
tourism visitors
Moscardo et al. (2004:168) stress that it is of utmost 
importance for sustainable wildlife tourism to have a clear 
understanding of its visitors. Understanding the visitors will 
assist in designing programmes which can influence visitor 
behaviour and help improve the quality of their experience. 
The authors add that understanding their visitors will result 
in financial gain for operators. However, Lotter, Geldenhuys 
and Potgieter (2014) argue that understanding visitors and 
their motivations is not an easy task. The emergence of new 
tourist profiles continues to be a forever changing and 
ongoing process which stems from dynamics and changes 
in society (Custódio Santos, Veiga & Águas 2016:656), 
further highlighting difficulty in this task. 

Custódio Santos et al. (2016:656) note that implications for 
service providers are structured by what is known to be the 
three phases of the consumption process which are: pre-
travel, during travel and post-travel. Custódio Santos et al. 
(2016:660) focus on two segments which service providers 
should look into as visitor profiles, namely, the senior 
segment and the millennials. They note that the senior 
segment relies on more traditional methods to access 
information whilst the millennials have shifted towards a 
more digital space. They also highlight that the millennials 
present a more educated group with higher income, with a 
quest to know more and increasingly showing interest in 
tourism which is in harmony with the environment (Custódio 
Santos et al. (2016:662). Therefore, operators need to be more 
environmentally conscious in their approach in order to 
satisfy the needs of their visitors. The authors further note 
that although these segments have not yet been thoroughly 
profiled, the data available are sufficient for service providers 
to draft better strategies for implementation. Furthermore, 
the academic industry needs to produce more studies which 
will contribute to a better understanding of these segments. It 
is from this perspective that the profiles of the tourists who 
visit Gansbaai are explored. 

Research methods and design
Study area
The study was conducted in Gansbaai, an area situated in 
the Overberg District Municipality region, in the Western 
Cape Province, South Africa. The town of Gansbaai lies 
between Hermanus and Pearly Beach and is approximately 

170 km from Cape Town (Cape Town Magazine 2016). 
Gansbaai is regarded as the capital of great white sharks with 
an estimated population of 1500 sharks (The Roundhouse 
2013). Currently, there are eight licensed shark cage diving 
operators who offer shark cage diving experiences in 
Gansbaai and the study was strictly limited to visitors who 
took part in shark cage diving. 

Tourism is the main economic activity in the area and the 
majority of visitors come to Gansbaai for holiday purposes 
(Lonely Planet 2018). Moreover, the community of Gansbaai 
relies heavily on marine resources in order to make a living 
and to provide employment in the region (Overberg-Info 
2018). The shark cage diving industry of Gansbaai is only for 
observation of great white sharks in their natural habitat to 
generate money for the tourism industry (South Africa 
Department of Environmental Affairs 2017). This practice is 
governed by strict legislative policies of the South African 
government as the great white shark is an endangered 
species and Gansbaai lies within the marine protected areas 
(MPAs) of the country (South Africa Department of 
Environmental Affairs 2017). Gansbaai is the only region in 
the world where great white sharks are viewed all year 
round with no seasonal restrictions (Xplorio 2017). In 
addition, Gansbaai also has the shortest travel distance from 
shore to the viewing area in the world, with a boat ride of 
only 15–20 min (Marine Dynamics 2016). 

Population and sampling
A questionnaire is generally the first tool people consider 
when conducting research (Research Connections 2016). 
A self-administered close-ended questionnaire was 
distributed to visitors on a face to face basis. According to 
Siniscalco and Auriat (2005:23), the main advantage of 
close-ended questionnaires is that participants are restricted 
to a fixed set of questions that are relatively easy to answer. 
In achieving the objectives of this study, a total of n = 378 
surveys were collected, using proportionate sampling – 
reflecting international and domestic visitors. This method 
is used when the population consists of various subgroups 
that are largely different in number and the number of 
subjects from each subgroup is determined by their number 
relative to the population (Hassan, Schattner & Mazza 
2006:70). This sampling method was useful for this study as 
it excluded local residents within Gansbaai from the 
sampling, thus randomly selecting visitors from outside 
the Gansbaai region. The data collection process was 
scheduled over a period of 3 months from a number of 
scheduled trips to Gansbaai.

Questionnaire 
The questionnaire focused on the profile of visitors and 
respondents were asked about their origin, purpose of 
travel and group dynamics. The questionnaire also had 
questions relating to demographics, where respondents 
indicated their age, income, education and employment 
status. 
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Prior to the data collection process, a pilot study was 
conducted to test the viability of the research instruments. 
Hassan et al. (2006:70) endorse the pilot study as one of the 
most important steps in a research project and is conducted 
to discover potential problem areas and possible errors in the 
research instruments prior to implementation of the actual 
study. The instrument was adjusted in order to collect more 
meaningful data. A well trained assistant fieldworker assisted 
in the collection and quality checks of the questionnaires. In 
analysing the data, the Statistical Package for Social Studies 
(SPSS) Version 24.0 was used.

