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Preface

In the literature, as well as in the media and the scientific community, the impact of the pandemic

on tourism has been the most commonly discussed topic over the last two years. Nevertheless, with

the development of the situation, our knowledge is being supplemented day by day. In particular,

this Special Issue (24 papers) aspires to expand the discussion and scientific debate on a range of

viewpoints, trends, approaches, cases, impacts, challenges, models, and/or frameworks relating

to tourism in the time of COVID-19, as well as the possibility of implementing the principles of

sustainable tourism development in the post-pandemic period.

At the time of the issue, the world has been freed from the pandemic (although new negative

political and economic phenomena have arisen), and tourism is approaching sizes close to those

of 2019. Problems that constituted a significant barrier to the construction of sustainable tourism

are even beginning to be noted. From the point of view of the 2023 season, many destinations in

the pandemic situation of “undertourism” are re-entering the familiar phenomenon of overtourism.

There is no doubt that many of these cities, regions, and even countries are looking for a tool for “new

tourism”, because it is not just about restarting tourism. The results of research conducted during the

pandemic and the conclusions and implications for the further development of tourism drawn on this

basis are valuable case studies from various regions, countries, and continents.

They allow for a scientific discussion, from a number of points of view, not only on the effects of

the pandemic on tourism but also on the expected trends, effects, challenges, or models of solutions

for the implementation of the principles of sustainable development of tourism in the post-pandemic

period. One gets the impression that the pandemic has accelerated both the scientific and pragmatic

discussion, seeking answers to questions about post-pandemic changes in tourism demand as well

as legal, organizational, or marketing solutions for the commercialization of tourist services and

destination management. There is a topic of building healthy relations between various groups of

tourism stakeholders, including entrepreneurs and tourists, or priorities in the area of marketing and

sales undertaken by entrepreneurs and the Destination Management Organization. An answer was

also sought to the question of the impact of the pandemic on the tourism economy. The literature

review analysis of smart tourism in the context of sustainable development is also valuable for

researchers.

The articles published online are already very popular. They have been viewed by several

thousand researchers and cited 55 times by other authors (as of August 2023).

We sincerely thank all the authors for their contributions to this Special Issue.

Zygmunt Kruczek and Bartłomiej Walas

Editors
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The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Tourism Sector
in the Autonomous Region of Madeira
Paulo Rita * , Nuno António and João Neves

NOVA Information Management School (NOVA IMS), Universidade NOVA de Lisboa, 1070-312 Lisbon, Portugal
* Correspondence: prita@novaims.unl.pt

Abstract: The highly regarded and award-winning tourism destination that is the autonomous region
of Madeira (ARM), in the Madeira and Porto Santo islands, has suffered the consequences that the
COVID-19 pandemic has brought to tourism through the mobility limitations as well as the fear faced
by travelers. From data collected on tourism, COVID-19, and demography in ARM from the years
2019 to 2020, this study makes use of data science techniques, including statistics, data mining, and
data visualization, to analyze the direct and indirect effects of the coronavirus outbreak as well as the
weight of population density in the propagation of the virus. The results validate a direct effect and
show evidence of dense regions having aggravated virus propagation, but they do not corroborate
the idea that an indirect effect was significant.

Keywords: COVID-19; Madeira; tourism; population density; correlation significance analysis;
k-means clustering

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic was a worldwide health emergency that tragically took the
lives of over 2 million people globally [1]. To date, the transmission of this coronavirus
is believed by scientists to be performed by direct transmission, from person to person,
in close contact situations, or, on rare occasions, by touching contaminated surfaces or
objects. In order to prevent the virus from spreading further, governments across the
globe have followed the World Health Organization’s (WHO) guidelines and implemented
restrictive measures that range from schedule limitations and air traffic restrictions to
complete lockdowns of entire regions.

Although these measures have shown effectiveness in stabilizing the spread of the
virus, they dramatically offset the businesses forced to shut down their establishments and
most businesses that relied on tourism for consumption. It has been previously determined
that infectious disease outbreaks, including the coronavirus, greatly jeopardize the tourism
industry, given its reliance on human mobility [2].

The tourism sector, being a highly vulnerable industry to various environmental,
political, and socio-economic risks, is accustomed to and has become robust and resilient in
recovering [3] from several distinct categories of crises, such as natural catastrophes, health
emergencies, and terrorism attacks, among plenty others. Nevertheless, the nature and
unprecedented events of the COVID-19 pandemic reveal signs that this health emergency is
not only unique and unusual but has also produced profound and long-run transformations
to the structure of tourism as an industry and its socio-economic activity [4,5].

Multiple authors have previously studied the impact of economic crises on tourism as
well as the impact of pandemics on the economy. While not many have explored the impact
of health-related crises on tourism, numerous new studies have emerged in recent times
about the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the tourism sector. Nevertheless,
literature on the impact of pandemics on tourism has uncovered a number of gaps. There
appears to be a controversy in the results regarding whether population density has a

1
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negative impact on the propagation and severity of pandemics. Concerning COVID-19,
some authors, namely [6–8], refer to population level indicators as highly and significantly
correlated to the number of infections. Thus, this indicator is considered a determinant in
the proliferation of viruses, and other authors have obtained results that do not corroborate
the idea that population density is a determining factor of influence in the context of the
pandemic. A study by [9] recalls the case of some extremely populationally dense cities,
such as Singapore, Seoul, and Shanghai, that have outperformed other less dense cities in
fighting the COVID-19 pandemic and uses an empirical approach to study the impact of the
population density of Chinese cities on the proliferation of the coronavirus, and its results
found no significant correlation between the two either. The opposing results among the
authors do not allow for a clear answer to the given question, therefore originating a gap in
the research where there is no objective conclusion.

Furthermore, the literature that studies the indirect impact of pandemics on tourism
tends to use a theoretical approach. Of the few studies that followed an empirical approach,
most used questionnaires to assess the population’s opinion, demonstrating a lack of
author contributions and real daily data. The use of real data are recognized to have higher
reliability and accuracy than questionnaire data [10].

Considering the identified gaps, this study aims to assess the direct and indirect
impact of the pandemic on the tourism sector in the autonomous region of Madeira. This
study also aims to understand whether the impact of the pandemic varied by municipality.
This type of study is necessary to reinforce the knowledge available for governmental
decision-making for future pandemics or health-related crises based on cyclical patterns,
which tend to recur with various types of viruses and bacteria, reappearing inevitably at
some point in time.

As Portugal’s third most visited region, following the Algarve and Lisbon, the au-
tonomous region of Madeira (ARM) is an enticing archipelago renowned for its lush land-
scapes, unique flora and fauna, vibrant culture, and the world-famous Madeira wine [11].
Historically, the autonomous region of Madeira is notorious for having a local economy
heavily reliant on tourism activity as its primary source of income, with 26% of its regional
GDP associated with tourism products. The sector is responsible for 20 thousand worksta-
tions in the region, and therefore, it is no surprise that the archipelago was deeply affected
by the pandemic. In 2020, the tourism sector was virtually disabled for several months and
heavily restricted upon reopening, and as such, the major source of income for the local
economy was cut down, and the whole sector was drastically impacted. Statistics published
by DREM show that the sector was reduced to zero activity every month, and the region’s
GDP was reduced by 2.2%. According to the same source, this sector’s indicators, such as
the arrivals and sleepovers of tourists in the region, the income of accommodation services,
and occupation rates of these services, among others, dropped dramatically to zero or
extremely low values in the second trimester of 2020, leaving it clear that the damages
caused by the pandemic were devastating not only for the industry and healthcare sectors
but also to the tourism sector [12].

In particular, this study tries to answer four research questions. The first research
question is whether or not there was a direct impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism
in the year 2020, in the autonomous region of Madeira, in light of what is suggested by the
vast majority of the authors [13,14] as well as [15] and in domestic studies on the impacts of
the COVID-19 crisis on the tourism expectations of the Azores Archipelago residents [16].
Although most studies support this direct impact and its expected results are similar to
those obtained by the authors mentioned above, this is seen as a highly relevant subject of
analysis in the context of the topic of this study.

Similarly, the second research question is whether or not there was an indirect impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism, in light of studies such as the one made by [17]
on the indirect effect of malaria outbreaks on tourism in African regions where there were
no cases and also in a very recent study that focuses on how fear aggravated the damage
caused to tourism in China by the COVID-19 pandemic, as suggested by [18].

2
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The third research question is whether the population density of the municipalities
significantly influenced the spreading of the virus in the autonomous region of Madeira,
and it originates from several research papers that have focused their studies on the link
between the population density of the territories and the current pandemic. As mentioned
in the literature review, the results among studies have been somewhat contradictory,
but the results seem to converge to a positive relationship [6–8,19–26]. However, other
studies point to the fact that the density of the population is not significant and cannot
be a determining factor in the spread of COVID-19 [9]. The study by [27] evaluates this
effect as non-significant in earlier stages, with increasing significance in later stages of the
pandemic.

The fourth research question is whether there are chunks of similar data that can
be grouped to identify and classify affected municipalities, as suggested by the studies
above [7], or if the region handled the virus homogeneously.

2. Literature Review

Epidemic and pandemic emergencies often provoke critical negative swings in demand
for usually popular travel destinations, as tourists may, knowing of the risks, cancel their
trips in case they opt not to expose themselves to such dangers, becoming contaminated
or even restrained in a foreign location indeterminably [28]. Each person’s perceived risk
associated with traveling during outbreaks has been shown to affect their willingness
to travel [29]. A study published by representatives of the University of Technology
Republic of South Africa [17] focuses on the indirect impact of pandemics on tourism
in Africa. The study addresses the example of the Ebola crisis, which affected various
African tourism destinations, which experienced lower travel demand and, therefore, lower
tourism consumption, some of which was due to direct consequences of the pandemic.
However, it also refers to the fact that the travelers canceled their trips even to faraway
lands such as South Africa, Kenya, and West Africa, with no reported virus cases.

Furthermore, hotel occupancy rates in Nigeria dropped by half due to media coverage
of Ebola before cases were reported in the region. The authors additionally address the Zika
outbreak in South America, which was declared a public health emergency by the World
Health Organization (WHO), and the declaration itself showed a negative impact on sport
tourism gatherings and religious gatherings. The study focuses on the indirect effect of
these health emergencies on tourism without directly affecting a region. On a similar note,
a recent study focuses on the COVID-19 pandemic and how it generated an unprecedented
level of public fear, and it studies how such fear aggravated the damage caused to tourism
in China during the pandemic [18]. Other studies analyzed the impact of the fear caused
by the SARS virus outbreak in 2004 and how it reduced people’s propensity to travel. The
consensus amongst the authors is that multiple traveling fear-inducing factors emerge from
health emergencies, and even in regions that have not suffered directly from them, tourism
has indirect consequences that originate from the effects of the media, international tourism,
and globalization [30].

In a chain of events, factors that promote the spread of diseases inevitably end up
damaging the tourism sector by amplifying the dimension taken by the outbreaks. Multiple
authors have highlighted that population density is a major source of concern for health and
governmental authorities, especially in the case of highly contagious diseases such as the
one caused by the novel SARS-CoV-2 virus, which is the reason why experts have claimed
physical distancing to be one of the most effective measures to fight the spread of the
virus [27]. Regarding the available literature on the relationship between population density
and the spread of pandemics, there has been a lack of historical documentation. Highlighted
in the context of this relationship are several studies [22–24,26], which, despite using
different approaches and methodologies, have shown converging results regarding this
relationship, which are that of a strong influence of population density on the rate of spread
of pandemics and epidemics and indicate a positive relationship between this indicator
and the speed at which diseases spread out. However, in recent times, several research
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papers have been studying the link between the population density of the territories and
the current COVID-19 pandemic, and the results among the studies have been somewhat
contradictory, though the relation is positive the majority of the time. Ref. [21] studied
how this relationship panned out in the United States, particularly in the state of Alabama,
and found that, despite having less testing per population density, new infections were
disproportionately more frequent in heavily populated regions, indicating that not only
infections were more prominent in highly dense regions of the state but also that instances in
these areas may even be underreported. Ref. [25] dove deeper into the United States case by
studying the relationship between this indicator and the reproductive number of infections
across the country’s counties, verified with a sensitivity analysis of the results. Their
findings were that this relationship is positive and significant across counties, regardless
of multiple other factors, such as public transportation usage versus personal vehicle
ownership and household income. The relationship is possibly justified due to higher
contact rates due to higher population density. Conversely, in the geographical context
of the United States, a bivariate and multivariate regression approach has been applied
to indicate that population density has little significance when explaining the number of
infections throughout the country. However, it became a good predictor of the results of
cumulative infections as the virus spread across the United States, concluding that this
indicator, while not being as good of a predictor in the early stages of a pandemic, has
shown its weight as the infectious disease started spreading and reached later stages [27].

When looking at the case of India, one of the densest countries in the world, studies
made on the influence of population density and the COVID-19 pandemic in Indian states
have shown that, even in states with the most sophisticated healthcare infrastructure,
the spatial analysis has shown that density strongly influenced the virus’ transmission
rate [19]. A similar study by [31] also analyzes how population density has impacted
infection and mortality rates in Indian cities by using Pearson R and regression, and its
results also indicate that the relationship is positive. Ref. [20] also uses a regression model
to investigate how this relationship performs in Turkish cities by measuring the impact of
population density on the elasticity of the curve that is drawn by infection cases and finds
that density accentuates the rate at which the cases rise and that lower densities are linked
to values of elasticity that are close to or even lower than 1, which means that the curve
tends to flatten out for the lowest density cities. On the same note, the results show that the
curve rises most of the time and becomes steeper as density increases. Ref. [32] adds to this
topic by analyzing how the virus spread was influenced by wind and population density in
81 provinces in Turkey and also finding that dense provinces had a faster rate of infections.
Equally, dense provinces were negatively affected by wind, assuming that higher wind
speeds increase air circulation and promote transmission. The two parameters were found
to explain 94% of the variance of virus spreading and thus were concluded to have had a
significant influence on the proliferation of the virus, particularly when working together.

The French study by [6] suggested that the link between the density of French territo-
ries based on data from the 2016 Census and the epidemic was positive most of the time,
assuming that a higher density would result in a higher propensity for one to become con-
taminated or by a higher death rate, despite Chinese studies stating otherwise, leveraging
the distance to Wuhan, the epicenter of the epidemic, as a bigger factor than population
density regarding this relationship in China. The study by [7] focuses on population density
as a factor in the spread of COVID-19 in Algeria, where a clustering algorithm allowed to
isolate the groups of cities with higher numbers of COVID-19 infections as well as the high-
est population densities and found strong correlations associated with high significance
regarding that relationship. The data analysis findings verified that population density
positively affected the spread of COVID-19 in Algeria. Additionally, a study of European
countries and the USA determined that population density has a small but substantial
effect on the rate of spread of the virus and claims that there is a significant correlation
between these two variables with a correlation coefficient of R2 = 0.23 in Europe and
R2 = 0.39 in the USA [8]. Conversely, other analyses believe that the density of the popu-

4



Sustainability 2023, 15, 12298

lation is not a topic of concern and cannot be a determining factor in the proliferation of
pandemics such as COVID-19 and use cities such as Singapore, Seoul, Shanghai, and New
York as counterexamples because of their underlying dense populations, whose number of
infections caused by the COVID-19 pandemic was no different from the ones documented
in cities with low urban density in per capita terms.

Similarly, in an empirical study from China on data collected from 284 Chinese cities,
the results do not corroborate the idea that population density is a determining factor
for the transmission of COVID-19. On the other hand, the most afflicted cities have a
relatively low density between 5000 and 10,000 inhabitants per km2 [9]. Other studies have
also found other inconsistent results regarding this relationship, showing no significant
relationship between COVID-19 spreading and population density, and explain it through
the heavy, restrictive measures used by the Chinese government, which were one of the
strictest across the globe, which effectively reduced the extent to which density could affect
a country that was on an entire lockdown and heavily restricted human-to-human contact.

Several authors have also contributed to the topic of the negative direct impact of the
pandemic on the tourism sector. The first of the studies is the one by [13], which focuses
on the direct impact of COVID-19 on the tourism industry in Malaysia, particularly on the
airlines and hotel businesses, having reached conclusive results on the dramatic damage
caused to the sector due to, not only the increase in cases but also revealing a large number
of tourists that canceled their trips due to the Malaysian government imposing travel
restrictions and bans, most of which were recommended or even imposed by the World
Health Organization. There is also the study by [14] that also focuses on how COVID-
19 induced a global change and hindered tourism worldwide and how they compared
with previous pandemics, concluding that the COVID-19 pandemic had a magnitude
in tourism that was never seen before, which also revealed and raised questions about
the vulnerability of work posts, particularly low-wage work posts in the tourism sector,
which were disproportionately affected by the crisis, especially in lower-income countries,
exposing this weakness in the sector that is conceivable to be affected similarly by future
health crises. Furthermore, the study by [15] also emphasizes the quarantine’s impact on
the tourism industry in Lviv, Ukraine, due to COVID-19. Its results show that the pandemic
had a massive negative effect on all of the indicators of the tourism sector in Lviv in 2020,
with a loss of tourism flow, expense, and budget, among others, and a severe economic
and market crisis associated with it. In the domestic panorama, we have studied [16] the
impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on the tourism expectations of the Azores Archipelago
residents, and the results have shown that most of the residents had their travel expectations
significantly lowered directly due to the pandemic. However, the results might include a
significant level of indirect influence from the pandemic on the survey answers from the
study.

Lastly, the study by [33] analyzes the COVID-19 pandemic through cluster analysis
as a data mining process, finding groups of states with similar reactions to the pandemic
regarding cured and death cases. This study would be interesting to see a more in-depth
look at the demographics and other data and evaluate whether other variables might have
influenced some countries to behave differently from others and which variables make
some countries behave alike.

3. Methodology

The methodology chosen is the cross-industry standard process for data mining
(CRISP-DM), a data mining model that uses the best practices to explore and analyze data.
This model has been traditionally broken down into six steps: Business Understanding,
Data Understanding, Data Preparation, Modeling, Evaluation, and Deployment.
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3.1. Business Understanding

In this phase, the key is to determine the objectives of the data mining project. This
phase involves identifying the available assets and resources, their associated constraints,
and the objectives to be achieved with the project.

For this study, the objectives of the data mining project rely on gathering data and
information about the tourism sector and the COVID-19 pandemic and using descriptive
data mining tools to transform this data into knowledge, draw valuable conclusions, and
extract meaningful results from previously fragmented data.

The data was mainly retrieved from the Direção de Regional de Estatística da Madeira
(DREM) Tourism Reports from 2019 to 2020, the DREM Demographic Report from 2020, the
Yearly Reports from Madeira Ports Association (APRAM) from 2019 to 2020 with data from
cruise and merchandise ship movement, and COVID-19 data from Direção Geral de Saúde
(DGS). The data collected were scattered across 16 tables and involved the 33 variables in
Table 1.

Table 1. Variables’ Metadata.

Variable Meaning

newguests_2019 New guests arriving in hotels in 2019
newguests_2020 New guests arriving in hotels in 2020
newguests_var Variation of new guests arriving in hotels 2019–2020

guests_2019 Lodged guests in 2019
guests_2020 Lodged guests in 2020
guests_var Variation of lodged guests 2019–2020

sleepovers_2019 Sleepovers in hotels in 2019
sleepovers_2020 Sleepovers in hotels in 2019
sleepovers_var Variation of sleepovers in hotels 2019–2020

totalincome_2019 Total hotel income 2019
totalincome_2020 Total hotel income 2020
totalincome_var Variation in hotel income 2019–2020

totalroomincome_2019 Total room income 2019
totalroomincome_2020 Total room income 2020
totalroomincome_var Variation in total room income 2019–2020

personelcosts_2019 Hotel personnel cost in 2019
personelcosts_2020 Hotel personnel cost in 2020
personelcosts_var Variation in hotel personnel costs 2019–2020

stopovers_2019 Ships stopping over at the shore 2019
embarked_2019 Total of ship embarkments in 2019

disembarked_2019 Total of ship disembarkments in 2019
intransit_2019 Total ships in transit in 2019

stopovers_2020 Ships stopping over at the shore 2020
embarked_2020 Ships stopping over at the shore 2020

disembarked_2020 Total of ship disembarkments in 2020
intransit_2020 Total ships in transit in 2020

covid19casesportugal_2020 Registered COVID-19 Cases in Portugal
covid19casesmadeira_2020/covidcases Registered COVID-19 Cases in Madeira

averagestay Average time spent lodged in the region (days)
populationaldensity Number of inhabitants per km2

longevity Measure of population life expectancy
avgpopulation Average population

worldcases Registered COVID-19 cases worldwide

The software used for the data pre-processing was Python, using the Anaconda
Notebook. The variables already include some calculated variables, such as the yearly
percent variation of the arrival of tourists.

The 33 variables are described using two different approaches, scrutinized by month
or municipality. In order to analyze this data, the 16 original tables were merged into only
2, which group data of each type, the Monthly Report and the Municipality Report:

Monthly Report: The data are scrutinized by month. The records are from January
to December, and the variables include most of the earlier mentioned tourism indicators,
COVID-19 variables, and demographic indicators of the whole Archipelago.

Municipality Report: The data are scrutinized by municipality. The records are the
11 municipalities of the Archipelago—Funchal, Machico, Ribeira Brava, Santa Cruz, Câmara
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de Lobos, Calheta, Ponta do Sol, São Vicente, Porto Moniz, Santana, and Porto Santo—and
again, the variables include most of the tourism indicators mentioned above, COVID-19
variables, and demographic indicators.

3.2. Data Understanding

The data is collected and explored during this phase to understand its content, shape,
structure, and properties. This is also the phase where the appropriate statistical tools and
algorithms are determined to be more appropriate during the modeling phase.

For this study, data was collected from the sources previously mentioned. An overview
was made of what variables could be extracted directly from the data sources, what other
variables were needed, and if they could be created from existing ones, as well as identifying
purposeless or redundant variables for the study to be discarded and creating preliminary
graphs and charts to visualize the raw, initial data that allowed a personal interpretation
and understanding of the available resources. In this phase, the main tools used were JMP
and Python. Within Python, packages and libraries such as Pandas, Numpy, and Matplotlib
were used, among plenty of others, to perform preliminary adjustments, column filtering,
and evaluating data coherence.

3.3. Data Preparation

This phase includes cleaning, validation, remapping, and transformations of data, and
the tools used were a combination of Python 3.10, Excel 2016, and JMP 16 by SAS. For this
study, due to the nature of the data obtained from official institutions or governmental es-
tablishments, data cleaning was conducted only as a methodology principle. The validation
process detected scarce missing, null, or duplicate values and inconsistencies. However,
several transformations, including merging and remapping of data, were required since
the elements were scattered across several sources and tables, so the procedure began by
reorganizing the resources into new tables. By the end of this phase, the final datasets were
ready to be used in the following modeling phase.

3.4. Modeling

After the data were remapped and ready to be analyzed, the first step was an ex-
ploratory data analysis, which began with a univariate analysis to study the variables’
variances and outliers and determine whether normalization is required. Secondly, a
bivariate analysis was also conducted, with a Pearson correlation analysis, where multi-
collinearity among the variables was checked.

If the correlation coefficient ranges between r = 0.50 and r = 1.00, it depicts a strong
positive or high degree of relationship between the two variables. If the correlation coefficient
ranges between r = −1.00 and r = −0.50, it relates to a strong negative relationship. If the
correlation coefficient approaches r = 0.00, it indicates no correlation between the two variables.

Specific models and algorithms are selected and run on the data during the modeling
phase. First, it is crucial to dive deeper than correlation analysis when dealing with
multivariate data since it is never appropriate to conclude that changes in one variable
cause changes in another based only on correlation alone, especially when dealing with
subsets of data. Therefore, following the correlation analysis, a significance testing analysis
was also performed to determine whether the relationships between variables were causal
or meaningful by computing their statistical significance, which is obtained by evaluating
the linear relationship between them. For this study, the method used in this stage was the
p-value method, whose p-value score was then put under scrutiny by performing statistical
testing to determine whether the correlation coefficient was significant.

Therefore, after setting α, the significance level, in the case where:

p-value ≤ α: The correlation is considered statistically significant.
p-value > α: The correlation is not considered statistically significant.

Furthermore, a clustering analysis was made to group the municipalities according to
their associated variables in the Municipality Report to create segments of the study of the
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composition of each cluster and, in particular, with interest in studying how COVID-19
infections and population densities behave among clusters. The algorithm used was k-
means, an unsupervised algorithm that, given a k number of nearest neighbors, partitions
n observations into k clusters, in which each observation is assigned to the cluster with
the nearest mean, or centroid, minimizing the Euclidean distance of the observations
concerning the centroid, which begin at given points for every cluster, and then as the
algorithm runs in an iterative process, calculations are made to optimize the positions of
the centroids, resulting in the formation of k clusters.

3.5. Evaluation

In this phase of the project, a review of the models is made to determine their accuracy
and ability to meet the goals and objectives of the project identified in previous phases. So,
in this case, the goal is to answer the questions asked in the model, extract conclusions
about the results, and study similarities and differences in the clustering models.

3.6. Deployment

Finally, the deployment phase includes disseminating the information, which includes
the tables and dashboards created within the tools used. In this case, these include the
correlation and significance tables of all the tables used and the results of the clustering
algorithm, complemented by the necessary reports to support them.

4. Results and Discussion

Correlations were calculated for every pair of variables in both datasets. Data analysis
was made to test the significance of these relationships. We wanted to study if there was
a relationship between worldwide COVID-19 infections and the arrival of new guests
at lodging services in 2020 and if that would be negative. However, the results do not
corroborate this idea. In the first half of the pandemic, we can observe that this relationship
was linear and positive, after which it became irregular, as shown in Figures 1 and 2.
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Figure 2. Line of Fit. Sleepover variation by regional infection count.

Firstly, a significance level of α was set at α = 0.05 to evaluate the statistical significance
of the correlation between registered COVID-19 cases in the region and the tourism vari-
ables. Highlighted in Figures 4 and 6 are the p-values of such correlations, referring to the
Monthly Report and the Municipality Report, respectively. Also highlighted in red are the
results whose p-value is smaller than the significance level α. This means there is sufficient
evidence to conclude that there is a significant linear relationship between those variables
and the count of infections due to the correlation coefficient being significantly different
from zero. If a slightly less usual significance level of α = 0.1 were to be assumed, variables
“Longevity” and “COVID-19 cases in Madeira” would also become significantly correlated,
which is an interesting result since older age groups, and in particular rural populations,
tend to overlook and neglect these sorts of health crises, possibly explaining this result.
However, keeping the current α, this correlation remains statistically insignificant.

Analyzing the significance of the variables’ “New guests”, “Guests”, “Sleepovers” and
“Average Stay” correlation with “COVID-19 cases in Madeira”, the results might appear
counterintuitive at first since they are positively correlated. However, one can consider
these values to reflect the region’s governmental policies. Such policies include testing the
travelers arriving in ARM and the mandatory hotel quarantine until they receive their test
results. Thus, these policies can explain why an increase in cases leads to more people
being lodged in tourism accommodation services and consequently explain the correlation
and significance level between the variables.

The correlation matrix for monthly data (Figure 3) shows that most of the correlations
that made sense to investigate seem to have counterintuitive values and are not objectively
what was expected. Additionally, by analyzing the values obtained in the p-value matrix
(Figure 4), the results show that, when looking at the confirmed cases in the region, there
is a pattern of negative correlations with most of the remaining variables. These results
point towards the negative relationship that was expected. However, the p-value analysis
of these correlations has revealed no statistical significance in the correlations between
COVID-19 cases and the tourism indicators from 2020, so the results do not validate the
significance of the negative relationship found and are thus not in line with the results
obtained by [13–16], where this relationship was found to be positive.
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newguests_2020 newguests_var guests_2020 guests_var sleepovers_2020 sleepovers_var totalincome_2020 totalincome_var totalroomincome_2020

newguests 2020 1 0.9501 0.9928 0.943 0.9778 0.9201 0.9753 0.9122 0.9765
newguests_var 0.9501 1 0.9648 0.9974 0.9838 0.9919 0.9789 0.9888 0.9796
guests_2020 0.9928 0.9648 1 0.9648 0.9933 0.9461 0.9923 0.9401 0.9929

guests_var 0.943 0.9974 0.9648 1 0.9866 0.997 0.9827 0.9951 0.9829
sleepovers_2020 0.9778 0.9828 0.9933 0.9866 1 0.9755 0.9978 0.9714 0.9982

sleepovers_var 0.9201 0.9919 0.9461 0.997 0.9755 1 0.9717 0.9997 0.9715
total income_2020 0.9753 0.9789 0.9923 0.9827 0.9978 0.9717 1 0.9678 0.9999

totalincome_var 0.9122 0.9888 0.9401 0.9951 0.9714 0.9997 0.9678 1 0.9674
totalroomincome_2020 0.9765 0.9796 0.9929 0.9829 0.9982 0.9715 0.9999 0.9674 1

totalroomincome_var 0.9123 0.9888 0.9385 0.9944 0.9699 0.9994 0.9658 0.9998 0.9655
personelcosts_2020 0.8652 0.8529 0.8888 0.8652 0.8819 0.8525 0.8994 0.8506 0.8964

personelcosts_var 0.8962 0.8855 0.9242 0.9004 0.9207 0.8889 0.9353 0.8873 0.9325
stopovers_2020 0.6711 0.8394 0.7381 0.8584 0.8004 0.873 0.7908 0.8771 0.7923
embarked_2020 0.7281 0.8241 0.7757 0.8515 0.8266 0.8761 0.8128 0.882 0.8127

disembarked_2020 0.6979 0.7989 0.7605 0.8336 0.8118 0.8571 0.8043 0.8639 0.8038
Intransit_2020 0.6969 0.8598 0.7573 0.8769 0.8202 0.8935 0.8076 0.8972 0.8092

covid19casesportugal_2020 -0.2007 -0.1799 -0.2039 -0.1793 -0.2156 -0.1778 -0.2066 -0.1718 -0.2121
covid19casesmadeira_2020 -0.1508 -0.153 -0.1876 -0.176 -0.2041 -0.1701 -0.1587 -0.1677 -0.163

totalroomincome_var personelcosts_2020 personelcosts_var stopovers_2020 embarked_2020 disembarked_2020 intransit_2020 covid19casesportugal_2020 covid19casesmadeira_2020

newguests_2020 0.9123 0.8652 0.8962 0.6711 0.7281 0.6979 0.6969 -0.2007 -0.1508
newguests_var 0.9588 0.8529 0.8855 0.8394 0.8241 0.7989 0.8598 -0.1799 -0.153
guests_2020 0.9385 0.8888 0.9242 0.7381 0.7757 0.7605 0.7573 -0.2039 -0.1876

guests_var 0.9944 0.8652 0.9004 0.8584 0.8515 0.8336 0.8769 -0.1793 -0.176
sleepovers_2020 0.9698 0.8819 0.9207 0.0004 0.8266 0.8118 0.8202 -0.2156 -0.2041

sleepovers_var 0.9994 0.8525 0.8889 0.873 0.8761 0.8571 0.8935 -0.1778 -0.1701
totalincome_2020 0.9658 0.8994 0.9353 0.7908 0.8128 0.8043 0.8076 -0.2066 -0.1587

totalincome_var 0.9998 0.8506 0.8873 0.8771 0.882 0.8639 0.8972 -0.1718 -0.1677
totalroomincome_2020 0.9655 0.8964 0.9325 0.7923 0.8127 0.8038 0.8092 -0.2121 -0.163

totalroomincome_var 1 0.8482 0.854 0.8706 0.882 0.8607 0.8926 -0.1658 -0.1605
personelcosts_2020 0.8482 1 0.9918 0.6386 0.6728 0.6924 0.6385 0.0643 0.0666

personelcosts_var 0.884 0.9918 1 0.6952 0.7373 0.7582 0.6977 -0.0146 -0.0294
stopovers_2020 0.8708 0.6356 0.6952 1 0.8551 0.8837 0.9946 -0.3055 -0.3892
embarked_2020 0.882 0.6728 0.7373 0.8551 1 0.9851 0.8926 -0.3535 -0.4228

disembarked_2020 0.8607 0.6924 0.7582 0.8837 0.9851 1 0.9062 -0.3598 -0.4309
intransit_2020 0.8926 0.6385 0.6977 0.9946 0.8926 0.9062 1 -0.3372 -0.4025

covid19casesportugal_2020 -0.1658 0.0643 -0.0146 -0.3055 -0.3535 -0.3598 -0.3372 1 0.5069
covid19casesmadeira_2020 -0.1605 0.0666 -0.0294 -0.3892 -0.4228 -0.4309 -0.4025 0.5069 1

newguests_2020 newguests_var guests_2020 guests_var sleepovers_2020 sleepovers_var totalincome_2020 totalincome_var totalroomincome_2020

newguests_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
newguests_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
guests_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

guests_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
sleepovers_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

sleepovers_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
total income_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

totalincome_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
totalroomincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

totalroomincome_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
personelcosts_2020 0.0003 0.0004 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0004 < 0.0001 0.0005 < 0.0001

personelcosts_var < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001
stopovers_2020 0.0169 0.0006 0.0061 0.0004 0.0018 0.0002 0.0022 0.0002 < 0.0001
embarked_2020 0.0072 0.001 0.003 0.0004 0.0009 0.0002 0.0013 0.0001 0.0021

disembarked_2020 0.0116 0.0018 0.0041 0.0008 0.0013 0.0004 0.0016 0.0003 0.0016
Intransit_2020 0.0118 0.0003 0.0043 0.0002 0.0011 < 0.0001 0.0015 < 0.0001 0.0014

covid19casesportugal_2020 0.5317 0.5758 0.5251 0.5772 0.501 0.5803 0.5194 0.5933 0.5082
covid19casesmadeira_2020 0.64 0.6351 0.5592 0.5843 0.5246 0.5972 0.6222 0.6024 0.6127

totalroomincome_var personelcosts_2020 personelcosts_var stopovers_2020 embarked_2020 disembarked_2020 intransit_2020 covid19casesportugal_2020 covid19casesmadeira_2020

newguests_2020 < 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0169 0.0072 0.0116 0.0118 0.5317 0.64
newguests_var < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 0.0006 0.001 0.0018 0.0003 0.5758 0.6351
guests_2020 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0061 0.003 0.0041 0.0043 0.5251 0.5592

guests_var < 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0004 0.0008 0.0002 0.5772 0.5843
sleepovers_2020 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0018 0.0009 0.0013 0.0011 0.501 0.5246

sleepovers_var < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 0.0002 0.0002 0.0004 < 0.0001 0.5803 0.5972
totalincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0022 0.0013 0.0016 0.0015 0.5194 0.6222

totalincome_var < 0.0001 0.0005 0.0001 0.0002 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.5933 0.6024
totalroomincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0021 0.0013 0.0016 0.0014 0.5082 0.6127
totalroomincome_vari < 0.0001 0.0005 0.0001 0.0002 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.6065 0.6182

personelcosts_2020 0.0005 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0254 0.0165 0.0126 0.0255 0.7945 0.8371
personelcosts_var 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0121 0.0062 0.0043 0.0116 0.9641 0.9277
stopovers_2020 0.0002 0.0254 0.0121 < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.3342 0.2111
embarked_2020 0.0001 0.0165 0.0062 0.0004 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2597 0.1709

disembarked_2020 0.0003 0.0126 0.0043 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2506 0.162
Intransit_2020 < 0.0001 0.0255 0.0116 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2838 0.1946

covid19casesportugal_2020 0.6065 0.7945 0.9641 0.3342 0.2597 0.2506 0.2839 < 0.0001 0.0926
covid19casesmadeira_2020 0.6182 0.8371 0.9277 0.2111 0.1709 0.162 0.1946 0.0926 < 0.0001

