
Vol.42
2026.05

Seoul and Busan as Experienced
by Chinese Tourists:
A Comparative Analysis of Experience
Structures Across Major Asian Cities

YANOLJA RESEARCH INSIGHTS



Issue

Seoul and Busan as Experienced
by Chinese Tourists:
A Comparative Analysis of Experience
Structures Across Major Asian Cities

Appendix

Key Economic Indicators

1 

27  
  

CONTENTS



1

YANOLJA RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Seoul and Busan as Experienced
by Chinese Tourists:
A Comparative Analysis of Experience Structures 
Across Major Asian Cities

The influence of the Chinese outbound market on the global tourism 
landscape has become a defining force. According to the China Tourism 
Academy, the number of Chinese outbound travelers reached approximately 
146 million in 2024, recovering to 94% of the pre-pandemic level recorded 
in 2019 (approximately 155 million). This figure signifies more than a simple 
rebound in cross-border travel demand. As years of suppressed travel 
demand are being fully released, it also indicates simultaneous changes in 
Chinese tourists’ consumption patterns, destination selection criteria, and 
expectations regarding travel experiences.

What deserves particular attention is the qualitative transformation of 
demand. In the past, tourism was largely centered on “what to see,” 
focusing on visits to famous landmarks and shopping. Recently, however, 
it has rapidly shifted toward “personalized experiential consumption,” 
emphasizing “what to experience and how to spend time.” According to 
analyses by Mastercard and Trip.com, Chinese outbound travel spending is 
expanding beyond traditional sightseeing into lifestyle-oriented sectors such 
as transportation, entertainment, and local experiences. Alibaba’s online 
travel platform Fliggy also reported double-digit growth across all categories 
of overseas experiential travel products in 2025. These trends suggest 
that the Chinese outbound market has moved beyond simple quantitative 
recovery and entered a new stage in which the quality of travel experiences 
has become increasingly important.

This shift in Chinese outbound travel demand, combined with broader 
changes in the Northeast Asian tourism landscape, is contributing to the 
increase in visits to Korea. In particular, following the Chinese government’s 
restrictions on exchanges with Japan (“anti-Japan travel restrictions”), 
part of the demand previously directed toward Japan has shifted to Korea, 
creating a short-term opportunity for Korean tourism. However, this should 
not be regarded merely as a temporary spillover effect. The current situation 
represents a critical test of Korea’s intrinsic tourism competitiveness. If 
Korea remains merely a “substitute destination” for Japan, demand may 
quickly dissipate once external conditions change. Sustainable growth is 
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determined not by geopolitical variables, but by internal competitiveness. 
The essential question, therefore, is whether Korea can establish itself not 
as a temporary alternative, but as a destination that Chinese tourists actively 
choose and genuinely wish to revisit.

At this point, Korean tourism faces a more fundamental set of questions. 
How are Seoul and Busan—the two cities most frequently visited by Chinese 
tourists—actually perceived? What aspects of Seoul attract Chinese visitors, 
and which experiences in Busan are evaluated as distinctive? Are the 
characteristics that Koreans themselves regard as strengths perceived in the 
same way by Chinese tourists? Without clear answers to these questions, 
the current opportunity is likely to remain no more than a temporary increase 
in demand.

Seoul and Busan, in particular, constitute the two central pillars of Korea’s 
inbound tourism industry. Although both cities represent Korean tourism, the 
nature of their appeal differs substantially. Seoul symbolizes Korean tourism 
through K-culture, shopping, culinary experiences, and urban dynamism, 
whereas Busan offers a distinct experiential value characterized by coastal 
scenery, regional cuisine, a more relaxed urban atmosphere, and the 
openness unique to a port city. Understanding how Chinese tourists perceive 
and evaluate these two cities is therefore critically important for establishing 
differentiated urban positioning strategies within Korean tourism.

However, the attractiveness of these representative Korean cities cannot be 
assessed solely through a domestic lens. Chinese tourists’ choices are by no 
means limited to Korea. Major Asian tourism cities—including Tokyo, Osaka, 
Bangkok, Singapore, and Hanoi—are all competing for the same Chinese 
outbound market. Accordingly, the tourism appeal of Seoul and Busan must 
be evaluated not only in absolute terms, but also relative to these competing 
destinations: where they stand competitively, in which dimensions they 
hold advantages, and in which areas improvement is required. Furthermore, 
Furthermore, it is necessary to examine objectively whether the factors 
regarded as strengths of Korean tourism are actually reflected as competitive 
advantages in the evaluations of Chinese tourists.

This study originates from these concerns. Specifically, it seeks to provide a 
data-driven assessment of how Seoul and Busan are perceived through the 
actual travel experiences of Chinese tourists—the largest inbound market 
for Korea—and to identify their relative competitiveness in comparison with 
major Asian tourism cities. The ultimate objective is not merely to evaluate 
urban attractiveness, but to identify the values most highly appreciated by 
Chinese tourists as well as the areas perceived as relatively weak, thereby 
exploring strategies for building sustainable inbound competitiveness. 
Rather than relying on short-term growth in demand, the central task of this 
study is to generate a precise understanding of how such demand can be 
transformed into long-term loyalty and repeat visitation.
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Within this competitive landscape, the impact of the previously mentioned 
'Anti-Japan Restrictions' has been directly reflected in Korea’s inbound 
tourism performance. In December 2025, the number of Chinese visitors to 
Korea reached 394,000, surpassing the 330,000 Chinese visitors to Japan 
for the first time. The share of Chinese visitors among Korea’s inbound 
tourists also rose from a low of 23.7% in November 2025 to 35.3% in 
February 2026, returning to the pre-pandemic range of around 30%.
These developments carry significant strategic implications for Korea’s 
position within the Asian tourism market. As of 2024, Korea ranked in the 
upper-middle tier among major Asian destinations, behind Japan and 
Thailand. However, in 2025, Korea recorded rapid year-on-year growth 
and attracted 5.48 million Chinese visitors, surpassing both Thailand and 
Vietnam. Excluding Hong Kong and Macau, which possess distinctive 
political and economic characteristics, Korea secured an effective “Top 2” 
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The Chinese outbound tourism market represents the world’s largest single-
country source market and has become a strategically critical driver of 
global tourism demand. As noted earlier, the number of Chinese outbound 
travelers reached 146 million in 2024, approaching pre-pandemic levels 
at an accelerated pace. What is particularly noteworthy is that short-haul 
destinations in Southeast and Northeast Asia now constitute the core of this 
demand. This suggests that Chinese outbound travel is moving beyond mere 
quantitative recovery and is increasingly transforming competition among 
Asian tourism cities into a genuine zero-sum game.