Ethical consideration
At a meeting of the Research Ethics Committee on 
21 November 2016, ethics approval was granted to Nolwazi 
Mabaleka (211267104) for research activities related to 
M.Tech: Master of Technology in Tourism and Hospitality 
at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology. Ethical 
consideration that were adhered to during the data 
collection process included institutional (CPUT) consent 
(Ref No.: 2016FBREC401) which was obtained to carry 
out the study as well as permission from the participating 
tour operators in Gansbaai. The ethical consideration 
mentioned above included permission from participating 
tour operators in Gansbaai for data collection, as well as 
provided anonymity and voluntary participation for the 
visitors. This included ensuring that there will be no harm 
to the participants and that the data will be treated with 
honesty and integrity.

Results
As indicated in Table 1, the study revealed that an 
overwhelming majority of the respondents (82%) taking part 
in shark cage diving in Gansbaai are day visitors and 18% of 

them are overnight visitors. These results suggest that 
there was no strong motivation for overnight visits in the 
area. The study also revealed that an overwhelming majority 
(89.4%) was international visitors and 10.6% of the visitors 
were domestic, strongly suggesting that this activity attracts 
the international market the most. Out of the international 
visitors, most came from Europe (42.7%) followed by North 
America (21.2%) and South America (9.4%). These results 
reveal Europe as the largest market attracted to shark cage 
diving in Gansbaai. National visitors mainly came from 
Gauteng (45%) followed by Free State (22.5%) and KwaZulu-
Natal (17.5%) – covering 85% of the respondents in the 
national visitor’s category. As the highest number of the 
national visitors came from Gauteng and Free State, this 
brings forth an argument that shark cage diving mostly 
attracts visitors that come from non-coastal areas. 

As presented in Table 2, the study revealed that most visitors 
who took part in shark cage diving were males (55.6%) 
followed by females (44.4%). The majority were single 
(53.3%) followed by those who were married (46.7%). The 
study also revealed that most shark cage divers were between 
the ages of 31 and 40 (34.3%) followed by those between the 
ages of 21 and 30 (32.7%). This shows a strong interest from 
the millennials group. Most visitors travelled with friends 
(31%) and family (24%). The majority (65%) travelled to 
Gansbaai for holiday purposes, with a large number of the 
respondents taking part in a guided tour (57.7%) followed by 
41.8% who used a hired car. This projects Gansbaai as a good 

TABLE 2: Demographic profile.
Demographic indicators %

Gender
Male 55.6
Female 44.4
Marital status
Single 53.3
Married 46.7
Age
21–30 32.7
31–40 34.3
41–50 24.7
51–60 6.1
61–70 2.2
Composition of group
Alone 21.7
Friends 31.0
Family 24.0
Family and friends 12.0
Business associates 8.0
Tour group 3.0
Purpose of travel to Gansbaai
Holiday 79.8
Visit friends and family 8.2
Incentives 1.1
Business 10.9
Form of transport to Gansbaai
Public transport 0.5
Hired car 41.8
Guided tour 57.7

TABLE 1: Geographic profile.
Geographic indicators %

Type of visitor
Overnight visitors 18
Day visitors 82
Visitor origin
National 10.6
International 89.4
International visitors
Europe 42.7
North America 21.2
South America 9.4
Asia 5.6
Africa (Excluding South Africa) 5.6
Oceania 4.9
Domestic visitors
Eastern Cape 2.5
Free State 22.5
Gauteng 45.0
KwaZulu-Natal 17.5
North West 5.0
Western Cape 7.5
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self-drive destination. Most respondents were new to 
marine wildlife activity meaning that they have never 
participated in marine-based activities prior to the current 
shark cage diving experience. This indicates that shark cage 
diving does not need past experience. Just above half of 
the respondents (53%) indicated that shark cage diving 
was their first marine wildlife activity. 

Table 3 indicates that most of the visitors were well 
educated as the majority of the respondents hold a 
university degree (56.2%) followed by a postgraduate 
degree (31.5%) and the least with secondary or primary 
school education (12.2%). These results give an indication 
that shark cage diving attracts the educated group of 
individuals. The majority of the respondents were 
employed full time (70.2%), followed by self-employed 
(11.3%) with the least being unemployed (0.3%). Just over 
half of the respondents earned between R40 001 and R50 000 
(52%) followed by R30 001 and R40 000 (19.4%). 

Table 4 depicts the reasons why people take part in shark 
cage diving. This assists in understanding the motivation 
of participating in this activity. There was a general 
agreement with the given statements to why people take 

part in shark cage diving. Visitors generally want to learn 
more about sharks as well as the marine environment. 
Other visitors generally want to experience something new 
and escape their usual routine whilst others want to 
overcome fear. 

