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Abstract: Sport and tourism are two sectors which have experienced a 
rapid growth in Hungary in the last decades. The dynamical growth of 
tourism had many benefits: it created numerous jobs and accounted for a 
growing share of the GDP. Sport and tourism have suffered globally from 
unfavourable circumstances in the recent years: terrorism; epidemics; 
global warming with unusual weather patterns, even natural disasters; an 
economic slowdown which put many segments of society into a difficult 
situation. In spite of these negative effects, however, the growing trend of 
tourism remained unchanged, and this remarkable trend seems to be 
continuing – although at a slower pace – in the years of economic 
recession. 
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I. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPORT AND TOURISM 
  
 Pursuing sports and taking part in tourism have tight connections at 
the level of the individual. Both activities have their roots in post-materialist 
values and they both belong to the sphere of recreation. In the post-modern 
age there has been a shift from the traditional materialist values (aspirations 
for wealth and power) to post-materialist values such as freedom, tolerance, 
health, independence, living an interesting life, creativity, orientation to 
special experiences, thrill-seeking, even seeking for the adrenaline rush (as 
for the participants of actions sports) (Inglehart: 1997). Recreation is a part 
of our lives which – against the realm of work – has gained more and more 
weight from the 60s in the western societies. Some sociologists think that 
recreation can be seen as an escape from or a critique of everyday life 
(Lefebvre: 2000). On the other hand, pursuing sport is very important for 
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health-related reasons, as it is an indispensable means for the individual to 
preserve their health, to fight obesity and many diseases which directly 
result from the lack of exercise, a high level of stress and a “civilized” way 
of living. Tourism became very popular for one major reason: it helps to 
unwind from everyday life, to experience out-of-the-way feelings and 
express new values such as an interest in other cultures, countries and 
people. 
 A survey (2007) directed on behalf of Hungarian Tourism plc. shows 
that pursuing sport or watching sports events are important factors among 
the motivations of travellers (the main motivations include a trip to a shore – 
18.6 %, a trip into the mountains – 6.4 %, gardening – 3.6 %, different 
sporting activities – 1.8 %, visiting sports events – 0.1 %). The Hungarian 
Government has recognized the role of sports as a motivating factor for 
tourism and sport tourism was given a special emphasis in the National 
Sport Strategy and the National Strategy for the Development of Tourism 
(2006). 
 

II. DEFINITIONS OF SPORT TOURISM 
 
 It is quite difficult to define sport tourism or even tourism in general. 
The main difficulties in defining these categories result from the fact that 
there are no widely accepted definitions and not even clear borderlines 
between the concepts of tourism, spare time and recreation. Sport tourism 
includes trips with the motives related to the sphere of sport, e.g. pursuing 
sport, competing, supporting a team or attending a sports event (Földesiné: 
2005). If we categorise on the basis of the participants’ level of activity, 
pursuing sport and competing belong to active sport tourism while 
supporting a team and attending a sports event belong to passive sport 
tourism. Speaking about active sport tourism, the participants can be “hard 
sport tourists”, who travel with the explicit aim of doing sport or they can be 
“soft sport tourists”, for whom doing sport is just a secondary aim during 
vacation (Gammon and Robinson: 1997). It often happens that more people 
are involved in passive than in active sport tourism. Active sport tourism 
can further be categorised into outdoor (performed in natural settings) and 
indoor (performed in sports facilities) activities. 
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III. MOTIVATIONS OF SPORT TOURISTS 

 
 We postulate that sport tourists have more or less the same 
motivations for travelling as tourists in general do. One of the best studies 
on tourists’ orientation was carried out by Cohen (1979). In Cohen’s theory 
there are four distinct modes of touristic experiences. We can rightly assume 
that sport tourists have the very same motivations for travelling as the 
general touristic motivations stated by Cohen. The various modes of 
experiences are the following: 
 

• recreational mode where travel carries purely recreational and 
entertainment experiences; 

• diversionary mode where travel is an escape from boredom and 
routine; 

• experiential mode where tourist are on a renewed quest for 
“meaning” outside of the confines of their own society; 

• experimental mode where tourists do not adhere anymore to the 
spiritual centre of their own society, but engage in a quest for an 
alternative existence in many different directions; 

• existential mode where tourists are committed to a way of life 
outside of their mainstream native society and culture. 