Figure 3. Correlation Matrix—Monthly Data.
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totalroomincome_2020 0.9765 0.9796 0.9929 0.9829 0.9982 0.9715 0.9999 0.9674 1

totalroomincome_var 0.9123 0.9888 0.9385 0.9944 0.9699 0.9994 0.9658 0.9998 0.9655
personelcosts_2020 0.8652 0.8529 0.8888 0.8652 0.8819 0.8525 0.8994 0.8506 0.8964

personelcosts_var 0.8962 0.8855 0.9242 0.9004 0.9207 0.8889 0.9353 0.8873 0.9325
stopovers_2020 0.6711 0.8394 0.7381 0.8584 0.8004 0.873 0.7908 0.8771 0.7923
embarked_2020 0.7281 0.8241 0.7757 0.8515 0.8266 0.8761 0.8128 0.882 0.8127

disembarked_2020 0.6979 0.7989 0.7605 0.8336 0.8118 0.8571 0.8043 0.8639 0.8038
Intransit_2020 0.6969 0.8598 0.7573 0.8769 0.8202 0.8935 0.8076 0.8972 0.8092

covid19casesportugal_2020 -0.2007 -0.1799 -0.2039 -0.1793 -0.2156 -0.1778 -0.2066 -0.1718 -0.2121
covid19casesmadeira_2020 -0.1508 -0.153 -0.1876 -0.176 -0.2041 -0.1701 -0.1587 -0.1677 -0.163

totalroomincome_var personelcosts_2020 personelcosts_var stopovers_2020 embarked_2020 disembarked_2020 intransit_2020 covid19casesportugal_2020 covid19casesmadeira_2020

newguests_2020 0.9123 0.8652 0.8962 0.6711 0.7281 0.6979 0.6969 -0.2007 -0.1508
newguests_var 0.9588 0.8529 0.8855 0.8394 0.8241 0.7989 0.8598 -0.1799 -0.153
guests_2020 0.9385 0.8888 0.9242 0.7381 0.7757 0.7605 0.7573 -0.2039 -0.1876

guests_var 0.9944 0.8652 0.9004 0.8584 0.8515 0.8336 0.8769 -0.1793 -0.176
sleepovers_2020 0.9698 0.8819 0.9207 0.0004 0.8266 0.8118 0.8202 -0.2156 -0.2041

sleepovers_var 0.9994 0.8525 0.8889 0.873 0.8761 0.8571 0.8935 -0.1778 -0.1701
totalincome_2020 0.9658 0.8994 0.9353 0.7908 0.8128 0.8043 0.8076 -0.2066 -0.1587

totalincome_var 0.9998 0.8506 0.8873 0.8771 0.882 0.8639 0.8972 -0.1718 -0.1677
totalroomincome_2020 0.9655 0.8964 0.9325 0.7923 0.8127 0.8038 0.8092 -0.2121 -0.163

totalroomincome_var 1 0.8482 0.854 0.8706 0.882 0.8607 0.8926 -0.1658 -0.1605
personelcosts_2020 0.8482 1 0.9918 0.6386 0.6728 0.6924 0.6385 0.0643 0.0666

personelcosts_var 0.884 0.9918 1 0.6952 0.7373 0.7582 0.6977 -0.0146 -0.0294
stopovers_2020 0.8708 0.6356 0.6952 1 0.8551 0.8837 0.9946 -0.3055 -0.3892
embarked_2020 0.882 0.6728 0.7373 0.8551 1 0.9851 0.8926 -0.3535 -0.4228

disembarked_2020 0.8607 0.6924 0.7582 0.8837 0.9851 1 0.9062 -0.3598 -0.4309
intransit_2020 0.8926 0.6385 0.6977 0.9946 0.8926 0.9062 1 -0.3372 -0.4025

covid19casesportugal_2020 -0.1658 0.0643 -0.0146 -0.3055 -0.3535 -0.3598 -0.3372 1 0.5069
covid19casesmadeira_2020 -0.1605 0.0666 -0.0294 -0.3892 -0.4228 -0.4309 -0.4025 0.5069 1

newguests_2020 newguests_var guests_2020 guests_var sleepovers_2020 sleepovers_var totalincome_2020 totalincome_var totalroomincome_2020

newguests_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
newguests_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
guests_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

guests_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
sleepovers_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

sleepovers_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
total income_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

totalincome_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
totalroomincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001

totalroomincome_var < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001
personelcosts_2020 0.0003 0.0004 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0004 < 0.0001 0.0005 < 0.0001

personelcosts_var < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001
stopovers_2020 0.0169 0.0006 0.0061 0.0004 0.0018 0.0002 0.0022 0.0002 < 0.0001
embarked_2020 0.0072 0.001 0.003 0.0004 0.0009 0.0002 0.0013 0.0001 0.0021

disembarked_2020 0.0116 0.0018 0.0041 0.0008 0.0013 0.0004 0.0016 0.0003 0.0016
Intransit_2020 0.0118 0.0003 0.0043 0.0002 0.0011 < 0.0001 0.0015 < 0.0001 0.0014

covid19casesportugal_2020 0.5317 0.5758 0.5251 0.5772 0.501 0.5803 0.5194 0.5933 0.5082
covid19casesmadeira_2020 0.64 0.6351 0.5592 0.5843 0.5246 0.5972 0.6222 0.6024 0.6127

totalroomincome_var personelcosts_2020 personelcosts_var stopovers_2020 embarked_2020 disembarked_2020 intransit_2020 covid19casesportugal_2020 covid19casesmadeira_2020

newguests_2020 < 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0169 0.0072 0.0116 0.0118 0.5317 0.64
newguests_var < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 0.0006 0.001 0.0018 0.0003 0.5758 0.6351
guests_2020 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0061 0.003 0.0041 0.0043 0.5251 0.5592

guests_var < 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0004 0.0008 0.0002 0.5772 0.5843
sleepovers_2020 < 0.0001 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0018 0.0009 0.0013 0.0011 0.501 0.5246

sleepovers_var < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 0.0002 0.0002 0.0004 < 0.0001 0.5803 0.5972
totalincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0022 0.0013 0.0016 0.0015 0.5194 0.6222

totalincome_var < 0.0001 0.0005 0.0001 0.0002 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.5933 0.6024
totalroomincome_2020 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0021 0.0013 0.0016 0.0014 0.5082 0.6127
totalroomincome_vari < 0.0001 0.0005 0.0001 0.0002 0.0001 0.0003 < 0.0001 0.6065 0.6182

personelcosts_2020 0.0005 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0254 0.0165 0.0126 0.0255 0.7945 0.8371
personelcosts_var 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.0121 0.0062 0.0043 0.0116 0.9641 0.9277
stopovers_2020 0.0002 0.0254 0.0121 < 0.0001 0.0004 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.3342 0.2111
embarked_2020 0.0001 0.0165 0.0062 0.0004 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2597 0.1709

disembarked_2020 0.0003 0.0126 0.0043 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2506 0.162
Intransit_2020 < 0.0001 0.0255 0.0116 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 < 0.0001 0.2838 0.1946

covid19casesportugal_2020 0.6065 0.7945 0.9641 0.3342 0.2597 0.2506 0.2839 < 0.0001 0.0926
covid19casesmadeira_2020 0.6182 0.8371 0.9277 0.2111 0.1709 0.162 0.1946 0.0926 < 0.0001

Figure 4. Significance Matrix—Monthly Data.

Furthermore, to study the indirect effect of the pandemic, a correlation significance
test was conducted using worldwide COVID-19 case data. In the event of worldwide
cases having a negative and significant relationship with the tourism variables, one can
assume that the cases from the region itself are considered negligible since they represent
approximately 0% of the global cases and deem the effect to be indirect due to the origin of
these cases being outside of the autonomous region of Madeira. The reviewed literature
regarding this relationship supported the idea that it should be positive and significant.
However, the results show a positive correlation of worldwide COVID-19 cases with
personnel costs and a negative correlation with the remaining variables, as displayed in
Table 2, and their p-values reveal that these correlations are not statistically significant. The
sample data could not perform a statistical inference to confirm the phenomenon described
by [17,18], and thus was not in line with the idea of the existence of an indirect effect of the
pandemic by having induced the fear of traveling.
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Table 2. Correlation and Significance—World Cases.

Variable Correlation p-Value

newguests_var −0.1555 0.6293
guests_2020 −0.1564 0.6273

sleepovers_202 −0.1933 0.5473
totalincome_2020 −0.1571 0.6258

totalroomincome_2020 −0.1618 0.6155
personalcosts_2020 0.1243 0.7003

stopovers_2020 −0.453 0.1391
embarked_2020 −0.5089 0.0911

disembarked_2020 −0.5225 0.0813
intransit_2020 −0.4745 0.1191

worldcases 1 0.0001
newguests_var −0.1555 0.6293

Focusing on municipal data, the correlation matrix of the municipalities represented in
Figure 5 shows that the variable “COVID-19 cases in Madeira” has a combination of positive
and negative relationships with the remaining variables related to tourism, represented in
Figure 5, some of which have statistical significance, according to the results obtained in
the p-value matrix in Figure 6.
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newguests_month cumulative_newguests newguests_month_var cumulative_newguests_var guests_month cumulative_ guests guests_month_var cumulative_guests_var sleepovers_month

newguests_month 1 1 -0.0088 -0.0888 0.9999 0.9999 -0.0638 -0.0638 0.9922
cumulative_newguests 1 1 -0.0888 -0.0888 0.9999 0.9999 -0.0538 -0.0638 0.9922
newguests_month_var -0.0888 -0.0888 1 1 -0.0961 -0.0961 0.999 0.999 -0.1152

cumulative_rewguests_var -0.0888 -0.0888 1 1 -0.0961 -0.0961 0.999 0.999 -0.1152
guests_month 0.9999 0.9999 -0.0961 -0.0961 1 1 -0.071 -0.071 0.9931

cumulative_guests 0.9999 0.9999 -0.0961 -0.0961 1 1 -0.071 -0.071 0.9931
guests_month_var -0.0638 -0.0638 0.999 0.999 -0.071 -0.071 1 1 -0.0891

cumulative_guests_var -0.0638 -0.0638 0.999 0.999 -0.071 -0.071 1 1 -0.0891
sleepovers_month 0.9922 0.9922 -0.1152 -0.1152 0.9931 0.9931 -0.0891 -0.0891 1

cumulative_sleepovers 0.999 0.999 -0.1149 -0.1149 0.9994 0.9994 -0.0897 -0.0897 0.9955
sleepovers_month_var 0.0094 0.0094 0.9654 0.9654 0.0025 0.0025 0.9708 0.9708 -0.0091

cumulative_sleepovers_var 0.0094 0.0094 0.9654 0.9654 0.0025 0.0025 0.9708 0.9708 -0.0001
averagestay 0.4854 0.4854 -0.1887 -0.1887 0.4884 0.4884 -0.1731 -0.1731 0.5128

cumulative_averagestay 0.4854 0.4854 -0.1887 -0.1887 0.4884 0.4884 -0.1731 -0.1731 0.5128
covidcases 0.802 0.802 -0.2397 -0.2397 0.806 0.806 -0.2064 -0.2064 0.8148

populationaldensity 0.8579 0.8579 -0.3597 -0.3597 0.8627 0.8527 -0.3305 -0.3305 0.8836
avgpopulation 0.9089 0.9089 -0.3102 -0.3102 0.9127 0.9127 -0.2811 -0.2811 0.936

longevity -0.3302 -0.3302 0.7144 0.7144 -0.335 -0.335 0.7035 0.7035 -0.3294

cumulative_sleepovers sleepovers_month_var cumulative_sleepovers_var averagestay cumulative_averagestay covidcases populationaldensity avgpopulation longevity

newguests_month 0.999 0.0094 0.0094 0.4854 0.4854 0.802 0.8579 0.9089 -0.3302
cumulative_newguests 0.999 0.0004 0.0094 0.4854 0.4854 0.802 0.8579 0.9089 -0.3302
newguests_month_var -0.1149 0.9654 0.9654 -0.1887 -0.1887 -0.2397 -0.3597 -0.3102 0.7144

cumulative_rewguests_var -0.1149 0.9654 0.9654 -0.1887 -0.1887 -0.2397 -0.3597 -0.3102 0.7144
guests_month 0.9994 0.0025 0.0025 0.4884 0.4884 0.806 0.8627 0.9127 -0.335

cumulative_guests 0.9994 0.0025 0.0025 0.4884 0.4884 0.806 0.8627 0.9127 -0.335
guests_month_var -0.0897 0.9708 0.9708 -0.1731 0.1731 -0.2064 -0.3305 -0.2811 0.7035

cumulative_guests_var -0.0997 0.9708 0.9708 -0.1731 -0.1731 -0.2064 -0.3305 -0.2811 0.7035
sleepovers_month 0.9955 -0.0091 -0.0091 0.5128 0.5128 0.8148 0.8836 0.936 -0.3294

cumulative_sleepovers 1 -0.0138 -0.0138 0.5036 0.5036 0.817 0.876 0.9234 -0.3458
sleepovers_month_var -0.0138 1 1 -0.0768 -0.0768 -0.1029 -0.2395 -0.1919 0.6482

cumulative_sleepovers_var -0.0138 1 1 -0.0768 -0.0768 -0.1029 -0.2395 -0.1919 0.6482
averagestay 0.5036 -0.0768 -0.0768 1 1 0.6937 0.7001 0.6563 -0.4867

cumulative_averagestay 0.5036 -0.0768 -0.0768 1 1 0.6937 0.7001 0.6563 -0.4867
covidcases 0.817 -0.1029 -0.1029 0.6937 0.6937 1 0.9541 0.9095 -0.5281

populationaldensity 0.876 -0.2395 -0.2395 0.7001 0.7001 0.9541 1 0.985 -0.615
avgpopulation 0.9234 -0.1919 -0.1919 0.6563 0.6563 0.9005 0.985 1 -0.5675

longevity -0.3458 0.6482 0.6482 -0.4867 -0.4867 -0.5281 -0.615 -0.5675 1

Figure 5. Correlation Matrix—Municipality.
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populationaldensity 0.0007 0.0007 0.2772 0.2772 0.0006 0.0006 0.3209 0.3209 0.0003
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Figure 6. Significance Matrix—Municipality.
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The results obtained allow us to draw important conclusions regarding what was
proposed in the research questions. They showed that the correlation between the same
variables was significant when compared among municipalities. However, that did not
happen when analyzed by month. This is observable in Figure 7, which compares the
two subsets of data from 2019 to 2020 (before and during the pandemic, respectively) as a
portrait of the pandemic’s impact on the arrival of new guests in the region (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Evolution of new guests in lodging services in ARM in 2019 and 2020.

Furthermore, the data preparation phase provided a priori insight regarding popula-
tion density. Some municipalities, such as Câmara de Lobos, one with a high population
density, were highly impacted by the pandemic compared with most other municipalities.
The results show that the variables “population density” and “average population” have
shown a significant correlation with the variable “COVID cases”, as seen and highlighted
in Figure 8, leaning towards the existence of a statistically significant linear relationship
between each of the two variables and the variation in COVID cases.
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To complement the analysis of this relation, a clustering analysis was made using the
relevant variables for this segment, which were “longevity”, “cumulative new guests cumu-
lative”, “average stay”, “COVID cases”, “population density” and “average population”.
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Using the cubic clustering criteria, the optimal number of clusters was found to be 3. Then,
the clustering method used was k-means, with the following results obtained in Table 3.

Table 3. K-means clustering results.

Cluster Longevity Cumulative_Newguests Averagestay Covidcases Populationaldensity Avg Population

1 51.2375 18,397.25 3.5752829 70 131.35 8913.375
2 41.65 30,880.5 5.1020125 428 600.55 39,358
3 42.4 28,4804 5.2462178 1008 1365.9 104,076.5

As we can observe, the results show that, groups of municipalities where the average
stay was longer are associated with a higher incidence of COVID cases, and the same also
goes for municipalities where the population density or average population was higher.

The municipalities and the three clusters they are inserted in are visually described in
Figure 9 as a function of the number of COVID-19 infections and population density.
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Figure 9. Cluster analysis representation, scrutinized by infection count and density.

Cluster 1 (Red): Calheta, Machico, Ponta do Sol, Porto Moniz, Ribeira Brava, Santana,
São Vicente, and Porto Santo; the average number of COVID cases in this cluster was a low
70.13, associated with an average population density of 131.35 and an average population
of 8913.

Cluster 2 (Green): Santa Cruz and Câmara de Lobos; as seen before, these are two of
the most impacted regions, both of which have comparably high population densities. The
cluster analysis shows that the average number of COVID cases in this cluster was 452,
associated with an average population density of 600.55 and an average population of 8913.

Cluster 3 (Blue): Funchal; leading this cluster by itself, Funchal records a whopping
1008 cases, with a population density of 1366 and a population of 104,077.

The clustering results are a set of three clusters that are representative of three distinct
tiers of population and population density levels. Cluster 1 is classified as having had a
good performance in the context of the pandemic and represents the group of municipalities
with a low population density mean and which have had fewer registered cases of infection
by the virus. Cluster 2 is classified as having had an average performance in the context
of the pandemic and represents the group of municipalities with an average population
density that have registered an average number of infections. Lastly, Cluster 3 is classified
as having had a bad performance in the context of the pandemic and represents the dense
municipalities, which have registered the highest average number of infections. The results
support the idea that we can predict how well an arbitrary municipality would do in a
pandemic depending on its population density and that this variable is linearly related to
COVID-19 cases.

13



Sustainability 2023, 15, 12298

The results obtained in this study concerning the impact of population density on
the pandemic show a positive relationship between population density and the propaga-
tion of the coronavirus. This conclusion is aligned with previous studies [6–8,19–25,32].
These results show that municipalities with less dense clusters tend to perform well in
controlling the propagation of the virus and its incidence. This finding corroborates what
was found by [7] but contradicts what was obtained by [9]. This latter study found that
low density cities had a higher impact on virus infections. However, it seems probable
that this relationship is not as true to reality as the cities in the study—Singapore, Seoul,
and Shanghai—classified as highly dense cities, have performed well in combating the
coronavirus.

5. Conclusions
5.1. Research Contributions

In conclusion, the obtained results allowed us to reach conclusive findings and answer
the four research questions. Most importantly, they provided insight into the impact of the
COVID-19 Pandemic in the autonomous region of Madeira, the topic of this work.

Concerning the first research question, there is enough evidence to state that the
COVID-19 Pandemic negatively impacted the tourism sector in the autonomous region of
Madeira, corroborating the studies made by [13–16].

Regarding the second research question, the results were not conclusive enough to
accept it. Interestingly, however, the highly ranked tourism destinations of Madeira and
Porto Santo Islands still managed to have enough tourism activity to evade that indirect
effect, which was significantly reflected in the results. However, due to the lack of statistical
significance of the correlation of the variables that study the indirect impact on the region,
such as “COVID-19 cases in Portugal”, as well as “COVID-19 cases worldwide” and
variables of the indicators of the tourism sector, there is not enough evidence to indicate
that the unwinding of the pandemic throughout the world caused enough traveling fear
and tourism constraints that could lead to an indirect negative impact on tourism in the
region. These results go against previous studies [9,17].

Regarding the third research question, results showed that population levels and
population density did indeed contribute positively to the transmission of the virus, with
statistical significance associated with the corresponding correlations. This finding was also
confirmed by the results obtained in the clustering analysis. The clustering analysis showed
that high population-density municipalities had higher infection numbers. In conclusion,
there is sufficient and conclusive evidence to conclude that there is a statistically significant
linear relationship between population levels and density and COVID-19 cases. These
allowed us to conclude that the population density of the municipalities significantly
influences the spreading of the virus in the region.

Consequently, this fact reinforces the idea that higher population density and popu-
lation levels, in general, helped spread the COVID-19 coronavirus. In comparison, lower
population density and population levels tended to contain it. Conversely, the results do
not corroborate the conclusions of other analyses that presumed that the density of the
population was not at issue and could not be a determining factor in the proliferation of
COVID-19 in general terms [9]. These results are also not in line with the results obtained
in the early stages by [26], where this relationship was concluded not to be significant.

Lastly, the clustering analysis confirmed that there are patterns between the municipal-
ities. The clustering analysis showed that it is possible to find groups of data that behave
similarly among the municipalities, therefore answering the research question and setting
the stage for future health crises in the autonomous region of Madeira, where the focus
on preventive and restrictive measures should be on the clusters of municipalities where
population density and registered COVID-19 cases are more prominent. Our research and
analysis shall serve as documentation for future crises in the health sector by identifying
and grouping municipalities with high risk associated with pandemics due to their pop-
ulation densities and for whom the regional government should target supplementary
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measures to mitigate or possibly offset the effect of population density on the proliferation
of a new virus.

5.2. Managerial Implications

The results obtained in this study have revealed patterns in the response of the
autonomous region of Madeira to the COVID-19 pandemic that must be considered when
facing future health crises, one of which is based on the municipalities’ population density.
Denser regions have been shown to have performed worse than less dense regions, and
the highly contagious nature of the virus, especially in close proximity, means that in
populationally denser regions, the proliferation of the virus was faster and in greater mass.
This reality means that it is crucial that population density be identified as an indicator
of risk in future health crises such as the one caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and
that denser municipalities be targeted with heavier restrictions and sanitary measures
since they have been shown to be more prone to perform worse in a pandemic situation.
The study’s findings thus reinforce the idea that the government’s strategy and planning
against pandemics should be guided by the differences in population parameters among the
municipalities of the autonomous region of Madeira. Undoubtedly, the major consequences
of the pandemic were the loss of lives, which is the main aspect the government should
attempt to mitigate with these measures. However, it is also clear that the tourism sector
benefits greatly from the government’s effort to contain the virus in such a pandemic
situation, and, in general terms, in the context of such a health crisis, the safer the region is
considered to be, the more inviting to the tourism inflow it becomes, and these measures
contribute to keeping regular rates of arrivals and tourist expenses, a major source of the
domestic product, especially in Madeira.

5.3. Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

While working on a topic related to tourism might induce one to pick a geographical
area that is associated with large flows of tourism activity. Nonetheless, even though the
autonomous region of Madeira is a highly regarded tourism destination internationally, the
choice of this region for this study meant it became harder to obtain data from the sector
and the local health authorities regarding the pandemic. As a comparison, on a larger
geographical scale, equivalent data are public and available for access. Despite this not
having been a major limiting factor in the making of this dissertation, it is advised that a
pilot study and research on the availability of data be performed in order to acknowledge
the resources and consider the possibility of expanding the scale of the project to a larger
geographical area, possibly improving the process of collecting the resources needed for
the goals aimed to be obtained with the project. Furthermore, the study was based on an a
posteriori approach, evaluating the damages caused by the pandemic in the region and how
the sector’s indicators related to the propagation of the virus. So, the value of training a
prediction model to estimate the development of the pandemic became redundant, although
this is an interesting and useful approach suggested for future health crises. Additionally,
this study only focused on the data until 2020. Therefore, future studies could go beyond
this period and study the full 2021 year. Lastly, despite the results showing a correlation
between the population density, the number of cases, and the number of tourists, the
studied data does not allow for clarification as to whether the high number of tourists
caused the high number of cases in high population-dense clusters, the higher population
density caused the cases, or a combination of both. Therefore, future studies could explore
other data sources to try to capture the cause behind the higher number of cases.
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Abstract: Museums, as many other organisations, froze during the lockdown. Museums offer insights
into varying cultures and since no forms of culture can sustain without the engagement of audiences,
participants, or visitors, the lockdown forced by the pandemic compelled museum authorities to
look for new ways to reach audiences and establish relationships with them, thereby facilitating
previously untapped forms of cultural participation. This worldwide experience of the pandemic
undoubtedly accelerated the digital transformation of the entire cultural sector. To what extent these
new opportunities have changed the forms of participation in the cultural realm remains an open
question. This current research carried out in some of the largest Polish museums allowed us to
conclude that the pandemic period saw a significant leap forward in terms of the involvement of
digital technologies in popularising museum collections, as well as in seeking contact with audiences
at various levels. At the same time, the reopening of museums resulted in increased attendances on
an unprecedented scale. It could be said that the pandemic made us realise how global threats can, in
a short span of time, take away the possibility of enjoying traditional forms of cultural participation,
but at the same time enable the development of digital technologies that can significantly contribute
to the popularisation of museum collections or exhibitions. This research was designed to find
out whether museum audiences wanted a change in the way they experience the collections and
exhibitions held in museums, and whether the digital experience created during the pandemic was
attractive enough to compete with a personal visit to an art gallery. The results of the research clearly
indicated that despite the rich digital experience offered in Polish museums, viewers still stated a
desire to return to a “real museum”. The pandemic allowed the museum authorities to learn novel
administration techniques and numerous technological solutions that were previously never used
have now become a permanent feature of regular museum operations. However, the reaction of
the audiences after the lockdown was clear: they still wanted to enjoy traditional forms of cultural
participation, valuing above all the possibility of personal contact with an original work of art in a
museum gallery.

Keywords: museums in a pandemic; new technologies in museums; traditional cultural participation

1. Introduction

When the first case of coronavirus was diagnosed in December 2019, no one could
have suspected the impact that the rapidly developing epidemic would have on our lives.
In an effort to halt the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, countries around the world
introduced a series of restrictions on economic and social activities. This process was
no different in Poland, where severe restrictions were increasingly imposed, which also
affected the cultural sector, including museums, which were closed to visitors on 12 March
2020. Museums were allowed to start operating under a strict sanitary regime on 4 May 2020,
but another wave of outbreaks brought their renewed closure on 7 November 2020. They
were reopened to the public on 1 February 2021, whilst maintaining a strict sanitary regime.
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The museums experienced several unusual difficult situations that affected their operations
during this period, including several months of complete closure and a long period of
operation under strict new hygiene protocols that had never previously been applied.
In a relatively short period of time, therefore, they had to cope with a wide variety of
problems in virtually every area of their organisation. In a report from a research project on
Polish cultural institutions during the time of COVID-19, Magdalena Pasternak-Zabielska
concluded that although 75% of museums in Poland were ill-prepared to operate during
the pandemic in terms of organisation and technical infrastructure, there was a fourfold
increase in the number of museums offering online activities (with 40% conducting online
classes in real time). While various types of museum educational activities experienced a
significant decline throughout the period while the restrictions were in place, the increase
in the number of online classes offered by museums during the pandemic was more than
380% [1] (pp. 6, 12). It is important to remember, however, that educational activities during
the pandemic was only one area that underwent a profound transformation. Along with
that, the promotion and marketing departments (known by different names in different
museums) of the museums also changed significantly. There was a massive expansion
in communication through digital channels, with museums not only expanding their
presence on previously used social media, but also reaching out to new platforms. The best
example of this change was the opening up to TikTok. This is an interesting example in
that it demonstrated how difficult it was to transform institutions that were embedded
in traditional forms of functioning and were reluctant to undergo changes in terms of
managing their marketing strategies. Proof of this could be seen in the fact that among the
largest (also the most highly subsidised and with the richest human resources) national
(state) museums and those co-managed by the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage
(of which there were 50 in total as of January 2023), only a few decided to open up to this
communication channel.

Finally, taking a general look at the museums during the pandemic, as every other
institution, they also had to undergo organisational change, adapting to previously non-
existent operating conditions, and introducing strict hygiene measures for their staff that
ensured their safety not only in epidemiological terms but also in terms of personal experi-
ences, which was particularly difficult at a time of uncertainty and widespread fear for the
future [2,3]. All these processes were to take place in parallel; no area of the organisation
could be considered dominant and yet one context remained the most important: the
visitors. It was the visitors who provided meaning to the daily work of the museums and it
was they who always had to prioritised despite the multiplying problems and unknown
threats. That is because audiences form the crux of a museum’s existence, in a way le-
gitimising them socially. Museums that are needed socially become an organisation of
public trust, and by building social bridges and creating relations with their own social
environment, they become a protection-free space for dialogue, the exchange of ideas,
spontaneous discussions of values, and emotions (the most intimate impressions related to
experiencing the world) [4–10].

Investigating the digital world of museums from a sustainability perspective is not
only justified but also necessary. There are three areas in the theory of sustainability:
the environment, the economic dimension, and the social dimension. During a time of
climate crisis, the environmental dimension dominates, which is understandable. However,
the question arises about the social dimension of sustainability, e.g., building cultural
competences, tackling identity issues, and addressing the development of higher needs.
All these issues are particularly relevant in the context of cultural heritage management,
including museums.

2. The Literature Review

Despite changing social, economic, and financial conditions, the paradigm of the museum
remains unchanged; the foundation of these institutions are their collections, the manage-
ment and preservation of which have been extensively covered in the literature [11–13]. In
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recent decades, an increasingly strong emphasis have been laid on the importance of viewer–
consumer–user–co-creator, significantly changing the framework for the reception of artefacts
collected in museums [14–16]. In recent years, practically no study on museum management
has overlooked the use of new media in the context of communication strategies or building
relationships with audiences [17–21]. The change in this respect has not only been brought
about by the development of digital technologies, but has also been enforced by a generational
change: museums have to discover media that provide attractive promotion of their collections
among younger users [22] (p. 58). In addition, the nature of the new digital media is perfectly
suited to modern societies showing much greater mobility than previous generations [23]
(p. 3).

The presence of social media in museums, however, has a much deeper meaning than
simply its use for communication processes or educational activities. It is about building a
social network, a relationship between an organisation and its audiences [24], as well as
interactions between audiences [25] (p. 141). This leads to a strengthening of ties in the
organisation’s environment, resulting in a stronger identification with the organisation,
and thus increasing the importance of the museum itself within a social environment. This
leads museums towards new avenues of engagement with their audiences, facilitating the
exchange of ideas and thoughts, and opening up the possibility of creating an organisation
that learns from its audiences, uses their ideas, and, as a further consequence, actually
implements the idea of active participation [26–29], involving audiences in the creation of
new exhibitions and events [30] (p. 115).

This growing bond with museumgoers, the museum’s audiences, is crucial to an
organisation’s values and leads to it becoming more humanised, with the development of
human bonds on one hand, and the support for self-development on the other, including
the encouragement to seek one’s own paths in order to satisfy one’s needs and aspirations,
or to build one’s cultural identity.

During the pandemic, not only were museums cut off from their audiences, but people
were also isolated from each other. This resulted in the breaking of the most natural ties
that make us a community, and which give us a sense of family, work or a culture. It limited
the traditional ways of communicating—talking at social gatherings, family gatherings or
in the workplace. Meanwhile, “People like to share their experiences with others, especially
positive experiences that make them feel better. Museums should do everything they can to
make it easier for their audiences to share their positive experiences of visiting a museum
with others. When friends and family share their positive experiences with someone, this
can prove to be a motivation for the person gifted with this positive relationship to visit the
museum themselves, often in the near future” [31] (p. 194).

It was precisely the awareness of this that led museums to devote so much energy and
resources to building a “digital world” as quickly as possible to bridge the communication
gap, not only through marketing, but also by creating tools for describing the museum’s
reality, including a platform for disseminating knowledge and the collections themselves,
and developing new opportunities for interacting with art [32]. The museums surveyed in
this study undoubtedly succeeded in achieving this aim, and the commitment of the teams
working there made it possible to create a universe that would have been unimaginable
just a few years ago.

There are many texts in the literature on the issue of the digital world during the
pandemic [33–35]. Many of them make a valuable contribution to increasing knowledge
about this new type of communication, the flow of information in the digital world, and the
virtual experience of participation in culture and arts. It should be emphasised, however,
that the present article adopts a sceptical attitude towards the possibility of replacing a
personal visit to a real museum with even the most perfect digital experience offer.

3. Materials and Methods

The present article is the result of research carried out between June 2022 and March
2023. The chosen timing of the study was not accidental. On one hand, enough time had
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passed since the reopening of the museums and the lifting of the COVID-19 restrictions
to allow the museums to crucially reflect on that period, enabling them to evaluate the
measures taken at that time in a more “matter-of-fact” way. The passage of time also made
it possible to verify the oft-repeated pandemic judgements that once the restrictions were
lifted, museums would operate in a hybrid mode, retaining the activities in the digital world
that had been developed during the physical separation of visitors from the museums. The
beginning of 2023 marked the conclusion of a full year of museum operations after the
lifting of the COVID restrictions.

The aim of this research was to find out how the pandemic affected the development
of the digital experience offer of the museums: did the pandemic have an impact on
the development of the digital infrastructure of the museums, and, therefore, on the
improvement of staff competences? In addition, the reaction of the audience was seen as
a key issue: Could the digital experience offered compete with the “real museum”, i.e.,
personal visits to the galleries? When seeking a balance between reality and the virtual
world, would audiences side with the digital or real museums?

The following research questions were formulated to achieve the stated objectives:

1. How did museums build their digital experience offer? Did they look for new formats,
or translate their existing offers into the digital language?

2. Were audiences keen to use the digital experience offer, and how did this translate
into online attendances?

3. Did museums need to invest in digital equipment to adapt to the digital world?
4. Did the digital experience offer during the pandemic remain a part of the museum’s

permanent offer?
5. Did audiences interact with museums through digital communication?
6. How was the attendance shaped after the end of the pandemic restrictions?

The following hypothesis was formulated for the research: “Despite the significant
leap forward in the development of Polish museums in terms of their digital offer, with
improved infrastructure and professionalisation, after the end of the pandemic audiences
will reject the digital offer and choose the real museum, not the virtual one”. The author
firmly believes that this conscious choice is an authentic representation of the principle of
sustainable development—given the enormous role that the digital world play in our lives,
we want to preserve the right to enjoy a unique experience in our dealings with art through
a personal visit to a gallery.

The idea for this research was developed back in 2021, when the author had the
opportunity to talk to the directors of several major museums in Poland. The result of
those conversations was a number of unstructured interviews conducted from June 2022
with four facility directors and five employees working in other positions. On the basis of
those interviews, a research questionnaire was developed and sent via e-mail directly to
the museum directors, who then forwarded it to the individual departments concerned
(museums use different internal nomenclature, but the departments contacted mostly
were the marketing, communications, education, and sometimes HR departments). It
was decided that only fully completed and returned survey questionnaires would be
considered in the analysis. The criterion for recognising the responses from the museums
as being complete was that an answer should be provided to each question, and it was
not based on how extensive those answers were. Only five museums, out of the eight that
received the questionnaire, sent back complete responses. Answers were provided to the
following questions:

1. Please provide data on attendance before 2020 (for 2018 and 2019) and attendance in
2021 (attendance data for 2022 was compiled during telephone interviews conducted
in February and March 2023).

2. What activities, or forms of activity, did the museum implement during the pandemic?
How was contact built with the audiences that could not physically visit the institution
(please also provide details on specific actions or events, with information on whether
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they can be used in the text with the name of the specific event/action and also the
name of the museum)?

3. Did the actions taken involve investment (in equipment, improving competences, etc.)?
4. Did you note any changes in social media outreach during the pandemic?
5. Did you track the attendance in online events? What volumes were they? If you did,

please specify how.
6. Did viewers/audiences interact with you? Through what channels? Did you stimulate

this communication? Do you have any typical examples of your audience’s comments?
7. Have any activities from the pandemic become a part of the museum’s standard

operations after the pandemic?
8. Did the restrictions from the pandemic permanently affect the activities of your

museum (e.g., abandoning audio guides, reducing the role of multimedia in the
exhibition space, etc.)?

9. Have you noticed a change in the structure of visitor traffic, e.g., fewer visitors from
abroad in favour of domestic visitors?

10. The tenth question did not directly relate to the topic under study as it covered
the issue of accessibility of the museums for Ukrainian citizens fleeing to Poland,
following Russia’s armed attack on the country.

Their answers were supplemented with unstructured interviews, complementing the
information that had been sent in, conducted in the period described above with six people
working in different departments of the aforementioned museums (management, educa-
tion, promotion, and marketing departments) and two in-depth interviews exclusively
concerning the use of social media in museums.

In addition, an analysis of the content and intensity of social media use in nine national
museums was conducted. The present article also makes use of publicly available reports
and studies, as well as information materials primarily from the museums surveyed. The
method of participant observation—involving the active use of the digital experience
offer of museums during the pandemic that allied with systematic examination of its
content—was also very important for the insights and conclusions contained herein. The
primary objective of this approach was to achieve triangulation of the research conducted,
minimising the risk of error, and achieving more reliable results.