Source: China Tourism Academy (CTA)
Note: The outbound traveler figures published by the Chinese government refer to the number of 
mainland Chinese residents traveling outside mainland China and include visits to Hong Kong, Macau, 
and Taiwan.
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position within Asia’s core competitive group, following Japan. This indicates 
that Korea is no longer merely a secondary destination in Northeast Asia, 
but has entered the mainstream competitive market directly competing with 
Japan, Thailand, Vietnam, Singapore, and Malaysia for Chinese tourists.
Nevertheless, considerable caution is required before interpreting this 
rise in ranking as evidence of a structural strengthening of Korea’s tourism 
competitiveness. Despite experiencing severe geopolitical risk in late 2025—
including an approximately 45% year-on-year decline in Chinese arrivals in 
December due to diplomatic tensions with China—Japan still maintained 
its position as Asia’s leading destination on an annual basis. In other words, 
Korea’s strong performance in 2025 was driven in large part by spillover 
demand resulting from travel restrictions and avoidance of Japan. Whether 
Korea can secure self-sustaining attractiveness as a preferred destination for 
Chinese tourists, independent of external geopolitical conditions, remains an 
unresolved challenge.
At the same time, the contemporary tourism paradigm is rapidly shifting 
from competition between countries to competition between cities. Tourists 
no longer consume an abstract national identity; rather, they consume the 
streets, brands, lifestyles, and unique atmospheres of specific cities. From 
this perspective of city-to-city competition, Seoul’s positioning is particularly 
noteworthy. According to the 2024 popular destination ranking released by 
Umetrip, China’s civil aviation travel platform, Seoul ranked second after 
Bangkok, positioning itself alongside Bangkok, Tokyo, and Singapore within 
Asia’s premier tourism city group. This outcome reflects Seoul’s successful 
development of a powerful urban tourism brand built upon the convergence 
of K-culture, luxury shopping, high-end beauty services, and nightlife 
experiences.
In contrast, Busan stands at a critical juncture requiring the establishment of 
a distinctly differentiated strategy from Seoul. Whereas Seoul functions as a 
concentrated hub of global trends and consumption, Busan is strengthening 
its identity as a “staycation city” by combining the scarcity value of coastal 
and mountain scenery, the openness characteristic of a port city, rich 
culinary assets, and cultural resources such as the Busan International 
Film Festival. Accordingly, Busan’s central challenge is to position itself not 
as a secondary itinerary attached to a trip to Seoul, but as an independent 
destination capable of motivating travel in its own right. In addition, Busan is 
increasingly expected to serve as the tourism hub of Korea’s southeastern 
region by connecting competitive spoke cities such as Gyeongju and Geoje, 
thereby functioning as a core gateway within a broader Asian-centered 
tourism network.
Against this backdrop, the focus of this study extends beyond national 
tourism rankings. Its primary objective is to examine where Seoul and Busan 
stand in terms of perceived experience value from the perspective of Chinese 
travelers when compared with major competing cities such as Tokyo, Osaka, 
Bangkok, Singapore, Hanoi, and Kuala Lumpur.
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Annual Inbound Statistics of Chinese Tourists
to Major Asian Destinations (Unit: persons)

2024 2025

                           Hong Kong 34,043,127                              Hong Kong 38,981,729

                               Macau 24,491,424                                 Macau 29,017,164

                   Japan 6,981,342                      Japan 9,096,208

                  Thailand 6,733,162                          South Korea 5,480,969

                      South Korea  4,603,273                      Vietnam 5,282,002

                  Vietnam 3,738,126                       Thailand 4,473,992

                           Malaysia 3,725,894                              Malaysia 4,319,805

                   Singapore 3,082,218                        Singapore 2,927,454

                    Indonesia 1,197,534                        Indonesia 1,344,074

                                  Cambodia 848,952                                      Cambodia 1,104,952

                                  Taiwan 438,212                             Taiwan 637,060

                                Philippines 313,856                                          Mongolia 307,357

                  Mongolia 252,412                        Philippines 267,660

                 Sri Lanka 123,869                       Sri Lanka 132,035

                Nepal 101,874                   Nepal 95,480

Source: Hong Kong Tourism Board, Statistics and Census Service of the Macao, Japan National 
Tourism Organization, Ministry of Tourism and Sports of Thailand, Korea Tourism Organization, 
Vietnam National Authority of Tourism, Tourism Malaysia, Department of Statistics Singapore, 
Badan Pusat Statistik Indonesia, Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia, Taiwan Tourism Administration, 
Department of Tourism of the Philippines, National Statistics Office of Mongolia, Sri Lanka Tourism 
Development Authority, Ministry of Culture, Tourism and Civil Aviation of Nepal.
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Experience Structures of Seoul and Busan from the 
Perspective of Chinese Tourists

Methodology

As the consumption paradigm of Chinese tourists increasingly shifts toward 
experience-centered consumption, supply-side quantitative indicators alone 
are insufficient for identifying the underlying drivers of destination choice. 
Accordingly, this study examined user-generated content (UGC) related 
to travel experiences in the selected cities on Xiaohongshu (Red Book), a 
Chinese social media platform with approximately 300 million monthly active 
users (MAU) that is particularly influential among consumers in their 20s and 
30s and the urban middle class. To capture the post-normalization phase of 
international travel demand following the end of the WHO-declared COVID-19 
Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) in May 2023, this 
study analyzed 11,270 posts and 457,014 sentences uploaded between 2024 
and 2025.

To establish the analytical framework, this study adopted the methodology 
of the Yanolja Brand Equity Index (Yanolja Research Insights, Vol. 26, 
April 2025) and conducted a comparative analysis of Seoul and Busan 
alongside six major competing Asian tourism cities: Tokyo, Osaka, 
Bangkok, Singapore, Hanoi, and Kuala Lumpur. For this purpose, the seven 
core experiential dimensions previously used to evaluate direct tourism 
experiences in Korea—shopping, food, nature, leisure and entertainment, 
history and tradition, content, and beauty—were redefined from a global 
perspective. A refined keyword dictionary, including proper nouns, was then 
constructed to transform unstructured text into a structured dataset.

This methodological approach is significant in that it moves beyond simple 
comparisons of visitor numbers and enables an objective comparison of 
how each city is positioned in the perceptions of Chinese tourists in terms of 
“experiential value” using a common analytical framework. The seven core 
experiential dimensions are defined as follows:

•	 Shopping: Experiences directly related to commercial facilities and 
consumption activities, including department stores, shopping malls, 
markets, duty-free stores, brands, products (fashion, cosmetics, 
souvenirs), pricing factors (discounts, value for money), and purchasing 
behaviors such as shopping and proxy purchasing. In essence, this 
category defines tourism experiences centered on purchasing activities.

•	 Food: Experiences related to food and beverage consumption and 
gastronomy, including restaurants, street food, cafes, taste, menus, 
regional specialties, and dining activities such as breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner. The category extends beyond simple consumption to encompass 
local culinary culture.
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•	 Nature: Experiences associated with appreciating natural scenery, 
including parks, beaches, mountains, and lakes, as well as perceptions 
of landscape beauty and activities such as hiking, walking, and viewing 
sunrises or sunsets. This dimension represents nature-based appreciation 
and relaxation experiences.

•	 Leisure and Entertainment: Tourism experiences centered on amusement, 
participation, and experiential activities, including theme parks, performances, 
sports and adventure activities, clubs, and karaoke. This category reflects 
experience-oriented tourism focused on active participation and immediate 
enjoyment.

•	 History and Tradition: Tourism resources reflecting historical and 
cultural identity, including historical sites, religious facilities, traditional 
architecture, museums, palaces, temples, rituals, traditions, and lifestyles. 
This category captures tourism experiences centered on historical 
significance and cultural meaning.

•	 Content: Tourism experiences based on popular culture and the cultural 
industries, including films, dramas, music, animation, games, and 
exhibitions. Rather than focusing on physical places themselves, this 
category explains tourism driven by content intellectual property (IP) and 
cultural consumption.

•	 Beauty: Experiences related to appearance management and beauty 
services, including cosmetics purchases, skincare, plastic surgery, medical 
beauty services, massages, and spas. This category reflects tourism 
activities oriented toward self-care and aesthetic enhancement, particularly 
Korea’s strong medical and beauty tourism demand.

Experience Structures of Seoul and Busan:
A Comparison with Competing Tourism Cities

The tourism experience structure of each city demonstrates clear typological 
differences depending on the relative share of mentions across experiential 
dimensions. This goes beyond simple differences in mention volume and 
serves as an indicator of how Chinese tourists cognitively structure and 
prioritize their experiences within each city. In other words, the distribution 
of experiential mentions reflects both what tourists expect from a destination 
and which forms of experiential value they most actively consume on-
site, while simultaneously revealing how the city is encoded in tourists’ 
memories and perceptions. Accordingly, the structure of experiential 
mentions provides an important lens through which to understand not only 
the superficial popularity of a tourism destination, but also the underlying 
formation of destination branding in tourists’ perceptions.

1 .  S e oul’s  C o r e  E x p e r i e n c e  S t r u c t ur e:  “ P ur p os e - D r i ve n 
Consumption” and “K-Content”

The analysis reveals that Seoul exhibits an overwhelmingly high share 
of mentions related to shopping, accounting for 38.2% of all experiential 
references. This indicates that Seoul is perceived as a highly advanced 
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consumption-oriented destination in which commercial consumption 
constitutes the dominant axis of the tourism experience. A particularly 
notable finding emerges when Seoul is compared with Tokyo, which also 
records a high shopping-related mention share of 43.0%, yet demonstrates a 
fundamentally different qualitative structure.