 
  

IV. A SHARP CONTRAST BETWEEN COMPETITION SPORT 
AND RECREATIONAL SPORT 

 
 Most people in Hungary are of the opinion that all aspects of sport 
are extremely important. But sport in Hungary shows an unbalanced picture: 
why Hungary belongs to some of the most successful nations regarding 
competition sports, it definitely lags behind most European countries 
regarding the population’s participation in recreational sport as three 
quarters of the society hardly ever engage in sport activities. One of the 
crucial consequences of this way of life characterized by the lack of exercise 
is the very bad state of health of the population. We definitely do not take 
the recommendations of the WTO seriously enough: “every single dollar 
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invested in physical activities results in an average saving of 3.2 dollars in 
health care expenditures” (Health and development through physical 
activity and sport).  
 According to the surveys conducted by the Youth and Sport Ministry 
in the early 2000s, a mere 16 % of the Hungarian population does regular 
exercise, pursue sport, etc. on a weekly basis. This proportion is extremely 
low in international comparison. If we take a narrower scope and examine 
which part of the population does physical exercise at least twice a week 
and for a period of half an hour or more each time, the situation is even 
worse. Only 9 % of the population falls into this category which means that 
only this segment of society pursues sport on a regular basis. On the other 
hand, about half of the population never engages in any kind of sport 
activities and they do not even seem to feel the need for doing so (Dóczi: 
2008). Researchers think that this high proportion of people excluded from 
the fields of sport can be directly linked to the high proportion of old age 
pensioners in the society. This picture looks just a little bit more favourable 
with the fact that about one third of the respondents of the survey said that 
although they do not pursue sport regularly, they sometimes take a walk or a 
hiking trip. 
 In relation to their propensity of doing sport or exercise, the society 
can be divided into an active and a passive segment. The active segment 
typically includes young people or students (in contrast to older people with 
jobs), people with higher qualifications than the average and people living 
in urban areas (Andrea Gál: 2008). Especially the capital and the West of 
Hungary are the regions where the population tends to pursue more sport. 
The durably passive segment is mainly characterized by people without a 
job, women on maternity leave, the unemployed and the old age pensioners. 
 

V. INVOLVEMENT IN TRAVELLING FOR PLEASURE 
 

An interest in sport activities is one important issue to consider when 
examining sport tourism. Another important issue is the propensity of the 
society for travelling in general. In this respect we can see similar patterns 
in the Hungarian society. 

53 % of the respondents of a survey by the International Social 
Survey Programme (ISSP) claimed not to have spent one single night away 
from home in the last year. 30 % of the people remembered having spent 
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fewer than 10 nights on holiday. These figures indicate that there is a group 
of about 4 million people who are simply excluded from the tourism market. 
The frequency of travelling on holiday definitely falls with the increase of 
age but the proportion of those who do not travel at all are relatively high in 
all age cohorts. 

According to the results of the survey by ISSP, less than 4 % of the 
population travels on holiday with the explicit purpose of doing sport. 
About one third of the respondents do not pursue any sport on holiday at all 
while the rest (more than 50 %) sometimes does sports but this is not their 
primary reason for travelling. 

The most popular sports pursued on holiday are swimming, hiking, 
running and playing football. It is an interesting fact that riding a bicycle 
was quite underrepresented in the survey results (only 5.5 % of the people 
said it was a common practice for them during holiday). 
 

VI. SECONDARY SPORT CONSUMPTION 
 

The most important issue of secondary sport consumption for sport 
tourism is visiting sports events. According to the survey results of ISSP, 
two thirds of the Hungarian population (people over 18) never visit a sport 
event as a spectator and more than one tenth of the population only does so 
once or less a year (Földesiné: 2008). Only one tenth of the population visit 
sports events regularly (1.8 % do so every week, 3.2 % several times a 
month, 5.5 % every month or two months). Males are overrepresented 
among the regular spectators but a large part of the male population is not 
interested either. 
 