It should be stressed that the results obtained from the interviews and questionnaires
are interesting in that they not only provide quantitative data about the phenomenon (also
obtained through the analysis of the content), but they also include comments from people
working on the digital experience offer on a daily basis, showing their subjective feel-
ings. They are therefore an authentic description of their relationship with their audience,
allowing predictions to be carried out about the future of digital experiences in museums.

The decision to narrow down the survey to the largest Polish museums also has certain
consequences. The group of organisations surveyed in this way makes it impossible to
formulate conclusions that are representative of all Polish museums (which would also be
very difficult to achieve since there are 939 museums in Poland, according to the Central
Statistical Office). After initially identifying the topic of this study, it was decided to describe
the activities of those museums that used the most diverse forms of activities during the
pandemic, achieved the greatest reach through digital media, and, finally, enjoyed the
greatest interest from audiences and visitors.

That was the first criterion for narrowing down the study on the analysis of social
media use in the nine museums (presented in the Table 1 below). The second criterion was
the separate set of questionnaire responses. Ostensibly, this article uses five case studies (in
alphabetical order): National Museum in Gdansk, National Museum in Krakow, National
Museum in Lublin, National Museum in Warsaw, and Wawel Royal Castle.
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Table 1. Use of social media by the Polish national museums surveyed.

Facebook
Number of Followers/
Likes

Instagram
Number of
Followers/Number of
Posts

YouTube
Number of
Subscribers/Number
of Videos

TikTok
Number of
Followers/Total
Number of Likes on
Reels

National Museum
in Gdansk

26,000/
25,000

5457/
601

499/
125 Not used

National Museum in
Kielce

8000/
7400

2158/
1168

407/
192 Not used

National Museum
in Krakow

103,000/
101,000

30,300/
1417

1890/
249 Not used

National Museum
in Lublin

23,000/
22,000

4254/
592

456/
132 Not used

National Museum
in Poznan

27,300/
25,000

4336/
200

1370/
400

668/
899

National Museum
in Szczecin

10,000/
10,000

2136/
432

185/
82 Not used

National Museum
in Warsaw

110,200/
103,800

73,400/
1383

7620/
857

27,300/
402,500

Royal Castle in Warsaw 83,000/
80,000

10,100/
3575

5950/
876

499/
2593

Wawel Royal Castle 140,000/
136,000

10,400/
767

3180/
192 Not used

The table reflects the status as of 30 April 2023.

4. Results

Audiences who had gradually lost the opportunity to visit museum galleries and see
their favourite works over time began to vent their frustration by writing e-mails to the
museums or—more often—by posting relevant comments on social media. The response to
these statements was a competition announced by the National Museum in Warsaw at the
end of February 2021: “From tomorrow, we will only be able to cover our noses and mouths
with masks—we recommend masks decorated with paintings from the NMW, of course. To
win one, all you have to do is answer one simple question: Which work from our collection
do you miss the most, and why? For the authors of the most original, funniest or best-
reasoned answers, we have 50 masks that have been prepared together with the museum’s
patron” [36]. The scale of the response came as a surprise to the museum staff, and the final
result of the initiative was an outdoor campaign under the slogan “Art Soothes Longing”,
featuring reproductions of selected works from the museum’s collection, accompanied
by comments from visitors: “I’ve missed Olga Boznańska’s Granny’s Nameday because
it’s been a long time since I saw my grandparents” [statement by Krzysztof Kowalczuk-
Fijałkowski]—Figure 1a; “To stand in front of Zak’s Pierrot. . . and have nothing to do with
everything going on around you, and smoking a pipe while doing fake poses. . . I miss
that” [lena_robas]; “I often think of this work when I talk to my friends; they say we’ll
see more of it soon” [bartosz_w_panek]; “Earth by Ruszczyc. . . I miss the vast, mighty
sky, like a view unobstructed by a mask” [Maria Muller]; “I’ve been sitting in an empty
school for a few months now and I miss it. This picture is a dream of a school corridor at
break time. We have only slightly fewer horses at our school” [filipinolippi]; “I’ve missed
Saint Anne of Faras, both the one in the museum and the tiny copy that is in my family
home, which I have not been able to visit for a year now due to the pandemic. . .” [Anna
Filipek]—Figure 1b.
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Figure 1. (a,b) Posters designed by the National Museum in Warsaw as part of the Art Soothes
Longing campaign.

These statements not only speak of a longing for museums and their collections, but
they also make us realise why we need art galleries, and why they are so important in the
construction of our own identity and personality. They show that works of art not only
build our aesthetic experience, but also help us to understand or more fully experience our
relationship with the world and the people around us.

In view of the above, it is possible to conclude that the digital transformation of
museums (or the cultural sector as a whole) was not merely a reaction to the restrictions
introduced, or an efficient marketing exercise designed to sustain interest in those institu-
tions, but it was actually much more significant: it was a socially relevant action aimed
at sustaining the greatest possible impact of museums by building the well-being of the
communities around museums. This context of the social relevance of museums is in line
with the spirit of the narratives about these institutions that have been presented for some
time, especially after the experience of the pandemic: “Another pivotal force defining a
human-centred mindset for museum change is driven by new research and writing on
empathy and human connection. These elements are integral to any vision of change for
museums into places that feel alive with the spirit of connection” [37] (p. 5).

Polish museums have very quickly grown into this role, engaging in activities that
build links among the museum community on one hand and, on the other, responding to
the needs of audiences longing for direct contact with art departments. Of course, online
formats became the basis for action. Their development necessitated investment in both
the infrastructure and the team. In the case of the national museums, this was easy as the
organiser offered support both in terms of investment in the necessary equipment and
facilities, and also in developing new forms of communication. This made it possible, for
example, to set up a recording studio at the National Museum in Warsaw, enabling the
production and editing of audiovisual material at a level that meets the requirements of
modern digital media, and to conduct streaming.

Investment in equipment, new technologies, and team training (increased activity
in these areas was noted in all the museums surveyed, to a greater or lesser extent) was
followed by a surge in social media users. This is best seen from the example of Facebook,
which remains the channel with the largest reach for Polish museums. The Wawel Royal
Castle’s fan page has more than 140,000 followers today (April 2023), compared to around
12,000 in 2019. In December 2019, the National Museum in Warsaw had 68,000 followers on
Facebook, compared to more than 110,000 today (April 2023), while the National Museum
in Krakow had 62,950 followers in 2019 versus 103,000 in April 2023. At the same time, it is
important to note that museums approach the use of social media in different ways, with
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an uneven distribution of engagement in each of them. Such an approach does not seem
entirely well thought out since it is well known that individual social media platforms
reach different age groups.

In the museums surveyed, the activities undertaken can be divided into several types,
but two general remarks should be made first. Firstly, most of the activities were carried
out in an earlier period, and during the pandemic itself there were only efforts to adapt
them as best as possible to allow interaction through the electronic media. Secondly, the
museum teams realised very quickly that, in the context of the exponential growth of the
digital materials being produced, it was necessary to structure this communication, and
to stream it. It was also necessary to make these materials coherent, both in terms of the
internal coherence of the materials being produced by a given museum, as well as finding a
banner under which those materials could be published in order to distinguish them from
those produced by the competition. At the National Museum in Warsaw, a hashtag slogan
was introduced (#soonatNMW), and all content was labelled with a unique logo. Only one
campaign was marked separately—#debtofgratitude—which aimed to draw attention to,
and appreciate, the work of all those who were directly involved in helping those in need
during the pandemic. A similar solution was adopted at the Wawel Royal Castle, where a
unique hashtag was used to mark various types of action, e.g., #throughthekeyhole (the
inner life of an apparently closed museum), #experttime, and #askacurator. Likewise, the
National Museum in Lublin followed a similar path, introducing six permanent cycles with
a daily post under the hashtag #discoveringchapelfrescos, concerning the most valuable
monument on the museum’s grounds—the Gothic chapel. The National Museum in
Krakow introduced a ‘Museum at Home’ tab on its website, which contained all the digital
activities that were available to viewers.

- Seeking a digital equivalent to the traditional reception of artworks exhibited in the
permanent galleries.

The permanent galleries bring together the most famous, and the most valuable, works
of art in a museum’s collection. For this reason, viewers of these exhibitions often return to
them to see their favourite works. It seems natural in this situation that an attempt should
be made to create a substitute for viewing these works. The National Museum in Krakow,
for example, prepared two videos recording tours around the permanent galleries, which
were made available on its YouTube channel as part of the prologue to the 30th Jewish
Culture Festival in Krakow (the two videos received a total of 2172 views).

- Creation of virtual temporary exhibitions, possibly scanning and making available
real exhibitions that are closed due to restrictions.

Temporary exhibitions provide a unique opportunity to view works of art that are not
normally available in a particular museum; usually, a large part of the changing exhibitions
are works that are on loan from other museums. Among the most successful undertakings
of this type during the pandemic was the exhibition, Poland: The Power of Images, which
was prepared at the National Museum in Warsaw. This was one of those cases where the
prepared exhibition never had an opening, and it was left waiting for visitors in closed
museum rooms. This became the inspiration to scan the gallery space in 2D and 3D, and
prepare a virtual tour through the exhibition, combined with a curator’s commentary. This
activity proved to be a great success as the digital version of the exhibition was eventually
viewed by more than 70,000 people online. A unique activity in this area was a real-time
guided tour of the State of Affairs exhibition at the same museum, which was streamed
live on TikTok. It was viewed by over 6000 people and lasted more than three hours, as
the viewers were able to ask a number of questions that the curators answered in real
time (it should be noted that a group of 100 people is considered large for a traditional
curator’s tour).

- Lectures, talks about the collection, meetings with curators and educators.
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These types of activities are, in ‘normal’ times, a regular feature of the programme
of every major museum (institutions with larger resources do not necessarily prepare
such activities as part of their regular programme, but rather they stand out for their
frequency and high level of technical preparation, such as presentations accompanying
lectures. This technical prowess directly translates into the quality of their digital experience
offer. Some types of activities continue to be implemented in a hybrid form after the
pandemic, thus increasing the range of participation (e.g., lecture series related to the
institution’s collection).

- Classes and various activities designed for specific audiences (children, senior citizens,
people with disabilities).

An interesting observation arising from the experience of the museums surveyed was
the fact that there was an increase in the participation of two audience groups: senior
citizens and people with disabilities. Whilst the number of children and young people
participating in museum events decreased when it was not possible to visit museums to-
gether with a school class, it turned out that senior citizens and people with disabilities saw
digitalisation of the message as a new opportunity, and they became recipients of content
they had not previously used due to difficulties in accessing the facilities. Paradoxically, it
proved more difficult to build relations in the digital world with the very group that was
most familiar with it—young people. Accustomed to attractive messages on social media,
they expected the same from museums, both in terms of the technical quality as well as the
form and content. Solutions were sought to this problem, e.g., the National Museum in
Gdansk published educational workshops for children on a daily basis in the form of tasks
designed to activate the creative competences of young audiences.

- Audience activation activities using the collection (competitions, quizzes, etc.).

In practically every statement made by museum staff about the changing nature
of their contact with audiences during the pandemic, it was emphasised that the main
objective had become the activation of audiences on various levels—encouraging comments
or inviting people to co-create content, e.g., by uploading their own photos. In several
museums, it was common practice to organise various types of competitions and quizzes,
or publish riddles for the public. The National Museum in Krakow, for example, announced
a competition for a meme, using the museum’s collection, that would best comment on
the pandemic. The National Museum in Warsaw, in connection with the opening of its
new platform CyfroweMNW [Digital NMW], announced a competition titled #CiętaSztuka
[#SnippedArt], which involved the creation of collages, and alterations of works visible
within the framework of free access. Meanwhile, by intentionally combining entertainment
with learning, the Wawel Royal Castle published regular quizzes on Instagram stories, in
addition to organising various competitions, including a photographic contest run jointly
with Wikipedia called Architectural Detail at Wawel.

- Materials showing the hidden everyday life of a museum (e.g., conservation activities).

This type of content was very popular with audiences. The opportunity to get a sneak
peek into the secret life of a museum (as with a theatre or other institution) always arouses
curiosity. The National Museum in Krakow, for instance, had already been running the
blog Brzuch Muzeum [The Museum’s Belly], or NMK from the inside, since 2016. During the
pandemic, a series of short films under the collective title Invisible Wizards was produced at
the Wawel Royal Castle. Each one was devoted to a single object, covering both its history
and the process by which it was restored to its former splendour by conservators who often
had to solve crucial dilemmas and overcome various difficulties.

- Museum lessons (available offline as well as conducted in real time).

Museum lessons are one of the main activities of the formal education department in
every museum. The pandemic completely ruled out the possibility of organising lessons as
pupils could not physically attend the museums. Quite quickly, digital materials began
to be created containing the content that had previously been covered in the lessons. The
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real surprise, however, came with the lessons delivered online in real time. Not only did
they once again make it possible to participate in live classes, but they also significantly
increased the geographical reach of this type of activity. At the National Museum in
Warsaw, the first surprise was the number of applications from schools in distant provinces,
but an even bigger one was the growing interest in museum lessons from Polish schools
virtually all over the world. It also turned out that this form of access to the native culture
of communities living in the diaspora was attractive not only to children and young people,
but to all members of the community. The scale of the online lessons conducted by museums
is best shown by the figures for 2020 and 2021, where the number of participants was in
the thousands. The Wawel Royal Castle organised 225 lessons for 4796 people, while the
National Museum in Krakow held 317 lessons for 6460 people. The undisputed leader in
this area, however, was the National Museum in Warsaw, which conducted 1908 online
lessons that were attended by 47,700 people.

When analysing the data obtained from the museums surveyed, it is important to
highlight two other aspects of the development of the digital experience offer—ones that
were not related to the audiences, but rather to the teams of the individual museums.

The first was the gradual integration of the team through these activities, and the
breaking down of the barriers separating the various departments. The need to record
videos for YouTube or reels for use on Instagram or TikTok, or even the professional
preparation of the streaming of an event, required the involvement and cooperation of a
considerable number of people who previously may not have had the opportunity to work
together so often.

The second aspect concerns the increased knowledge of the competitive environment.
It is the norm that museums observe each other’s activities, and relate them to their own
reality. However, the pandemic shortened geographical distances, which meant, thanks
to their digital content, that the activities of museums became even closer, including
institutions from other continents. A good example of this was the campaign organised at
the National Museum in Warsaw when viewers were encouraged to reproduce works of art,
or motifs connected with them, at home. The picture combining Aleksander Gierymski’s
Jewess with Oranges with the motif of toilet paper, a commodity of particular interest
to consumers in the first weeks of the pandemic, became famous nationwide. As the
originators of this competition admit, they were inspired by a similar initiative at the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles.

5. Discussion

In Polish museums, the pandemic resulted in a significant improvement in the digital
competences of their teams, the technical equipment of the institutions, and the access to
technologies necessary for the implementation of projects in the digital world. All this
translated into substantial increases in both the number of users of the museum’s social
media and the recipients of their digital educational offer, and also the popularisation of the
works of art and collections housed in the individual museums. An opinion has even been
expressed that the pandemic actually contributed to a revolution in the field of museum
education [38]. If we add to this the progressive digitalisation of museum collections (the
current leaders in this area in Poland are principally the National Museum in Warsaw and
the National Museum in Krakow), we must conclude that we are facing a radical change in
terms of the ease of access to museum collections. This is significant not only with regard to
the popularisation of cultural heritage, but also for its new interpretations. The continuing
development of digital technologies is likely to bring about further transformations in this
respect. Thus, it is not difficult to agree with Byungjin Choi and Junic Kim when they
spoke of a new paradigm of the relationship between museums and users: “Today, with the
application of digital technology advancements—virtual and augmented reality, robots, and
artificial intelligence—and the increasing use of various Internet and smartphone-related
services, museums are changing and becoming ‘smart’. Digital technology, particularly, has
enhanced, more than ever before, the existing potential value of museums’ cultural heritage
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and various contents beyond simple physical space and time constraints. Digitalisation
improves the quality of the experience for visitors, makes museums accessible to more
visitors, and promotes the use of the values and assets of museums in a wider variety of
fields. In this respect, digitalisation is bringing about a new paradigm and an essential
change in the relationship between museums and its users” [39].

Undoubtedly, changes in this area are taking place at various levels, and will continue
to do so. During a study conducted at the National Museum in Warsaw, it was stated
that there has been a re-evaluation of the digital channels used hitherto: “According
to our observations, the pandemic caused a decline in the importance of websites in
favour of social media. The representative business card and the first place to look for
basic information, such as the museum’s opening hours, have become profiles on various
platforms, above all Facebook” [40].

With these statements in mind, it is worth observing and studying the audience’s
response to these changing conditions. It would seem, however, that while museum
visitors are keen to use digital tools for information purposes, reaching out for promotional
messages or ones that combine promotion with entertainment, they still prefer a real visit
over virtual tours, digital images of works, or online encounters. During the pandemic,
many people working in museums declared that digital communication channels would
completely transform their institutions, and that after the pandemic, these new forms of
cultural participation would remain on offer. However, it has turned out that, given a choice,
audiences are no longer as keen to take advantage of the opportunities offered by the digital
world, preferring the opportunity to visit galleries and exhibitions in person. The Education
Department of the National Museum in Krakow conducted a survey of the museum’s
own audience in this regard, and the data obtained clearly showed that their audience
strongly prefers direct contact with art. For this reason, in this museum (as in many others),
online broadcasts of vernissages, lectures and workshops have been abandoned, while
popular materials on the hidden life of the museum (e.g., the conservation of works of art)
or videos devoted to temporary exhibitions have remained the standard. At the National
Museum in Warsaw, a different solution was sought, and in the case of lectures, a hybrid
model was applied whereby it is possible to actually attend a lecture which is also being
simultaneously streamed online (the recording of the event remains later on Facebook, with
one recent lecture having a total of over 1500 views). Online-only events have also been
retained in its offer, such as the permanent series Matura SOS.

In discussing the changes that the pandemic brought about in museums, another point
worth noting is the change in existing roles. Before the pandemic, the divide between
external and internal stakeholders was sharp and indisputable. But there are now claims
that the pandemic has changed this situation. The best-performing museums were those
that saw their existing visitors as internal stakeholders, co-creators of digital content, who
helped to model the flow of information online [41].

The question remains still open: how do we seek balance in the development of digital
museums, and in the process of digitising museum collections? Making the collections
available online undoubtedly minimises the carbon footprint as digital access to a museum
tends to put less of a burden on the planet than an in-person visit to a gallery. There are
also implications for access to cultural elements contained in the museums for vulnerable
groups. However, the research presented in this article, and the conclusions drawn from
it show that audiences primarily want real contact with works of art. This can hardly
be considered a fad—after all, that is the essence of art as such. How can these different
approaches be reconciled in the light of the concept of sustainability [42]? It could be
said that, in the coming decade, museums will have to meet the challenge of “parallel
development”, creating a digital world alongside their traditional offerings. Here, however,
further questions arise that are both substantive (what proportion should be maintained
between these areas) and economic (where should the financial resources for these activities
should be drawn from).
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6. Conclusions

The evolution of cultural participation, including for museums, will continue to change.
As of today, it can be said that no form of digital art reception can compete with a real visit
to a gallery or an exhibition. This is proven by recent blockbuster museum exhibitions that
have broken attendance records. An excellent example of this is the Vermeer exhibition
at the Rijks Museum in Amsterdam (10 February–4 June 2023), which sold 500,000 tickets
(according to the museum’s website, tickets for the exhibition were completely sold out).
In Poland, a highly popular exhibition was Witkacy: Seismograph of the Acceleration Age
(8 July–9 October 2022), which was visited by more than 111,000 people.

Strategic decisions about the progress of digitalisation in museums must be influenced
by public response. It will not affect the priorities for the digitalisation of museum objects:
documentation and recording, building a knowledge base for scientific studies, or popular-
ising images of works of art in different contexts (e.g., the production of merchandise or
personalised souvenirs) [43–46]. However, there is a need to rethink the extent to which
museums are digitalising their offers. As the data cited shows, a digital experience offer
cannot compete with a real visit to a gallery. At the same time, however, it can facilitate
access for people from groups at risk of social exclusion, and it is also often an opportunity
for people who cannot visit a museum due to geographical distance to see a particular
exhibition [47].

There is a risk that museums will limit the digitalisation of their offers for budgetary
reasons. Already, for example, many Polish museums are not translating their digital
content into sign language, even though this is required by the law on accessibility. Should
there be a gradual move away from digitalisation, the argument may be the same: “Since it
is used by relatively few people, we may as well abandon it. We will be able to put more
money into real exhibitions”.

Ultimately, the response of audiences has been unequivocal—a fact best shown by the
attendance figures for Polish museums in the full post-pandemic year of 2022. The recorded
numbers of total visits to exhibitions and galleries broke all records, in many cases far
exceeding attendance levels before the outbreak of the pandemic: the Wawel Royal Castle
recorded 1.791 million visits (2019: 1.588 million), the Royal Castle in Warsaw recorded
1.755 million (2019: 1.033 million), the National Museum in Warsaw recorded 1.62 million
(2019: 1.172 million), and the National Museum in Krakow recorded 1.365 million (2019:
1.196 million).

In the museum world, these results were greeted with the simple comment: “They’re
back. Our audiences are back”.
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Abstract: The main purpose of the article is to identify the key competencies of the management
staff and employees of meetings industry enterprises during the COVID-19 pandemic, which made
it possible to secure the functioning of these entities during the crisis. The results of this survey,
conducted in 2020 and 2021 among employees of this industry in three countries—Poland, Ireland,
and Hungary, are the basis for a discussion on the competency profiles and competency gaps of
employees in the meetings industry. Further research in this area of MICE competencies and the
preparation of recommendation packages are necessary in order to prepare the industries for future
possible crises based on the knowledge gained during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: competence; meetings industry; management; COVID-19 pandemic; post-COVID

1. Introduction

The crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has had an unprecedented negative
impact on the operation of the entire tourism industry. The World Tourist Organization
has published data showing the percentage decrease in the number of international tourist
arrivals by region in January–April 2020 compared to the same period of 2019. Europe
in this regard recorded a decline of 44% [1]. The recession also affected a special part of
this market—the so-called business tourism, in the literature identified with the meetings
industry [2]. Before the outbreak of the pandemic, this was a thriving sector, and its
economic importance was steadily growing [3]. Between 2010 and 2019, there was a
26% increase in the number of international meetings [4]. Statistics for 2019 kept by the
International Congress and Convention Association, the largest organization of the global
meetings industry community—included 13,254 meetings, the highest annual number
recorded in its statistics, with an increase of 317 compared to the previous, also record
year [5].

In 2020, a pandemic will shake up the meetings industry, dramatically changing the
industry’s market situation. An international study indicated that of the 5000 sampled
meetings scheduled for 2020, more than 1600 were postponed and nearly 650 were can-
celled. The remainder were held in hybrid form or moved to the network entirely [6]. In
Poland, companies in this industry saw an average 73% drop in revenue and a 63% drop in
employment in 2020 [7]. The search for ways to rebuild this industry has become an urgent
necessity, primarily because of the economic rationale. After all, many cities are building
their economic and tourism potential based precisely on the meetings industry [8]. The
number of international conferences is an important indicator of economic competitiveness,
used in recognized global city rankings, such as the Global City Index, Global City Com-
petitiveness Index, and Cities of Opportunity. Hence, for many urban agglomerations, the
meetings industry is becoming an economic development industry, finding an important
place in strategic documents [9].
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The purpose of the analysis was to identify the professional competencies of meeting
industry employees, considering the experience of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the expectations representative of the sector in this regard. To achieve this goal, an
empirical survey was conducted among managers and employees of the meetings industry.
The results can serve as a starting point for building competency profiles for specific
positions and functions in meeting industry companies. This will make it possible to
identify competency gaps, which is now an urgent need in the context of the effects of the
pandemic. The problem of the lack of specific sets of competencies in the broader tourism
sector was caused by the exodus of employees to other industries and their unwillingness to
return after the pandemic stabilized. During the crisis, the industry seemed uncertain and
did not give a sense of security and stability of employment, despite the efforts of employers
to maintain employment during the pandemic using various adaptation strategies or public
support [10,11].

Taking into account the situation arising during the pandemic and the analysis of
current trends in the meetings industry, the aim of the study was to answer the following
research questions:

1. Is the meetings industry aware of competency gaps?
2. Is it necessary to strengthen the key competences?
3. Is the expected evolution of competences in line with the development trends of the

meetings industry?

Considering the situation created during the pandemic period and the analysis of
current trends in the meetings industry, it was hypothesized that the core competencies
of the industry’s employees fit into these trends. The trends projected by the industry
are primarily: the rise of new digital technologies and the associated online restructuring,
flexible participation, personalization of offerings, security in the broadest sense, and a
focus on the customer experience to meet their unique needs [12–14]. At the same time,
these trends set the directions for developing employee competencies in companies’ HR
policies in the post-COVID period.

The term “meetings industry” has replaced such terms as: “business tourism” and
“MICE” (an acronym for Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, Exhibitions, which used to be
widely used but are now increasingly rare in the literature [15]. According to the World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the term “meetings industry” refers to the organization,
promotion, sale, and provision of services to associations, government and corporate meet-
ings, incentive travel, seminars, conventions and conferences, business events, technical
visits, exhibitions, and trade fairs [13]. Thus, the meetings industry is a multifaceted and
fragmented industry with many stakeholders, and its management has an organizational
structure—often of a public-private nature—called a Convention Bureau. In the meetings
industry, there are most often four categories of institutions that play an important role in
the preparation or organization of events. These are: Professional Convention Organizers
(PCOs), Incentive Travel Organizers, Destination Management Companies (DMCs), and
Trade Show and Exhibition Organizers [14]. Representatives of the above institutions were
surveyed, the results of which are presented in this article.

2. Literature Review

In the literature, the term “competence” is ambiguous, which is related to the interdis-
ciplinary nature of the issue [16] and results in the lack of a single, universal definition [17].
It takes on many different meanings depending on the context in which it is used. Com-
petencies were first defined as a set of demonstrable qualities and skills that enhance job
performance [18]. They were associated with specific characteristics of individuals’ actions,
such as motivation or self-perception [19]. They were also described as knowledge, skills,
abilities, and other characteristics associated with a high level of job performance on a given
job [20]. Dubois and Rothwell defined competence as a person’s characteristics that he or
she uses appropriately and consistently to achieve expected results [21]. Levy-Leboyer
defined them somewhat more broadly: as the integrated use of abilities and personality
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traits, as well as acquired knowledge and skills in order to bring about the successful
execution of the established mission [22]. The broadest formulation was proposed by
Ludwiczyński, describing it as education and skills, attitudes, behaviours, psychophysical
characteristics, decision-making powers, and a sense of responsibility objectively needed
on the job in order to effectively solve tasks [23].

Among the definitions presented, three streams can be discerned: competence from
the point of view of employee performance, competence as an expected standard of work,
and competence as attributes of an individual [18]. The authors of this publication relied
on the definition of Boyatzis, which combines all three currents and according to which
competence is the potential that exists in a person, leading to such behaviour that con-
tributes to meeting the requirements of the job within the parameters of the organization’s
environment, which in turn produces the desired results [24].

Similar problems arise in identifying the components of competence and their classifi-
cation. The cited definitions do not agree on both. The most cited elements of competence
include knowledge, skills, attitudes, motivation, personality traits, psycho-physical char-
acteristics, and personal culture. However, some of these are controversial as to their
validity [18]. Filipowicz and Garvolinskaya argue that competence should not include
intelligence, personality, or temperament, as they are relatively fixed, while competence
is a category that can be developed [25,26]. There are also doubts about motivation as an
element of competence—according to some researchers, it is not a component of compe-
tence, but a factor that determines its manifestation in behaviour [18,27]. For the purposes
of this study, a commonly used model was adopted, according to which the components of
competence are knowledge (understood as: I know what), skills (I know how, I can), and
attitudes (I am ready, I want to use my knowledge) [27].

Regarding the classification of competencies, there are many distinctions in the lit-
erature, depending on organizational perspectives. For example, there are distinctions
between hard and soft competencies, individual and organizational competencies, general
and specialized competencies, [28] or baseline (cognitive, social, personal) and executive
(industry, company, managerial) competencies relating to the skills of people with manage-
rial responsibility in a business organization [29]. Of particular note are social competencies,
which have many components, but there is no consensus on which are the most important.
There are various structures of social competencies in the literature—the most common
are formed by communication skills, assertive skills, self-expression, and empowerment
of others [30]. The subject of separate classifications are managerial competencies. The
most cited is the classic model of Katz. He distinguishes three groups of managerial
competencies: technical (professional, specialized), social (interpersonal) and conceptual
(strategic), the role of which is closely related to the level of management. The former
dominates at the lowest level, where front-line managers oversee processes from a technical
aspect. Strategic competencies are the domain of senior managers, who are responsible
for setting goals and building the organization’s strategy. Social competences, understood
as an individual’s ability to interact effectively with others, are required at every level of
management. In this model, the importance of individual competencies changes depending
on the level of management [31]. In the literature, it is common to divide competencies into
key competencies—common to all employees of an organization, functional competencies—
related to work in a specific position, and hierarchical competencies—depending on the
function an employee performs in the organization [32–35]. The research, the results of
which are presented in this article, was mainly based on the above classification and the
Katz model.

The discussion on the need to identify key competencies has been going on in Europe
since the 1990s, linked to the process of globalization and the transition to a knowledge-
based economy model. Various sets of common competencies that European high school
graduates should possess in order to effectively undertake further education were created,
as well as key competencies in adult continuing education in order to update and improve
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them [33]. Finally, in 2006 the European Parliament recommended eight key competencies
that should be developed in lifelong learning [34].

Various explanations of the term can be found in the literature on core competencies
in organizations. According to Hamel and Prahalad, they are the sum of individual
competencies of employees and organizational competencies, in close connection with
the adopted corporate strategy, and at the same time difficult to duplicate, which in effect
builds the competitive advantage of the company. According to them, they are formed in
the process of organizational learning, and their consolidation is enabled by technological
innovation [35]. An extension of this definition can be found in the view of Boguslauskas
and Kvedaraviciene, for whom core competencies are those that represent an innovative
combination of knowledge, special abilities, niche technologies, information, and unique
operational methods, as a result of which a product that represents measurable value for
the customer is delivered on conditions consistent with the customer’s preferences and
expectations [36].

Thus, key competencies are those competencies that distinguish a given company,
influence the creation of new products expected by customers and better organization of the
company’s business activities, and consequently affect the value of the company [37]. Based
on this understanding of key competencies, different lists of them are created, depending
on the industry, job position, or management level, among others. According to such a
perception of key competencies, a study was conducted, the results of which are presented
in this study.

Competences in the MICE sector is an area which, although significant and important
for the development of this industry, is insufficiently researched and scientifically repre-
sented. Research conducted in the field of competences applies to the entire tourism and
hotel industry; there are none that would concern industry-relevant competences.

Friedman points out that there is a competency model for the entire hotel, tourism,
and event industry, including competencies in relation to the position and organizational
levels in a given industry. The described model includes five categories of competences:
personal effectiveness, academic, workplace, industry-wide technical, and industrial sector
technical competences. Depending on the level, these competencies include interpersonal
skills, honesty, flexibility, creative thinking, problem-solving and decision-making skills,
or marketing and sales [38]. In a broad range of competences in the tourism and hotel
industry, two groups of competences can be distinguished—hard and soft skills. Hard
skills are understood as technical skills, also requiring physical activity, and soft skills are
related to human behaviour, and approach to people and work [39]. Weber emphasizes
the importance of soft skills in the hotel industry, especially for managers, especially
performance management (primarily work) and leadership [40]. Soft skills of managers
determine their success in the organization, and technical skills can be developed during
work [41].

Alejziak conducted a study on the qualifications and competences of tourism workers.
Competences important from the point of view of a tourist enterprise are the use of foreign
languages, knowledge of computer programs, the use of various means of information,
communication via the Internet, industry knowledge (in the field of tourism, recreation),
knowledge in the field of marketing/management, professional experience. Other com-
petences useful in tourism, reported by the surveyed employers, were knowledge/skills
in the field of customer service, knowledge of sales techniques, geographical knowledge,
availability, physical fitness, knowledge of reservation systems, preparation for public
speaking, logical and analytical thinking, culinary skills, knowledge of PR, knowledge of
regulations, and ability to keep records [42].

In the hotel industry, research has indicated that the most important competencies
from the perspective of professionals are interpersonal relations/communication compe-
tencies, followed by operational knowledge, leadership, human resource management, and
financial analysis skills [43]. In the hotel industry, competence deficiencies of employees
in this sector are also identified, which are defined as a lack of theoretical knowledge
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and knowledge of the product structure, knowledge of tools used in the management
and marketing of services, the ability to serve guests impeccably, knowledge of foreign
languages, social competences, and managerial skills [44].

The Canadian Tourism Human Resource Council has created a set of standards that
provide a comprehensive description of all the competencies required in the MICE industry.
The standards are divided into twelve main categories, including administration, financial
management, human resources, risk management, and strategic planning [45]. The study
by Liu, Seevers, and Lin analysed the competencies that increase employability in the
MICE sector. As a result of the conducted analysis, they state that among the five most
important competencies, the following are distinguished: interpersonal communication
skills, innovative skills, organizing and coordinating skills, market promotion skills, and
planning skills [46].

The study conducted by Formádi and Raffai identified the skills, abilities, and compe-
tencies required in the daily activities of event managers, which were: the ability to solve
problems and conflicts, team spirit and the ability to work with different people, good
communication skills, self-management skills such as punctuality, time management and
flexibility, creativity, networking, and human capital, decision-making skills, IT skills, and
adaptability [47].

The literature review shows that further research is needed on the competencies of the
MICE industry, which, although it is part of tourism, has other needs in terms of employee
competencies.

3. Methods and Materials

The empirical research diagnosing the competences of the meetings industry has
been carried out since 1 December 2020, to 28 February 2021. Four groups of meeting
industry companies in Poland, Ireland, and Hungary were covered, i.e., Professional
Congress Organizer (PCO), Incentives travel organizers (Incentives travel), and Destination
Management Companies (DMC), including event agencies, and trade fair and exhibition
organizers. Hotel venues were excluded from the research sample, considering them to be
the location of the event.

The research was conducted using the Computer-Assisted Web Interview (CAWI)
technique, in which the respondents were asked to complete the questionnaire in electronic
form. The survey was addressed to the management staff and employees of the MICE sector.
The research tool was self-developed questionnaires, competences, and qualifications in the
MICE sector—for employees of the MICE industry and for employers, as a consequence
of theoretical research and based on current knowledge in the field of scientific research
methodology. The questionnaire consisted of single-choice questions, e.g., in the metric
questions, questions with the answer on the 5-point Linkert scale, e.g., What is, in your
opinion, the actual level of the team’s personality traits? and questions with an indication
of the answer, e.g., In your opinion, what is useful or necessary knowledge in the field of
MICE? Please mark the selected answers—not very useful, useful, very useful.

Among the management staff, i.e., directors, managers, and employees in managerial
positions, hereinafter also referred to as the management staff, thirty-one surveys were
conducted in Poland and Hungary, and thirty in Ireland. On the other hand, among
employees, twenty-three surveys were carried out each in Poland and Ireland, and twenty-
seven surveys were obtained in Hungary. The total number also included forty-one
completed in-depth interview sheets. In total, 207 questionnaires were obtained in the
course of the study. The group of potential respondents was limited due to the size
of the assumed sample, i.e., MICE enterprises, in the three surveyed countries. The
number of officially certified PCOs in the countries covered by the study is limited, and for
example in Poland, there are only nineteen companies [17]; therefore, when obtaining the
questionnaires, it was important to reach the widest possible group of respondents in order
to guarantee the representativeness of the sample.
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The survey questions were in the form of a closed cafeteria, and the structure of
the questions was based on a 5-point Likert scale. The results were divided into two
groups: management (PCO) opinions (Appendix A) and employee opinions (Appendix B).
Statistical analysis was performed using the Chi2 test and the Mann–Whitney U. The results
in all tables are significant for the whole (α < 5%).