The dominant shopping-related keywords associated with Seoul include 
duty-free stores, brands, markets, Myeong-dong, window shopping, 
Shilla, tax refund, Lotte, trendy brands, department stores, Shinsegae, 
Hyundai, Gwangjang Market, and value for money. These keyword clusters 
consistently reflect the characteristics of “planned purchasing” and “practical 
benefit-seeking.” In other words, Chinese tourists approach Seoul with 
relatively clear intentions regarding what to purchase, where to shop, and 
how to maximize price advantages. As a result, Seoul is structured not as a 
city where consumption occurs incidentally while wandering through urban 
space, but rather as a “purpose-driven consumption city” visited with explicit 
expectations regarding products and economic benefits.

In this respect, Seoul differs fundamentally from Tokyo. Although Tokyo 
also demonstrates a high proportion of shopping-related mentions, its 
experiential structure is qualitatively distinct. Tokyo’s dominant keywords 
are concentrated around commercial districts such as Shinjuku, Shibuya, 
Ginza, Akihabara, and Ikebukuro. This suggests that shopping in Tokyo is 
experienced less as targeted product purchasing and more as the exploration 
and enjoyment of commercial urban spaces themselves. Whereas Seoul’s 
consumption structure begins with the question, “What should I buy?”, 
Tokyo’s structure begins with the question, “Where should I walk?” Seoul 
therefore represents a purpose-driven consumption model, while Tokyo 
represents a spatial exploration-oriented consumption model. These findings 
suggest that Seoul’s current tourism competitiveness relies heavily on the 
practical utility of products and pricing advantages—elements that can 
increasingly be substituted through digital commerce channels.

Another uniquely distinctive asset of Seoul is K-content. Seoul’s content-
related tourism experiences are strongly structured around the K-pop and 
K-entertainment industries. Keywords such as fandom culture, concerts, and 
celebrities appear frequently, while the names of entertainment agencies 
such as SM, YG, and HYBE are directly referenced in travel reviews. This 
indicates that content consumption is no longer confined to online viewing, 
but is actively translated into physical tourism behavior.

At the same time, Seoul’s content tourism remains strongly characterized by 
fandom-driven visitation. Compared with Tokyo, where content is connected 
to spatial and merchandise consumption, and Osaka, where global IP is 
transformed into immersive theme park experiences, Seoul demonstrates 
a different structural trajectory. In Seoul, the movement is primarily “from 
IP to people”; in Tokyo, “from IP to space and merchandise”; and in Osaka, 
“from IP to immersive experiential worlds.” Consequently, although Seoul 
possesses a vibrant and globally influential K-entertainment ecosystem, 
relatively limited evidence suggests that this ecosystem has yet been fully 
transformed into permanent and immersive physical tourism experiences.
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2. Busan’s Core Experience Structure: From Static Scenery to an 
Experiential Marine Tourism City

An examination of Busan’s tourism experience structure shows that nature-
related mentions account for the largest share at 38.2%, followed by food 
at 23.8% and shopping at 16.4%. These figures indicate that Busan is 
perceived not merely as a consumption-oriented metropolitan destination, 
but as a multifaceted experiential tourism city where coastal scenery, 
relaxation, leisure, and gastronomy are organically integrated.

An analysis of tourist discourse reveals the simultaneous presence of 
“appreciation-oriented keywords” such as Haeundae, Gwangalli, beaches, and 
night views, alongside “activity-oriented keywords” including yachts, marine 
activities, skyline luge, capsule trains, and experiential programs. This suggests 
that Busan’s natural environment has already evolved from “nature to observe” 
into “nature to experience.” Tourists are no longer consuming nature passively 
as a scenic backdrop; instead, they engage with it through direct participation, 
movement, and physical immersion. The Blue Line Beach Train symbolically 
illustrates this transformation. By integrating transportation, panoramic views, 
and tourist movement into the coastal landscape, a conventional beach 
environment has been reconfigured into multidimensional tourism content.
This transformation becomes even more evident when Busan is compared with 
leading tourism cities across Asia. Just as Singapore has enhanced the density 
of its nature-based experiences by integrating lighting, nighttime programming, 
and urban design into destinations such as the Botanic Gardens and Gardens 
by the Bay, Busan is likewise expanding the tourism value of its marine assets 
by combining coastal scenery with mobility, experiential activities, nightlife, and 
leisure experiences. Similarly, while Kuala Lumpur and Hanoi reinforce their 
urban identities through night markets, street food, and authentic local cuisine, 
Busan possesses the potential to establish a differentiated urban identity by 
organically connecting its distinctive culinary assets—such as seafood, dwaeji-
gukbap, milmyeon, market foods, pojangmacha street stalls, and ocean-view 
restaurants—with its marine tourism experiences. These comparisons suggest 
that Busan should not be understood merely as a beach city, but rather as a new 
model of an “Asian-style experiential tourism city” built upon marine nature.
Within this context, food must be reinterpreted not as a supplementary element 
to nature-based tourism, but as a core mechanism completing the narrative 
structure of the Busan travel experience. Walking along the beach, visiting local 
markets, enjoying night views before moving into street stalls and cafes, and 
concluding the experience with seafood after traveling across the coastline—
this sequence constitutes Busan’s uniquely integrated tourism structure. 
Ultimately, Busan’s marine environment is no longer perceived simply as 
scenery to be viewed from a distance. Rather, it has become participatory 
content that tourists physically experience, sense, and consume, firmly 
establishing itself within social media discourse.
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Satisfaction Analysis of Chinese Tourists’ Experiences in 
Seoul and Busan
 
Methodology

The relative share of experiential mentions identified through the preceding 
social media analysis reflects the “pre-visit image” and “travel motivation” 
associated with each city—namely, how tourists perceive a destination, what 
they expect from it, and which types of experiences they seek to consume. 
However, image does not necessarily translate into satisfaction. A city may 
be perceived as highly attractive on social media, yet this does not guarantee 
that expectations are fully realized during the actual visit experience. The 
competitiveness of a tourism destination depends not only on its ability to 
generate expectations, but also on its capacity to deliver those expectations 
in practice. Just as even an appealing menu photograph is unlikely to lead to 
repeat visits if the actual food falls short of expectations, a tourism city that 
fails to narrow the gap between expectations and actual experience is likely to 
remain merely “a place worth visiting once.” Accordingly, this section focuses 
on post-visit evaluation—that is, tourist satisfaction formed after actual travel 
experiences—and examines the extent to which the attractiveness promoted 
by each city is successfully realized on-site.

For this purpose, Chinese-language reviews posted by actual visitors were 
collected from Ctrip, China’s largest online travel platform, covering tourist 
attractions and tourism products in eight cities: Seoul, Busan, Tokyo, 
Osaka, Singapore, Bangkok, Hanoi, and Kuala Lumpur. To ensure analytical 
consistency, attractions determined to represent the same tourism site were 
consolidated into a single category, and tourism products were integrated 
into their associated attractions. For example, Namsan Park, N Seoul Tower, 
and the Namsan Cable Car were grouped together under the unified category 
of “Namsan.” In addition, to reflect the normalization of tourism demand after 
the pandemic, only reviews posted between 2024 and 2025 were included in 
the analysis. Tourist attractions with fewer than three reviews were excluded 
to ensure statistical reliability. Differences in ratings between cities were 
subjected to statistical significance testing in order to distinguish meaningful 
differences from random variation. Ultimately, a total of 18,694 reviews 
collected from 250 tourist attractions were used for analysis.

Each tourist attraction was classified into one of three categories—▲
Natural Landscape ▲History and Culture ▲Entertainment—based on 
the classification methodology employed in Korea’s Top 500 Tourist 
Destinations(Yanolja Research Insights, Vol. 34, December 2025), conducted 
by Yanolja Research.
Natural Landscape includes natural resources such as mountains, 
coastlines, rivers, and lakes, as well as urban skylines and night views. This 
category centers on “observation- and relaxation-oriented experiences,” 
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emphasizing scenic appreciation and staying experiences.
History and Culture includes historical sites, traditional architecture, religious 
facilities, museums, and art galleries that embody the historical and cultural 
context of a region. The core of this category lies in “meaning-oriented 
experiences” based on learning and exploration.
Entertainment includes theme parks, performances, and integrated leisure 
and commercial facilities designed primarily for amusement and commercial 
consumption. Active participation and immediate enjoyment constitute the 
principal motivations for visitation.
The following sections examine where Seoul and Busan stand relative to 
major competing Asian tourism cities across these three categories, while 
identifying the principal strengths and areas requiring improvement for each 
city.