Discussion
The study revealed that a majority of shark cage divers in 
Gansbaai are international visitors who were mainly in South 
Africa for holiday purposes. This is in line with Stats SA 
(2018) that 96.6% of visitors to the country are here for holiday 
purposes. The study also revealed that of the domestic 
visitors, the majority come from Gauteng and Free State 
which suggests that shark cage diving is mainly drawing 
visitors that come from non-coastal regions. An overwhelming 
majority of visitors to Gansbaai were day visitors with only a 
few overnight visitors. This is, therefore, a reflection that the 
potential of spending in the area is limited as more economic 
spending would be larger if overnight visits were greater. In 
addition, this suggests that Gansbaai is not strongly 
recognised as an overnight destination, thus compromising 
maximum potential of the area. Furthermore, visitors mainly 
make use of a guided tour to Gansbaai, which suggests that 
visitors make use of accommodation mostly in Cape Town or 
other areas in the Western Cape. 

The number of male visitors was only slightly larger 
than female visitors, which suggests that female participation 
is increasing in activities that were perceived as male-
dominated. Doran (2016:59) supports this statement indicating 
that women are increasingly participating in adventure 
tourism as a tool to empower themselves. The majority of the 
visitors were single with the millennials group being the 
dominant group. The visitors mainly travelled in groups of 
family and friends. Most shark cage diving participants had a 
university degree and were employed full time, which 
coincides with the price of shark cage diving being relatively 
high. The majority of the visitors earned between R40 001 and 
R50 000 per month, which depicts the relationship with 
employment and the affordability of shark cage diving. 

With regard to motivation, visitors agreed to statements 
which portrayed support to shark cage diving as an activity 

TABLE 4: Reasons why visitors take part in shark cage diving (in %).
I take part in shark cage diving ... Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree

… to learn more about sharks 3.7 8.3 27.2 46.1 14.7
... to learn more about the marine environment of the area 2.7 9.9 21.6 38.4 27.5
... to experience the great white sharks in their natural habitat 1.9 3.5 14.1 30.7 49.9
... to see an endangered species 2.9 4.5 17.1 42.4 33.1
... because I have an interest in sharks 1.1 5.9 18.9 40.5 33.6
... for the adrenalin rush 4 6.9 17.9 38.1 33.1
... because shark cage diving is on my bucket list 9.1 7.2 20.8 33.1 29.9
... because shark cage diving is affordable 10.4 14.1 24.5 30.4 20.5
... to overcome fear 16 10.4 18.9 33.1 21.6
... for a new wildlife experience 4.5 6.1 13.3 40.3 35.7
... because I am crazy about shark cage diving 7.2 11.5 25.3 31.7 24.3
... to get away from my routine and try something new 5.6 7 18.8 39.7 29

TABLE 3: Socio-economic profile.
Socio-economic indicators %

Highest level of education
Post graduate degree 31.2
University degree 55.3
Primary or secondary school 12.2
Current employment status
Employment full time 70.2
Self employed 11.3
Student 8.8
Employment part time 6.7
Retired 2.7
Unemployed 0.3
Monthly net income
R1–R8000 5.7
R8001–R10 000 2.3
R10 001–R20 000 5.7
R20 001–R30 000 14.9
R30 001–R40 000 19.4
R40 001–R50 000 52.0
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to seek for new experiences. Visitors also agreed that 
shark cage diving gave them the opportunity to learn 
about an endangered species, to overcome fear, to learn 
about sharks as well as to fulfil their personal desires. 
This suggests interest in shark cage diving as well as its 
relationship with personal motivation. 

Implications
In South Africa, there is currently limited information 
related to the contribution of CMT to the GDP of the country. 
There is also limited research focusing on the types of 
tourists who take part in coastal and marine related activities 
in order to fully design programs dedicated to their interests. 
This study provides an indication of the type of tourists 
who take part in CMT as well as their characteristics in 
order for operators and Gansbaai as a tourist destination to 
satisfy their interests. This anticipated approach may lead to 
an increased demand of the area and the development of 
new products. This will also expose other areas such as 
accommodation and dining for development leading to 
more economic benefits for the communities involved.

Conclusion
The potential of CMT in South Africa remains large and 
needs further research for maximum utilisation. A continuous 
study on profiles as well as the economic impact of CMT in 
other parts of the country will assist in this quest. There is a 
strong interest in marine-based activities, particularly from 
the international market and Gansbaai remains amongst the 
areas offering unique experiences. Shark cage diving mostly 
attracts the millennials group, which are highly educated 
and well-paid earners. This, therefore, is an implication for 
service providers to match or even exceed their expectations 
in order to generate more demand. The study highlights 
certain recommendations such as the need to develop a more 
diverse offering to complement shark cage diving in order to 
encourage more overnight visits in Gansbaai. This may also 
result in more economic activity in the area which could 
benefit the local businesses as well as the local community in 
the area due in terms of creation and tourism receipts.
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