The structure of the surveyed entities in each country in terms of the type of business
and the period of operation in the market is shown in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. Structure of companies represented by managers.

Country

Type of Company

In Total
DMC—PCO Organizer of

Incentive Trips Event Agency Organizer of Fairs
and Exhibitions

Poland 14 (45%) 7 (23%) 8 (26%) 2 (6%) 31 (100%)

Hungary 10 (32%) 6 (19%) 8 (26%) 7 (23%) 31 (100%)

Ireland 14 (47%) 5 (17%) 7 (23%) 4 (13%) 30 (100%)

In total 38 (41%) 18 (20%) 23 (25%) 13 (14%) 92 (100%)

Table 2. Structure of companies represented by employees.

Country

Type of Company

In Total
DMC—PCO Organizer of

Incentive Trips Event Agency Organizer of Fairs
and Exhibitions

Poland 11 (44%) 3 (13%) 7 (30%) 3 (13%) 23 (100%)

Hungary 5 (18%) 7 (26%) 5 (19%) 10 (37%) 27 (100%)

Ireland 8 (33%) 5 (21%) 6 (25%) 5 (21%) 24 (100%)

In total 23 (30%) 15 (20%) 18 (25%) 18 (25%) 74 (100%)

4. Results
4.1. Assessing the Usefulness of Knowledge in the Meetings Industry

Respondents from both research groups were asked to rank the areas of knowledge as
the most useful in the operation of the meetings industry enterprise. The results presented
here concern the areas indicated by the majority of respondents. Managers found knowl-
edge in the field of management, negotiations, sociology, and psychology of business and
social attitudes to be the most useful (Table 3). The indicated areas of knowledge useful
during COVID-19 are closely related to the crisis of the sector caused by the pandemic.

According to employees, areas have also been identified that can be linked to the
collapse of the sector. The most useful knowledge indicated by this group was technical
knowledge, knowledge of the Office software, sociology, or volunteering (Table 4). This
means that both groups are aware of the need to have and expand knowledge and com-
petences in those areas that are important in a crisis situation and affect the ability to
manage activities in a crisis situation. The areas of knowledge usefulness in both digital
areas overlap, although the percentage distribution of indications within a given area is
different. Employees indicated seven areas of knowledge most useful in the functioning
of the company. All of them coincide with those indicated by the managers (Table 3).
Divergent indications concern management, negotiations, business psychology, and social
attitudes, which were indicated only by the management.

37



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11686

Table 3. Assessing the usefulness of knowledge as perceived by employers.

Useful or Necessary Knowledge in the MICE Sector z p

Management ↑ 2.691 0.4%

Sociology ↓ 4.331 0.0%

Negotiations ↑ 2.691 0.4%

Psychology of business and social attitudes↓ 1.813 3.5%

Technical knowledge↓ 2.235 1.3%

Knowledge of Office software ↓ 1.882 3.0%

Knowledge of remote work software↓ 3.583 0.0%

Volunteering and sponsorship↓ 4.760 0.0%

Audit of the conference facility↓ 2.222 1.3%

Sustainable development, corporate social responsibility ↓ 2.814 0.2%
Source: Own study.

Table 4. Assessing the usefulness of knowledge as perceived by employees.

Useful or Necessary Knowledge in the MICE Sector z p

Sociology ↓ 3.188 0.1%

Technical knowledge ↓ 2.013 2.2%

Knowledge of Office software ↓ 1.686 4.6%

Volunteering and sponsorship ↓ 3.515 0.0%

Audit of the conference facility ↓ 2.198 1.4%

Foreign languages ↑ 2.036 2.1%

Sustainable development, corporate social responsibility ↓ 1.938 2.6%
Source: Own study.

4.2. Key Competencies

The survey concerned the indication of competencies that are essential for all personnel,
regardless of their function and position in the professional hierarchy. For the purposes
of the study, a base list of competences was created, also used in the question about
social competences, and the respondents were asked to make an individual choice from
the presented database. The results presented below include competencies given by the
majority of respondents. Hard competencies related to technical skills of organizing,
coordinating, and supervising events are missing from the list, as both groups believe they
are appropriate only for operational staff. In contrast, competencies such as influencing
and international familiarity were assigned exclusively to management.

In the group of company executives, ethics, and ethics in dealing with clients were
rated the highest. In a situation of a pandemic, which re-evaluated the patterns previously
developed in the industry, ethics became the overriding value and a tool for building trust
in uncertain conditions. Other competencies highly rated by managers (Table 5) were
interpersonal communication, emotional bond with the company, professional integration,
and organization of own work. Among the employees, professional integration was rated
the highest (Table 6) as a key competence shared by the entire staff. Due to the convergent
indications, it can therefore be concluded that professional integration and interpersonal
communication are particularly important for both groups, the lack of which was strongly
felt during the pandemic when the processes of isolation and limiting interpersonal contacts
took place.

38



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11686

Table 5. Key competencies as perceived by managers.

Key Competencies p chi

Work ethics 0.00% 24,239

Ethics in dealing with the client 0.88% 6853

Interpersonal communication 4.65% 3962

Emotional bond with the company 0.12% 10,535

Professional integration 2.78% 4838

Organization of own work 0.02% 13,431

Willingness to learn 0.02% 13,431

Building relationships with clients 0.06% 11,877

International sophistication 0.00% 23,771

Influence 0.06% 11,725

Building local partnerships 0.00% 21,793

Focus on event participants 2.94% 4744

Organizing parties/events 0.06% 11,725

Overseeing events 0.00% 37,425

Coordinating events 0.00% 25,834
Source: Own study.

Table 6. Key competencies as perceived by employees.

Key Competencies p chi

Professional integration 0.41% 8219

International sophistication 0.07% 11,424

Influence 0.35% 8519

Overseeing events 0.07% 11,424

Coordinating events 0.16% 9918
Source: Own study.

4.3. Expected Social Competencies towards the Team of Employees

In the next part of the survey, respondents were asked to select from the base list
of competencies those competencies that are the expected social competencies of a team
of employees. Based on the opinions of both groups, two sets of competencies were
distinguished. The distinction of social competences results from the theoretical basis, due
to the indication that they are required at every level of management, e.g., in the area of
customer relations or team management. Managers rated the highest: ethics in contacts
with clients and at work, international sophistication, and exerting influence (Table 7).
Employees indicated the usefulness in particular of emotional bond with the company,
ability to adapt to changing conditions, and exerting influence (Table 8). In both groups of
respondents, the convergent result is the social competence to exert influence.

4.4. Planned Long-Term Activities

The survey targeted executives, who indicated the company’s planned long-term
activities to recover from the pandemic crisis, as shown in Table 9 (significant results
for the whole α < 5%). Emphasis was placed primarily on obtaining financing from
external sources, including EU funds, which is justified due to the deep crisis caused by
the pandemic. Other important areas were switching to a different activity, expanding the
portfolio of services, and mergers and acquisitions.
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Table 7. Expected social competencies according to the opinion of managers.

Expected Social Competences of the Team of Employees z p

work ethics↑ 1.870 3.1%

ethics in dealing with customers↑ 2.295 1.1%

international sophistication↓ 2.912 0.2%

exerting influence↓ 3.778 0.0%

work in information noise↓ 2.676 0.4%

cross-skilling↓ 2.250 1.2%

building local partnerships ↓ 2.058 2.0%
Source: Own study.

Table 8. Expected social competencies according to employees’ opinions.

Own Social Competences at the Expected Level z p

emotional bond with the company↓ 2.371 0.9%

ability to adapt to changing conditions ↓ 1.750 4.0%

exerting influence ↓ 2.397 0.8%
Source: Own study.

Table 9. Long-term actions planned for the company’s recovery from the pandemic crisis in the
opinion of employers.

The Company’s Long-Term Activities p chi

Searching for financial support, including EU funds 0.02% 16,677

Switching to another activity in whole or in part 0.00% 22,818

Expanding the portfolio of services 0.12% 13,510

Mergers, acquisitions 1.29% 8706
Source: Own study.

4.5. Areas of Human Resources Improvement in the Meetings Industry

The summary below (Tables 10 and 11) covers the areas of further improvement of
staff identified by employers and employees (significant results for the whole α < 5%). Both
groups indicated the efficiency in obtaining external sources of financing and the ability to
use new technologies as important. In the case of employers, sanitary procedures were also
highly indicated, which may be related to the experience of the pandemic. Both groups
see the need to improve independence in the implementation of tasks and effectiveness in
conditions of imbalance.

Table 10. Areas of staff improvement in the meetings industry in the opinion of employees.

Areas of Improvement p chi

Efficiency in obtaining external sources of financing 0.00% 22,924

Skills in handling new technologies 1.05% 9122

Flexibility of professional competences 3.34% 6801

Independence in carrying out tasks 0.05% 15,050

Efficiency in conditions of imbalance (financial, human
resources, medical, market) 0.00% 23,085

Building relationships, image and “stay with us” ethics 1.17% 8893

Staff training is not required 0.00% 43,125
Source: Own study.
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Table 11. Areas of staff improvement in the meetings industry in the opinion of employers.

Areas of Improvement p chi

Sanitation procedures 4.25% 6317

Efficiency in obtaining external sources of financing 0.00% 40,431

Increasing skills in the use of new technologies 0.00% 21,858

Independence in carrying out tasks 0.00% 23,465

Efficiency in conditions of imbalance (financial, human
resources, medical, market) 0.00% 29,124

Building relationships, image and “stay with us” ethics 0.13% 13,228

Sustainable development, corporate social responsibility 0.10% 13,770

Staff training is not required 0.00% 80,285
Source: Own study.

4.6. Individual Interviews

In-depth interviews were conducted in accordance with the questionnaire attached to
this article (Appendix C). The implementation of in-depth interviews was aimed at:

- Obtaining precise information from enterprise managers;
- Broadening the perspective of the whole research;
- Creating a basis for discussion on the results of quantitative research.

Interviews were conducted among managers from Poland, Hungary, and Ireland. The
period of conducting the research in the form of in-depth interviews was conducted during
the period of restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.

In-depth interviews were conducted by the authors of the article or a person prop-
erly prepared and familiar with the context of the conducted research. Interviews were
conducted in a face-to-face, telephone, or online form (using communication platforms,
including Google Teams) by the researcher or designated person with the respondent. The
interview was structured and had a script (attached to the article), and the answers to the
researcher’s questions were marked by him/her on the document with the script. The
interviews had goals that the researcher wanted to achieve.

In individual interviews, in the form of free statements of managers, they unanimously
stated that the competences of employees have an impact on the operation of the company,
also in a crisis, and that improving the competences of the team is a chance to rebuild
the company and its operations. At the same time, they pointed to the most important
competence challenges of the meetings industry during the pandemic, which required an
urgent solution.

Among the competencies listed, some concerned the strategic management of the
company and competencies important in crisis management, i.e., strategic planning, crisis
management, change management, the ability to adapt to changing conditions, an attitude
of openness to change, searching for new solutions, and flexible operation. During the
pandemic, the competencies scored were those related to remote activity and digital space,
i.e., technical knowledge in the field of online and hybrid events, digital competencies,
knowledge in the field of online marketing. Additional competencies listed included: ethics
in working with clients, knowledge of the possibility of co-financing activities from EU
funds, stress management, improving qualifications and readiness to learn, language skills,
and broadly understood soft skills.

The responses indicated that professional development is always important, and the
time of the pandemic should have been used to expand competences. There is also a
need for continuous improvement of employees’ qualifications and a broad exchange of
knowledge regarding the MICE sector. In this case, further research, and development of
further studies for the MICE sector, as well as industry meetings, can play an important
role.
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5. Discussion

The obtained results indicate the competences of the management staff and employees
of MICE enterprises during the COVID-19 pandemic and indicate the desired competences
that should be developed in the context of preparing for crisis situations in the future.

In terms of knowledge, both managers and employees pointed to those areas that are
essential for managing a company under unstable conditions related to the impact of an
unpredictable external factor, such as the pandemic. These areas were, in particular, change
management, risk management, and negotiation skills. Employees additionally stressed
the importance of operational knowledge, including foreign language skills. This confirms
the view that in an organization operating in a changing environment, a profound change
in the way it manages and interacts with its environment is necessary [48].

A comparison of the results of the surveys of management and operational staff, con-
cerning the indication of competencies necessary for all employees—regardless of the scope
of the company’s activities, position in the professional hierarchy, and tasks performed—
made it possible to distinguish a set containing nineteen competencies common to both
groups. These are (in order according to the averaged results, starting with the highest
indications): work ethic, professional integration, organization of own work, ethics in
dealing with customers, emotional bond with the company, interpersonal communication,
willingness to learn, building relationships with co-workers, ability to cooperate with the
environment, relations with superiors, ability to adapt to changing conditions, proper
self-presentation, written communication, improving qualifications, building relationships
with customers, dealing with conflict situations, availability, solving problems and conflicts,
crossing skills.

The above competencies, as a rule, are expected to contribute to building a unified
and orderly organizational culture of the company and influence its competitiveness, also
in conditions of various turbulent environments. A key group of competencies for the
industry, necessary for the smooth functioning of the organization, are social competencies.
This proves that the most important capital of an organization in the meetings industry is
human capital, and the development of human resources is one of the essential elements
of the company’s functioning and development strategy [49]. This is especially important
during the pandemic economic downturn.

It is also worth noting a special competence outside the group of social competencies,
which is cross-skilling. Many of the problems of the meetings industry are too complex to
be solved by a single competency area. The multifaceted nature of the industry requires
transdisciplinary solutions, so the ability to weld and leverage experience from multiple
disciplines is especially needed, especially given the challenges of the post-pandemic era.

The forecast in terms of desired competencies in the post-COVID period was based on
the results of surveys on expected social competencies, long-term activities planned by the
company, areas of personnel improvement in the near future, and indications of areas in
need of urgent solution.

In terms of expected social competencies, a comparison of the two perspectives—
management and operations—highlighted two common competencies that ranked high:
readiness to learn and professional integration. The former is closely related to the need to
build competitive advantage by preparing staff to create innovations and design and im-
plement company development plans. In turn, emphasizing the importance of professional
integration is a natural consequence of home office work and the lack of typical profes-
sional interpersonal contacts. Both groups also appreciated the importance of interpersonal
communication, which is an essential element of effective work and good teamwork, as
well as building lasting relationships with the external environment [50]. It is worth adding
that the right number of communication channels and organizational culture are important
here, as well as the availability and knowledge of forms and tools for information exchange.

The period of the pandemic, putting the meetings industry in an extremely difficult
situation, with a very late prospect of recovery [17], made it necessary to search for new
forms of activity and plan comprehensive measures to recover from the crisis. The study on
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the directions of future activities was carried out during the culmination of the COVID-19
pandemic and the deep crisis of the industry. Hence, such tasks as seeking funding from
external sources, reducing employment, and reorganizing or restructuring the company
were indicated. Re-examination may indicate to what extent these activities will continue
in the post-COVID period. Nonetheless, expanding the scope of services topped the list,
and key places were occupied by improving employee competence, remotely/virtually
conducted operations, increasing digitization/automation, and new forms of business
management. The above-mentioned areas of activity set the directions for competence
development in the post-COVID period.

These directions were also confirmed by the indicated areas of future professional
development. The statement on management improvement points to two main themes:
efficiency in obtaining external funding sources and effectiveness under imbalanced con-
ditions. In the case of staff improvement, these are: self-reliance in the execution of tasks
and increased ability to handle new technologies. The above results are also confirmed
by individual interviews with managers, who additionally indicate strategic planning,
crisis management, change management, stress management, and flexible operation, as
well as technical competence to use modern technologies in the implementation of virtual
meetings.

In individual interviews, the respondents emphasized the importance of digital com-
petences related to the company’s operations and the organization of virtual events, but
also knowledge in the field of online marketing during the pandemic. As can be seen, the
pandemic has also become a catalyst for accelerating the transformation of the meetings
industry. In particular, we can point to the focus on remotely/virtually conducted business
and the associated increase in digitization/automation, including the use of artificial intel-
ligence. This trend is closely linked to digital competencies, an area that combines social
competencies with technical skills [51]. The literature identifies five areas of digital compe-
tence: information, communication, content-creation, security, and problem-solving [2].

Thus, the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is both the formation of new competencies,
such as advanced digital competencies and cross-skilling, and the growth in importance
of competencies already defined but considered less important to date, such as crisis
management, change management, and knowledge management. At the same time, it
should be emphasized that all the groups of competencies identified in the survey results
are part of the industry’s projected trends [12–14], which can be broadly divided into three
areas:

- The rise of new technologies and a flexible approach to organizing events—digital
restructuring, hybrid and virtual events, a variety of participation options (physical—
face to face, virtual, and hybrid);

- Individual approach to the customer—personalization of the offer, focus on creating
an authentic experience for the participant, attention to their involvement, emphasis
on emotions, innovation in building an offer of events;

- Security (sanitary, digital, related to geopolitical uncertainty), the importance of data
in real-time decision making and event management, and green responsibility.

Identifying and developing key competencies in the meetings industry has a signifi-
cant impact on the recovery of the sector and its effective functioning in the post-pandemic
period. Of great importance in this regard is the building and updating of competency pro-
files for individual positions, or so-called competency mapping [52]. It brings measurable
benefits to organizations, including in the recruitment and selection process, identifying
strengths and weaknesses in employees’ skills, identifying competency gaps to close them,
creating employee development plans, developing training programs or, finally, identifying
overlapping job roles. Competency management is therefore a key tool that can determine
competitive advantage.

It is important to focus greater research interest on the competences of the MICE sector
in the future. Further research is needed in this area because the competences of employees
indirectly affect the development of this sector. An important aspect also seems to be
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further analysis of the situation of the industry in the MICE pandemic, the conclusions of
which may support the sector in responding to similar crisis situations in the future.

Among the limitations of the study, it is worth mentioning the limited research group
due to the small number of companies operating in the given areas in three countries to
which the authors had direct access. In the future, it is worth expanding the research group
and reaching out to other companies operating in the MICE industry. It is also worth noting
that MICE is still not a well-researched sector, especially in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic and its long-term effects on the industry. Our study is just the beginning of a
discussion that has highlighted the basic implications for the industry, especially in the
context of competencies. Due to the importance of the MICE industry in the tourism sector,
not only competence studies such as ours are important, but all others that help to better
understand this industry. All these issues should be addressed in subsequent studies.
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Appendix A. Competences and Qualifications in the Field of MICE (Survey
for Managers)

1 What activity do you run in the MICE sector? Tick the answer in the table.

DMC—PCO

Organizer of incentive trips

Event Agency

Organizer of fairs and exhibitions

2 Does the company you represent have a recommendation from, for example, Conven-
tion Bureau or another organization? YES/NO

3 How long has the company been operating on the market? Tick the answer in the
table.

Up to 5 years

6–10 years

Over 10 years

4 What is the useful or necessary knowledge in the field of MICE?

Scope of Knowledge Not Useful Useful Very Useful

management

change management

risk management

sociology

negotiations
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Scope of Knowledge Not Useful Useful Very Useful

marketing

experience management (user experience)

psychology of business and social attitudes

calculation and budgeting

making the message of the event more attractive

technical knowledge

knowledge of Office software

knowledge of remote work software

action on social media

event registration and management systems

organization of catering

volunteering and sponsorship

audit of the conference facility

foreign languages

knowledge of the industry

sustainable development, corporate social
responsibility

knowledge of law regarding the organization of
events

5 Please indicate which types of competencies are necessary for the entire staff and
which are dependent on the position in the company.

Specifications

Key Competences (Common
to the Entire Staff)

(Required from the Entire
Staff)

Functional
Competences—Occur in

People Working in Specific
Organizational Units
(Required by People
Working in Specific

Organizational Units)

Hierarchical Competences
(Required from Employees

Depending on Their Role in
the Company)

building relationships with
customers

ethics at work
ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations
troubleshooting and conflicts

proper self-presentation
motivating oneself and others

emotional bond with the
company

professional integration
ability to cooperate with the

environment
able to adapt to changing

conditions
raising qualifications
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Specifications

Key Competences (Common
to the Entire Staff)

(Required from the Entire
Staff)

Functional
Competences—Occur in

People Working in Specific
Organizational Units
(Required by People
Working in Specific

Organizational Units)

Hierarchical Competences
(Required from Employees

Depending on Their Role in
the Company)

international training
relations with superiors

influence
relationships with colleagues

written communication
organization of own work

willingness to learn
work in information noise

cross-linking skills
building local partnerships

concentration on event
participants

organizing events / events
supervising events
coordinating events

6 Please rate the ACTUAL social competences of the enterprise team. 1—low level,
5—highest level.

Specifications
The Actual Level

1 2 3 4 5
building relationships with customers

ethics at work
ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations
solving problems and conflicts

proper self-presentation
motivating oneself and others

emotional bond with the company
professional integration

ability to cooperate with the environment
able to adapt to changing conditions

raising qualifications
international training

relations with superiors
influence

relationships with colleagues
written communication

organization of own work
willingness to learn

work in information noise
cross-linking skills

building local partnerships
concentration on event participants

7 Please rate the EXPECTED social competences of the company team. 1—low level,
5—highest level.
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Specifications
The Expected Level

1 2 3 4 5
building relationships with customers

ethics at work
ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations
solving problems and conflicts

proper self-presentation
motivating oneself and others

emotional bond with the company
professional integration

ability to cooperate with the environment
able to adapt to changing conditions

raising qualifications
international training

relations with superiors (managers)
influence

relationships with colleagues
written communication

organization of own work
willingness to learn

work in information noise
cross-linking skills

building local partnerships
concentration on event participants

8 What is the actual level of the team’s personality traits?

Specifications
The Actual Level

1 2 3 4 5
assertiveness

empathy
loyalty to the employer

creativity
duty

scrupulousness
kindness
control

ability to conduct discussions
setting priorities

9 How do you assess the current, aggregated components of employees’ competences?

Specifications
1 2 3 4 5

Hard competences.
Measurable skills (education, diploma, professional knowledge)

Analytical skills.
They concern the ability to assess a situation, approach a task from different points

of view, look for different perspectives, collect specific information
Technical skills.

Knowledge of the software
Flexibility, ability to adapt to the prevailing conditions, the ability to set priorities.

coping with many tasks that are entrusted, i.e., setting priorities, adapting to
changing conditions or requirements, and division of work.
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Specifications
1 2 3 4 5

Interpersonal skills.
Ability to work in a group, with colleagues, inspire others to act, engage in joint

projects, as well as mitigate emerging conflicts
Leadership, management skills.

There are personality types that are inherently leadership and those that acquire
this leadership.

Tolerance and diversity of diversity.
Finally, in every position there is a great variety of personalities, people who have

all kinds of belief systems.
Planning and organizational skills.

The ability to design, plan, organize, and implement projects and tasks within the
allotted time. This also include goal setting. Setting work efficiency indicators

The ability to solve simple and complex problems, creativity.
A light approach to problems solved with a creative mind in order to find the best

solution. Design thinking

10 If you can do this, distance yourself from the actual management competencies.

Specifications The Actual Level
1 2 3 4 5

creating a team
taking care of subordinates

task delegation
motivating

managerial courage
leadership

organization
process management
project management

strategic thinking
shift management
resistance to stress

finance management

11 Personnel improvement in the MICE sector should soon focus on:

Type of Professional Development Operational Staff Management Staff Does Not Matter
sanitary procedures

efficiency in obtaining external sources of
financing

increasing skills in handling new technologies
new competences

flexibility of professional competences
new communication techniques

independence in carrying out tasks
effectiveness in conditions of imbalance (financial,

human resources, medical, market)
building relationships, image, and ethics “Stay

with us”
broadening general knowledge

sustainable development, corporate social
responsibility

increasing knowledge does not matter

12 What long-term actions is the company planning to recover from the pandemic crisis?
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YES NO
Does Not Apply to My
Company/I Have No

Opinion
seeking support, including from financial resources

switching to another activity in part or in full
company reorganization/restructuring
new forms of enterprise management

improving the qualifications and qualifications of
employees

digitization/automation
remote/virtual activity

broadening the portfolio of services
mergers, acquisitions
choice of employment

Please provide some information about yourself:

1. Gender: Female, Male, Other
2. Age: up to 20 years; 21–35, 36–50, over 50 years
3. Work experience in the MICE sector (not necessarily in the current company): under

5 years, 5–10 years, 11–15 years, over 15 years

Appendix B. Competencies and Qualifications in the MICE Class (Survey for
Employees of the MICE Industry)

1. What type of company in the MICE area do you represent? Tick the answer in the
table.

DMC—PCO
Organizer of incentive trips
Event Agency
Organizer of fairs and exhibitions

2. Does the company you represent have a recommendation from, for example, Conven-
tion Bureau or another organization? YES/NO

3. According to your knowledge, how is your supervisor/manager? Tick the answer in
the table.

Never Occasionally Often Always
They are up to date with changes and trends on the MICE market
Clearly presents the long-term directions of the company’s development,
including the vision and mission, to the subordinate employees
They promote the legitimacy of action for a common goal among
employees
They are constantly looking for opportunities to increase the efficiency of
the company’s operations in the long term
Makes decisions for the sustainable growth of the entire company
Ensures that their team has clarity of goals, roles, and responsibilities
Skilfully delegates tasks while giving space for employees’ own initiative
Creates positive energy and a sense of belonging of subordinate
employees to the team
Appreciates the successes and achievements of his team members
Cares about the development of competences of subordinate employees
Provides constructive feedback quickly
Takes full responsibility for his decisions
Motivates their team based on the strengths of its members
With their energy and enthusiasm, they inspire others to achieve success
He strictly accounts for work efficiency
Introduces procedures of conduct
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4. In your opinion, what is useful or necessary knowledge in the field of MICE? Tick the
answer in the table.

Scope of Knowledge Not Useful Useful Very Useful
management

shift management
risk management

sociology
negotiations
marketing

experience management (user experience)
psychology of business and social attitudes

calculation and budgeting
making the message of the event more attractive

technical knowledge
knowledge of Office software

knowledge of remote work software
action on social media

event registration and management systems
organization of catering

volunteering and sponsorship
audit of the conference facility

Foreign Languages
knowledge of the industry

sustainable development, corporate social responsibility
knowledge of law regarding the organization of events

5. In your opinion, which competences are necessary for the entire staff of the MICE
industry, and which are dependent on the position in the company? Tick the answer
in the table.

Specifications

Key Competences
(Common to the Entire

Staff)
Required by the Entire

Staff

Functional
Competences—Occur in

People Working in Specific
Organizational Units

Required by the People
Working in Specific

Organizational Units

Hierarchical Competences
(Required from Employees

Depending on Their Role in
the Company)

building relationships with
customers

ethics at work
ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations

problem and conflict resolution
proper self-presentation

motivating oneself and others
emotional bond with the company

professional integration
ability to cooperate with the

environment
ability to adapt to changing

conditions
raising qualifications
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Specifications

Key Competences
(Common to the Entire

Staff)
Required by the Entire

Staff

Functional
Competences—Occur in

People Working in Specific
Organizational Units

Required by the People
Working in Specific

Organizational Units

Hierarchical Competences
(Required from Employees

Depending on Their Role in
the Company)

international training
Relationships with superiors

Influence
relationships with colleagues

written communication
organization of own work

willingness to learn
work in information noise

cross-linking skills
ability to work remotely

ability to adapt to change
flexible operation

the ability to take on new challenges
organizing events
supervising events
coordinating events

6. Please evaluate your own social competences at the ACTUAL level. 1—low level,
5—highest level.

The Actual Level
1 2 3 4 5

building relationships with customers
ethics at work

ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations

problem and conflict resolution
proper self-presentation

motivating oneself and others
emotional bond with the company

professional integration
ability to cooperate with the environment

Able (ability) to adapt to changing conditions
raising qualifications
international training

relations with superiors
influence

relationships with colleagues
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The Actual Level
1 2 3 4 5

written communication
organization of own work

willingness to learn
work in information noise

cross-linking skills
ability to work remotely

ability to adapt to change
flexible operation

the ability to take on new challenges

7. Please assess your own social competences at the EXPECTED level

The Expected Level
1 2 3 4 5

building relationships with customers
ethics at work

ethics in dealing with clients
interpersonal communication

availability
coping with conflict situations

problem and conflict resolution
proper self-presentation

motivating oneself and others
emotional bond with the company

professional integration
ability to cooperate with the environment

able to adapt to changing conditions
raising qualifications
international training

relations with superiors
influence

relationships with colleagues
written communication

organization of own work
willingness to learn

work in information noise
cross-linking skills

ability to work remotely
ability to adapt to change

flexible operation
the ability to take on new challenges

8. What is, in your opinion, the ACTUAL level of the team’s personality traits?
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Specifications The Actual Level
1 2 3 4 5

assertiveness
empathy

loyalty to the employer
creativity

duty
scrupulousness

kindness
control

ability to conduct discussions
setting priorities

9. How do you assess your own aggregated components of competencies? On a scale of
one meaning low and five meaning very good.

Specifications
1 2 3 4 5

Hard competences.
Measurable skills (education, diploma,

professional knowledge)
Analytical skills.

They concern the ability to assess a situation,
approach a task from different points of view, look

for different perspectives, collect specific
information

Technical skills.
Knowledge of the software

Flexibility, ability to adapt to the prevailing
conditions, the ability to set priorities.

coping with many tasks that are entrusted, i.e.,
setting priorities, adapting to changing conditions

or requirements, and division of work.
Interpersonal skills.

Ability to work in a group, with colleagues, inspire
others to act, engage in joint projects, as well as

mitigate emerging conflicts
Leadership, management skills.

There are personality types that are inherently
leadership and those that acquire this leadership.

Tolerance and diversity of diversity.
Finally, in every position there is a great variety of
personalities, people who have all kinds of belief

systems
Planning and organizational skills.

The ability to design, plan, organize and
implement projects and tasks within the allotted

time. They also include goal setting. Setting work
efficiency indicators

The ability to solve simple and complex problems,
creativity.

A light approach to problems solved with a
creative mind in order to find the best solution.

Design thinking

10. In your opinion, what should the staff development in the MICE sector should
focus on? Please indicate the level of staff at which particular types of professional
development should be introduced
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Type of Professional Development Operational Staff Management Staff Does Not Matter
sanitary procedures

efficiency in obtaining external sources
of financing

increasing skills in handling new
technologies

new competences
flexibility of professional competences

new communication techniques
independence in carrying out tasks

effectiveness in conditions of
imbalance (financial, human resources,

medical, market)
building relationships, image, and

ethics „Stay with us”
Expanding knowledge

Sustainable development, corporate
social responsibility

increasing knowledge does not matter

Please provide some information about yourself:

1. Gender: Female, Male, Other
2. Age: up to 20 years; 21–35, 36–50, over 50 years old
3. Work experience in the MICE sector (not necessarily only in the current company):

under 5 years, 5–10 years, 11–15 years, over 15 years

Appendix C. An In-Depth Interview Questionnaire for Managers of the MICE
Sector Companies

Interview conducted with:
Name of organization:
The type of business of the enterprise:
Date of the interview:

1. HOW DO YOU ASSESS THE PERSPECTIVES FOR RECOVERY FROM THE MICE
SEGMENT PANDEMIC: How do you assess the perspectives of the MICE sector for
recovery from the pandemic. MICED is the sector and all of the below are the sector
segments.

a. congresses and conferences
b. incentive travel
c. events
d. fairs and exhibitions

2. What do you think of the mice sector’s most burning problem, requiring solutions in
the field of competences?

3. Improving the competence of the team could be a chance for the company? Could the
improvement of competences be a new chance for the company?

Rating Scale
I fully agree I agree No opinion I disagree I completely disagree

4. Is there a need to develop uniform qualification standards in the MICE sector?
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Rating Scale

Yes, they are
necessary

Yes, they will be
useful No opinion No, they are not

useful

No, everyone
manages the team in

their own way

No, it is not
possible

5. In which areas would you like to improve the competences of the team? How do you
agree with the following points?

Specifications
Rating Scale

I Fully Agree I Agree No Opinion I Disagree I Completely Disagree
Soft competences

Hard competencies
Practical solutions—case

studies
General knowledge
Practical knowledge

I am not interested

6. If handbooks and other tools for qualifications are prepared, which are the most
interesting forms?

Specifications
Rating Scale

I Fully Agree I Agree No Opinion I Disagree I Completely Disagree
Themed quests

Simulation games
Methodical manuals

Training videos
Case study descriptions

Thematic tests
Personality tests
Soft skills guide

Activity manuals
Spreadsheets (BID)

Self-assessment tests
Classic knowledge manuals
adapted to the MICE market

7 For which kind of competence development will you be able to pay part of the costs?

Specifications
Rating Scale

I Fully Agree I Agree No Opinion I Disagree I Completely Disagree
It is an employee’s business. I

do not see the need to pay for it
I can bear the cost, but only for
such forms of education as to

the effects of which I am
convinced

Postgraduate studies
Thematic training

Internships in other branded
companies

Only forms with recognized
certificates
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33. Kompetencje Kluczowe w Uczeniu Się Przez Całe Życie. Europejskie Ramy Odniesienia. Available online: https://op.europa.eu/

pl/publication-detail/-/publication/5719a044-b659-46de-b58b-606bc5b084c1 (accessed on 25 January 2023).

56



Sustainability 2023, 15, 11686

34. Zalecenie Parlamentu Europejskiego i Rady z Dnia 18 Grudnia 2006 r. w Sprawie Kompetencji Kluczowych w Procesie Uczenia
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How Has Online Digital Technology Influenced the On-Site
Visitation Behavior of Tourists during the COVID-19 Pandemic?
A Case Study of Online Digital Art Exhibitions in China
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the global tourism industry,
leading to a decrease in peoples’ willingness to travel and a sense of insecurity regarding tourist
destinations. Therefore, restoring people’s willingness to travel is the greatest challenge faced by this
industry in the post-pandemic era. The tourism industry requires innovative solutions to achieve
sustainable recovery. While there is a considerable amount of research on its recovery during the
pandemic, there are few studies exploring people’s willingness to travel to encourage sustainable
and resilient recovery in the post-pandemic era. This study employed a quality model to examine
the satisfaction and intention of tourists towards the application of online digital art exhibitions
under the influence of COVID-19. The aim was to investigate the promoting role of online digital
art exhibitions in the sustainability and resilient recovery of the tourism industry. To achieve these
objectives, this study focuses on the online digital art exhibition of Song Dynasty figure paintings
launched by China Central Television (CCTV), with post-exhibition surveys conducted and 512 valid
questionnaires collected. The research model and hypotheses are tested using structural equation
modeling. The results of this study indicate that travelers’ intentions to engage in on-site visits
through online digital exhibitions are determined by three factors: perceived value, satisfaction, and
art therapy. Furthermore, online digital art exhibitions not only represented the most important form
of tourism during the pandemic, but they also provided significant psychological healing. They have
become a driving force for the transformation of the current culture and tourism industry and the
promotion of its sustainable development. This research provides a benchmark for future research on
the tourism industry, and it offers new research directions in the field of sustainable tourism.

Keywords: sustainable tourism; tourism industry; COVID-19; behavioral intention; online digital
exhibition

1. Introduction

The tourism industry provides livelihoods to millions of people and enables billions
to appreciate diverse cultures and the natural world. In some countries, tourism accounts
for more than 20% of the gross domestic product (GDP), making it the third-largest export
sector in the global economy [1]. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has severely impacted
the tourism industry, affecting economies, livelihoods, and public services across continents
and bringing the industry to a temporary halt [2]. According to forecasts by the World
Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the COVID-19 pandemic was expected to cause a loss
in global tourism to the value of USD 2.1 trillion in 2020 and jeopardize 75 million tourism
jobs [3]. Rebuilding market confidence, revitalizing the tourism economy, and achieving
high-quality development of the tourism industry have become focal points in academia
and industry post-pandemic.