Satisfaction Levels of Seoul and Busan Based on Chinese 
Tourist Experience Reviews: A Comparative Analysis 
with Competing Cities

An examination of overall experience satisfaction among Chinese tourists, 
measured through review ratings, shows that Busan ranked first among 
the eight cities with an average score of 4.723, whereas Seoul ranked fifth 
with a score of 4.676. On the surface, both cities appear to belong to the 
upper-middle tier. However, a more nuanced interpretation emerges when 
statistical significance testing is applied.

City Number of
Tourist Attractions Average RatingAverage Reviews

per Attraction
Total

ReviewsRank

1 BusanBusan 24 62.2 4.7234.7231,492

2 Singapore 39 107.0 4.7104,173

3 Tokyo 43 82.4 4.7063,542

4 Osaka 28 109.7 4.7013,071

5 SeoulSeoul 40 52.8 4.6764.6762,111

6 Hanoi 13 43.5 4.587566

7 Kuala Lumpur 23 20.3 4.534468

8 Bangkok 40 81.8 4.5103,271

Comparative Analysis of Overall Tourism Satisfaction Across Eight Cities

Ratings were measured on a five-point scale.
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The statistical analysis indicates that Busan, Singapore, Tokyo, and Osaka 
formed a higher-rated cluster, recording significantly higher scores than 
Hanoi, Kuala Lumpur, and Bangkok. Seoul received significantly higher 
ratings than Kuala Lumpur and Bangkok, but its difference from Hanoi 
did not meet the threshold for statistical significance. This suggests that 
although Seoul possesses abundant tourism resources and strong global 
recognition, a measurable gap remains between Seoul and the top-tier 
cluster in terms of actual tourist satisfaction. In other words, Seoul’s primary 
challenge is no longer the quantitative expansion of tourism assets, but rather 
the enhancement of experiential quality capable of converting its existing 
resources into higher levels of visitor satisfaction.

Busan’s results, by contrast, are noteworthy for a different reason. Busan 
included only 24 tourist attractions and a total of 1,492 reviews, representing a 
relatively smaller quantitative scale compared with Seoul, Tokyo, or Singapore. 
Nevertheless, Busan achieved the highest overall satisfaction score among all 
cities analyzed. This finding suggests that Busan’s tourism competitiveness 
is evaluated less on the quantity of attractions and more on the concentration, 
coherence, and completeness of its experiential delivery. Ultimately, Busan 
appears to function not as a city that simply offers “more things to see,” but 
rather as a destination that successfully delivers a clearly structured and highly 
satisfying tourism experience through a focused set of core assets.

1. Natural Landscapes: The Power of Coastal Cities, but the Key 
Lies in Experience Design

Among the cities analyzed, only five possessed at least three natural 
landscape attractions sufficient for statistically meaningful comparison. 
Within this group, Busan recorded a satisfaction score of 4.687, ranking third 
after Singapore (4.725) and Tokyo (4.713). This represents a clearly higher 
level of satisfaction than Seoul, which recorded a score of 4.618.

1 Singapore 8 122.3 4.725978

2 Tokyo 7 36.9 4.713258

3 BusanBusan 6 69.2 4.6874.687415

4 Kuala Lumpur 3 42.0 4.619126

5 SeoulSeoul 3 86.3 4.6184.618259

Comparison of Satisfaction for Natural Landscape Attractions Across Cities

City Number of
Tourist Attractions Average RatingAverage Reviews

per Attraction
Total

ReviewsRank
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1-1. Busan: A City That Transformed Marine Resources into 
“Experiences”

Busan’s competitiveness in the natural landscape category originates from 
its distinctive marine assets, extending from Haeundae and Gwangalli 
to Cheongsapo and Songdo Beach. However, the city’s high satisfaction 
score of 4.687 cannot be explained merely by the existence of the sea itself. 
Underlying this outcome is a sophisticated design framework concerning 
how tourists encounter the ocean, how they move through it, and ultimately 
how they remember it.

The Beach Train and Sky Capsule transformed the sea from a static object 
of observation into an experience encountered dynamically through 
movement, while the X the Sky Observatory introduced a sensory layer 
through panoramic views of the marine city from above. The moment natural 
resources are transformed from “objects of viewing” into “platforms for 
mobility and experience,” the qualitative nature of satisfaction changes 
fundamentally. The ocean viewed passively from a breakwater and the 
ocean encountered while traveling along the coastline by train create entirely 
different forms of memory for tourists. Busan has successfully converted this 
experiential distinction into a tourism asset. Rather than simply presenting 
nature as scenery, the city has constructed a storytelling structure in which 
tourists move through nature, remain within it, photograph it, and later 
recount the experience. This constitutes the central mechanism behind 
Busan’s high satisfaction level in the natural landscape category.

This pattern also becomes evident when Busan is compared with leading 
cities. Singapore offers carefully designed nature-based stay experiences 
through destinations such as the Botanic Gardens and the National Orchid 
Garden, while Tokyo creates seasonally immersive urban nature experiences 
through cherry blossom parks and panoramic views from Tokyo Tower. The 
common characteristic shared by these cities is that they do not rely solely 
on the intrinsic beauty of natural resources. Instead, they reconstruct nature 
into integrated tourism products by combining it with urban circulation, 
seasonality, visual perspectives, and stay-oriented experiences. Within 
this global trend, Busan demonstrates strong competitiveness through its 
successful transformation of marine nature into experiential tourism assets.

1-2. Seoul: High Recognition, but an Incomplete Nature Experience

Although Seoul possesses only three major natural landscape attractions 
within the analysis, the average number of reviews per attraction reached 
86.3—the highest among the five cities examined. This indicates that 
destinations such as Cheonggyecheon, Han River, and Namsan already 
enjoy strong recognition and visitation appeal among Chinese tourists. In 
other words, Seoul’s natural landscape resources do not suffer from low 
awareness; rather, they remain insufficiently developed as immersive tourism 
experiences.
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The Han River, in particular, possesses substantial potential in terms of both 
scale and accessibility when compared with waterfront spaces in major 
global cities. Yet current visitor experiences along the Han River remain 
largely limited to fragmented activities such as walking, relaxation, and 
night-view appreciation. If water-based mobility, seasonal programming, 
nighttime content, scenic circulation routes, and stronger connections with 
surrounding commercial districts were further developed, the Han River could 
evolve beyond a simple recreational space into Seoul’s signature experiential 
natural tourism asset. The same applies to Namsan and Cheonggyecheon. 
By integrating multidimensional experiential components such as panoramic 
viewpoints, movement-based circulation, interpretive storytelling, and 
nighttime experiences, Seoul’s satisfaction level in the natural landscape 
category could likely be elevated substantially beyond its current level.

2. History and Culture: A Shared Weakness for Both Cities, but with 
Different Solutions

From the perspective of Chinese tourists—who themselves originate from 
a country with extensive historical depth and abundant cultural heritage—
the history and culture category emerged as the clearest area requiring 
improvement for both Seoul and Busan. Among the eight cities analyzed, 
Seoul ranked last with a satisfaction score of 4.588, while Busan ranked 
second lowest at 4.615. In contrast, the highest-performing cities in this 
category were Bangkok (4.763), Hanoi (4.753), Osaka (4.728), and Tokyo 
(4.722).