VII. POTENTIAL OF SPORT TOURISM 
 
 The results of the ISSP and other surveys might indicate that 
potentials for the future of sport tourism in Hungary are not the brightest. It 
seems that a large part of the society (about half of the population) cannot 
be mobilized with the purpose of doing or watching sports or travelling. The 
reason for which this picture is more subtle may be the following: 
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• Despite the general lack of interest in sport, travelling, etc. for a 
major part of the society, one particular sport event can concentrate a 
relatively high number of participants or spectators; 

• Such sport events are very much – and more and more – frequented 
by foreigners who were not represented in the surveys above. 

 
To demonstrate the potential in this industry, I will give the 

examples of two sports events. The first example is the event of Swimming 
Across Lake Balaton and the Bay of Tihany and the other one is the Grand 
Prix Formula One, both of which have been organized every year since the 
1980s. The first example is an event that requires the active participation of 
the people and the second one is an international sports event where 
“participation” means spectatorship of the public. 
 

VII. 1) SWIMMING ACROSS LAKE BALATON (RÉVFÜLÖP – 
BALATONBOGLÁR) AND THE BAY OF TIHANY 

 
Swimming Across Lake Balaton and the Bay of Tihany are special 

sports events in domestic tourism. Tourists arrive from all parts of the 
country and from abroad to participate in these events each year. The 
distances to swim are 5.2 km and 3.6 km, respectively. The sports events are 
getting more and more popular with foreigners who spend their holidays at 
Lake Balaton or come to Hungary with the explicit purpose of taking part in 
this event. Travel agencies and businesses offering accommodation inform 
on and promote these programs. 
 In the first years of 2000 the average number of participants in 
Swimming Across Lake Balaton was about 4,000 people, figures moving 
between 3,000 and 5,800. The event took place for the first time in 1983. 
There has been a dynamic increase in numbers of participants in the recent 
years. The event attracted 7,204 attending tourists in 2007, 8,312 tourists in 
2008 and 9,299 tourists in 2010. The proportion of males and females are 
continuously about 70 % : 30 %. I have information on the number of 
foreign participants for the last two years. In 2008 3.1 % of the attendants 
were foreigners. The proportion is 3.5 % for 2009, which also signifies a 
growing trend for foreign participants. 
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VII. 2) FORMULA ONE HUNGARIAN GRAND PRIX, 
HUNGARORING, AUGUST 4-6, 2006 

 
Some results and conclusions of the surveys conducted by Hungarian 

Tourism plc. on this sports event organized in 2006 are the following: 
 

• 66 % of the respondents were foreigners which indicate the overall 
proportion of foreigners in the number of spectators; 

• 85 % of foreign visitors came to Hungary only to watch the event; 
• other typical motivations of foreigners for visiting Hungary were 

visiting the Pepsi-Island (music festival), attending a conference, 
taking a business trip or visiting relatives; 

• the average duration of stay was 5.7 days; 
• 57 % of the visitors stayed at hotels, three thirds of them staying at 

hotels of 3 or 4 stars and 15 % stayed at five-star hotels; 
• most foreign visitors came to Hungary in cars (45 %) or by plane (37 

%); 
• the average spending of foreigners was about 40.000 Ft including the 

entrance ticket and all the costs of the stay; 
• most foreign spectators came from Germany followed by Austria 

and the UK and there are also many visitors from Scandinavian 
countries; 

• 75 % of the respondents plan to visit the event again in the coming 
three years but they have other motivations to come to Hungary as 
well. 

 
184,000 visitors attended the event in 2006. The number of visitors 

is fluctuating but the ticket revenues keep growing. More than 90 % of all 
hotel rooms were booked in Budapest during the period of the event. 
 The first Hungarian Grand Prix took place in 1986. In the first 14 
years most of the visitors (about 90 % in average) were foreigners. Since 
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2000 the proportion of Hungarian visitors has continuously been increasing 
as a result of promotion campaigns of various organizations. 
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