The outbreak of the pandemic has posed unprecedented challenges to the tourism
industry, yet it has also presented an opportunity for transformation and change. The
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emergence of online digital technologies has facilitated the digital transformation and
innovation of the tourism sector [4]. Digital cultural tourism initiatives have emerged
during the pandemic, leveraging new-generation technologies such as virtual reality (VR),
augmented reality (AR), and artificial intelligence (AI) to create immersive experiences.
These initiatives include virtual reality-based scenic spots, entertainment, and museums,
and other new forms of culture and tourism experience, fostering new consumer behavior
and reshaping people’s travel preferences and tourism concepts [5]. Emphasizing safety in
tourism and the ability to explore the world from home, and prioritizing user experience,
have become paramount [5]. Under the circumstances of the pandemic, online digital tech-
nologies have gained more attention than ever from tourists and destination organizations.
Online virtual tours of museums and exhibitions and other forms of “cloud tourism” have
become the new norm since the pandemic, stimulating people’s interest in tourism. Concur-
rently, online digital technologies are reshaping the manner in which customers plan their
travel and search for destination information. By leveraging digitized environments, these
technologies enable customers to experience products, services, or locations prior to their
physical visit [6]. The increasing reliance on and desire for such online digital environments
reflects a gradual shift in tourism perspectives, with individuals predominantly opting
for online virtual tourism. Consequently, online digital technologies have opened up new
avenues for the revitalization and recovery of the tourism industry, providing innovative
approaches to travel and tourism experiences.

Previous studies have explored the use of on-site digital technologies [7] and VR
technology for enhancing tourists’ travel experiences [8], as well as the impact of VR
technology on intentions to make repeat visits to tourist destinations [9,10]. However, the
perspectives explored in these studies have been relatively narrow, focusing solely on the
impact of digital technologies on tourism destinations. They predominantly concentrate on
the “technology” itself, without delving into the influence of online digital technologies on
“people” after the pandemic. In particular, the shift in individuals’ tourism perspectives and
their heightened concerns for personal well-being and health have significantly dampened
their willingness to travel. Yet, the revival of tourist demand is considered a key factor
in stimulating the recovery of the tourism industry [11]. Consequently, there is an urgent
need to address how to effectively guide tourists in regaining their willingness to travel. In
fact, tourists are highly interested in online digital technologies and seek to understand
how these platforms can provide humanistic care [12,13]. However, there have been
few attempts to evaluate user satisfaction with online digital technology applications
and their subsequent impact on travel intentions. How do online digital technologies
influence tourists’ on-site visitation behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic? What are
the underlying factors affecting this behavior? Do they contribute to stimulating tourists’
travel intentions and promoting the recovery and sustainable development of the tourism
industry in the post-pandemic era?

To address the aforementioned issues, this study introduces a comprehensive research
model that incorporates factors derived from perceived quality (content, system, and
personalized service) and expectation confirmation. From the perspective of tourists’
expectation confirmation, the research model explores the effects of perceived quality of
online digital art exhibitions, user expectation confirmation, perceived value, perceived
enjoyment, and art therapy on satisfaction with online digital art exhibitions and on-
site visitation. By examining how online digital technology influences the physical visit
behavior of tourists during the COVID-19 pandemic, this research can assist museum
curators and other cultural tourism institutions in leveraging digital technology to increase
public engagement with art, promote the digital transformation of the culture and tourism
industry, stimulate innovation in this sector, unleash the multiplicative effects of digitization
on the industry, and facilitate its sustainable development.
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2. Research Theory and Hypothesis
2.1. COVID-19 and Online Digital Art Exhibitions

In the spring of 2020, as the novel coronavirus began to spread globally, the true
meaning of globalization seemed to resonate with people, as the impact of the virus
extended beyond trade disruptions and stagnant tourism to endanger the art world [14].
As a result of the pandemic, planned art fairs and major exhibitions in various countries
were hindered, while museums in many countries remained closed, presenting challenges
in cross-border artistic collaboration [15]. To cater to audiences who were unable to attend in
person, many museums swiftly transitioned their exhibitions to online platforms, offering
“virtual exhibitions” for remote viewing. Suddenly, being “online” became the hottest topic
of discussion. It is during this distinctive period that the rapid development of digital art
took place.

Online digital art exhibitions refer to the integration of online digital technologies
with humanistic art, combining rational thinking and artistic sensibility. These exhibitions
are founded on the development of online digital technologies and encompass a fusion of
artistic expression and human perception [16]. Online exhibitions, as a form of exhibition
accessible anytime and from anywhere through the internet on computers and smartphones,
represent one of the most effective ways to disseminate digital information in any field [17].
Online digital art exhibitions represent a new artistic language that blends the contempo-
rary era of new media with traditional art. Leveraging technology for human–computer
interaction as a medium, these exhibitions enhance visitors’ perceptual experiences and
create a multidimensional and dynamic interactive environment.

2.2. Perceived Quality

The concept of perceived system quality was introduced by DeLone and McLean [17],
and it is generally defined as “the extent to which users perceive the performance of a
system”. Subsequently, this model was updated by Delone and McLean [18], who proposed
three types of information system quality—system quality, information quality, and service
quality, also known as perceived quality. Perceived quality can be defined as customers’
judgment of the overall excellence or superiority of a product. These three indicators,
evaluated based on individual perceptions, are considered primary predictors of perceived
quality [19]. Currently, the Information System Success Model has been successfully applied
in the field of e-commerce. This model explains users’ adoption of various information
systems, for instance, websites, online shopping, mobile applications, online learning, and
online travel through VR augmented reality [20–24].

Content quality refers to indicators associated with the content of an e-commerce
website, including the relevance, completeness, and comprehensibility of the provided
information. Delone and McLean [17] emphasized the importance and relevance of con-
tent quality within the Information System Success Model, with various studies further
emphasizing its significance. System quality refers to “a system in which the expected
characteristics of mobile devices and web browsing services are considered available for
user use” [25]. Delone and McLean [17] demonstrated that system quality strongly in-
fluences the success of information systems, with indicators relating to system quality
and overall system performance measured based on factors such as usability, reliability,
functionality, and performance. Service quality is defined as the overall judgment of or
attitude towards the quality of a service, and it refers to consumers’ overall impression
of its advantages and/or disadvantages. Zhao et al. [26] identified service quality as an
important determinant of information system effectiveness.

In this study, content quality refers to the organization of information provided in
terms of its accuracy, relevance, and personalization within the context of online digital
exhibitions on cultural heritage; system quality pertains to the degree of security, speed,
reliability, and convenience of the webpages and mobile interfaces; and good service quality
is characterized by visually appealing graphics and immersive interactive experiences.
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Online digital art exhibitions represent innovative information technology primarily
based on new media. Although research on the perceived quality of online digital ex-
hibitions is limited in terms of user expectations confirmation, studies have extensively
explored perceived quality and expectation confirmation in various domains, such as online
restaurant reviews, online shopping, and online library resources. Joo and Choi [27] con-
firmed that users’ perceptions of the content quality of online library resources positively
influence the confirmation of their expectations. Park [28] added that the confirmation of
users’ expectations is positively influenced by system and service quality in the context
of smart wearable devices. Therefore, a similar trend is likely to apply to users of online
digital art exhibitions. Based on this premise, we propose the following hypotheses:

H1a: There exists a positive correlation between the content quality of online digital art
exhibitions and visitor expectation confirmation.

H1b: There exists a positive correlation between the service quality of online digital art
exhibitions and visitor expectation confirmation.

H1c: There exists a positive correlation between the system quality of online digital art
exhibitions and visitor expectation confirmation.

2.3. The Expectation Confirmation Model

The Expectation Confirmation Model (ECM), proposed by the renowned American
scholar Bhattacherjee [29], is widely recognized as a prominent theory for explaining the
post-adoption behavior of users [30]. Initially, it was developed to elucidate the relation-
ships between factors influencing the repeat purchase behavior of consumers. It posits that
there exists an inherent relationship between the “expectations” prior to product purchase,
the “perceived performance” after purchase, the “degree of confirmation” between prior
expectations and perceived performance, “satisfaction” after purchase, and consumers’
“intention to repurchase.” These factors were identified to be interconnected. In 2001, Bhat-
tacherjee introduced the Expectation Confirmation Model, which comprises four variables:
expectation confirmation, perceived usefulness, satisfaction, and continued usage intention.

Expectation confirmation as a key factor in the ECM that plays a significant role in
determining users’ perceived satisfaction with information systems and services, which, in
turn, influences their system usage. Furthermore, as satisfaction is typically defined as a
user’s overall evaluation of their experience with a specific information system or service,
Mason and Nassivera [31] identify satisfaction as one of the core determinants of behavioral
intention. Therefore, this study incorporates expectation confirmation, satisfaction, and
behavioral intention from the ECM into its research model.

Additionally, Hsu and Lin [32] demonstrate that perceived value replaces perceived
usefulness. Users engage with online digital art exhibitions for various reasons, such as
leisure, enjoyment, and learning, rather than to achieve specific goals or enhance perfor-
mance. Previous research has shown that in the tourism domain, the primary factors influ-
encing behavioral intention are perceived quality, perceived value, and satisfaction [33,34].
Thus, perceived value deserves greater attention.

2.3.1. Confirmation

Bhattacherjee defines expectation confirmation as the degree to which information
system users’ pre-usage expectations are confirmed after system usage. In the context of
this study, expectation confirmation refers to a user’s evaluation of the degree to which their
overall perception of the online digital art exhibition of cultural heritage aligns with their
pre-visit expectations. In the Expectation Confirmation Model, expectation confirmation
is a key factor that directly influences user satisfaction with system usage. The higher
the confirmation of users’ prior expectations, the greater their perceived satisfaction with
the usage experience. For instance, Vena-Oya et al. [35] found that the confirmation of
high expectations significantly influences people’s satisfaction with tourist destinations.
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Chen et al. [36] demonstrated that expectation confirmation plays a decisive role in deter-
mining satisfaction with online shopping. Based on these findings, the following hypothesis
is proposed:

H2: There is a positive correlation between expectation confirmation and visitors’ satisfac-
tion with online digital art exhibitions.

Previous research has shown a strong and important relationship between expectation
confirmation and perceived value. Lin et al. [37] revealed that higher expectation con-
firmation in IPTV leads to greater perceived value. Research found that confirmation of
users’ expectations of mobile services plays a decisive role in their perception of value and
satisfaction [38]. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: There is a positive correlation between expectation confirmation and visitors’ percep-
tions of the value of online digital art exhibitions.

Furthermore, Halilovic and Cicic [39] introduced an extended Expectation Confir-
mation Model that integrates expectation confirmation with the affective structure of
individual users, specifically, the perception of enjoyment. This integration further comple-
ments the continuity of perceived information technology quality. Research has shown that
expectation confirmation has a positive impact on the perception of enjoyment. Based on
this, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4: There is a positive correlation between user expectation confirmation and visitors’
perceptions of enjoyment in online digital art exhibitions.

2.3.2. Satisfaction

Satisfaction, as defined by Oliver [40], represents the discrepancy between consumers’
prior expectations and their perception of the product’s performance after consumption.
Both the ECM and subsequent studies have confirmed that satisfaction is a primary deter-
minant of users’ behavioral intentions. Visitors feel satisfied when their experience meets
or exceeds their expectations. Numerous studies have established that user satisfaction is
an important indicator of subsequent behavioral intentions [41,42], and that satisfaction
with online travel experiences has a positive impact on users’ behavioral intentions [42–44].
The more satisfied users are with online travel, the stronger their intention to engage in
actual visits. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H5: There is a positive correlation between satisfaction and visitors’ intentions to engage in
on-site visitation behavior.

2.3.3. Perceived Value

Perceived value refers to the overall evaluation of the utility of a product or ser-
vice [45]. Woodruff [46] considers a product’s performance, attributes, and usage effects
to be customer value factors that influence the attainment of customer goals. Murphy
et al. [47] point out that perceived value, in the context of tourism, refers to the comparison
made by tourists between the quality of their tourism experiences and the resources (e.g.,
money, time) invested in their travel. In this study, perceived value refers to users’ overall
evaluation of the cultural value, aesthetic value, and service value experienced during
the expectation confirmation phase of the digital online exhibition of cultural heritage.
Perceived value is relative in nature, as it is comparative, personal, and contextual, and is
inherently prioritized, affective, and cognitively emotional [48].

Numerous studies have demonstrated a causal relationship between perceived value
and satisfaction, effectively explaining tourist satisfaction and destination choice [49].
Gallarza and Gil Saura [50] argue that perceived value is a prerequisite to experiencing
satisfaction in a tourism context. Wei et al. [51] identify tourists’ perception of value after
engaging in cultural heritage tourism as one of the most significant factors influencing their
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satisfaction with a destination and their intention to revisit. Chen and Chen [52] find that
visitors’ perception of value in heritage tourism has a positive impact on their satisfaction.
Based on this, we can hypothesize the following:

H6: There is a positive correlation between the perceived value of online digital art exhibi-
tions and visitor satisfaction.

A substantial body of empirical research suggests that perceived value may be a
stronger predictor of user behavior compared to satisfaction or quality. For example,
Cronin et al. [53] examine the relationships between perceived value, satisfaction, and
behavioral intentions across six different service industries, and find that perceived value
directly influences customer satisfaction and behavioral intentions in all industries except
healthcare. Pura [54] analyzes the direct impact of perceived value on behavioral intentions
in a service context. The results of their study indicate that there is a significant influence of
perceived value on behavioral intentions, with higher perceived value leading to stronger
behavioral intentions. Based on this, we can hypothesize the following:

H7: The perceived value of online digital art exhibitions has a positive impact on visitors’
intentions to engage in on-site visitation behavior.

2.3.4. Perceived Enjoyment

Perceived enjoyment refers to the extent to which users perceive the activity of using a
specific information system as enjoyable [55]. Thong et al. [56] were the first to investigate
the relationship between perceived enjoyment and the continued intention to use mobile
internet services. By extending perceived enjoyment to the Extended Confirmation Model, a
better understanding of the continued behavior in mobile internet services can be achieved.
Perceived enjoyment represents the level of enjoyment experienced by users during the
usage process, independent of the usage outcome. In the context of this research, perceived
enjoyment primarily refers to the pleasant emotions experienced by users after engaging in
online digital exhibitions on cultural heritage, with greater emphasis on fully immersive
experiences through virtual interaction with art exhibitions.

The concept of perceived enjoyment has been widely studied across different domains.
In healthcare environments, visual art has been found to alter patients’ emotions, evoking
a sense of pleasure in hospital rooms and providing patients with a sense of mental well-
being [57]. Ulrich [58] emphasizes that natural environments elicit pleasant emotions and
psychological responses, emphasizing therapeutic perception based on emotions. Day [59]
suggests that the full appreciation or enjoyment of artwork can serve as a healing pathway
for individuals. In their book, Malchioldi and Lippin [60] state that scientific evidence
supports the positive impact of all forms of therapeutic art, because they combine sensibility,
emotions, and cognition, allowing individuals to fully enjoy and experience life. Chen [61]
discusses how audiences easily find presence after interacting with high-quality interactive
art, which provides fundamental sensory enjoyment and awakens emotional resonance in
individuals, thus serving as a form of therapy and restoration. Based on these observations,
we can propose the following hypothesis:

H8: The perceived enjoyment of visitors towards online digital art exhibitions is positively
correlated with their perception of art therapy.

2.4. Artistic Healing

The origin of “art therapy” can be traced back to Hans Prinzhorn, who published
“Artistry of the Mentally Ill” in 1922, where he suggests that the configuration impulse in the
drawings of psychiatric patients can be traced back to the universal psychological history of
humankind. This study also marked the beginning of the intersection between psychology
and the field of art [62]. With the dissemination of art and the development of art therapy,
in the 1940s, psychiatrist Margaret Naumburg solidified the concept of “art therapy”. Si-
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multaneously, artist Adrian Hill and art teacher Edith Kleinman recognized the therapeutic
potential of art and the creative process as an intervention for psychological issues. Under
the guidance of art therapists, patients enhance their self-awareness, and experience per-
sonal growth and therapeutic effects. Over time, art therapy has evolved into a diverse field,
encompassing various modalities such as film, music, drama, games, performance, visual
arts, and sandplay. Art therapy is no longer solely targeted toward psychiatric patients
and has also become a means of healing for individuals seeking to overcome psychological
challenges, engage in self-exploration, and express themselves artistically.

In this study, art therapy primarily refers to the “visual arts as therapy” approach,
where users primarily view online digital art exhibitions to experience aesthetic pleasure,
emotional release, and emotional resonance with the artworks and to attain a state of
relaxation, thereby reducing mental anxiety and fostering a sense of social belonging.

Previous research has shown limited discussion on satisfaction and behavioral in-
tentions regarding art therapy and online digital art exhibitions. However, scholars have
recognized the positive effects of art therapy in settings such as museums and health-
care [63]. A study by Harris et al. [64] indicated that art therapy in hospital environments is
a key indicator of hospital satisfaction. This viewpoint has been supported by subsequent
studies [65,66]. Zhang [67] demonstrated the significant impact of decorative art in creating
emotionally therapeutic landscapes in public spaces and satisfying individuals’ spiritual
pursuits. Additionally, Zhang et al. [68] argued that perceived therapeutic effects have
a positive influence on the loyalty and behavioral intentions of visitors in urban parks.
Kreitler and Kreitler [69] assessed the impact of the art therapy process on individuals’
behavioral intentions. Based on these findings, we can propose the following hypotheses:

H9: There is a positive correlation between art therapy and visitor satisfaction with online
digital exhibitions.

H10: There is a positive correlation between art therapy and visitors’ on-site visitation behavior.

2.5. Research Model

Figure 1 presents a conceptual model developed based on the proposed hypotheses.
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The conceptual model presented in this study redefines the Stimulus–Organism–
Response (S-O-R) theory by incorporating nine variables: system quality, information
quality, service quality, expectation confirmation, perceived value, perceived enjoyment,
art therapy, visitor satisfaction, and visitor intention to revisit. The S-O-R theory aims
to explain users’ behavioral responses to external stimuli. In fact, online digital exhibi-
tions inherently operate within the S-O-R framework, as they provide users with visual
aesthetics and services, serving as a distinctive form of psychological stimulation. This
service (or stimulus) leads to emotional changes and cognitive enhancement in exhibition
visitors, which, in turn, influence their final behavioral decisions, specifically regarding
their intention to seek offline exhibition experiences (R). Despite the aforementioned logical
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relationships, there is a lack of research specifically focused on online digital exhibitions,
and their application in this context remains largely unexplored. To address our research
inquiries, we propose ten hypotheses (Figure 1).

3. Research Context and Study Methodology
3.1. Song Dynasty Figures Online Digital Exhibition

This study focuses on an online digital art exhibition titled “Millennium Tone: Portraits
of Song Dynasty Figures”, which was launched by CGTN, the China Global Television
Network, in January 2023. As noted by the renowned scholar Chen Yinke, “The culture
of the Chinese nation has evolved over thousands of years, reaching its pinnacle during
the Song Dynasty” [70]. This highlights the significance of Song Dynasty culture in the
development of Chinese culture. This special digital exhibition features a curated selection
of over 200 precious artworks from more than 10 museums worldwide, showcasing the
painted figures of the Song Dynasty to an audience of thousands. The exhibition can be
accessed via both computers and mobile devices, and it employs the cutting-edge Unity
engine, developed for the gaming industry, to create interactive 3D scenes of ancient art.
This innovative approach brings the thousand-year-old characters and scenes depicted
in Song Dynasty paintings to life, transcending the static nature of traditional artworks.
The exhibition website consists of six main thematic digital halls, namely, “Companions”,
“Elegant Demeanor”, “Officials”, “Performers”, “Commoners”, and “Immortals” (Figure 2).
These halls present the various figures depicted in Song Dynasty paintings, ranging from
children and maidservants to scholars, artists, merchants, and Daoist immortals. By offering
a close-up experience in which visitors can view the depicted characters, the exhibition
provides insights into everyday life in the Song Dynasty, including clothing, cosmetics,
and entertainment. Each exhibition area provides vivid interpretations from different
perspectives, ensuring a dynamic and interactive experience. Visitors can enjoy and explore
110 high-definition Song Dynasty paintings, whereby the ancient artworks to come alive
and engage the audience in an immersive and enjoyable manner (Figure 3).
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3.2. Questionnaire Design and Measurements

After designing the measurement indicators for each potential variable, this study
used existing scales from previous research to create the initial survey questionnaire on
factors influencing offline visits by users of the online digital art exhibition. The survey
questionnaire consisted of two parts: (1) basic information on the survey participants
(gender, age, occupation, etc.), and (2) 36 measurement items for 9 potential variables. To
ensure the validity of the final survey data, the research team conducted a preliminary
investigation of the initial questionnaire before the formal survey, collecting 126 test data
for analysis; moreover, the research team optimized the questionnaire by deleting five
items with insufficient reliability and low factor loading, and adding two items on whether
users are interested in Song Dynasty culture and whether they would like to visit offline
museums. The final questionnaire consisted of 31 measurement items, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Measurement of the variables.

Constructs Items Explanations Source(s)

Perceived quality

Content quality

QC1 Online art exhibition content provided aesthetic information of figure painting in Song
Dynasty.

[6,19]

QC2 Online art exhibition content was easy to understand.

QC3 Online art exhibition content was very rich.

Service quality

QS1 In my opinion, the color scheme of this online art exhibition was very beautiful.

QS2 Online art exhibition incorporated animation effects.

QS3 Online art exhibition screen was high definition.

QS4 Online art exhibition had visually appealing visuals.

System quality

SQ1 Online art exhibition software was easy for me to operate.

SQ2 Online art exhibition software was very user-friendly for me.

SQ3 Online art exhibition software was very safe for me.

Confirmation

CF1 The experience of using this online art exhibition was better than I expected.

[29]
CF2 Online art exhibition provided me with better services than I expected.

CF3 The overall visual effect of the online art exhibition was better than I expected.

CF4 Overall, my expectations for using online art exhibitions had mostly been met.

Perceptual value

PU1 Appreciating online art exhibitions made me feel very literary value.

[29]PU2 It was very convenient for me to enjoy such a beautiful digital art exhibition online.

PU3 Overall, enjoying online art exhibitions enhanced my aesthetics.

Perceptual enjoyment

PE1 When I was immersed in the exhibition of cultural paintings from the Song Dynasty, I
did not realize the passage of time.

[29]PI2 The introduction of children’s toys in the Song Dynasty provided me with fun.

PI3 The use of online art exhibitions had sparked my interest in Song Dynasty culture.

Satisfaction

SF1 I was very satisfied with the overall experience brought by online digital art exhibition.

[29]SF2 Online art exhibition had brought me physical and mental relaxation, and I feel
very satisfied.

SF3 Overall, I was very satisfied with this online digital art exhibition.

Artistic healing

AH1 Seeing such harmonious timbre and figure painting of Song Dynasty could help me
forget my troubles for a while.

[71,72]
AH2

Seeing the Song Dynasty’s “Lotus Pavilion Baby Play” made me understand the love of
parents for their children from ancient times to the present, bringing me a sense
of happiness.

AH3 Appreciating the online art exhibition of the Song Dynasty inexplicably gave me a sense
of confidence, which comes from Chinese culture.

AH4 Online art exhibition gave me a breathing space during a busy day, allowing me to relax
both physically and mentally.

Continuing to Access Behavior

CB1 I wanted to go to the museum to enjoy the authentic figure painting of the Song Dynasty.

[29]

CB2 I was happy to recommend it to my friends for appreciation, and if there was a chance, I
would also go to the museum with my friends or family to have a look.

CB3 Overall, I would try to visit more offline museums in the future to experience
firsthand experiences.

CB4 Currently, offline museums also hold such exhibitions, and I really want to go and
experience them on-site.
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3.3. Data Collection

This study was conducted following the launch of the Chinese digital exhibition
“Online Guochao Digital Special Exhibition” on CGTN in January 2023. The researchers
recruited 542 participants from across China who had not previously visited the exhibition.
Participants ranged in age from 18 to 60 years old and were asked to view the entire
exhibition before completing the questionnaire. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, and a random sampling technique was used. A seven-point Likert scale
(ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree)) was utilized. The study data
were analyzed using SPSS 27.0 and AMOS 27.0, including Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(CFA) and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). A total of 532 responses were collected
from the on-site survey and subjected to encoding analysis. Responses with missing or
consistently identical answers were excluded, resulting in 512 valid questionnaires with
an effective response rate of 96.24%. Table 2 presents the demographic information of the
survey respondents.

Table 2. Respondents’ demographic information.

Measure Items Frequency (n = 512) Percentage

Gender Male 241 47.1%
Female 271 52.9%

Age Under 20 years old 41 8%
20~29 197 38.5%
30~39 162 31.6%
40~49 84 16.4%

Above 50 years old 28 5.5%
Education Junior college 123 24%

Bachelor’s degree 249 48.6%
Master’s degree or above 140 27.3%

Occupation Student (high school, college, graduate, etc.) 142 27.7%
Clerk 165 32.2%

Personnel (teacher, lawyer, doctor, civil servant, etc.) 139 27.1%
Professional 52 10.2%

Other 14 2.7%

Have you ever been interested in
Song Dynasty culture before?

Very uninterested 9 1.8%
Uninterested 61 11.9%
Commonly 228 44.5%
Interested 139 27.1%

Very interested 75 14.6%

Did you enjoy going to museums
and exhibitions before?

Very dislike 19 3.7%
Dislike 162 31.6%

Commonly 261 51%
Like 40 7.8%

Very like 30 5.9%

4. Results
4.1. Common Method Deviation

The data for this study were collected from a single source (participants or respon-
dents), and the survey method involved self-perception and self-reporting. This data
collection method is susceptible to common method bias, which may arise from the shared
measurement environment, contextual factors, and the characteristics of the items them-
selves. To mitigate the artificial covariance between the predictor and criterion variables
caused by the same measurement environment, contextual factors, and item characteristics,
the study adopted the approach proposed by Cham et al. [73]. During the data collection
phase, the research team intentionally designed the questionnaire items for different vari-
ables on separate pages, allowing respondents to have sufficient rest between pages and
reducing the common method variance resulting from using the same scale. Additionally,
the research team conducted Harman’s single-factor test and exploratory factor analysis
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(EFA) to examine the presence of common method bias. A total of 31 items were loaded
together for the EFA, and the results showed a Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin value of 0.910, with a
significance level of p < 0.05, indicating the suitability of the questionnaire data for factor
analysis. The EFA revealed the presence of nine factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.
Although the first unrotated principal component accounted for 34.25% of the variance,
which is less than the recommended threshold of 40%, it suggests that common method
bias did not have a significant impact on this study.

4.2. Descriptive Analysis

The descriptive statistics of the constructs employed in the research model are summa-
rized in Table 3.

Table 3. Descriptive information of the constructs used in the research model.

Construct Mean (Standard Deviation) Construct Mean (Standard Deviation)

Content quality 5.739 (1.084) Perceptual enjoyment 5.275 (1.408)
Service quality 5.644 (1.096) Satisfaction 5.378 (1.314)
System quality 5.308 (1.358) Artistic healing 5.298 (1.182)
Confirmation 5.444 (1.083) Behavioral intention 5.636 (1.026)

Perceptual value 5.753 (1.140)

4.3. Measurement Model

To assess the measurement reliability and validity of our sample data, we conducted
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) on all the item variables in our model. Convergent
validity measures whether an item can effectively reflect its corresponding variable, while
discriminant validity measures whether two variables have statistically significant differ-
ences [74]. Table 4 presents the values of the scale, items, standardized loadings, average
variance extracted (AVE), composite reliability (CR), and Cronbach’s alpha.

Table 4. Descriptive information of the constructs used in the research model.

Factors Items Cronbach’s Alpha Factor Loading AVE CR

Content quality
QC1

0.871
0.813

0.696 0.873QC2 0.880
QC3 0.807

Service quality
QS1

0.912

0.863

0.721 0.912QS2 0.857
QS3 0.845
QS4 0.832

System quality
SQ1

0.900
0.863

0.752 0.901SQ2 0.893
SQ3 0.844

Confirmation

CF1

0.902

0.863

0.699 0.903CF2 0.847
CF3 0.849
CF4 0.784

Artistic healing
AH1

0.913

0.823

0.725 0.913AH2 0.855
AH3 0.876
AH4 0.850

Perceptual value
PU1

0.898
0.860

0.746 0.898PU2 0.884
PU3 0.847

Perceptual enjoyment
PE1

0.914
0.861

0.780 0.914PE2 0.906
PE3 0.882

Satisfaction
SF1

0.930
0.900

0.816 0.930SF2 0.903
SF3 0.907

Behavioral intention

CB1

0.895

0.805

0.680 0.895CB2 0.837
CB3 0.851
CB4 0.804
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As shown in Table 4, all the standardized factor loadings exceed 0.7, and the t-values
indicate that these factor loadings are significant at the 0.001 level. The composite relia-
bilities (CR) of all the variables are greater than 0.7, and the average variance extracted
(AVE) is greater than 0.5 for all variables. Therefore, all the indicators in this study are
higher than the standard values, indicating good convergent validity of the measurement
scale [75]. Moreover, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each item exceed the value of
0.70 recommended by Hundleby, indicating that the scale also has good reliability [76].

Based on the analysis results presented in Table 5, it is evident that in this study’s
discriminant validity test, the standardized correlation coefficients between all dimensions
are smaller than the square roots of the corresponding AVE values. This observation
indicates that there is good discriminant validity among all the dimensions in this study.

Table 5. Correlation matrices and discriminant validity.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Behavioral intention 0.824
Satisfaction 0.420 0.903

Perceptual enjoyment 0.486 0.400 0.883
Perceptual value 0.483 0.361 0.348 0.864
Artistic healing 0.639 0.412 0.452 0.431 0.851
Confirmation 0.429 0.393 0.477 0.337 0.374 0.836

System quality 0.421 0.255 0.371 0.286 0.365 0.45 0.867
Service quality 0.392 0.327 0.296 0.438 0.367 0.374 0.329 0.849
Content quality 0.359 0.246 0.296 0.289 0.238 0.39 0.364 0.300 0.834

Note: The items on the diagonal on bold represent the square roots of the AVE.

The analysis results in Table 5 clearly demonstrate that in the context of discrimi-
nant validity testing in this study, the standardized correlation coefficients between each
pair of dimensions are all smaller than the square root of the average variance extracted
(AVE) values corresponding to those dimensions. This finding indicates that there is good
discriminant validity among the dimensions in this study.

4.4. Structural Model
4.4.1. Fit Indices

The fit indices for both the research model and the measurement model were computed.
As presented in Table 6, these indices were considered generally acceptable based on the
recommendations from previous studies.

Table 6. Fit indices.

Fit Indices chi2/df GFI AGFI CFI TLI RMSEA

Recommended values <300 >0.900 >0.800 >0.900 >0.900 <0.080
Measurement model 1.330 0.936 0.920 0.988 0.986 0.025

Research model 1.783 0.913 0.896 0.971 0.968 0.039

As demonstrated in Table 6, all the fit indices obtained in this study surpass the rec-
ommended values, indicating that the research model employed exhibits a satisfactory fit.

4.4.2. Hypothesis Tests

The path coefficients and their significance are summarized in Figure 4 and Table 7.
As depicted in the figure, all 10 hypotheses were tested and supported at a significance
level of 0.05. The results of this study demonstrate that users’ intentions to engage in offline
visits are primarily predicted by three variables: art therapy (H10, β = 0.314, p < 0.001),
perceived value (H7, β = 0.508, p < 0.001), and satisfaction with enjoyment (H5, β = 0.141,
p < 0.001). These variables collectively explain 48% of the variance in users’ intentions to
engage in offline visits.
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Table 7. Fit indices and results of hypotheses test.

Hypothesis Estimate S.E. C.R. Results

H1a: Content quality → Confirmation 0.166 0.049 4.615 *** Supported
H1b: Service quality → Confirmation 0.419 0.044 4.894 *** Supported
H1c: System quality → Confirmation 0.261 0.038 6.441 *** Supported
H2: Confirmation → Satisfaction 0.271 0.069 3.827 *** Supported
H3: Confirmation → Perceptual value 0.379 0.051 7.813 *** Supported
H4: Confirmation → Perceptual enjoyment 0.512 0.060 10.956 *** Supported
H5: Satisfaction → Behavioral intention 0.141 0.033 3.264 ** Supported
H6: Perceptual value → Satisfaction 0.163 0.052 2.901 ** Supported
H7: Perceptual value → Behavioral intention 0.508 0.038 11.165 *** Supported
H8: Perceptual enjoyment → Artistic healing 0.474 0.038 10.027 *** Supported
H9: Artistic healing → Satisfaction 0.274 0.050 5.391 *** Supported
H10: Artistic healing → Behavioral intention 0.314 0.036 7.267 *** Supported

(Note: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001).

In the Emotional Organism, perceived value (H6, β = 0.250, p < 0.001), art therapy
(H9, β = 0.515, p < 0.001), and expectation confirmation (H2, β = 0.271, p < 0.001) positively
influence satisfaction.

Perceived quality (H1a, β = 0.166, p < 0.001), service quality (H1, β = 0.419, p < 0.001),
and system quality (H1c, β = 0.261, p < 0.001) all have positive effects on expectation
confirmation. Additionally, expectation confirmation has a positive impact on perceived
value (H3, β = 0.250, p < 0.001) and satisfaction with enjoyment (H4, β = 0.474, p < 0.001).

The results of the mediation analysis are presented in Table 8. In addition to the
three variables with direct effects on behavioral intention, user expectation confirmation
and satisfaction have two indirect effects on users’ intentions to engage in offline vis-
its. (1) Indirect effect 1 (0.072, 95% confidence interval does not include 0): Expectation
confirmation → Perceived value → Satisfaction (significant mediation effect). (2) Indirect
effect 2 (0.071, 95% confidence interval does not include 0): Expectation confirmation →
Perceived value → Art therapy → Satisfaction (significant mediation effect), accounting for
16.6% and 16.5% of the total effect, respectively, and acting as partial mediators.
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Table 8. Indirect effects on intention to engage in offline visits.

Intermediate Path Point Estimation
Product of Coef

Bootstrapping

Bias-Corrected 95%CI Percentile 95%CI Proportion

SE z Lower Upper Lower Upper

Total effects 0.393 0.069 5.696 0.330 0.589 0.325 0.585
CF → PV → SF 0.072 0.030 2.400 0.024 0.146 0.018 0.135 16.6%
CF → PE → AH → SF 0.071 0.021 3.381 0.038 0.124 0.034 0.119 16.5%
CF → SF 0.316 0.075 4.213 0.185 0.474 0.177 0.458 68.9%

5. Results and Discussion

The global tourism industry has been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic,
which is ongoing and becoming the new norm. As the world gradually recovers, stake-
holders in the tourism industry are seeking policies that can facilitate its revival in this
new context. Therefore, one of the primary objectives of this study is to assess the impact
of online digital art exhibitions on the recovery and revitalization of the tourism industry.
This study analyzes the decisive factors in visitors’ on-site visitation behavior as influenced
by the widespread adoption of online digital technologies during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings, presented in Table 5, provide support for all ten of our proposed hypotheses.

This study demonstrates that the three dimensions of perceived quality in online
digital art exhibitions (content quality, system quality, and service quality) are crucial in
confirming visitors’ expectations, with service quality having the highest impact coefficient.
These findings are consistent with those of previous studies [77–79]. Specifically, the more
stimuli visitors experience from online digital art exhibitions on cultural heritage, the more
positive their confirmation becomes. The iconic representation of Song Dynasty figure
paintings in Chinese aesthetics serves as an attraction for visitors, as the perceived visual
aesthetic appeal and diverse interactive experiences stimulate higher levels of expectation
confirmation. Therefore, as people’s travel demands evolve, future online curators should
consider leveraging the increased cognitive recognition of this type of exhibition tourism,
focusing on broader sharing, more effective interactions, richer sensory experiences, and
convenient information dissemination.