However, these results should not be interpreted simply as evidence of 
insufficient historical or cultural resources. Seoul, in particular, possesses ten 
history-and-culture-type attractions, which is by no means an insignificant 
number. The fact that satisfaction nevertheless remains low demonstrates 
that tourism competitiveness depends not merely on whether heritage 
resources exist, but on how effectively those resources are designed to be 
understood, experienced, and remembered by visitors. In other words, the 
essence of historical and cultural tourism lies not in the heritage itself, but 
in the extent to which that heritage is made to feel alive within the sensory 
and experiential framework of contemporary travelers. In Busan’s case, the 
problem is partly one of limited quantitative foundations. At the same time, 
however, several individual resources demonstrate considerable potential.

Consequently, although both Seoul and Busan require improvement in the 
history and culture category, the nature of the solution differs between the 
two cities. For Seoul, the primary challenge lies in redesigning the quality 
and delivery of historical experiences. For Busan, the more pressing task is 
the discovery of additional cultural resources and the expansion of narrative 
storytelling frameworks capable of enriching the city’s historical identity.



17

YANOLJA RESEARCH INSIGHTS

1 Bangkok 12 17.3 4.763207

2 Hanoi 6 61.3 4.753368

3 Osaka 7 52.0 4.728364

4 Tokyo 7 67.7 4.722474

5 Kuala Lumpur 9 7.7 4.66769

6 Singapore 16 48.1 4.666769

7 BusanBusan 3 17.3 4.6154.61552

8 SeoulSeoul 10 11.9 4.5884.588119

Comparison of Satisfaction for History and Culture Attractions Across Cities

City Number of
Tourist Attractions Average RatingAverage Reviews

per Attraction
Total

ReviewsRank

2-1. Busan: Limited in Quantity, but Rich in Narrative Potential

On Ctrip, the travel platform examined in this study, Busan was represented 
by only three history-and-culture-type attractions. Compared with other 
cities possessing between six and sixteen such attractions, this constitutes 
a clear disadvantage in quantitative terms. Nevertheless, among these three 
attractions, Haedong Yonggung Temple recorded an exceptionally high 
satisfaction score of 4.792, while Gamcheon Culture Village and Huinnyeoul 
Culture Village also demonstrated meaningful appeal as spaces embodying 
Busan’s distinctive urban history.

Individual Profiles of Major Historical and Cultural Tourist Attractions in Busan

Tourist Attraction Total Reviews Average Rating

Haedong Yonggung Temple 24 4.792

Gamcheon Culture Village 14 4.500

Huinnyeoul Culture Village 14 4.429

Busan possesses a unique historical narrative as a port city, a wartime 
provisional capital, and a cinematic cityscape. The memories embedded in 
Gamcheon Culture Village, where refugees settled along the hillsides and 
rebuilt their lives during the Korean War, the history of the harbor shaped by 
the lives and hardships of dockworkers, and the open urban ethos formed 
at the intersection of the sea and the city together constitute a narrative 
uniquely characteristic of Busan, distinct from the temple-centered identity of 
Kyoto or the royal heritage of Bangkok.
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The problem, however, is that this narrative has not yet been sufficiently 
organized into tourism content. If Busan can extend the experience-oriented 
planning approach demonstrated in its marine tourism resources to its 
historical and cultural assets, the city can evolve beyond a conventional 
coastal tourism destination into a maritime historical and cultural city where 
narrative and experience are organically integrated. In particular, if Busan’s 
unique memories and identities—as a port city, wartime refuge, and film 
city—are connected with spatial experiences, storytelling, nighttime content, 
and everyday cultural experiences, its historical and cultural tourism could 
acquire substantially stronger differentiation and greater power to generate 
repeat visitation.

2-2. Seoul: Sufficient Resources, but Insufficient Experiential 
Density
Seoul possesses ten history-and-culture-type attractions, indicating that its 
historical and cultural resource base is by no means inadequate compared 
with major competing Asian cities. Nevertheless, its average rating stands 
at 4.588, the lowest among the eight cities analyzed. This suggests that 
the issue lies not in the absence of heritage resources, but in the city’s 
limited ability to convert those resources into experiential and interpretive 
satisfaction at the level expected by contemporary tourists.

At the same time, successful examples already demonstrate Seoul’s 
potential. Ikseon-dong Hanok Village (4.929) and Bukchon Hanok Village 
(4.818) show that Seoul’s historical and cultural resources can generate 
exceptionally high satisfaction when combined with contemporary lifestyle 
experiences. The strength of these hanok villages does not stem merely from 
the existence of traditional architecture itself. Rather, satisfaction derives 
from the ability to walk, stay, dine, photograph, and experience everyday 
culture within traditional spaces. In other words, the key success condition 
for Seoul’s historical and cultural tourism lies not in “preserved heritage,” but 
in “livable and experiential cultural environments.”

The relatively lower ratings of major palaces such as Gyeongbokgung and 
Deoksugung suggest that substantial improvement remains possible through 
enhancements in viewing environments, interpretive content, circulation 
design, nighttime programming, and connections with surrounding 
commercial districts. The successful formula demonstrated by hanok 
villages—that is, integrating historical places with sensory and lifestyle-
based experiences—needs to be expanded into palace and heritage tourism 
spaces more broadly. Ultimately, Seoul’s competitiveness in historical and 
cultural tourism does not emerge from the authority of heritage itself, but from 
the city’s ability to translate heritage into experiences that contemporary 
travelers can actively understand, consume, and emotionally engage with.
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3. Entertainment: Busan Ranks First, While Seoul Maintains a 
Strong Upper-Tier Position
In contrast to the history-and-culture category discussed earlier, the 
entertainment category produced markedly different results in evaluations 
by Chinese tourists. Whereas both Seoul and Busan ranked relatively low in 
historical and cultural satisfaction, both cities entered the upper-tier cluster in 
entertainment-related tourism experiences.

Busan, in particular, recorded the highest score among all eight cities at 
4.743, representing the most notable performance in this category. Seoul also 
demonstrated strong competitiveness, ranking fourth with a score of 4.690. 
The satisfaction gap between the top five cities (Busan, Singapore, Tokyo, 
Seoul, and Osaka) and the lower three cities (Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur, and 
Hanoi) was statistically significant, indicating that major Northeast Asian cities 
possess comparatively strong competitiveness in entertainment-oriented 
tourism experiences.

Busan’s first-place ranking is especially meaningful. It demonstrates that 
Busan is no longer perceived solely as a natural scenery destination, but is 
increasingly evolving into an experiential entertainment city by integrating 
marine resources with observatories, mobility-based attractions, leisure 
activities, and mixed-use recreational experiences.

In Seoul’s case, the city possesses substantial quantitative foundations 
in both the number of attractions and review volume, while also holding 
significant potential to integrate K-content with urban leisure resources. 
However, for Seoul’s entertainment experiences to translate into even higher 
satisfaction levels, a strategic shift is required—from isolated attraction-
based consumption toward an integrated experiential flow linking K-pop, 
beauty, nightlife tourism, performances, pop-up stores, and mixed cultural 
spaces into a continuous urban tourism circuit.

However, Seoul currently faces a structural limitation in delivering such 
integrated spatial experiences, lacking even a properly scaled large-scale 
K-pop concert venue commensurate with the city’s status. As a result, Seoul 
has yet to fully translate the global appeal and competitiveness of K-content 
into the spatial and experiential dimensions of the city itself. Accordingly, 
Seoul’s central challenge going forward lies not merely in promoting the 
existence of its content assets, but in transforming them into physical spatial 
experiences where tourists can meaningfully stay, engage, and consume.
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Strategic Recommendations for the Sustainability of 
Seoul and Busan

This study examined Seoul and Busan through two complementary 
analytical lenses. The first was the “structure of expectations” identified 
through social media analysis, revealing what tourists expect from each city 
and which experiences motivate their visits. The second was the “structure 
of satisfaction” measured through post-visit reviews, showing the extent to 
which those expectations were actually fulfilled on-site. At the intersection of 
these two lenses, the structural challenges facing Seoul and Busan emerge 
with greater clarity.

Seoul: Transforming Strong Demand Drivers into Deeper 
Experiences

Seoul possesses one of the strongest tourism pull factors among Asian 
tourism cities. Shopping, K-beauty, and K-content collectively form powerful 
motivations attracting Chinese tourists. However, the satisfaction data 
indicate that these strong demand drivers are not yet being fully converted 
into experiences of sufficient depth. The fact that Seoul ranks near the bottom 
among the eight competing cities in both natural landscape and history-and-
culture categories suggests a gap between the city’s tourism assets and the 
actual quality of visitor satisfaction they generate.