Secondly, the empirical results of this study reveal the existence of two mediating ef-
fects between expectation confirmation and satisfaction, which indirectly influence visitors’
intentions to visit offline museums. These effects include the mediation of perceived value
and enjoyment, as well as enjoyment and art therapy. This implies that perceived value,
enjoyment, and art therapy are important pathways through which expectation confirma-
tion influences satisfaction. Expectation confirmation serves as a significant motivating
factor for satisfaction, and while previous studies have confirmed the impact of expectation
confirmation on satisfaction [80,81], the internal process mechanism underlying the influ-
ence of expectation confirmation on satisfaction remains unclear. This study discovers that
perceived value, enjoyment, and art therapy can further elucidate the relationship between
expectation confirmation and satisfaction. Perceived value plays a partially mediating role
in confirmation and satisfaction, which is consistent with previous research demonstrating
the important link between perceived value and expectation confirmation and satisfac-
tion [82]. Additionally, for the first time, this study reveals that expectation confirmation
influences satisfaction through the mediation of enjoyment and art therapy, with remote
mediation effects being significant. In other words, the higher the expectation confirmation
of visitors to online cultural heritage art exhibitions, the higher their perceived enjoyment,
and the greater their perception of art therapy, leading to physical relaxation and mental
comfort; this, in turn, affects visitors’ satisfaction with online cultural heritage digital art
exhibitions. These findings indicate that the importance of expectation confirmation in
ensuring satisfaction can also be understood through the mediating roles of enjoyment and
art therapy.

Thirdly, this study reveals that perceived value, satisfaction, and art therapy, as latent
variables, exert a positive and significant influence on visitors’ offline visitation behavior.
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These findings align with those of previous research [83,84], confirming the consistent
impact of perceived value and satisfaction on visitors’ offline visitation behavior. Moreover,
this study provides support for the notion that there is a greater influence of perceived
value on behavioral intention compared to satisfaction [85]. Specifically, visitors perceive
online digital art exhibitions as possessing high literary and historical value, making them
worth visiting. Visitors’ behavioral intentions are more strongly driven by perceived
value than satisfaction. Additionally, the inclusion of art therapy as a predictor of visitors’
on-site visitation behavior represents a novel discovery in this study. Previous research
suggests that experiencing a healing sensation from a favorable environmental stimulus
strongly affects visitors’ attachment to a place and behavioral intentions [86]. This indicates
that the confirmation of visitors’ emotions arising from the art therapy effect of online
cultural heritage digital art exhibitions can effectively predict their intention to engage
in on-site visitation and their attachment to the art exhibition. Although COVID-19 is
gradually receding, the psychological trauma caused by the pandemic lingers and cannot
be easily alleviated. However, through immersive online experiences that allow visitors to
immerse themselves in Song and Yuan aesthetics, appreciate the daily culture of the Song
Dynasty spanning thousands of years, interact with the exhibits, and learn new information,
individuals can effectively address emotions such as anxiety, depression, and anger, thereby
promoting psychological healing. Consequently, visitors are more inclined to visit offline
museums and personally experience the spiritual healing that art offers.

6. Conclusions and Suggestions

Firstly, this study establishes a new S-O-R model based on the Expectation Confir-
mation Model, perceived quality, and art therapy theory. The model explains 48% of
the variance in visitors’ behavioral intentions to engage in on-site visitation, providing a
cognitive framework to analyze the logic underlying the interaction between the perceived
quality of online digital art exhibitions and on-site visitation behavior. It delves into the
stimuli of perceived quality experienced by visitors through online digital art exhibitions,
leading to perceptions of increased value, enjoyment, and art therapy, thereby influencing
visitors’ decisions to engage in physical visits. Therefore, the model developed in this
study serves as empirical evidence of the benefits of using digital technology in tourism
experiences and the communication of cultural heritage tourism.

Secondly, we offer an effective method to assess whether online digital art exhibitions
meet visitors’ expectations regarding enjoyment, value, and art therapy, thereby enhancing
their likelihood of engaging in on-site visitation behavior. These research findings will
enable cultural heritage tourism managers to understand visitors’ motivations, allowing
them to design online digital art exhibitions that cater to visitors’ psychological needs
and encourage them to visit on-site. This is particularly significant in the aftermath of
the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, online digital art exhibitions provide an alternative for
individuals who may be interested in art exhibition content but are unable to physically
attend. Furthermore, our research results may encourage web designers of online digital art
exhibitions to improve the usability and aesthetics of their online interfaces. By effectively
utilizing the Internet, multimedia, emotional content, and aesthetic interfaces, online digital
art exhibitions can attract a larger audience and generate interest in visiting art exhibitions
and environments within the cultural domain. In the digital information age, online cultural
heritage art exhibitions bear the social mission of informing the public about historical
civilizations and preserving cultural heritage.

Firstly, this study could provide practical insights for tourism managers, as online
digital cultural tourism is a key driver in the transformation of the culture and tourism
industry. With the accelerated process of digitization, blockchain-based digital art has
become a new trend in the wave of digital economic development [87]. The “digital +
culture” development model presents infinite possibilities for the revitalization of China’s
remarkable culture and the development of cultural tourism. Digital transformation has
promoted the transformation and upgrading of the tourism industry. Online digital art ex-
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hibitions, representing a transition from traditional offline exhibition formats to intelligent
online travel experiences, are propelling the tourism industry towards greater efficiency
and intelligence.

Secondly, this study provides guidance for tourism managers on the bidirectional
integration of online and offline exhibition technologies. Online exhibitions focus on per-
sonalized services, offering visitors the opportunity to access and enjoy cultural and artistic
activities anytime, while reducing the use of travel resources and associated environmental
pressures such as carbon emissions from air travel. It significantly reduces the energy costs
associated with maintaining buildings, hosting exhibitions, and travel. This is particularly
beneficial for those who have limited mobility or lack economic resources for travel, thereby
promoting the sustainability of the tourism industry. On the other hand, offline exhibitions
emphasize quality and provide unique tourism value through interactive settings and
real-time experiences. Visitor engagement in cultural and artistic activities can stimulate
the local community’s economic and cultural life. The integration of online and offline
experiences mutually reinforces the sustainability of the tourism industry.

Thirdly, this study contributes to the understanding of how online digital technologies
can revitalize historical and cultural heritage in the field of culture and tourism man-
agement. Online digital exhibitions allow developers to vividly present information on
historical and cultural heritage and folk culture, urban stories, and brand concepts to
visitors. This not only promotes the vitality of traditional culture and tourism industry
values and commercial values, but it also satisfies the public’s curiosity and thirst for knowl-
edge through interactive experiences using digital technology. Thus, cultural heritage is
effectively protected while being showcased and utilized, providing more inspiration and
forms of expression for cultural heritage inheritance and development.

Furthermore, this research contributes to enhancing citizens’ well-being. In the context
of the post-pandemic era, online digital art exhibitions can serve as healing spaces, alleviat-
ing the pressures of temporary living, working, and studying, and nurturing psychological
well-being. In this sense, online digital art exhibitions deserve attention from curators and
designers. Unrestricted by space and distance, online digital art exhibitions have a large
audience and wide dissemination, making them the fastest and most effective platforms for
art therapy. Today’s online digital art exhibitions extend beyond simply replicating offline
museum and art gallery experiences. Through the integration of technology and art, they
emphasize individual spiritual pleasure and freedom. Cognitive psychology also demon-
strates that high-quality interactive art is more likely to enable viewers to contemplate
their own existence, experience basic sensory and behavioral responses, and awaken deep
emotional resonance [88]. By guiding audiences from the real world to the virtual world, a
dialogue between individuals and artworks is accomplished, incorporating art exhibitions
into users’ lifestyles and elevating the overall spiritual and cultural development of society.

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, digital tech-
nology tourism is developing rapidly worldwide, but research on this topic in China is still
in its early stages. Additionally, the sample used in this study may lack diversity across
ethnic and cultural backgrounds, as visitor behavior may be influenced by their ethnic
culture. Therefore, the generalizability of our research findings needs to be extended to
other countries with well-developed online digital exhibitions and different ethnic cultures.
Secondly, due to time constraints, we relied on cross-sectional experiential data to measure
customer perceptions and behavior. The internal changes that occurred among visitors
remain unknown. Considering the ongoing evolution of online digital exhibition content,
features, and services, as well as the advancements in technology, measurement biases
resulting from time gaps may be increased. Hence, we recommend that future researchers,
given sufficient funding and time, collect longitudinal empirical data to examine the inter-
actions among different temporal variables, thereby obtaining more effective and robust
validation results.
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Abstract: To stimulate tourism demand and promote internal circulation, government subsidy
policies have been introduced in many places in recent years due to public health concerns. In
this paper, we propose a mechanistic model of the impact of the perceived quality of government
subsidies on the travel intentions of residents based on consumer perception. Data were collected
from Wuhan, China for empirical analysis. The results of this study showed that the perceived quality
of government subsidies influenced travel intentions through the perceived behavioral control of
travel consumers. Government subsidies were more likely to promote perceived behavioral control
among residents with higher public health concerns, and their willingness to travel was stronger.
Predicted risks undermine the positive effect of the perceived quality of government subsidies on
travel intentions. The analysis suggested that a precise implementation of subsidy policies can
enhance the efficiency of effects. We are keen to help China’s tourism market sustain growth in the
post-COVID-19 period.

Keywords: government subsidies; perceived quality; perceived behavioral control; predicted risks;
travel intention

1. Introduction

Tourism is a highly volatile industry, and any occurrence involving public safety
may have a noticeable effect on demand for travel. Following the COVID-19 pandemic,
China’s tourism industry has witnessed an economic re-growth. The government can
play a top-level design, policy guidance and macro-control role in tourism recovery [1].
The country has proposed an abundance of rules and regulations on both the supply and
demand sides of the industry to help the industry recover due to the epidemic’s long-lasting
and significant effects on the travel and tourism industry. Tourism is a cross-industry
activity that involves “food, accommodation, public transportation, travel, shopping,
and entertainment”. The State Ministry of Culture and Tourism originally unveiled a
tax subsidy program for the four primary sectors of transportation, hospitality, lodging,
and tourism in February 2020. This policy is focused on ensuring the survival of supply-
side businesses. The “14th Five-Year Plan” for tourism development, which the State
Council issued in 2021, provided more encouragement for local governments to create
policies that would benefit the general population and boost domestic demand in order
to strengthen economic circulation. When the pandemic was under control and steady,
China began to allocate external stimulants on the supply side to increase tourist spending.
The state’s macro-policy acts as the basis for the subsidy policy, which is carried out by
the provinces and municipalities. As of now, governments in China frequently adopt
steps, such as offering coupons for discounts on tickets and cultural tourism consumption.
The “government–business cooperation” strategy, or the government-led organization’s
collaborative distribution, is typically used to fund subsidy programs. Both consumers
and businesses are benefited by the policy. Various subsidy policies are developed by each
region in accordance with its distinctive economic, social, and other considerations.
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It has been shown that public health issues negatively affected the national economy,
and the decline of the population’s income has led to a relative reduction in the spending
budget and a lower willingness to travel [2]. For the purpose of assisting the tourism
industry’s recovery, numerous research have been carried out both domestically and
abroad. Numerous international academics have researched traveler behavior intentions in
the context of the outbreak in addition to the impact on tourism in multiple countries and
recovery strategies. For example, tourists with different personality traits have different
levels of risk perception [3–5]. The perception of risk [6] and anxiety [7,8] leads to a change
in typical travel behavior. The contribution of the policy to the revival of the tourism
industry has received increased attention from domestic practitioners.

Sheng et al. [9] believed that the severity of the shock depends on the strength of
the policy hedge. He proposed that measures such as boosting travelers’ purchasing
potential and issuing electronic consumption vouchers can help stimulate market dynamics.
Peng [10] used network text analysis to classify policies and found that the top three policy
types were security, a combination of security and feasibility, and a combination of security
and economy. Safety and feasibility measures adopted by the government are preconditions
for travel, and economic measures play a facilitating role. All of the above studies consider
subsidy policies as an effective way for market economy recovery. The coordination of
supply and demand in the market contributes to the functional adjustment of the tourism
system and restores the resilience of tourism [11]. Empirical evidence on the effects of
government subsidies and the mechanisms of their effects focus on the supply side of
the enterprise. For example, Wang et al. [12] analyzed data on listed companies and
found that organizational resilience capacity strengthens the role of government subsidies
in promoting firm survival. Shan et al. [13] found that the best method of cooperation
between enterprises and the government is in jointly issuing consumption vouchers. The
majority of recent research on government subsidies has concentrated on how they affect the
supply-side economy’s output efficiency, although there are distinctions between the ways
that enterprises and travelers are impacted and the mechanisms by which they are acted
upon. The effects of consumption vouchers for cultural tourism have not been extensively
examined in studies on the demand side because they have mostly focused on the field of
consumption vouchers. These studies have not taken into account the analysis of consumer-
focused subsidy schemes or other forms of subsidies like ticket discounts. Furthermore,
few scholars examined tourists’ true perceptions based on primary data, preferring to use
secondary data to determine the economic impact of subsidies. While confirming that
attitudes toward tourism policies can influence travel intentions, Zhang et al. [14] focused
on describing tourists’ willingness to accept various policies during their travels, resulting
in a lack of an evaluation of the various aspects of subsidized policies and making it difficult
to improve policy quality based on research. The impact of consumer-oriented government
subsidies on travel intentions warrants additional investigation. In conclusion, this paper
combined the effect of shocks brought on by public health issues and the psychological risk
faced by travelers, and introduced perceived behavior control, predicted risk, and public
health concern to explore the impact of the perceived quality of government subsidies on
travel intention. The objective of this paper is to explain the micro-penetration mechanism
of government subsidies and travel intention in the context of the pandemic. From a
theoretical standpoint, it enhances the understanding of the role of government travel
grants under the umbrella of public health worries; from an economic perspective, it
provides a direction for the enhancement of the growth of domestic demand in the tourism
market under the new situation and helps the tourism economy recover sustainably.

The organizational structure of this article is as follows. Following the introduction, the
next section discusses the pertinent theoretical underpinnings and the literature evidence
for the study variables and models. The third section initially provides a brief overview of
the questionnaire by investigating its reliability, validity, and the responses received for
each question. To determine whether the mediating moderating effect is still present, the
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fourth portion analyzes the empirical model. The “Discussion” and “Conclusions” are
covered in the Sections 5 and 6.

2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Research
2.1. Perceived Quality of Government Subsidies

Government subsidies act on consumers and producers to produce various consumer
and producer surpluses, and the macro-policy is an “invisible hand” that controls the equi-
librium of the markets. As a result, it is important to investigate the policy’s target, impact
mechanism, and effect. According to Liu et al. [15], based on an analysis of the central and
local governments’ tourism policy documents from 2008 to 2019, the current tourist policies
are mostly focused on the innovation and reform of the tourism industry. These regulations
primarily standardize the operation of the travel industry and the prevention and control of
travel security from the supply side, but they lack regulations that encourage demand-side
trip spending. Wang et al. [16] concluded that although some preferential policies, such
as distributing consumption vouchers, appear crucial for encouraging tourism, policies
that are specifically targeted toward tourists’ needs are the most successful. The majority
of the research that has been conducted on state strategies involving taxes, levies, and
loan subsidies for tourism businesses focused on the results of their deployment. It is
reasonable to assume that the effect of the subsidy policy on consumers is also related to its
acceptance, but Liu [17] argued that the effectiveness of the government’s tax incentives and
financial subsidies depends on the acceptance of the policy by enterprises and the intensity
of its implementation. It is vital to determine the objective of government subsidies from
a subjective standpoint by using the definition of “perceived quality” because there are
discrepancies between how the policy is actually being implemented and what tourists
actually perceive. Consumers’ subjective evaluations of the product were used to determine
perceived quality by both Steenkamp [18] and Wang Peng [19]. The perceived quality of
government subsidies in the study was defined as follows, with reference to Fan et al.’s [20]
definition of the term “quality of public policy”: “From the subjective perception of con-
sumers, whether the various government subsidies for tourism are meeting their need, they
will make an assessment.” Garvin [21] measured the perceived quality in terms of three
dimensions: usability, safety, and reliability. Wang et al. [22], in their investigation of the
PV subsidy policy, identified three criteria: advocacy, benefit, and stability. As a result, the
perceived benefit and perceived stability of government subsidies have been split into two
aspects in this study.

2.2. Perceived Quality of Government Subsidies and Travel Intention

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, national and local governments have implemented a
number of subsidy schemes to assist tourism businesses in overcoming challenges and have
also conducted a number of actions to increase traveler demand. However, less research
has examined how government subsidies affect consumers. Qiu [23,24] argued that in the
supply chain, consumers prefer subsidies to act directly on them and believe such subsidies
benefit from them. Tourism subsidy policy is also a supply chain, with government and
business working together to achieve the policy implemented. And the effect is different
whether the policy is implemented by consumers or companies. There were even less
studies of consumer-oriented subsidy policies in the tourism industry, as existing studies
have focused on the segmentation of consumption vouchers. Most domestic scholars
conducted empirical studies on the effect of consumption vouchers based on macro-data,
and have confirmed that the government providing subsidies to residents by issuing
consumption vouchers is significant in stimulating tourism consumption. Lin et al. [25]
projected that the issuing of consumption vouchers could increase the number of industry
transactions by 26.26% compared to areas where no vouchers were issued. Li [26] believed
that consumption vouchers have boosted the boom in tourism and its related industries.
Sun et al. [27] believed that even if the government issued consumer vouchers several times
over a long period of time, it will still be effective in stimulating consumption. Wang [28]
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argued that consumption vouchers are effective in boosting consumers’ confidence and
promoting consumption through an analysis of Weibo data. These studies discussed the
consumption vouchers of various industries as a whole, but there were no studies that
analyzed the effects of the implementation of domestic cultural tourism consumption
vouchers. Foreign scholars’ studies on consumer-oriented subsidy policies have focused on
Japan’s “go-to-travel” policy, such as Tagashira Takumi [29], who found that individuals
who did not qualify for the subsidy traveled more after the subsidy was implemented.
Matsuura T et al. [30] confirmed the effectiveness of the price-discounting strategy in
mitigating the economic losses caused by the pandemic to the Japanese accommodation
industry. Therefore, it is conceivable that a variety of government subsidies, such as
consumption vouchers, may be useful in promoting travel and the rebirth of the tourism
industry. The following assumptions were made based on the consumer’s perspective that
the perceived quality of government subsidies can affect their desire to travel:

H1. A perceived quality of government subsidies positively influences travel intention.

H1a. A perceived benefit of government subsidies positively influences travel intention.

H1b. A perceived stability of government subsidies positively influences travel intention.

2.3. The Mediating Role of Perceived Behavioral Control

According to the S-O-R theory, psychological reactions to environmental stimuli could
affect how people behave. Government subsidies are external impulses for the general
population. Potential travelers’ assessments of their capacity to learn about policies and
take advantage of their benefits when given policy knowledge as a stimulant affect their
motivation to proceed further.

Huang Chunhui [31], based on MGB theory in major public health events, researched
that perceived behavioral control can have a positive effect on the travel intention. In
corporate investment behavior, the strength of a firm’s financing constraints can influence
the role between unstable economic policies and investment behavior [32]. Individuals’
compliance with the policy aim may be influenced by how consistently the policy is being
implemented. The firm’s financial limitations are comparable to personal behavior controls
in terms of its transitory nature. Hye-Kyung Bae [33] revealed that the relationship between
cosmetic quality and buying intent can be mediated by perceived behavioral control. The
following idea was then put forth by extending the aforementioned mechanism to the
perception of the quality of government subsidies:

H2. Perceived behavioral control mediates between a perceived quality of government subsidies and
travel intention.

H2a. Perceived behavioral control mediates between a perceived benefit of government subsidies and
travel intention.

H2b. Perceived behavioral control mediates between a perceived stability of government subsidies
and travel intention.

2.4. The Moderating Role of Public Health Concerns

Potential visitors must travel across regions because of the property of the tourism
supply, and the movement and gathering of people can easily result in the spread of infec-
tious diseases. The potential for tourism consumption in China at present is enormous, and
the country’s citizens are eager to travel. However, people’s perceptions of the importance
of public health vary, which affects how difficult it is to plan trips. Before engaging in
tourism activities, hesitant or weak potential travelers are less sensitive to external cues.
In the instance of COVID-19, the disease has given rise to a phenomena known as “anti-
globalization”, in which travel destinations have not only failed to work together but have
also become further dispersed from one another [34]. From initial ignorance and psycho-
logical panic to an effective management of the outbreak, the public’s overall concern about
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the outbreak has decreased from the initial level. They became more positive overall and
more optimistic in future expectations, but there were differences in the level of concern
among different groups, resulting in different levels of desired effects [35]. Different sources
of information regarding the pandemic and varying degrees of public knowledge of the
outbreak’s risks would also influence how the public copes [36]. Bai Lan [37] suggested that
stock markets are unpredictable because investors’ anxieties about the pandemic change
over time, affecting their investing decisions. At the onset of a public health outbreak,
investor attention had a significant “early warning” effect on the performance of the stock
market in our sector. This means that the level of attention only at the outbreak’s onset will
cause investors to behave with greater caution. This indicated that various levels of public
health concern can play a role in the event and its psychological impact on the population,
but this effect is only negative in the early stages.

When the epidemic was under control, residents were generally optimistic about
the government’s subsidy policy and the likelihood of receiving subsidies in the context
of current public health concerns. Concerned groups vary in their degree of optimism
regarding the “government subsidies access to government subsidies” approach. In other
words, public health concern moderates the relationship between the perceived quality of
government subsidies and perceived behavioral control. Hence, the hypothesis is stated:

H3. Public health concerns play a moderating role in the perceived quality of government subsidies
and perceived behavioral control.

2.5. The Moderating Effect of Predicted Risk

Risk has been a hot topic of discussion in tourism research. In Flynn’s [38] study, it
was noted that individuals’ behavior intentions are influenced by subjective perceptions of
risk. Riittichainuwat [39], on the other hand, found that tourists do not cancel their plans
in the face of sudden illness or terrorist events, but change their original plans to travel
to areas with low risk. In the process of foreign investment, Wang et al. [40] confirmed
the moderating effect of aggregate risk on trade effects, the higher the comprehensive risk
level of the host country, the stronger the trade creation effect of China’s OFDI in countries
along the “Belt and Road”. In the act of travel, the risk is always to weaken the intention
to travel. In tourism activities, Zhang et al. [41] verified that tourists’ perceived risk is an
important antecedent of tourists’ behavior intentions and suggested that incentives should
be taken to attract a portion of tourists first. Gou et al. [42] further considered the impact of
perceived risk on travel under different periods and argued that the stage of risk leads to
variability in behavior outcomes. Caber et al. [43] verified that risk perception has a negative
moderating effect on the relationship between travel motivation, destination image, and
travel intention. Through focusing on the potential risks of visitors’ prediction, such as
disapproval and differential treatment by businesses, and referring to this mental process
as “predicted risks”, subsidy policy as an external stimulus influences the propensity to
travel via perceived behavioral control, and anticipating risk moderates this effect. The
following hypotheses were therefore proposed:

H4. Predicted risks moderate between perceived behavioral control and travel intention.

H5. Predicted risks moderate the relationship between the perceived quality of government subsidies
and travel intention.

2.6. Model Construction

In a sense, the act of traveling is also a consumer act, and travelers’ purchases of
tour route products and tickets from travel agencies are comparable to purchases made
in shopping malls. In consumer behavior, the S-O-R theory and the theory of planned
behavior are frequently utilized to model purchase decisions, and the two theories share
similarities. S-O-R, or stimulus–organism–behavior response, is a theory that describes a
succession of psychological motivations that cause individuals to make behavioral decisions
in response to external stimuli. In the theory of planned behavior, there is also a path
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of “Facilitator–Perceived–Behavior Control–Behavioral Intention”, and the combination
of the two can be thought of as the individual perceiving the facilitator (stimulus), the
perceived behavioral control (organism), and the behavioral intention to produce changes
(behavioral response).

Guan Rongwei [44] mentioned that the stimuli recognized by domestic and foreign
scholars include perceived quality and value. The notion of perceived quality of subsidy
policy is developed in this study through the concept of product quality and measuring
government subsidies, as was already described in Section 2.1. Combining these two
theories results in a model where the perceived behavioral control serves as the mediating
variable, the willingness to travel serves as the dependent variable, and the perceived
quality of the subsidy program serves as the independent variable. Additionally, as stated in
the background and discussion in Section 2.4, one of the goals of the government’s subsidy
policy is to lessen the pandemic’s negative effects on the tourism industry. Accordingly,
external stimuli have varying psychological effects on the populace, depending on their
level of concern. As a result, the concern for public health was added as a moderating
factor. Furthermore, it is well-known that studies on epidemics have focused on risk, and
Section 2.5 elaborates on the idea that different degrees of predicted risk can eventually
have varied effects on the intensity of travel intentions.

The analysis presented above leads to the model that is suggested: Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model diagram.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Collection and Questionnaire Design

Data were collected through a well-designed data collection instrument from
1 September to 30 October 2022. A mixed approach via on-site and online questionnaire
surveys was employed for Wuhan residents. The link to the online survey was shared on
different tourism-related pages on Weibo and WeChat. On-site survey was distributed in
the Wuhan community.

We employed a no-touch strategy to erratically drop questionnaires on paper with
gifts of sanitizers at homeowners’ doorsteps because China was still strictly in a pandemic
prevention and control zone when the surveys were given out. We gathered the question-
naires the following day. The offline survey was conducted in Wuhan since it was the first
place of the new crown pandemic outbreak in China. Residents of Wuhan also experienced
the earliest public health event in the most intuitive manner, as well as the most intense
levels of psychological panic and frustration. It is more realistic to choose the locals as
the research popup group because the subsidy program is intended to rebound from the
new crown pandemic’s negative effects on the region’s tourism industry. A total of 219 full
responses were received, of which 182 were from legitimate surveys.
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The data-gathering tool is divided into several sections. Questions about the visitors’
backgrounds were asked in the first part of the information collection. The second section
related to the tourists’ perceptions of government subsidies, with reference to the studies
of Wang et al. [22] and Zheng [45]. The third section related to the tourists’ perceptions of
predicted risks referring to Xu Hui [46] and Ai et al. [47] in their study of perceived risk.
The fourth section related to public health concerns, whose questions were developed with
expert opinion. The fifth section related to travel intention, referencing Zheng [45]. All of
the questions, with the exception of those in Section 1, were graded on a 5-point Likert
scale. Additionally, numerous illustrations of subsidy policies were provided.

The demographic information about the respondents is shown in Table 1. More than
half of the respondents were between the ages of 26 and 40. There were roughly equal
numbers of men and women, with women making up 51.6% of the total. By profession,
45.2% of respondents were workers for a corporation. Over half of the respondents received
salaries of more than CNY 3000. The average monthly income of the respondents is
calculated according to monthly living expenses; campus prices are low; and this amount
is more than enough to cover the living costs of college students’ children who are still in
school. More than 88% of the respondents have salaries that are higher than CNY 3000; the
minimum wage in Wuhan is CNY 2600; and about 12% of the respondents have average
monthly incomes that are below CNY 3000 because they are primarily students.

Table 1. Basic characteristics statistics.

Features Category Percentage
Share/% Features Category Percentage

Share/%

Age

18–25 years 12.8
Gender

Man 48.4
26–30 years 29.1 Woman 51.6
31–40 years 22.4

Occupation

Student 11.2
41–50 years 26.5 Company staff 45.2
51–60 years 5.2 Individual

household
22.3Over 60 years 4.0

Monthly
income

Under CNY 3000 11.2 Employee of the
government and

public institutions
5.0CNY 3000–5000 34.8

CNY 5000–7000 28.1
CNY 7000–9000 18.3 Retiree 8.3
Over CNY 9000 7.6 Other 8.0

3.2. Credibility Analysis and Description of Current Situation
3.2.1. Exploratory Factor Analysis

We used an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) by PASW statistics 27.0 to ensure that
the survey responses and dimensions were satisfactory. The factors were rotated using
the maximum variance approach, and the principal components were chosen using the
eigenvalues larger than 1 rule. Under each primary component, the items with factor
loading larger than 0.5 and comparable values were chosen. The initially developed
questionnaire’s EI4, EI5, FI1, FI4, HI2, OI2, and OI3 items were eliminated after many
filtering iterations.

The remaining questions are then examined. We started by running a reliability
analysis. The scale’s overall Cronbach’s value was 0.850, and the individual values for
each dimension were 0.869, 0.867, 0.828, 0.759, 0.784, and 0.773 (Table 2), all of which were
greater than 0.7, indicating that the scale was reliable.

We then conducted a validity analysis. In Bartlett’s spherical test, the findings revealed
KMO values was 0.825, greater than 0.8 and p < 0.01 (Table 3), demonstrating the scale’s
high validity. Using an exploratory factor analysis (EFA), the remaining question items
can be extracted as six common factors, named travel intention (OI1, OI4, OI5, OI6, OI7),
predicted risk (KI1, KI2, KI3, KI4), perceived stability of government subsidies (FI2, FI3, FI5),
perceived behavioral control (HI1, HI3, HI4), perceived benefits of government subsidies
(EI1, EI2, EI3), and public health concern (HI5, HI6, HI7). The overall contribution from
variance was 71.563%, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Confidence validity and exploratory factor loading tables.

Variables Title Factor Loading Cronbach’s α
Sum of Squared
Rotating Loads

Travel intention

OI4 0.818

0.869 16.198
OI5 0.781
OI7 0.775
OI6 0.733
OI1 0.71

Predicted risks

KI4 0.862

0.867 30.027
KI3 0.861
KI1 0.827
KI2 0.822

Perceived stability of
government subsidies

FI2 0.855
0.828 40.977FI3 0.852

FI5 0.758

Perceived behavioral
control

HI4 0.853
0.759 51.309HI1 0.723

HI3 0.714

Perceived benefits of
government subsidies

EI1 0.802
0.784 61.445EI2 0.765

EI3 0.741

Public health concerns
HI6 0.877

0.773 71.563HI5 0.765
HI7 0.758

Table 3. KMO and Bartlett’s test.

Variables Value

Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 0.825

Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity
Approx. Chi-Square 1780.030

df 210
Sig. 0.000

3.2.2. Validation Factor Analysis

Validation factor analysis of the scale was conducted by AMOS 24.0 and yielded
CMIN/DF values greater than 1 and less than 3, RMSEA values less than 0.08 and IFI, TLI
and CFI values greater than 0.9, indicating that the model values all met the standard and
the model fit well. In addition, the inclusion of univariate and covariate factor models on top
of the six variables in this study was checked to prevent potential issues of homology bias.

As can be seen in Table 4, the single-factor model did not fulfill the standards and
considerably differed from the six-factor model, but the addition of the common variance
component did not result in a significant rise in TLI or CFI, and the change in RMSEA
value was also not greater than 0.05. Therefore, the six-factor model does not suffer from
the homology bias problem.

Table 4. Table of overall fit coefficients.

CMIN/DF RMSEA IFI TLI CFI

One-factor model 5.623 0.6 0.477 0.412 0.471
Six-factor model 1.557 0.055 0.943 0.929 0.921

Inclusion of a common
methodology factor model 1.330 0.043 0.970 0.985 0.969
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The convergent validity (AVE) and combined reliability (CR) of each dimension were
further examined under the assumption that the model’s overall fit was good, and the
standardized factor loading for each dimension was calculated to obtain AVE values
greater than 0.5 and CR values greater than 0.7 for each dimension (see Table 5). These
values showed that the scale had good convergent validity and a combined reliability. A
discriminant validity study was performed to see if each dimension could be distinguished
from the others. Table 6 shows that there was a good discriminant validity between the
dimensions because the correlation coefficients for the dimensions of perceived benefit,
perceived stability, perceived behavioral control, public health concern, predicted risk, and
travel intention were all smaller than the square root of the convergent validity value of
each dimension.

Table 5. Convergent validity and combined reliability tests for each dimension of the scale.

Variables Title Estimate AVE CR

Perceived Benefits of
Government Subsidies

EI1: I feel that the travel subsidy policy has made my
trips more affordable 0.795

0.5628 0.7937EI2: I feel that the travel subsidy policy has reduced the
cost of my trips 0.769

EI3: I feel that the subsidy policy is beneficial to me 0.682

Perceived Stability of
Government Subsidies

FI2: I think the amount of government subsidies will not
change randomly 0.821

0.6218 0.831
FI3: I think the duration of government subsidies will
not change randomly 0.815

FI5: In general, I feel that the government’s subsidy
policy is stable 0.726

Perceived behavioral control

HI1: I think I understand travel policy subsidies 0.787

0.5343 0.7742
HI3: I think I can get a travel-related government subsidy 0.719
HI4: I have used government subsidies for trips before 0.683

Public Health Concerns

HI5: I think I know about public health in the places
I travel 0.781

0.5431 0.7788
HI6: I consider myself to be aware of the seriousness of
the risks to public health 0.8

HI7: Before I go on a trip, I will find out about the public
health situation in the destination 0.616

Predicted Risks

KI1: I am concerned about the poor awareness of
epidemic prevention and poor service in local hotels that
can use government subsidies

0.774

0.6216 0.8678

KI2: I am concerned that the arrangements for food,
accommodation and entertainment
will not meet my expectations when I use the
government subsidy

0.754

KI3: I am concerned that the tourist destination using
government subsidies
may be temporarily changed or substituted for the tour

0.822

KI4: I am concerned that the services provided by the
tourist attraction will not be satisfactory after using the
government subsidy

0.802

Travel Intention

OI1: I am interested in tourism-related
government subsidies 0.761

0.5739 0.8706

OI4: I am willing to travel with government subsidies 0.779
OI5: I recommend others to travel with
government subsidies 0.762

OI6: I would share my experience of using it with others 0.712
OI7: The government subsidy makes me feel better about
going on a trip 0.772
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Table 6. Differential validity scale.

Perceived
Benefits

Perceived
Stability

Perceived
Behavioral

Control

Public
Health

Concerns

Predicted
Risks

Travel
Intention

Perceived benefits 0.5628
Perceived stability 0.378 0.6218

Perceived behavior control 0.422 0.511 0.5343
Public health concerns 0.433 0.196 0.349 0.5431

Predicted risks 0.074 0.008 −0.001 0.074 0.6216
Travel intention 0.628 0.438 0.543 0.273 0.135 0.5739

Square root of AVE value 0.750 0.789 0.731 0.737 0.788 0.758

3.2.3. Current Situation Analysis

Descriptive analyses of travel intention, predicted risk, the perceived stability of gov-
ernment subsidies, the perceived benefit of government subsidies, public health concerns,
and perceived behavioral control are shown in Table 7. The general public, according to
the average value, thinks that the advantages of government subsidy schemes outweigh
their stability. Additionally, the public’s perception of their ability to influence whether
they can receive government subsidies is at a medium level, meaning that they are unsure
if they can. The public perceives a high risk while using a subsidy, even if they do receive
one, in terms of the quality of the services. In addition, there was a high degree of public
anxiety regarding public health and safety, which may be connected to incidents involving
contagious diseases.

Table 7. Statistics for the key variable description.

N Minimum
Value

Maximum
Value Average Standard

Deviation

Travel intention 182 1.4 5 4.0264 0.63713
Perceived benefits 182 2 5 4.1282 0.62439
Perceived stability 182 1.33 5 3.8608 0.71649

Perceived behavioral control 182 1 5 3.2198 0.96051
Public health concerns 182 2.33 5 4.152 0.61451

Predicted risks 182 1 5 3.8008 0.79785
Number of active cases 182

To investigate the differences between each variable and age, gender, mean monthly
income, and occupation, we continued to conduct Pearson’s chi-squared tests for each of
the variables. The findings revealed that there were significant differences in predetermined
risk among age groups (p = 0.06), perceived behavioral control among visitors of different
genders (p = 0.06), and public health concerns among occupational groups (p = 0.001).