1 BusanBusan 15 68.3 4.7434.7431,025

2 Singapore 15 161.7 4.7182,426

3 Tokyo 29 96.9 4.7022,810

4 SeoulSeoul 27 64.2 4.6904.6901,733

5 Osaka 19 126.1 4.6762,395

6 Bangkok 27 71.0 4.5161,918

7 Kuala Lumpur 11 24.8 4.462273

8 Hanoi 5 34.8 4.236174

Comparison of Satisfaction for Entertainment Attractions Across Cities

City Number of
Tourist Attractions Average RatingAverage Reviews

per Attraction
Total

ReviewsRank

The gap between the top five cities (Busan, Singapore, Tokyo, Seoul, and Osaka) and the lower three 
cities (Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur, and Hanoi) is statistically significant.
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This challenge becomes particularly evident in the structure of Seoul’s 
shopping tourism. Seoul’s shopping experiences are organized around 
purpose-driven consumption centered on questions such as “What should 
I buy?”—duty-free shopping, cosmetics, and branded goods. Tokyo, by 
contrast, operates through a spatial exploration-oriented structure built 
around questions such as “Where should I walk?” in districts such as 
Shinjuku, Shibuya, and Harajuku. This distinction is not merely stylistic. As 
online duty-free platforms and cross-border e-commerce channels continue 
to expand within China, tourism demand driven solely by product purchasing 
is likely to weaken over time. Products and price advantages can increasingly 
be substituted through digital channels, whereas on-site experiences cannot. 
For this reason, Seoul’s shopping tourism must evolve from transactional 
purchasing toward experiential consumption.

K-beauty represents the clearest example of this transformation potential. 
When expanded beyond cosmetics purchases into skincare treatments, 
personal color consulting, makeup classes, and wellness programs, K-beauty 
can evolve into an independent tourism driver capable of positioning Seoul 
as a “capital of beauty.” The same logic applies to K-content. Although Seoul 
possesses a globally influential and continuously evolving K-entertainment 
ecosystem, its ability to translate this ecosystem into immersive physical 
spaces and experiential infrastructure remains limited. Beyond converting 
fandom into visitation, Seoul must develop experiential systems capable 
of extending visitor stay duration, encouraging spatial consumption, and 
generating repeat visitation.

The required direction is similar in the history-and-culture and natural 
landscape categories. The exceptionally high ratings of Ikseon-dong and 
Bukchon Hanok Villages demonstrate that traditional spaces can achieve 
high satisfaction when combined with contemporary lifestyle experiences. 
The relatively lower satisfaction levels of Gyeongbokgung and Deoksugung 
do not result from insufficient scale or historical significance, but from 
insufficient experiential density. This issue could be addressed by developing 
integrated historical and cultural experience routes linking Gyeongbokgung, 
S e o c h o n ,  a n d  B u kc h o n  i n t o  m o r e  i m m e r s i v e  t o u r i s m  c i r c u i t s . 
The Han River and Namsan likewise possess global-level potential, yet 
current experiences remain largely limited to sightseeing and relaxation. 
Seoul’s challenge is therefore not to create additional resources, but to 
enrich existing assets through longer stays, interpretation, mobility-based 
experiences, nighttime programming, and lifestyle-oriented cultural layers 
that deepen the density of urban tourism experiences.

Ultimately, Seoul’s strategy converges into a single imperative: transforming 
tourists drawn by powerful demand drivers into visitors who remain within 
the city longer and engage with it more deeply through carefully designed 
experiential structures.
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Busan: E xpanding High Satisf action into Repeat 
Visitation

Busan’s current performance among Chinese tourists is highly significant. 
Ranking first overall in satisfaction among the eight cities analyzed, 
and first again in the entertainment category, demonstrates that Busan 
is already delivering tourism experiences of exceptionally high quality 
to Chinese visitors. Par ticularly notewor thy is the fact that Busan 
achieved these outcomes despite possessing only approximately half 
the number of tourist attractions found in Seoul. This clearly indicates 
that Busan’s competitiveness derives not from the quantity of resources, 
but from the densit y and concentration of its experiential design. 
Importantly, many Chinese tourists visiting Busan are likely to have previously 
visited Seoul. Their evaluations therefore implicitly reflect comparisons 
between Korea’s two representative tourism cities. Busan’s distinctive 
tourism assets have clearly generated strong satisfaction among Chinese 
tourists. This does not imply that Seoul lacks tourism resources; rather, 
it suggests that Busan currently holds a remarkably strong comparative 
advantage even among Asia’s leading tourism cities.
Busan’s tourism experience structure is centered on natural landscapes 
(38.2%), complemented by food experiences (23.8%) that complete the 
experience on a sensory level. These figures represent more than simple 
preference rankings. They reveal the manner in which Busan intervenes 
in tourists’ sensory memory formation. Walking along the beach, visiting 
local markets, enjoying night views before moving into pojangmacha street 
stalls, and concluding the day with seafood after traveling along the coastline 
together form Busan’s distinctive stay-oriented tourism structure. In Busan, 
food is not simply a matter of “what to eat,” but rather a mechanism shaping 
“how visitors remember Busan’s sea,” providing narrative closure to marine 
tourism experiences.
The Capsule Train and the X the Sky Observatory symbolically embody this 
structure. Busan’s natural environment has already evolved from “nature 
to observe” into “nature to experience.” By integrating transportation, 
panoramic views, emotional circulation routes, and marine scenery, the city 
has transformed ordinary coastal landscapes into multidimensional tourism 
content. This ability to combine nature with mobility, visual perspectives, 
photography, gastronomy, and nightlife constitutes Busan’s current strategic 
strength.
However, the city’s heavy dependence on marine resources also represents 
a long-term structural risk. The fact that Busan possesses only three history-
and-culture-type attractions and continues to rank relatively low in this 
category may ultimately limit its ability to convert “first-time visitors” into 
“repeat visitors.” To ensure that current satisfaction levels do not remain 
merely temporary impressions, Busan must add greater humanistic and 
narrative depth on top of its marine tourism strengths.
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Busan possesses unique stories that are difficult for competing cities to 
replicate. The refugee histories embedded in Gamcheon Culture Village, the 
memories of dockworkers preserved in the harbor, the city’s identity as the 
cinematic capital of Korea, and the open atmosphere formed through the 
intersection of the sea and urban life collectively constitute Busan’s unique 
narrative assets. As demonstrated by the success of Haedong Yonggung 
Temple and Gamcheon Culture Village, Busan’s next stage lies in extending 
the experiential planning model proven effective in marine tourism into 
historical and cultural tourism assets. When the traces of the wartime capital, 
the emotions of the film city, the identity of the harbor, and regional lifestyle 
culture are transformed into walkable, consumable, and immersive tourism 
content, Busan can evolve beyond a high-satisfaction marine city into a 
repeat-visit-oriented experiential tourism hub within Asia. Furthermore, by 
connecting with nearby destinations such as Gyeongju, which possesses 
rich historical heritage; Geoje, with its exceptional natural environment; and 
Tongyeong, known for its traditional fishing villages, Busan could establish 
itself as the hub of a broader regional tourism network. Such a strategy would 
simultaneously compensate for Busan’s relative limitations in historical 
resources while further strengthening its natural tourism competitiveness, 
potentially transforming the southeastern region of Korea into one of Asia’s 
premier tourism zones.

Seoul–Busan Integration: Two Complementary Axes 
Completing Korean Tourism

When viewed independently, Seoul and Busan each reveal distinct strategic 
challenges. However, when considered together, a broader strategic 
direction for Korean tourism emerges. The relationship between Seoul and 
Busan is not competitive, but structurally complementary. If Seoul functions 
as the capital of K-consumption and K-content—a city where tourists admire 
and consume Korea—then Busan functions as the capital of Korean-style 
marine leisure—a city where tourists physically experience and emotionally 
remember Korea. Rather than repeating the same experiences, the two cities 
satisfy different layers of tourism demand.