4. Result
4.1. Main Effects Test

The study’s independent variable was the perceived quality of government subsi-
dies, which took into account both their perceived value and their perceived stability.
To ascertain whether the independent variables significantly influenced the dependent
variable, travel intention, a regression analysis was performed. Table 8 presents the
outcomes. Model 1 was a regression study with travel intention (Y) as the dependent
variable, and the two independent variables being the perceived stability of government
subsidies (X2) and perceived benefit of government subsidies (X1). The standardized
coefficient value was positive, the p-values were all less than 0.01, and there was a
significant positive effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable. A
single-factor regression analysis was conducted to avoid the interaction effect between
the two variables of perceived benefit and stability of government subsidies. Model 2
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was a regression study that focused on the relationship between the willingness to travel
(Y) and the perceived value of government subsidies (X1). It revealed that the perceived
value of government subsidies contributes by 28.1% to travel intention. Regression
analysis in Model 3 of the relationship between the perceived stability of government
subsidies (X2) and the intention to travel (Y) revealed that the perceived stability of
government subsidies accounts for 14.8% of the intention to travel. When compared to
Model 3, where the standardized coefficient value for the perceived stability of govern-
ment subsidies was 0.384, Model 2’s standardized coefficient value for the perceived
affordability of government subsidies was 0.53, which is higher. This suggests that the
former has a larger impact on travel intention than the latter. The H1, H1a, and H1b
hypotheses are thus true.

Table 8. Table of regression equations.

M Model Unstandardized
Coefficient

Standardized
Coefficient t Significance

B Standard
Errors Beta

Model 1 constants 1.335 0.292 4.578 0
R2 = 0.328 X1 0.461 0.067 0.452 6.928 0

X2 0.204 0.058 0.23 3.52 0.001

Model 2 constants 1.792 0.269 6.658 0
R2 = 0.281 X1 0.541 0.064 0.53 8.392 0

Model 3 constants 2.708 0.24 11.269 0
R2 = 0.148 X2 0.342 0.061 0.384 5.581 0

a. Dependent variable: Y

4.2. Testing for Mediating Effects of Perceived Behavioral Control

To fit the variable perceived quality of government subsidies (X), the perceived benefit
of government subsidies (X1) and perceived stability of government subsidies (X2) were
averaged. The bootstrap approach process was used to examine the mediation effect
of perceived behavioral control (M) between the three independent variables and travel
intention (Y). Table 9 displays the results. In path X-M-Y, the upper and lower limits of
CI values for the total, direct and indirect effects did not include 0 and p < 0.01. This
suggests that perceived behavioral control has a role in mediating the path. And, since all
the effect values are positive, it follows that the higher the quality of the public’s perception
of government subsidies, the more they are able to control their conduct to believe that
they can obtain government subsidies, thereby increasing travel intentions. H2 is thus
appropriate. The upper and lower ranges of the CI values of the total, direct, and indirect
effects in pathways X1–M–Y and X2–M–Y do not contain 0 and p0.01, and the effect values
are all positive. This suggests that perceived behavioral control has a partial mediation
influence on the perceived affordability of government subsidies and travel path intention,
as well as the perceived stability of government subsidies and travel path intention. H2a
and H2b are thus correct.

4.3. A Test of the Moderating Effect of Predicted Risks and Concern

Table 10 shows a significant moderating effect between public health concerns (W1),
the perceived quality of government subsidies (X), and perceived behavioral control (M);
the coefficient values for all variables were greater than 0. The 95% CI interval for the
interaction term X* W1 does not contain 0, p = 0.0098, in the moderating path between these
variables, demonstrating that the favorable relationship between the perceived quality
of government subsidies and perceived behavioral control was positively attenuated by
worries about public health. The correlation between H3 and H2 was positive. The 95%
CI interval of the interaction term M* W2 on perceived behavioral control (M) and travel
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intention (Y) in the moderating path of predicted risk (W2) contained zero, and the p-value
of 0.2011 was greater than 0.05. The moderating impact of predicted risks did not hold
along this route, and hypothesis H4 was disproved. The 95% CI interval in this path did
not contain zero, the regression coefficient of the interaction term X*W2 was negative, and
the p-value was less than 0.05. Prejudgment risk had a negative moderating effect on this
path, hence H5 was true.

Table 9. Table of tests for mediating effects of Perceived Behavioral Control.

Behavior Control Effect Se t p LLCI ULCI

X–M–Y Total Effect 0.6266 0.0736 8.5133 0 0.4814 0.7719
Direct effects 0.5234 0.0798 6.5611 0 0.3659 0.6808

Indirect effects 0.1033 0.0464 / / 0.0275 0.2119

X1–M–Y Total effect 0.4702 0.0678 6.9381 0 0.3364 0.6039
Direct effects 0.4214 0.0679 6.2029 0 0.2873 0.5554

Indirect effects 0.0488 0.0263 / / 0.0086 0.1129

X2–M–Y Total effect 0.1849 0.0592 3.1208 0.0021 0.068 0.3018
Direct effects 0.129 0.0605 2.1313 0.0345 0.0095 0.2484

Indirect effects 0.0559 0.0269 / / 0.0139 0.1188

Table 10. Test of the moderating influence on risk and pandemic concern.

Dependent Variable: Perceived
Behavior Control Dependent Variable: Willingness to Travel

Coeff p 95%CI Coeff p 95%CI
Gender −0.4282 0.0009 [−0.6792, −0.1773] −0.0615 0.4639 [−0.2269, 0.1039]

Age −0.1519 0.2091 [−0.3898, 0.0859] −0.0461 0.5474 [−0.1971, 0.1049]
Occupation 0.0039 0.9533 [−0.1261, 0.1338] −0.0245 0.5553 [−0.1065, 0.0574]

Monthly
income 0.1731 0.0396 [0.0083, 0.3380] 0.0188 0.7255 [−0.0865, 0.1240]

X 0.6036 0 [0.3688, 0.8384] 0.4978 0 [0.3416, 0.6540]
W 0.2227 0.0359 [0.0149, 0.4305] [0.0445, 0.2329]
M 0.1387 0.0041

X*W1 0.4849 0.0098 [0.1183, 0.8514]
W2 0.1054 0.0411 [0.0043, 0.2065]

X*W2 −0.2791 0.0142 [−0.5014, −0.0567]
M*W2 0.0783 0.2011 [−0.0421, 0.1987]

With a regression coefficient of 0.3057 and a 95% confidence interval (CI) of
[−0.0480, 0.6593], further analysis of the moderating effects of the aforementioned mod-
erating variables at high and low levels revealed that for those with low levels of public
health concern, the beneficial influence of the perceived quality of government subsidies
on perceived behavioral modification was not crucial. For those with higher levels of
public health concerns, the perceived quality of government subsidies had a substantial
beneficial impact on perceived behavioral control, with a regression coefficient of 0.9016
and a 95% confidence interval (CI) of [0.6071, 1.1960]. Figure 2 demonstrates that the
positive association between the perceived quality of government subsidies and perceived
behavioral control is more strongly moderated by high levels of public health concerns.
For the public with a low level of perceived predicted risk, the regression coefficient was
0.7204 with 95% CI of [0.4938, 0.9470]. With a 95% confidence interval of [0.0285, 0.5209],
the regression coefficient for the public with a modest level of predicted risk perception was
0.2751. The strong connection between the perceived quality of government subsidies and
willingness to travel is moderated positively by high levels of predicted risk perception, as
shown in Figure 3.
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5. Discussion

Residents of Wuhan were used as the research subject in this study, and it covered
how they felt about government assistance and how it affected their desire to travel. This
served as a resource on how regulations might enhance the development of the tourism
industry during the post-pandemic period. The empirical study of subsidies can help the
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current system of policy study to some extent and confirm the sustainability of subsidies
in China’s public health events. The results showed that subsidy programs can positively
affect travelers’ intentions to travel, with perceived behavioral control acting as a mediating
factor, and public health worries and risk aversion as moderating factors.

In comparison with previous studies, there are similarities and differences between
the findings of this study. Scholars confirmed that duty-free policies have a strong positive
impact on travel intentions and that the severity of the epidemic moderates the effect [48].
Adventurous people found the subsidy policy to be a better incentive to travel than the
policy to curb the pandemic [49]. This paper expanded the scope of the subsidy policy
to take into account the actual situation in China and arrived at a view similar to that of
the abovementioned scholars. In food waste reduction policies, the mediating role that
perceived control could play in the policy and household intentions to reduce waste has
been demonstrated [50]. This paper confirmed that China’s subsidy policy can influence
travel intentions through perceived behavioral control. The difference lies in the fact that
the abovementioned scholars’ studies were about perceived external governmental control,
whereas this paper was about the perceived control of the internal self-behavior. Perceived
control at both the individual and policy levels was positively associated with preventive
behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic [51]. It is therefore reasonable to assume that
after the implementation of the policy, residents will judge whether they are likely to
receive the relevant subsidies through their own knowledge of the policy, which will have
an impact on their travel intention. Zhou et al. [52] introduced the moderating role of
haze concerns and risks in congestion charging policies, and proposed that the public
perception of policy effectiveness can enhance policy acceptance. The findings of this
paper are similar, exploring whether residents are traveling in line with policy intentions
by measuring the affordability and effectiveness of government subsidies. People with
different levels of concerns about public health events and different perceptions of risk will
respond differently to these policy intentions.

The purpose of this research philosophical contribution is to review the literature on
government subsidies, create the variable of perceived quality of subsidy policy, blend
planned behavior theory and S-O-R theory, create a structural equation model in accordance
with empirical analysis, and examine and reveal the mediating role of perceived behavioral
control (organism) in the perceived quality of subsidy policy (stimulus) and travel intention
(behavioral response). In order to enrich the research findings of S-O-R theory and planned
behavior theory and to some extent provide a relatively integrated analytical framework
for tourism government subsidies research, this investigation uses the intermediary effect
created by the combination of S-O-R theory and planned behavior theory as its main
framework, expanding the moderating role of public health concern and predicted risk.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations
6.1. Conclusions

A guarantee for the steady growth of tourism is public health and safety. The increase
in domestic demand is seen as a key task for the growth of tourism in the new environment.

The government has implemented a number of steps to subsidize tourists in an effort
to support the recovery of the tourism industry. According to theory, the study enhanced
the stimulant effect of government subsidies based on the viewpoint of public health issues
from the perspective of tourists. Providing guidance for promoting the tourism economy
from the perspective of domestic demand is a practical consideration. We combined public
assistance with perceived quality to assess how they rank with consumers by developing
a theoretical model and examining the micro-action course of the Chinese government’s
subsidy policy in light of tourists’ opinions.

The findings led to the following conclusions:

(1) Tourists find that the current government subsidy policies are effective, which in-
dicates that their perception of government subsidies is of a high caliber. Visitors’
intentions to travel are significantly favorably influenced by both the perceived benefit
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and stability of government subsidies, with the positive effect of perceived benefit
being larger.

(2) The perceived quality of government subsidies affects both the travel intention di-
rectly and also through perceived behavioral control, which plays a mediating role.
In other words, based on their assessment of the perceived value of government
subsidies, tourists’ travel intentions are influenced by the perceived ease of access to
government subsidies.

(3) Public health concerns reinforce the positive effect between the perceived quality
of government subsidies and perceived behavioral control. The more concerned
the public is about public health safety, the more knowledgeable they are about the
disease, and hence, they are less likely to exaggerate the consequences of infection.
When the government subsidies are published, visitors feel that they can access and
use them successfully and are not prevented from using them due to illness.

(4) Predicted risks prevent the perceived quality of government subsidies from having a
favorable impact on travel intention. Visitors will be aware of the hazards associated
with using travel subsidies from the government, such as receiving unfavorable
treatment from merchants. Government subsidies are less successful in encouraging
willingness to travel when the risks that travelers anticipate before traveling are higher.

(5) Additionally, there are significant differences in predicted risks among age groups
(p = 0.001), perceived behavioral control among visitors of various genders (p = 0.06),
and public health concerns among professional categories (p = 0.001).

6.2. Study Limitations

Additionally, there are some further problems with the article.
This survey does not differentiate between urban and rural inhabitants because it is

based solely on Wuhan locals, lacking a study comparing the two groups.
The sample size was also controlled due to the fact that the questionnaire was dis-

tributed while China was still employing stringent controls against the pandemic. In
the future, additional factors like policy trust can be included to examine how govern-
ment travel subsidies affect willingness to travel by combining facts from both first- and
second-hand data sources to offer suggestions for improving the effectiveness of our policy
execution and our policy formulation.

6.3. Recommendation

On the basis of the findings of the research, the following recommendations are made.
First, prolonging the policy’s use length to improve stability, a high frequency, and a brief
duration are features of the current subsidy regimes. When the general public utilizes
them, unexpected events or negligence can trigger conflicts with the anticipated trip time
or cause them to miss the expiration date. To guarantee that the policy is implemented
well, the government can make it clear how long the policy will last in order to increase
its credibility in the public’s eyes. In addition, it can address unforeseen occurrences by
offering more explanations or extending the deadline. Second, the government should
minimize the chances of negative public opinion and increase publicity. As government
subsidies may be used differently by businesses, it is important to improve the regulatory
framework governing their use. This will ensure that residents can utilize the subsidies
without difficulty and that those who do so will receive the same high-quality goods and
services as those who do not. In addition, more information must be made widely available
on the usage of government subsidies so that individuals of all ages can access it so as to
help the public feel less uncertain and concerned about government subsidies by providing
an increased awareness of the techniques and scope of use.

Third, the government should develop an environment for sharing knowledge about
public health. Tourism activities facilitate the spread of both domestic and international
infectious diseases, and the public’s concern for public health and safety has grown to be
a significant determinant of their travel choices. A platform such as this might describe
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recent epidemics, common illnesses that affect travelers, and treatments and preventative
methods. Increasing public knowledge of illnesses and lowering fear levels consequently
lowers the chances of health risks when traveling, assuring traveler happiness.
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Abstract: The spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a major impact on tourism, giving significant
importance to resilience strategies for this sector. Indeed, over the past three years, an increasing
amount of research has been conducted on tourism resilience without any overall analysis of these
publications. This study aims to conduct a bibliometric analysis in order to identify research trends
in the field as well as explore the various gaps in the literature on the subject studied during and
after the pandemic. A selection of 114 Scopus-indexed articles published between 2020 and early
2023 on tourism resilience was analyzed by two bibliometric tools, VOS viewer and R bibliometrix.
The results show that China, the United States, and Spain are the leading countries in this field of
research. The articles’ authors, the affiliations, and the countries involved in research in this field
were not able to compose a close, extensive, and collaborative network. The journal Sustainability
(Switzerland), published by MDPI, is at the top of the list. This work identifies three dominant study
themes: (1) tourism and sustainable resilience; (2) livelihood resilience; and (3) community resilience.
This study provides a benchmark for future researchers with new study directions in the field of
tourism resilience.

Keywords: resilience; tourism; COVID-19; bibliometric study; VOS viewer; R bibliometrix

1. Introduction

COVID-19, a global pandemic of unprecedented impact, has caused great concern in
recent years. This crisis had a devastating effect on the tourism industry, including travel
limitations and cancellations, border closures, and widespread business downturns [1–6].

The tourism sector was the first to suffer the flagrant consequences of the COVID-
19 crisis. According to data from the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the
contribution of the travel and tourism sector to global output has fallen precipitously,
from around 10.5% in 2019 to 5.5% in 2020, which will result in the loss of 62 million
jobs worldwide [2]. Tourism companies found themselves obliged to face different risk
situations, which pushed them to develop their resilience and adapt quickly to the different
underlying disruptions, whether they were economic, political, or social [7–10].

The concept of resilience, which initially originated in the physical sciences and was
transposed into the social sciences [11,12], has attracted increasing interest from researchers
in the tourism sector [8,13–18]. Understanding the notion of resilience is conceptually
complex, as it is part of a transdisciplinary approach [19]. It can be defined as a capacity
to counteract a risk or to return to a state of stability after having experienced it, or as a
process of interaction between prevention elements and the different risks [3]. In other
words, a resilient system is the result of a structure capable of distinguishing itself by its
ability to absorb, recover from, and adapt to different known and unknown risks [20]. In
the context of tourism, resilience is defined as the industry’s ability to diligently deal with
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disasters and self-inflicted crises in order to maintain stability while ensuring the flexibility
and diversity necessary for innovation and further development [21,22].

Prior to COVID-19, Wut et al. (2021) conducted a systematic review of relevant
research areas in the context of the tourism and hospitality industries regarding crisis
management and the conceptualization of resilience [23]. Following this line and in order
to complete the elucidation of the concept, this study explored a review of the literature on
the concept of resilience in the tourism sector after the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which began on 1 January 2020 and has spread around the world [24], especially since a
significant amount of research has been conducted recently.

From this perspective, it is essential and significant to study how the concept of
resilience in tourism was conceptualized after the emergence of the COVID-19 crisis. This
study aims to review and investigate the literature dealing with the resilience of the tourism
industry to external risks and shocks. Therefore, a descriptive and bibliometric analysis of
the publications is conducted to characterize research trends.

Some researchers have already conducted and published bibliometric studies in
various scientific fields, including tourism management sciences [25–30]. For example,
Menons et al. have published a useful bibliometric study to help PhD students and tourism
researchers identify emerging themes in tourism and hospitality after the COVID-19 pan-
demic and decide which journals to publish in and which issues to address in order to
obtain a high-quality publication [31]. However, to our knowledge, no study has yet been
published on the resilience of tourism after the spread of COVID-19. This study can also
contribute to the decisions taken by practitioners to define a direction for the future of the
tourism industry.

Bibliometric analysis uses mathematical methods to perform a quantitative analysis of
research articles on a specific topic [9]. It can be used to assess the quality of studies, identify
the most important areas of research, and anticipate future directions for studies [10]. By
conducting a bibliometric analysis, it is possible to identify the characteristics and patterns
of published articles in any scientific discipline. In addition, this popular approach can help
identify schools of thought in a particular field of study [32], and it allows the researcher to
summarize scientific production in terms of quantity and quality [33].

The objective of this work was not only to discover the different aspects of research
and application of resilience in tourism in the face of different risks, but also to provide an
opportunity to discuss what the authors have highlighted. Specifically, this review aimed
to reveal the current state of research and identify emerging trends in this field in order to
answer the following questions:

How was the growth of publications on the resilience of the tourism industry after
the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic indexed in the Scopus database between 2020 and
25 April 2023?

What are the main journals, authors, and publications to consider for future studies
on tourism resilience after the spread of COVID-19?

What are the main emerging topics in tourism research?
What research directions can be recommended?
To address this issue, a selection of 114 articles published between 2020 and 2023 was

obtained from the Scopus database and analyzed using Bibliometrix R Studio and VOS
viewer tools. The remainder of the article will be organized as follows: Section 2 describes
the materials and methods that were applied to address the research topic. Section 3
illustrates the results of the bibliometric analysis, while Section 4 discusses the results. The
most relevant research topics are detailed in Section 5. Section 6 presents a conclusion as
well as proposals for future research.

2. Materials and Methods

The Scopus database was chosen to extract our selection of papers for bibliometric
analysis. The papers in the study were collected from the Scopus database, a widely
recognized and inclusive research database that is one of the largest bibliographic, abstract,
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and citation databases available today [31,34]. This database was also selected for its
extensive coverage of tourism journals, which is superior to that of Web of Science [35–37].
To carry out this study, the guidelines of PRISMA 2020 (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) were followed in order to filter the data with a
guarantee of objectivity and clarity [38].

Hossain et al. [39] defined this method as a systematic implementation following a
predefined process or path, as shown in the Prism diagram [40], with four overarching
steps: identification, selection, eligibility, and inclusion. We conducted a literature search in
the Scopus database with the following search formula: ‘resilience’ and ‘tourism’.

Only papers that are closely related to our topic were considered; in other words, only
papers that had both concepts in the title, abstract, and keywords were considered.

As inclusion criteria, the type of papers (article, journal, and conference paper), the
English language, the time frame (2020–2023), and the publication stage (final) were defined.

The specific choice of the period from January 2020 to 25 April 2023 (the period
covered by the data extraction) is argued by our main objective of examining the literature
addressing the topic of the resilience of the tourism sector after the emergence of COVID-
19. The criterion of English as the language of publication is justified by our choice of
keyword language standardization. English-language documents account for over 96% of
online publications between 2020 and the date of data extraction. To refine our selection of
articles, a manual filtration of the articles is required; in this framework, the articles that
do not have a relationship with our subject have been removed from the sample. Finally,
114 publications that met the different inclusion criteria were retained (Figure 1).

To generate results, two bibliometric tools were adopted: the R bibliometrix tool and
the VOS viewer program. Bibliometrix is a free scientific analysis and mapping tool that
allows researchers to statistically measure productivity in a specific research area [41]. We
used it to graphically present the number of publications per year, the most revealing
journals and publications, the most cited authors with their affiliated institutions and
countries, and the thematic map using an Excel file.

The VOS viewer program developed by van Eck and Waltman was used to analyze
and visualize the relationships between the most significant co-words [42]. The program is
freely available to the bibliometric research community. The VOS viewer can be used, for
example, to make author or journal maps based on co-occurrence data or to build keyword
maps based on co-occurrence data. Microsoft Office was also used to present the data in
graph form (temporal distribution of articles and authors’ affiliations). In our study, we
used the VOS view to extract a network of the most relevant themes.
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3. Results
3.1. Summary Information

The number of publication results including the words ‘resilience’ and ‘tourism’ in the
title, abstract, and keywords is 114 papers, published between 2020 and 2023 in 62 sources.
The results also indicate that 319 authors contributed to research on the topic of resilience
in the tourism sector after the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 1). Research in
this area grew exponentially between 2020 and 2022. Indeed, there were 19 new online
publications in 2020 and 16 new online publications in the first four months of 2023. Single-
author papers contributed 14 publications (Figure 2).

Such a positive trend of continued growth is a dramatic indication that tourism
resilience research between 2020 and April 2023 has great potential for the future.

Articles make up 93% of the published documents, while conference papers and
reviews represent only 4% and 3%, respectively.
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Table 1. Summary information generated with the R bibliometrix tool.

Description Results

Period From 2020 to 2023 (Until 25 April 2023)
Number of publications 114

Sources (Journals) 62
Authors 319

Average number of citations per document 12.29
References 7428

Keywords plus 378
Author keywords 432

Authors of single-author documents 13
Single-author documents 14
Co-authors per document 3.01

Index of international cooperation 30.7
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Figure 2. The temporal evolution of the number of publications since the spread of the COVID-19
pandemic.

3.2. Analysis of Keyword Occurrences

The main objective of a bibliometric study is to explore the themes and research
trends in a predefined field, thus determining the most popular terms and the relationships
between them [43], and this cannot be achieved without conducting an analysis of the
keyword occurrences. Co-word analysis is a content analysis method based on the co-
occurrence patterns of keywords in a manuscript collection. Its aim is to recognize the links
between the ideas present in the themes addressed in the textual corpus. This approach
has enabled the creation of a strategic diagram highlighting the relative relevance of topics
related to the resilience of the tourism sector after the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic.
The VOS viewer allows us to map the network of the most frequent keywords in our article
selection [44]. A total of 23 keywords with a frequency of ≥ 5 co-occurrences were selected
from 724 keywords (Table 2). As shown in Figure 3, a network representation of these
keywords is generated by the program. The most common keywords are represented by
circles, as the size of the circle increases the more frequently the term appears, while the
links indicate the associations with the words, and the nodes of the same color group form
a cluster of keywords. The thickness of the links shows the strength of the links; the greater
the thickness, the greater the strength of association between the words and the frequency
of their existence in the same publication. The distance between the two nodes is a negative
function of the number of occurrences between the keywords.
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Table 2. Grouping of keywords (personal elaboration).

Clusters Theme Articles Included Keywords Occurrence The Strength
of Links

Cluster 1: red Sustainable
resilience

[45–49],
[9,50–54],
[55–60],

[14,15,61–65],
[16,18,66–70],

[10,71–76],
[17,77–82],

[83–87]

COVID-19 35 99
tourism management 18 71

sustainability 13 37
sustainable development 9 24

ecotourism 8 29
disaster management 8 21

tourism resilience 7 14
organizational resilience 7 9

destination resilience 7 8
crisis management 7 23
tourism economics 5 19
sustainable tourism 5 14

Cluster 2 green livelihood
resilience

[20,21,88,89]
[90–94],
[95–99],

[2,100–103],
[28,104–106],

[107–110],
[111–114],

[43,115,116],
[117–120],
[121–124]

tourism 53 128

resilience 48 154
China 13 38

pandemic 9 37
epidemic 5 23
livelihood 6 23

Cluster 3 blue
Community

resilience

[125–129],
[130–133],
[134–137],
[138–142],
[143,144].

tourism development 20 64
tourist destination 14 51

community resilience 10 20
community-based tourism 9 21

tourism market 6 27
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Our network consists of three clusters with 154 links and 458 in link strength, namely
cluster 1 (12 key terms), cluster 2 (6 keywords), and cluster 3 (5 keywords).

In previous studies, a visualization of the network through the VOS viewer allowed
for the generation of 11 groups by Wang et al. [35], 6 groups by Paeffgen [36], and 4 groups
by Della Corte et al. [37].

Cluster 1, in red, has the term “COVID-19” as a central node and includes other key-
words such as “sustainability”, “sustainable development”, “ecotourism”, and “disaster
management”. Therefore, this cluster concerns the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
sustainable tourism development as well as the strengthening of sustainable resilience
to different shocks and risks. It should be noted that this cluster consists of the first
four publications in ranking by the number of citations (“Reviving the tourism industry
post-COVID-19: to a resilience-based framework”, “Responses to COVID-19: the role
of performance in the relationship between small hospitality enterprises’ resilience and
sustainable tourism development”, “Psychological resilience, organizational resilience,
and life satisfaction in tourism firms: insights from the Canterbury earthquakes”, and
“Time for a reset? COVID-19 and tourism resilience”). This indicates the growing interest
and importance of this research topic. Prayag is the dominant author in this cluster, with
three publications. This author proposes a conceptual reflection based on the “new nor-
mal” of tourism resilience (engineering, ecology, and socio-ecology), which can be argued
by the increased trend of topics dealing with the integration of sustainable practices in
tourism resilience. This group is composed of more than half of the number of publications
(52 articles).

The terms “resilience” and “tourism” are the largest nodes in Cluster 2 in green,
followed by “China”, “pandemic” and “livelihood”. As a result, this cluster focuses
on the perception of livelihood resilience, with most of the publications related to this
cluster adopting China as the research terrain. In this framework, we can mention the
publications of Chen, who works on the sustainability of livelihoods in the face of changes
in China’s rural areas. He proposes that collaborative agency can be a pillar of successful
transformation.

Cluster 3 in blue is the smallest group in the network, and the word “tourism de-
velopment” with the highest number of occurrences is related to other keywords such as
“community resilience”, “community-based tourism”, “tourist destination” and “tourism
market”. This group of words represents the theme of the impact of the pandemic on
community-based tourism and the building of community resilience as an effective remedy
to unpredictable events. Kim is the leading author of this cluster, with five publications
focusing on the importance of tourism in community resilience and its critical role in
dealing with various risks.

To obtain themes, the thematic analysis uses groups of authors’ keywords and their
interconnections. These themes are characterized by their properties (density and centrality).
Density is represented by the vertical axis, while centrality is represented by the horizontal
axis (Figure 4).

Motor themes (upper-right quadrant): sustainability, sustainable development, eco-
tourism, China, COVID-19, tourism management, tourist destination, ecotourism; although
these are developed and relevant themes, they are almost too general. Because of their
high centrality and density, they are the main topics for structuring a research field. Niche
themes (upper-left quadrant): rural population, rural development, psychology, and New
Zealand; these have well-developed internal links but few external links. These themes
therefore have a high centrality but a low density, and their contribution to the development
of the tourism resilience field remains marginal. Emerging or declining themes (lower-left
quadrant): governance and indigenous knowledge; these themes are still at an embryonic
stage within the theme of tourism resilience in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
themes of community resource and ecosystem resilience seem to be emerging but cross-
cutting with the basic themes, indicating that some of the topics within these themes are
necessary to develop the field of tourism resilience. Basic themes (lower-right quadrant):
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rural area, economic activity, and culture; these are low-density, high-centrality themes that
cut across this area of research.
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3.3. Analysis of Contributing Journals

The 114 papers on tourism resilience whose year of publication is between 2020
and 2023 are published in a wide range of journals (62 journals). Topping the list is the
journal Sustainability (Switzerland), with the largest number of publications (n = 20) edited
by MDPI, while Tourism Geographies (n = 6) came in second, published by Taylor &
Francis Group, and Current Issues in Tourism came in third (n = 5). Tourism Management
Perspectives, Current Issues in Tourism, and Sustainability (Switzerland) are the most
relevant journals in terms of total citations, with 351, 252, and 106 citations, respectively.
Table 3 shows the top 10 journals with the percentage of contributions, h_index, m_index,
citations, quartile, and publisher of each journal.

Table 3. The most active journals between 2020 and 2023, according to data provided by Bibliometric
and Scimago Journal & Country Rank (SJR).

Title of the Journal Percentage of
Contribution h_Index m_Index Citations Quartille Publisher

SUSTAINABILITY
(SWITZERLAND) 16% 7 1.75 106 Q1 MDPI

TOURISM GEOGRAPHIES 5% 4 1.33 52 Q2 Taylor & Francis Group
CURRENT ISSUES

IN TOURISM 4% 4 1.25 252 Q1 Current Issues in
Tourism

TOURISM MANAGEMENT 3% 3 1.00 42 Q1 Elsevier
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Table 3. Cont.

Title of the Journal Percentage of
Contribution h_Index m_Index Citations Quartille Publisher

TOURISM MANAGEMENT
PERSPECTIVES 3% 3 0.75 351 Q2 Elsevier

ANNALS OF TOURISM
RESEARCH EMPIRICAL

INSIGHTS
2% 3 1.50 16 Q1 Elsevier

JOURNAL OF HOSPITALITY
AND TOURISM
MANAGEMENT

2% 2 1.00 54 Q1 Elsevier

JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE
TOURISM 2% 3 0.75 57 Q1 Taylor & Francis Group

LAND 2% 1 3.90 15 Q3 MDPI
WORLDWIDE HOSPITALITY

AND TOURISM THEMES 2% 2 0.66 17 Q3 Emerald Group
Publishing Ltd.

3.4. Analysis of the Most Cited Publications

Table 4 presents the most impactful articles in the field of tourism resilience based
on the number of citations received by the authors. The results reveal that two articles
were cited more than 100 times: “Reviving tourism industry post-COVID-19: A resilience-
based framework” (n = 314) and “Responses to COVID-19: The role of performance in
the relationship between small hospitality enterprises’ resilience and sustainable tourism
development” (n = 122). These two contributions were written by Sharma et al. [45] and
Sobaih et al. [46], respectively. The first publication is a study that proposes government re-
sponse, technological innovation, local ownership, and consumer and employee confidence
as key factors in tourism resilience and announces that it is time to transform the tourism
industry with a new framework based on sustainable tourism. The second publication
validates the direct and significant impact of resilience on sustainable tourism development
through performance mediations.

Table 4. Top 10 scientific papers in the field of tourism resilience.

Publication
(Type of Publication)

Title of
the Journal

Year of
Publication Citations Citations

per Year:

Total
Normalized

Citations
Reference

Reviving tourism industry
post-COVID-19: A

resilience-based framework
(article)

Tourism
Management
Perspectives

2021 314 104.67 15.70 [45]

Responses to COVID-19: The role
of performance in the relationship

between small hospitality
enterprises’ resilience and

sustainable tourism development
(article)

International
Journal of

Hospitality
Management

2021 122 40.67 6.10 [46]

Psychological resilience,
organizational resilience and life

satisfaction in tourism firms:
insights from the Canterbury

earthquakes
(article)

Current Issues
in Tourism 2020 89 22.25 4.43 [47]
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Table 4. Cont.

Publication
(Type of Publication)

Title of
the Journal

Year of
Publication Citations Citations

per Year:

Total
Normalized

Citations
Reference

Time for Reset? COVID-19 and
Tourism Resilience

(article)

Tourism
Review

International
2020 83 20.75 4.13 [145]

Tourism and Hospitality industry
resilience during the COVID-19

pandemic: Evidence from England
(article)

Current Issues
in Tourism 2022 67 33.50 11.97 [21]

Social capital: An investment
towards community resilience in

the collaborative natural resources
management of community-based

tourism schemes (article)

Tourism
Management
Perspectives

2020 36 9.00 1.79 [125]

The adaptive resilience of living
cultural heritage in a tourism

destination (article)

Journal of
Sustainable

Tourism
2020 33 8.25 1.64 [126]

Reimagining resilience: COVID-19
and marine tourism in Indonesia

(article)

Current Issues
in Tourism 2020 31 10.33 1.55 [48]

Community eco-tourism in rural
Peru: Resilience and adaptive

capacities to the COVID-19
pandemic and climate change

(article)

Journal of
Hospitality and

Tourism
Management

2021 29 9.67 1.45 [127]

Tourism Potentials in
Post-COVID19: The Concept of

Destination Resilience for
Advanced Sustainable

Management in Tourism
(article)

Tourism
Planning &

Development
2023 25 25.00 9.09 [49]

“Psychological resilience, organizational resilience, and life satisfaction in tourism
firms: insights from the Canterbury earthquakes”, written by Prayag et al. [47], comes
in third place (n = 89). This study explores the relationship between psychological and
organizational resilience. Traskevich and Fontanari [49] had the lowest number of total
citations (n = 25) in this top ten selection with the publication “Tourism Potentials in Post-
COVID19: The Concept of Destination Resilience for Advanced Sustainable Management
in Tourism”.

3.5. The Most Prolific Authors and Countries

Based on the bibliometric analysis, Table 5 describes the most active authors in the
research area of tourism resilience during and after the pandemic, along with the rate of co-
authored papers. At the beginning of the list, we find Kim, who is the most present author in
this field with five publications [129,130,139,140,142]. Two of these articles were written in
collaboration with Yang, who shares second place as the most active author. These authors
propose community resilience as a primary tool to cope with environmental uncertainty
and adverse events, especially COVID-19, and the role of tourism destination intelligence
and tourism industry specialization in this resilience. Among the most important authors
in terms of the number of publications, also in second place, we find Prayag with three
publications. In this work, the author examines three types of resilience: psychological,
employee, and organizational. This work [47] gives future researchers a clear understanding
of current perspectives on the resilience of destinations, organizations, and tourists [145]
and of emerging research directions for the resilience of tourism with its new normality
in engineering, ecology, and socio-ecology. In the same rank, we find Zhang with three
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publications covering different research themes in tourism resilience: community tourism,
sustainable resilience, and economic resilience.

Table 5. The most active authors on the theme of resilience in tourism.

Authors Articles Co-Written Articles

Kim 5 1.92
Prayag 3 2.25
Yang 3 1.08

Zhang 3 1.45
Chan 2 0.67
Chen 2 0.75

De Lacy 2 0.34
Gamage 2 0.34

Jang 2 0.83
Khalid 2 0.67

It is revealed that China is the most contributing country (21 papers) to research on
the resilience of the tourism industry after the spread of COVID-19, followed by the United
States (17 papers) and Spain (13 papers). The UK shares fourth place with Australia with a
contribution of nine papers (Table 6). To shed light on the social structure of the scientific
community dealing with our topic, a map of the geographical collaboration of authors on
the topic of resilience in the tourism sector has been presented. It can be noted that the
United States (14 in total link strength), the United Kingdom, Australia, and China are the
four most collaborative countries. The strongest collaborative links are between the United
States and the United Kingdom, China and Australia, and China and Japan. Spain has not
achieved a single collaboration with the United Kingdom despite its third-place ranking
in terms of the number of publications. Despite these collaborative links between these
countries, the network of co-country researchers in the field of tourism resilience remains
rather distant and less cooperative internationally.

Table 6. The most contributing countries on the theme of resilience in tourism.