Just as Osaka forms a broader regional tourism ecosystem through 
integration with Kyoto and Nara, Seoul and Busan should likewise be 
connected within a unified national tourism route. The Seoul–Busan high-
speed rail corridor should be understood not merely as transportation 
infrastructure, but as a strategic route linking Korea’s tourism experiences 
into a coherent narrative structure. When tourists experience K-content and 
K-beauty in Seoul, marine landscapes and regional cuisine in Busan, and 
subsequently develop motivations for repeat visitation to Korea, the country 
can be recognized not as a single-city destination, but as a tourism nation 
offering multiple interconnected layers of experience.



24

YANOLJA RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Ultimately, tourism competitiveness is determined not by the scale of 
resources, but by the sophistication of experiential design. Seoul must 
convert strong demand drivers into deeper and longer stay experiences, 
while Busan must enrich its exceptional marine experiences with stronger 
historical and cultural narratives. When these two directions are successfully 
integrated into a unified national tourism narrative, Korean tourism can 
move beyond temporary demand growth toward sustainable inbound 
competitiveness.

Seoul–Busan Integration
Connecting the two cities

to establish a national tourism route

Encouraging
Repeat Visits

to Busan
Expanding high visitor satisfaction

into repeat visitation and longer stays

Deepening and
Diversifying Seoul’s
Tourism Experiences

Transforming strong visitation drivers
into deeper stay experiences

SUSTAINABLE TOURISM

♥

Sustainable Tourism Strategies for Seoul and Busan

Conclusion: The Competitiveness of Seoul and Busan 
Ultimately Depends on Experience Design

Tourism competitiveness is no longer determined simply by how many 
resources a destination possesses, but by how effectively those resources 
are embedded into travelers’ senses and memories. This is precisely why 
the present study analyzed both experiential perceptions expressed on 
social media and post-visit reviews collected from OTA platforms. The former 
reveals what tourists expect from a city, while the latter demonstrates how 
faithfully those expectations are realized in actual on-site experiences. In 
other words, one reflects “pre-visit expectations,” while the other captures 
“post-visit evaluations.” The message emerging at the intersection of these 
two datasets is unequivocal: cities that succeed in tourism competition are 
not necessarily those with the largest quantity of resources, but those most 
capable of transforming their existing resources into dense and memorable 
experiences.

The Chinese outbound market has already moved beyond quantitative 
recovery and entered a stage of qualitative transformation. The central 
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criterion of travel is shifting from “what to see” toward “how to spend time, 
what to experience, and what memories to take away.” At the same time, 
tourism competition across Asia is rapidly evolving from country-level 
competition into city-to-city competition centered on experiential value.

Seoul is a city with exceptionally strong demand drivers. K-shopping, 
K-beauty, and K-content function as powerful attractions drawing Chinese 
tourists to the city. The critical challenge, however, lies in whether these 
attractions are successfully translated into meaningful stay experiences and 
motivations for repeat visitation. Purpose-driven consumption centered on 
duty-free shopping and cosmetics purchases can ultimately be substituted 
through online channels and price competition. Seoul must therefore 
evolve shopping into experiential consumption, transform K-beauty into 
participatory self-care tourism, and expand K-content beyond fandom-based 
visitation into immersive spatial experiences. In parallel, assets such as the 
Han River, Namsan, royal palaces, and hanok villages need to be enriched 
through mobility-based experiences, interpretive programming, extended 
stay opportunities, and nighttime content in order to increase the experiential 
density of the city as a whole. Seoul’s central challenge is no longer simply 
attracting more tourists, but converting powerful visitation drivers into deeper 
and longer-lasting urban experiences.

Busan, by contrast, already demonstrates a different model of possibility. 
Although it possesses fewer attractions than Seoul, Busan achieved 
exceptionally high overall and entertainment satisfaction scores, indicating 
that its competitiveness derives not from the quantity of resources, but from 
the density of experiential delivery. Busan’s sea is no longer consumed 
merely as scenery. It has been transformed into an experiential asset that 
tourists ride through, walk along, photograph, dine beside, and ultimately 
remember. The Blue Line Beach Train and Sky Capsule, panoramic marine 
night views, drone shows, seafood markets, and local cuisine collectively 
position Busan not simply as “a city to observe,” but as “a city to physically 
experience and remember.”

However, Busan’s next strategic task lies in extending the successful 
experiential formula demonstrated in its marine tourism sector into the 
domains of history and culture. The memories of the port city, the narratives 
of the wartime provisional capital, the urban histories embodied in Gamcheon 
and Huinnyeoul Culture Villages, and Busan’s identity as Korea’s cinematic 
city constitute narrative assets unique to Busan alone. When these resources 
are transformed into tourism content that visitors can actively explore and 
experience, Busan can evolve beyond a high-satisfaction marine city into 
an Asian experiential tourism hub capable of generating repeat visitation 
and long-term stays. In this sense, Busan’s future competitiveness will not 
be secured merely by preserving the attractiveness of its coastline, but by 
layering historical and cultural depth upon its marine foundation. At the same 
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time, strengthening Busan’s position as a hub city through the creation of a 
broader regional tourism network linking surrounding destinations will also 
be critically important.

Ultimately, the strategies of Seoul and Busan cannot be understood 
separately. If Seoul is the city that makes visitors admire and consume 
Korea, Busan is the city that makes visitors physically feel and emotionally 
remember Korea. The two cities are therefore not competitors, but 
complementary experiential axes that together complete the structure of 
Korean tourism. When the attraction generated by K-consumption and 
K-content in Seoul is organically connected to Busan’s marine experiences 
and regional narratives, Korea can be perceived not as a single-city 
destination, but as a multidimensional tourism country offering multiple 
layers of experience.

The era of resource-centered tourism is fading. The future competitiveness 
of Korean tourism will depend not on how many resources the country 
possesses, but on its ability to design experiences that shape how travelers 
encounter Korea, remember it, and ultimately desire to return. Seoul must 
convert powerful demand drivers into deeper experiential engagement, 
while Busan must enrich its exceptional marine experiences with stronger 
humanistic and cultural narratives. When these two cities are connected 
within a unified national tourism narrative, Korean tourism can move 
beyond temporary demand growth and toward sustainable long-term 
competitiveness.
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Key Economic Indicators
Appendix

Indicator Statistics Measure 2020 2021 2022 2023 24.12 25.03 25.04 25.05 25.06 25.7 25.8 25.9 25.10. 25.11 25.12 26.01 26.02 26.03 26.04

General 
Economics

GDP Growth Rate1 Real GDP Growth(%) -0.7 4.6 2.7 1.6 0.1(Q4) -0.2(Q1) 0.7(Q2) 1.3(Q3) -0.2(Q4) 1.7(Q1)
Private Consumption Growth(%) -4.6 3.7 4.2 2 0.2(Q4) -0.1(Q1) 0.5(Q2) 1.3(Q3) 0.3(Q4) 0.5(Q1)

Composite Indexes of 
Business Indicators2

Leading Indicator 100.0 106.3 108.7 110.9 116.5 117.6 118.1 118.6 119.1 120.1 120.9 121.2 121.5 122.2 123.1 124.2 125.2 126.4
Coincident Indicator 100.0 103.7 108.2 110.2 113.1 113.6 113.9 113.7 114.1 114.3 114.7 114.8 114.6 114.5 114.5 114.7 115.7 116.2

Lagging Indicator 100.0 103.6 109.3 113.4 116.6 117.4 117.7 117.8 117.9 118.1 118.2 118.5 119 119.5 119.9 120.2 120.8 121.0

Business
Trends

Business Survey 
Index3

Total 81.5 101.4 94.0 92.0 97.3 90.8 88 85 94.7 94.6 92.6 93.2 96.3 94.8 98.7 95.4 93.9 102.7 85.1
Non-manufacturing 84.2 100.6 96.1 93.6 105.1 86.3 84.2 90.8 93.5 103.4 98.3 93.8 95.8 92.8 105.2 98.9 99.5 99.4 84.6
Leisure/Hospitality - 99.5 89.7 103.1 123.1 100 100 142.9 100 150 123.1 107.7 92.9 92.3 114.3 107.1 100 108.3 84.6

Business Survey 
Index by Industry4

Total 65 84 82 72 68 66 65 65 69 68 67 71 67 71 70 69 70 75 71
Accommodation 30 48 85 80 87 51 60 54 55 65 73 78 90 69 73 57 64 67 70

SME Business 
Outlook Survey5

Total 70.7 77.8 82.7 80.7 72.6 74.7 75.7 75.7 75 76.6 74.6 80.3 75.4 77.5 76.5 79.3 79.5 82.5 80.8
Food/Accommodation 60.7 57.8 80.9 89.0 75.7 76.2 79.7 76.9 82 85 80.3 79.5 81.3 81.4 82 79 84.1 82.2 79.9

Consumer Survey 
Index6

Consumer Confidence Index 88 103 96 97 88 93 94 102 109 111 111 110 110 112 110 111 112 107 99
Consumer Expenditure Outlook 97 108 111 112 102 104 105 108 110 111 111 110 110 110 110 111 111 111 108

Travel Expenditure Outlook 71 86 93 96 88 91 92 95 99 99 98 97 97 98 97 97 99 97 92
Entertainment Expenditure Outlook 80 89 92 93 87 88 89 92 94 95 94 94 94 95 95 94 95 94 91

F&B Expenditure Outlook 83 92 94 94 89 91 92 94 97 98 99 97 98 99 98 97 98 97 93

Production Index of 
Service Sector7

Total 100.0 105.0 112.3 115.8 119 118.9 119.2 118.8 120 119.8 119.1 121.3 120.9 121.5 122.5 122.3 122.7 124.4
Accommodation 100.0 111.3 139.0 143.8 137.1 138.2 135.6 136.5 131.2 133.1 135.4 137.1 139.3 143.4 141.8 143.0 143.3 141.0
Food & Beverage 100.0 100.7 116.6 117.0 113.1 113.6 114.4 114.3 113.7 114.7 115.5 114.5 115.3 115.6 113 113.6 112.4 112.6

Prices

Consumer Price 
Index8

Total 100.00 102.50 107.72 111.59 114.91 116.29 116.38 116.27 116.31 116.52 116.45 117.06 117.42 117.20 117.57 118.03 118.40 118.80 119.37
Hotel 100.00 99.82 108.71 116.95 123.93 116.16 122.20 126.56 119.69 127.96 135.14 125.29 138.75 129.53 128.78 119.11 122.02 124.19 131.49
Motel 100.00 98.39 101.64 106.21 108.06 107.84 107.28 108.43 108.18 108.67 108.99 108.74 109.44 108.59 108.30 108.10 108.31 108.15 108.20
Resort 100.00 99.86 102.43 110.63 121.56 124.66 123.91 133.89 123.95 153.79 173.07 117.02 138.58 123.35 139.94 145.94 140.95 116.30 122.13

Recreational Facilities 100.00 102.65 108.58 112.66 110.01 108.22 106.24 110.50 109.39 126.59 136.31 109.65 117.96 108.29 110.18 109.52 109.88 104.35 104.68

Producer Price Index9

Total 100.00 106.38 115.29 117.11 119.51 120.36 120.14 119.64 119.77 120.19 120.11 120.54 120.94 121.31 121.76 122.56 123.28 125.24
Accommodation service 100.00 99.55 105.65 112.97 118.87 115.72 117.94 122.36 118.25 137.7 145.27 119.71 130.96 123.03 126.05 121.23 122.51 120.05

Hotel 100.00 100.00 108.89 117.82 125.15 117.3 123.4 127.8 120.87 129.22 136.48 126.53 140.12 130.81 130.04 120.27 123.21 125.41
Motel 100.00 98.49 101.82 106.34 108.11 107.89 107.33 108.48 108.23 108.72 109.04 108.79 109.49 108.64 108.35 108.15 108.36 108.20
Resort 100.00 100.34 103.24 111.93 123.81 126.97 126.2 136.36 126.25 156.63 176.27 119.19 141.14 125.63 142.53 148.64 143.56 118.46

Labor Economically Active 
Population Survey10

Unemployment Rate(%) 4.0 3.7 2.9 2.7 3.8 3.1 2.9 2.8 2.8 2.4 2.0 2.1 2.2 2.2 4.1 4.1 3.4 3.0 2.9
Employment Rate(%) 60.1 60.5 62.1 62.6 61.4 62.5 63.2 63.8 63.6 63.4 63.3 63.7 63.4 63.4 61.5 61.0 61.8 62.7 63.0

Tourism
Tourism Balance11

Total Tourism Balance($M) -2,561 -4,080 -5,731 -10,383 -584.4 -699.9 -339.8 -821.7 -846.8 -656.2 -809.5 -695.4 -1297.3 -815.4 -1060.4 -1403.4 -1099.3 263.8
Total Tourism Income($M) 10,984 11,335 13,022 16,214 1891.9 1658.1 2043.4 1861.5 1855.4 2054.6 1923.6 2113.5 1896.9 1890.8 2031.7 1636.2 1555.9 2648.8

Total Tourism Expenditure($M) 13,545 15,415 18,753 26,597 2476.3 2358.0 2383.2 2683.2 2702.2 2710.8 2733.1 2808.9 3194.2 2706.2 3092.1 3039.6 2655.2 2385.0

Immigration12 Number of Outbound Travelers(K) 4,276,006 1,222,541 6,554,031 22,715,841 2,716,138 2,197,971 2,149,577 2,391,130 2,226,396 2,435,291 2,422,218 2,235,874 2,678,376 2,467,701 2,747,093 3,267,988 2,769,295 2,293,716
Number of Inbound Travelers(K) 2,519,118 967,003 3,198,017 11,031,665 1,270,863 1,614,596 1,707,113 1,629,387 1,169,220 1,733,199 1,820,332 1,702,813 1,739,020 1,596,939 1,518,292 1,265,658 1,431,472 2,045,992

Currency Exchange Rate13

USD 1,180.05 1,144.42 1,291.95 1,305.41 1441.9 1,456.95 1,444.31 1,394.49 1,366.95 1,378.38 1,389.96 1,391.83 1,428.21 1,457.77 1467.4 1456.51 1,449.32 1,486.64 1,485.91
EUR 1,345.99 1,352.79 1,357.38 1,412.36 1509.03 1,575.91 1,617.71 1,571.45 1,574.56 1,610.43 1,619.26 1,633.09 1,659.66 1,684.90 1717.96 1709.82 1,713.05 1,718.26 1,736.98
JPY 1,105.07 1,041.45 983.44 931.24 936.96 977.77 999.96 962.28 944.94 937.92 942.7 941.2 940.33 939.83 941.39 929.51 932.63 936.68 933.31
CNY 170.88 177.43 191.57 184.22 197.73 200.79 197.7 193.37 190.3 192.23 193.75 195.36 200.51 205.04 208.26 209.08 209.73 215.65 217.25

*This index should be interpreted with caution because the value is calculated by averaging monthly or quarterly indices in Yanolja Research. 
1) The Bank of Korea, QoQ(%)
2) KOSTAT; 2020=100
3) The Federation of Korean Industries; if the index is above(below) 100, more(less) companies expect the next month’s business conditions to improve than those do not; 
“Leisure/Accommodation and Food Services” sector was not surveyed before 2021
4) The Bank of Korea; Index range = 0~200; If the index is above 100, the number of companies with a positive outlook is greater than those with a negative outlook
5) Ministry of SMEs and Startups; If the index is above(below) 100, more(less) companies expect the next month’s business conditions to improve than those that do not
6) The Bank of Korea; Index ragne = 0~200; If the index is above(below) 100, consumers sense that overall economic situation is better(worse) than average
7) KOSTAT; 2020=100; Constant
8) KOSTAT; 2020=100

9) KOSTAT; 2020=100
10) KOSTAT; 2020=100
11)KOSTAT; Surveys the unemployment rate(%) and employment rate(%) among the economically active population aged 15 and over.
12) The Bank of Korea
13) Korea Tourism Organization DataLab
14) Hana Bank; Based on the sales base rate
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