Countries Articles

CHINA 21
UNITED STATES 17

SPAIN 13
UNITED KINGDIM 9

AUSTRALIA 9
INDONISIA 8

NEW ZELAND 8
MALAYSIA 5
INDONISIA 5

INDIA 5

The Bibliometrix or Biblioshiny Program allows researchers to export from the Scopus
database a three-field plot of their choice; we preferred to examine the relationship between
authors, countries, and keywords to get a clear idea about the scientific community on this
topic [44]. As shown in Figure 5, there is an interaction between authors (left), countries
(middle), and keywords (right) in the field of tourism industry resilience. In summary, U.S.
researchers are interested in issues related to the resilience of community-based tourism
to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic; Chinese researchers are interested in the resilience of the
livelihoods of households residing in tourism villages; and the Australian community
is focusing on the resilience of tourism to the COVID-19 pandemic. This explains the
increased interest of researchers in the topic under study (Figure 6).
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4. Discussion

The last pandemic revealed the sensitivity of the tourism sector to various external
shocks, such as natural disasters, armed wars, pandemics, political events, economic
situations, and security problems [146]. Hence, stakeholders are obliged to strengthen the
resilience of this industry [147]. This study was based on a descriptive and bibliometric
analysis of Scopus-indexed publication data to identify up-to-date research on the resilience
of the tourism industry at the time of the crisis and particularly after the spread of the
COVID-19 pandemic, thus contributing to the debate on the resilience of the tourism sector
in the face of various risks and disruptions and the prospects for a successful recovery [148].
Our objective is to map in terms of quantity and content. To do so, different types of
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analysis were performed on 114 selected publications based on the guidelines of the
PRISMA diagram, namely: co-author analysis, contributing journal analysis, the spatial
distribution of publications, collaboration analysis between countries, and co-word analysis
through the VOS program visualization.

The significant and accelerated increase in the number of publications between 2020
and early 2023 indicates that research on tourism industry resilience remains rich in future
potential. Additionally, the large share (60%) of articles that are open access may show that
the scientific community is increasingly interested in the issue of tourism resilience, espe-
cially post-COVID-19, and is also seeking to encourage the reading of articles in this area.
This may also be a sign of increased funding for this research. The networks of co-authors
and co-countries remain rather distant and less collaborative since the nodes of authors and
countries were created individually. This may indicate that most researchers completed
their research independently, with little or no cooperation from other researchers. However,
some researchers did cooperate and collaborate with two to eight other researchers to
produce results in the area of tourism sector resilience. Notable collaborations are only
between the United States and the United Kingdom, China and Australia, and China and
Japan. The percentage of conference papers related to the topic does not exceed 4%, which
effectively confirms the reduced level of international collaboration in our sample, hence
the need to establish more collaboration between authors and countries in the field. Accord-
ing to Umar et al. [43], research cooperation plays a crucial role in enhancing the quality
and relevance of research work and responding to different global issues and problems,
especially in the field of tourism.

This study also revealed that Sustainability (Switzerland) is the highest-ranked journal
by far in terms of the number of publications (20 articles) and the third highest in terms
of the number of citations (106 citations), after the journal Tourism Management with
351 citations and Current Issues in Tourism with 252 citations. The number of citations is
a primary parameter in the bibliometric analysis, giving a guideline to future researchers
on which journals to choose to publish their results [149]. According to our results, the
seven journals that top the list of ranking journals by citations are listed in the Q1 and
Q2 quartiles. Kim J., affiliated with the University of Florida, Gainesville, USA, is the
most active author with five publications. This affiliation holds the number one position
with seven publications. In terms of citations, the institutions of the University School
of Management Studies, Guru Gobind Singh Indraprastha University in India, the Japan
Institute of Management Studies in India, and the University of Puerto Rico in the United
States collectively top the list with 314 citations.

5. Research Topics with the Highest Acuity

Research on the risks and external shocks that can affect the development of the
tourism industry has largely confirmed the need for resilience in this context [39].

Resilience derives from the Latin word “resilio”, which means “to bounce back”. In
the physical sciences, it can be evaluated as the ability of an object to return to its previous
state following a shock or continuous pressure [20,57,60,74,127]. Recently, this concept has
been applied in several domains, such as ecological and social systems and ecosystems.
The concept of resilience in tourism is defined as the ability of the industry to recover from
disruptions while minimizing potential negative consequences [150]. However, several
studies have endorsed a multidimensional approach to this concept [103] based on learning,
diversity, and the ability to adapt in various situations.

The two concepts of vulnerability and resilience are closely related in studies; in fact,
Delaplace et al. [19], Ho et al. [72], and Prayag [10] confirmed that the two concepts are
antipodes. What makes the vulnerability of tourism increase and its resilience decrease?
Other researchers [28] have proposed that vulnerability and resilience are distinct but
highly compatible concepts that can be used to analyze the resistance of the tourism sector
in the face of different changes.
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Our main objective is to identify popular research topics related to the conceptualiza-
tion of the resilience of the tourism industry in the period after the spread of the COVID-19
pandemic. Additionally, since the keywords featured in the articles are linked to topics
in these publications, an occurrence analysis of the keywords that appear in our article
selection was conducted. By linking to previous reviews on either organizational resilience
during the COVID-19 era [151] or destination resilience [152], as well as post-pandemic
tourism recovery based on resilience [28], similar information on the increase in publica-
tions over time can be revealed, indicating a growing demand for academic research related
to the conceptualization of tourism resilience.

The results outline three popular research themes, with future sections explaining
these themes in detail (Figure 7).
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5.1. Integrating Sustainable Management into Tourism Resilience

Studies of tourism resilience are closely related to the concept of sustainability. For
Sharma et al. [45], resilience to various risks, disasters, and pandemics directly and in-
directly impacts the development of sustainable tourism. Now that Sobaih et al. [46]
have confirmed that tourism in the pre-disaster stage must be transformed into sustain-
able tourism to build resilience, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, planning for
sustainable tourism becomes a crucial act [53]. Yiu and Cheung [59] proposed that the
development of sustainability is based on the dynamic capabilities of resilience. The results
of this study reveal that these dynamic capabilities mediate and moderate the long-term re-
lationship between resilience and sustainable tourism. However, the identified conceptual
framework of mediation is related to only three resilience factors: the resilience network, or-
ganizational resilience factors, and individual resilience factors. When tourism destinations
are faced with undesirable risks, resilience is presented as a mode of adaptation, which
translates into innovative planning techniques that lead to more sustainable lifestyles for
their inhabitants [15], such as creating alternative products, enriching local knowledge, and
improving the destination’s image [65].

Conceptualizing the relationship between resilience and sustainability can open up
new avenues of research, indicating how to create more sustainable and livable local
environments around the world while examining other national and international contexts
with the involvement of different stakeholders.
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5.2. Livelihood Resilience

The concept of livelihoods consists of the abilities, knowledge, and actions of people
to succeed in life, as well as their values, goals, and choices [62]. It includes the skills,
assets, and activities that people need to succeed in life [90,124,153,154]. After the changes
and mutations that the world has experienced in recent years, livelihood resilience is
becoming a serious concern for researchers and even managers, especially in the tourism
sector [90]. Livelihood resilience can be defined as the adaptability of actors and their
abilities to take advantage of disturbances to improve their situation and preserve their
way of life [9,48,58,90,92,101,124]. Requirements such as human agency, empowerment,
independence, and access to resources are necessary for this resilience.

Shekari et al. [101] suggest that individual and collective agencies have a primary
role in livelihood resilience. Chen et al. highlighted the role of vulnerable communi-
ties in enhancing resilience by using their existing potential to diversify their livelihood
strategies [90].

One study revealed that the resilience of rural households’ livelihoods strengthens
their willingness to participate. Based on survey data in 22 tourism poverty alleviation
villages located in the poor regions of western China, among the livelihood coping strategy
groups, namely agriculture-oriented households, migratory households, and tourism-
participating households, this study also revealed that buffering capacity was a significant
driver of this willingness [101].

Through the analysis, it can be seen that Chinese researchers are experts on this topic;
indeed, Dang et al. [120] revealed that among the first trends in Southeast Asia after the
COVID-19 pandemic was the development and diversification of livelihoods. The majority
of this research identifies the impact of this crisis on livelihoods. This can serve to provide
several starting points for researchers to validate these implications and propose livelihood
resilience strategies in other contexts.

5.3. Community Resilience

The COVID-19 pandemic has been destructive to international tourism, negatively
impacting destinations, organizations, and local communities [92]. Communal tourism,
based on community involvement and participation, community control and empower-
ment, and conservation and its contribution to community welfare and development, has
also been severely affected [127]. This has prompted local community stakeholders to
reflect on strategies for building community resilience.

Because there is no single definition for the concept of resilience, there is only agree-
ment among most authors that resilience is the ability to bend, rebound, and survive. The
definition of the term “community resilience” is linked to events and contexts. Noorashid
and Chin [128] defined community resilience as the mobilization of community resources
to thrive in an environment marked by uncertainty, change, risk, and surprise. Social
capital has an important role in building community resilience (governance, finance, and
competence); indeed, it allows for the ability to promote resilience in the collaborative
management of community natural resources necessary for community tourism develop-
ment [125]. Musavengane and Kloppers [125] stated that a cohesive social structure with a
strong cultural identity consisting of customs and traditions allows for adaptation to the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.

5.4. Model Framework that Connects the Themes that Can Be Tested in Further Research

From a research perspective, it is hypothesized that open avenues could be relevant
for other local communities seeking to improve their resilience to COVID-19 and climate
change based on social capital and the definition of community resilience.

According to the abstracts of the articles, the resilience of tourism following the emer-
gence of the COVID-19 pandemic was extensively investigated in case studies, particularly
in China. China was one of the most investigated countries in this study, and it also had the
highest number of articles published. However, it should be highlighted that this could be
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read differently due to the fact that the pandemic began in this country and that China has
taken a different political approach to COVID-19 measures. Indeed, it is conceivable that
most COVID-19 studies in China began earlier than in other parts of the world; therefore,
this area of research necessitates academics focusing on conceptualizing tourism business
resilience.

Based on the study of keyword occurrences, a conceptual framework is suggested that
brings together the three themes of resilience in sustainable tourism, communities, and
livelihoods that can be tested in further research (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. A model framework that connects the themes that can be tested in further research.

The conceptual framework highlights the links and interactions between resilience,
sustainable tourism, communities, and livelihoods. Resilience refers to the ability of a
system to resist, adapt, and recover from disturbances and shocks. In the context of
tourism, this implies the ability of a tourism sector to cope with crises, such as natural
disasters, health crises, or climate change, while maintaining its activities and preserving
its long-term environmental, social, and economic impacts. Sustainable tourism aims to
promote tourism practices that minimize negative impacts on the environment, preserve
local culture and resources, and contribute to the well-being of local communities. The aim
is to develop tourism that is environmentally friendly, socially inclusive, and economically
viable. Communities are key players in sustainable tourism and the sector’s resilience
because they are directly impacted by tourism and can play an active role in planning,
managing, and promoting sustainable tourism. Local communities can benefit economically
from tourism, but it is also essential to ensure that they retain their cultural identity, heritage,
and traditional livelihoods.

Livelihoods refer to the economic activities that enable individuals and communities
to meet their basic needs. In the context of tourism, it is important to ensure that the liveli-
hoods of local communities are not compromised but rather strengthened by sustainable
tourism. This can involve the creation of local employment opportunities, the development
of local entrepreneurship, and the promotion of traditional know-how. This conceptual
framework highlights the importance of promoting a holistic approach to tourism that
integrates resilience, sustainable tourism, local communities, and livelihoods. It underlines
the need to develop strategies and policies that take these different aspects into account to
ensure the long-term sustainability and resilience of the tourism sector.

In our paper, we have addressed emerging research themes and provided suggestions
to help researchers and the stockholders of the tourism industry develop and improve
their research programs and practices. We have also proposed a conceptual framework of
tourism resilience based on the themes found in the keyword occurrence analysis, which
presents a solid basis for future research to test, develop, and discuss.

The aim is to conduct original and transformative studies that will contribute to
positive reconstruction, making tourism a more sustainable, responsible, and meaningful
activity. Identifying authors in our study, their affiliations, and countries, as well as the
journals that have made the greatest contribution in this field of research, helps future
researchers identify the relevant literature and publish their work in high-quality journals
with a direct correlation to their research topic.
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6. Conclusions, Limitations, and Perspectives for Further Research

We have a favorable trend of continuous growth in this topic area, which is a strong
indicator that tourism resilience research between 2020 and April 2023 has significant future
potential.

This network of keywords is characterized by the dominance of the keywords tourism,
resilience, and COVID-19 and the emergence of three popular topics: sustainable resilience,
livelihood resilience, and community resilience. China, the United States, Spain, and
Australia are the countries most involved in tourism resilience research. The collaborative
network between these countries remains distant and less collaborative, which makes
it necessary for the research community in this area to develop more collaborations to
gain an international perspective on the research issues. The highest-ranked journal is
Sustainability (Switzerland), with 20 publications, which is an open-access journal with a
rapid review process and a peer review committee. This study shows the large number
of publications edited by this journal. Kim, the most recent contributor to this topic with
five articles, advocates for community resilience as a fundamental strategy for dealing with
environmental uncertainty and catastrophic occurrences, particularly COVID-19, as well
as the importance of tourism destination information and tourism industry specialization
in this resilience. This means that he has carried out in-depth research and produced
significant results that enrich the overall understanding of community resilience.

Our study will be a basis for researchers to choose the most relevant journals and to
have a clear view of new research tracks, as well as to encourage the cooperation of authors
and countries in untapped research fields.

In this field of study, which is rarely conducted on this scale, several articles on the
resilience of the tourism industry have been published on a global scale.

Staying current and writing on issues with future potential can help researchers
accomplish successful publications. The purpose of this bibliometric study is to provide
an overview of the current literature on the resilience of the tourism sector following the
spread of COVID-19, which is one of the most relevant subjects for future research, and
to recommend a conceptual framework that brings together three themes of resilience in
sustainable tourism, communities, and livelihoods that can be tested in future research.

Our study is limited by the choice of a single database, as only articles published
between 2020 and 2023 in the Scopus database were selected as an infrastructure for
the bibliometric study. It is recommended to combine future searches between several
databases, namely Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and PubMed, to ensure deeper
results.

In conclusion, this work presents a comprehensive review of research on tourism
resilience after the emergence of COVID-19 that may be a relevant source for future research.
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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the tourism industry, leading to
global economic and societal disruptions, and a growing risk of a global recession. This project aimed
to investigate the impact of the pandemic on conservation, communities, and businesses in Masai
Mara, and identify critical factors for sustainable tourism recovery. Four objectives were explored:
(1) awareness of critical factors for tourism recovery and sustainability during and after the pandemic
period; (2) socio-economic vulnerabilities of indigenous communities to COVID-19; (3) lessons learned
to enhance adaptation and resilience; and (4) the impact of COVID-19 on conservation management
of the destination. We used mixed methods, including field observations, key informant interviews,
and focus group discussions, to collect data from tourism industry businesses and policymakers in the
Masai Mara conservation area. The findings indicated a negative large-scale effect on conservation,
tourism business, and communities in the area. The study recommends integrated interventions
by both county and national governments, targeting small, medium, and micro enterprises. The
persistence of the economic damage to the tourism sector will depend on how both county and
national governments handle policy interventions towards the funding of tourism SMMEs, the
community livelihood programme, and conservation partnerships to incentivize tourism recovery.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; tourism sustainability; Masai Mara; policy interventions; Kenya

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the tourism world to a standstill, with severe
impacts on communities, tourism businesses, and conservation [1]. The full collapse
of international tourism has led to the direct loss of jobs and growing risks of a global
recession associated with massive direct loss of jobs in the tourism industry [1,2]. The
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) estimated international tourist arrivals to decline
by 20 to 30% in 2020, translating to a loss of 300 to 450 US$ billion in international tourism
receipts [3]. COVID-19 has caused combined demand and supply shock to the tourism
industry, producing large-scale, global, and possibly persistent economic disruption [2,4].
It is already clear that its economic impact will be more severe and more devastating than
in the case of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in the period 2002–2003 [5].
Overall, the potential impacts of this crisis are greater than any previously seen in history [5].
Infectious diseases have a great impact on tourism and hotel room occupancies, owing to
the industry’s reliance on human mobility [6]; e.g., during the outbreak of Ebola, a shock of
53 US$ billion losses was experienced in West Africa and a 20% drop in Sierra Leone’s GDP
in 2015 [5,7].

Previous post-war pandemics were far smaller, but reported a significant impact on
the tourism sector; e.g., the impact of the SARS outbreak in 2003 on Toronto’s tourism
economy (especially hoteliers) was a 20% reduction in room occupancy and $111 million
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losses in room revenues for the second quarter of 2003, and a year-to-year comparison saw
reductions of 47% to 72% (2002 to 2003), causing an overall revenue loss of $342.5 million for
4 months in 2003 [8]. The reported impact and number of COVID-19 cases are already eight
or nine times larger (worldwide) than the 2003 SARS epidemic, pointing to an upcoming
economic recession [5]. Data from SARS, as well as the Spanish Flu from 1918, provide
some idea of the economic shocks posed by the COVID-19 outbreak [5]. The economic
slowdown from both domestic and international tourists has been evidenced [9]. Many of
the nation’s hit hardest by COVID-19 are among the ten largest economies in the world
in G7 economies; e.g., the U.S., China, Japan, Germany, Britain, France, and Italy, which
account for 60% of world supply and demand (GDP) [2]. Chinese tourism is considered
one of the world’s most viewed, with 10% of global tourists impacted by the coronavirus in
one of its busiest seasons when millions were traveling [9]. The decreased tourist numbers
have led to declining demand for travel, hotel rooms, gifts, and food consumption, etc. [4,5].
While service-oriented economies will take the larger hits, demand for transportation,
restaurants, traveling, tourism, and cinemas has sharply declined [4].

Tourist destinations have been deserted, airlines ground fleets and fired staff, trade
fairs and cruises have been cancelled, hotels and casinos have closed all operations [5].
International tourism has been disrupted due to travel restrictions and the reduction of
airline flights [5,10]. Suspended domestic and overseas group tours and suspended sales
of certain travel products, such as flight tickets and hotel bundle packages, have largely
affected the industry [10]. Ref. [10] estimated that, in the tourism sector, demand will
contract by 75% and there will be a 10% rise in the unemployment rate. People staying
away from work to tend to sick relatives or imposing of quarantine are also causing
indirect temporary employment reduction [11]. The global travel industry from airlines
to cruise companies, from casinos to hotels is facing reductions in activity of more than
90% [5]. COVID-19 will have ramifications for the global economy and trade, as cross-
border travel and tourism accounted for 52.7% of services imports and 14.8% of services
exports in 2018 [10]. Preliminary estimates have stated that global airlines might lose
around $113 billion in sales [12]. The air transportation sector has seen a dramatic drop
of 85% in demand, an unemployment rate of 20%, and a contraction of 45% in the stock
market index [13]. Norwegian Air cancelled 85% of flights and laid off 90% of staff. German
tourism giant TUI requested state aid [5]. Many cruise lines have suspended sailing [9],
while Airbnb and Uber are already reporting a decline in their activities [11]. Kenya is
among the biggest tourism economies in Africa and the tourism sector is among the major
contributors to the gross domestic product (GDP), accounting for approximately 10%. It is
a major source of employment for the locals, with approximately 10–12% of the labor [14].

Kenya has experienced a steady increase in both local and international tourism
from 2015 to 2017, and international visitor arrivals increased to 2,035,400 in 2019 [15],
an increase of 1.167% from the previous year [16]. Kenya’s travel and tourism revenue
in 2019 was a healthy USD 1.61 billion, with 4.956 million bed nights sold compared to
4.489 million in 2018 [14]. The tourism industry has suffered several setbacks in the past
from the 1990s tourists’ killings, the 1998 embassy bombing, to the 2007 post-election
violence, terrors attacks, travel advisories that affected international arrivals, and the
current COVID-19 pandemic. Pre-COVID-19, international arrivals were projected to reach
2,100,000 in 2020 to attain the Third Medium Term Plan M2018-2022 [17]. None of the
prior mentioned challenges have affected the tourism sector in Kenya and elsewhere more
than the COVID-19 pandemic, halting the demand for international travel, significantly
affecting the tourism sector in Kenya. This paper examines the impacts of COVID-19
on tourism businesses, communities, and conservation, and explores lessons learned for
sustainable adaptation in Kenya’s leading conservation area, Masai Mara. The study
identifies a shortage in the literature regarding tourism policies necessary for sustainable
and resilient recovery post COVID 19 [18]. The study proposes measures at the policy level
to enable recovery from the effects of COVID 19. Understanding these impacts is essential
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in informing the designing of recovery plans and policy initiatives to support recovery
both in the short and long term.

The study was informed by Stakeholder Theory in Sustainable Tourism. Tourism
development needs to be sustainably planned and managed if it is to succeed [19–22].
The backing of stakeholders, such as residents, business owners, and community leaders,
is one of the most important factors in the success and execution of sustainable tourist
development in a community [23]. Stakeholders are defined as “any group or individual
who can affect or is affected by” the development of tourism in a particular location [24]. The
emphasis on increased stakeholder involvement highlights its capacity to address several
identified challenges. The first problem is that decisions regarding tourist development are
made by “experts” at the top. The local community frequently feels that decisions made
in this way do not represent their interests and perspectives. The second problem is that
the system for making choices is seen to have competing interests within it, which leads
to judgments that are once more not in line with the interests of the general public [25].
Participation may also result in the avoidance of significant disputes amongst stakeholder
groups [26]. Given the relevance of stakeholders in tourism and conservation in the Mara
region, we propose a recovery framework that accounts for their specific interests.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Tourism Context of Kenya and Maasai Mara

Kenya is one of the East African countries with tourism as the second-largest source
of foreign exchange revenue after agriculture [14,27]. Kenya has a total population of
47,564,296 [15]. The top 10 international tourist arrivals for Kenya in the year 2019 included
the U.S., Uganda, Tanzania, the UK, India, China, Germany, France, Italy, and South Africa,
in that order [16]. The tourism sector in Kenya largely depends on international arrivals [16].
Kenya has diverse tourism products, including pristine beaches, world-renowned wildlife,
indigenous culture, and a hospitable population.

Masai Mara covers an area of 1672 sq. km and is one of the world’s top tourist
attractions and a premier conservation area in Kenya. It is home to the big five and
hundreds of animal and bird species. It is a top attraction within the migration path of
over 1 million wildebeests, an annual spectacular scene that attracts hundreds of thousands
of domestic, regional, and international tourists. Masai Mara is a prime viewing spot of
wildebeest migration, resulting in its status as the seventh wonder of the world according
to Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). According to the Kenyan Institute of
Economic Affairs, in 2011, the reserve received 138,200 international visitors, and the
number increased to 146,900 in 2015, marking a 6% increase over 5 years. In recent years,
before the COVID-19 pandemic, it was estimated that approximately 300,000 domestic and
international tourists visited the reverse each year. A peak number of 316,500 visitors was
recorded in 2006 when the Reserve’s entrance fees alone generated 5.5 million US dollars.
The indigenous community living around the reserve is predominantly the Masai Mara
people, whose livelihood is largely dependent on tourism. In 2019, an estimated 1.2 million
community members and 13,236 landowners were dependent on tourism [15]. These
communities are actively involved in community-based tourism and wildlife protection,
safeguarding wildlife habitats while deriving livelihoods from tourism.

Ecosystem health was established through field survey (habitat observation, ecosystem
analysis based on observation of vegetation status, land cover, the status of water systems,
relative wildlife distribution, the general outlook of numbers without counts, species
observed (diversity)). Also, wildlife details were surveyed; e.g., the presence of young
animals, patterns of movement, and indications of breeding and relative numbers of females
to deduce the ecosystem health. The status of businesses was established based on arrivals,
flight landings, and take-offs, tour vehicle traffic, level of operation of lodges. Status at the
cultural tourism at the BOMAs involved data on the level of tourism activity, the volume
of business, observable vulnerabilities, and adaptation mechanisms.
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1. Key informant interviews; interviewing key players, including lodge managers, lodge
staff, county government officials, tourism operators, conservancy managers, and
protected area managers and community representatives. The same set of questions
(Supplementary Materials) were directed to the different categories of respondents.

2. Desktop review on past pandemics and adaptation strategies mechanisms on a global
scale to give reference of analysis to the case of Masai Mara. Review of the county
integrated development plan (CIDP) to establish linkage, gaps, and options for policy
direction on tourism recovery and sustainability.

3. Focus Group Discussion. Involving key stakeholders in the Masai Mara Conservancy.
Summary table for the distribution of the FGDs.

2.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The target groups for this study were: community conservancies in the Mara region;
tourism operators; the National Government (Kenya Wildlife Service); the Narok County
Government; the Masai Mara National Reserve; lodges in the Masai Mara; operators; and
the community managed BOMAs (Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of stakeholders that formed the sample size in the Masai Mara for both the FGDs
and interviews.

Stakeholder Group Number Position in the
Organization

Interests of the
Stakeholder Group

Conservancy
managers 9 Manager

Recovery of the ecosystem,
adaptation, and new

conservation strategies for
conservation management.

Narok County
Government 4 Manager

Impacts on conservancies,
the reserve, the community,

and businesses and
possible policy

interventions for tourism
recovery and the
sustainability of

conservation management

Lodge managers 6 General manager
Tourism recovery and

sustainable tourism
business management

Reserve Revenue
collector 1 Manager Revenue optimization

Conservancy
Management
Association

2 Manager

Tourism recovery,
sustainable conservation

land management,
community interest.

Community 3 BOMA owner Tourism recovery,
community livelihoods.

Total 25

The study adopted a mixed method approach [28] due to the robustness of the study
involving both quantitative data and qualitative data through field observations for conser-
vation data, interviews with key stakeholders, and FGDs from small sample populations
due to COVID-19 restrictions. Due to the robustness of data from the different data sources
due to the mixed methods used, we were able to strengthen and apply the findings even if
the sample size was relatively small.

The categories of respondents included in the study were chosen based on their
influence on conservation and tourism businesses in the Mara region. The interviewed
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respondents were based on convenience; e.g., we interviewed the managers of lodges that
were open because most lodges were closed during the 2021 pandemic period. Community
numbers were based on the ‘bomas’ that were opened. The participant numbers in the
FGDs on 16 July 2021 were smaller due COVID-19 restrictions.

There was also a plenary session involving all the respondents, where recovery data
was collected. The recovery data included: the tourism recovery data—what worked, what
did not work, the required support framework, and strategies to enhance tourism resilience.
The details of the questions used to obtain qualitative data during the interviews and the
FGDs are listed in Supplementary Materials.

Analysis of the content from the FGDs and interviews were organized into themes
and ranked by the level of importance depending on the number of mentions across the
groups, and were then used to develop the results table. The level of importance of the
factors to the tourism recovery process was established by ranking as High, Medium,
or Low, depending on the number of stakeholder groups that mentioned them (Table 2).
All the factors mentioned across multiple groups were considered critical for recovery
and were used to develop the schematic diagram of the COVID-19 Tourism Recovery
Wheel (Figure 1). We categorized the qualitative data from the FGDs into different themes
and they were used for the triangulation of the information from the interviews. Factors
mentioned across all the groups with key strategic outcomes for conservation communities
and businesses were prioritized in terms of policy recommendations. The outputs were
organized into impact, lessons learned, adaptations, and policy recommendations.

Table 2. Summary of issues assessed, critical factors, and the level of importance of the issues assessed
in the planning for tourism recovery in the Maasai Mara National Reserve in the short term.

Issue Assessed Summary of Critical Factors Level of Importance in Planning
for Recovery in the Short Term

Impacts of the pandemic

Reduced tourism activity, conservation threats, loss of
employment, loss of property and idle assets, extra

investment in compliance with COVID-19 protocols,
and vulnerability of the local community.

High

Lessons learned

Need for a regeneration period, sustained community
livelihoods, efficient resource use, diversification of
products, multi-level relationships, exploring new
markets and maintaining stable ones, partnerships

and collaborations.

High

Adapting to new trends

Strategic price variation, exploring domestic and
regional tourism markets, diversifying products,

continuing COVID-19 support framework,
implementing sustainable initiatives, stakeholder

collaboration and partnership.

Medium

Policy and strategy related
factors for recovery

Policy guideline on tourism in the ecosystem, review
of park fees and vehicle passes to operators, strategic
marketing of Masai Mara, strategy on holistic Narok

County tourism development and marketing.

Medium

Emerging issues for
policy consideration

Proper legislation on tourism development, joint
patrols between conservancies and national reserve,
policy on research-based conservation, contingency

budgeting for lodges, tour operators and the BOMAS,
strategy for long-term collaboration with local media,

diversifying the community’s economic activities.

Low
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conservation, tourism businesses, and community resilience.

3. Results
3.1. Impact of COVID-19 on Conservation

The indications of improved ecosystem health with stable ecosystem status demon-
strated quality habitat for wildlife. Abundant grass and vegetation cover for grazers and
browsers, a large number of wildlife populations observed in the field, especially elephants,
buffalos, giraffes, zebras. Large herds of buffalos with calves were observed. Lions were
observed mating and one was observed with a cub. Wildebeest migration was within the
expected time. High diversity (different species observed at close intervals during the
drive) and abundance of animal populations. However, there were fears from the conser-
vation managers and the rangers that the shortage of finances towards conservation, the
delayed payment of leases for conservation, and the vulnerability of the local community
could compromise wildlife security; e.g., the continued vulnerability of the community
due to delayed payment of land rates could subject them to sell land under conservation to
meet their basic needs, including food and school fees for the education of their children.
Another fear emanated from reduced finances leading to poaching activities, as witnessed
from an interview with one of the conservation managers:

“Reduced finances from tourism compromised wildlife security due to increased
poaching activities.”
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3.2. Impact of COVID-19 on Communities

COVID-19 motivated multi-level relationships, partnerships, and collaborations to
support communities with food resources during the pandemic. Multi-level relationships,
partnerships, and collaborations supported communities during the pandemic. Community
projects, e.g., schools, dispensaries, and education programs, were halted. Communities
lacked basic resources, such as food, due to a lack of funding from the lease for the
conservation programme, which was delayed. Furthermore, funding for conservation
projects was delayed or stopped, negatively affecting community conservation initiatives;
e.g., the payment of land rates. The socio-economic vulnerabilities of the community
increased, as indicated by one of BOMAs owners interviewed:

“Teenage pregnancy, early marriages, and school dropouts increased as a result
of closure of tourism businesses and loss of property.”

Market day closures stopped the sale of beads. The Moran dance and entertainment
were stopped. There were unpaid or reduced land leases. The loss of a market for selling
beadwork largely affected the livelihoods of the community. People lost jobs; workers in the
lodges went without pay or took pay cuts. Some facilities immediately released staff after
the COVID-19 hit. There was food insecurity among the locals and they became dependent
on food donations. Beadwork has huge potential for communities and to empower women,
with an estimated return of USD-20 in the low season to USD 400 per day. There were also
fears of lost gains in terms of sustainable approaches to local livelihoods; e.g., a return to
charcoal burning and poaching that could likely compromise the conservation attitude of
the local community.

3.3. Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism Businesses

Lodges and tour operators were not able to meet their financial obligations to employ-
ees, suppliers, and finance regulatory agencies. There was a reduced number of tourism
businesses, with full closures between April to November 2020. Some lodges were open,
including Ololonana, Kichwa Tembo, and Mara Serena, which received guests. There
was low-scale maintenance due to reduced funding for infrastructure development from
tourism returns. A gradual return to the lodges and to tour operations was recognized.
Vessels were observed in the reserve, giving indications of building up tourism activities;
e.g., tour vans, air balloons, flight landings, guest arrivals at the lodges visited, and re-
ported room occupancies that were projected to reach 75% in the third quarter of 2021.
A mix of readiness and anxiety due to the trend of COVID-19 with possible impromptu
lockdowns that could change the trend of bookings based on experience was evidenced.
Lodge businesses projected an increase in lodge occupancies to an average of 75%. There
was extra investment in compliance to the COVID-19 protocols and safety preparedness at
lodges, airstrip landings, and at community cultural tourism sites, which was attributed to
the safety of the guests to enhance safety and tourist confidence; e.g., luggage UV steril-
ization and sanitization procedures at the lodges. This was in addition to safety handling
procedures during dining; e.g., the use of polythene paper gloves at food handling points.
Adherence and observation of COVID-19 protocols and safety preparedness at the lodges,
airstrip landings, and at the community cultural tourism sites were emphasized. The
study established a growing interest in domestic and regional tourists among the lodge
owners and tour operators. Domestic and regional tourism markets, diversifying tourism
products, and the formation of partnerships had a medium level of importance in tourism
recovery, according to the stakeholders. Considering the impacts of the pandemic and
lessons learned in the implementation plan for recovery were considered to be of high
importance (Table 2).

3.4. Lessons Learned

Designated conservation regeneration times could promote habitat regeneration after
an active tourism period. A need to accelerate vaccinations at the destination to enhance
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the confidence of tourists was recognized. Any uncertainty was due to the overdependence
on tourism by communities in Masai Mara, and the need for alternative economic models
for communities there. Key community projects, e.g., schools, dispensaries, and education
programs, could be supported through multi-level partnerships other than CSR and conser-
vation philanthropy. Tourism-dependent conservation is a threat to the sustainability of
community conservancy models. The potential of domestic and regional tourism markets
to sustain destinations and businesses, in 2020 and the first half of 2021 budgets of lodges
and tour businesses, was possessed by domestic and regional tourists. Emerging interna-
tional and stable markets, e.g., Mexico, have emerged as a new market, while the U.S. has
remained a stable market. Tourists from America have shown confidence in the destination
and there remains a stable international market. It is expected that many other international
markets will continue to emerge. The importance of loyalty programs; loyal travelers
were the first to return and those who kept their bookings, prompting the need to enhance
loyalty programs to enhance the rate of travel uptake. Cost management and efficient
resource use have drawn interest from the managers of lodges. The role of innovation and
technology in tourism practice, e.g., social media marketing and the use of digital plat-
forms in marketing, has risen. Insurance, contingency, and emergency funds are needed to
support staff salaries in case of future pandemics. Insurance of community BOMAS, which
are key facilities for cultural tourism to secure the livelihoods of the tourism-dependent
communities. Training for staff versatility in the tourism sector to be able to cope with
fast pandemic/calamity-induced changes at the workplace. Diversification of community
economic activities beyond tourism to support the community in case tourism is affected at
the community level to avoid overdependence on tourism. There is a need for accelerated
vaccinations to boost traveler confidence (Table 1).

3.5. Critical Factors for Recovery

Enhanced vaccination rates, by promoting vaccine availability and access to COVID-19
testing, was identified as critical for recovery. A strong land tenure system to protect land
under conservation; e.g., policy on land use ownership to limit sub-division was considered
critical to protect community land under conservation. Collaboration between reserve and
community conservancies to establish synergies for conservation, while maintaining the
partnership with local media for marketing the conservation area to the domestic market.
Maintaining lease payments was established to be critical to sustaining community liveli-
hoods. The need to expand infrastructure (airports and road access) was also determined
to be critical. Work with local media to market domestic tourism. Re-building a strong
customer base through marketing, attractive rate strategies, service excellence, and loyalty
programs. Re-inventing the community economic model from the overdependence on
tourism and rethinking funding sources for community projects; e.g., health care and edu-
cation. It was suggested that these basic projects be prioritized in the county development
agenda. Continuing the COVID-19 support framework for park fees, vehicle passes, and
license fee waivers was proposed to ensure businesses thrive, having paid for the whole
year 2020 without the business in more than half of the year. Sustainable initiatives to fund
tourism, Small, Micro, and Medium Enterprises (SMMEs) to incentivize the locally owned
business to recovery. Motivating and re-building strong customer confidence for return
travelers through loyalty programs was observed to be critical. Stakeholder collaboration
and partnerships to promote capacity building of industry players in terms of emerging
skills and an awareness of emerging issues could largely motivate recovery. The need to re-
view product offers and pricing to respond to local and changing market needs. Operators
are considering a long-term plan to fix the debate on developing favorable products and
pricing for the domestic market (Figure 1).
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4. Discussion
4.1. Sustainable Approaches to Recovery

Economic consequences of pandemics can be devastating and long-lasting; e.g.,
Liberia’s GDP declined by 8% from 2013 to 2014 [5]. The COVID-19 pandemic is the
first global pandemic on such an unprecedented scale broadcasted in real time [11]. A
range of policy responses will be required both in the short term [29] to enhance tourist
arrivals and for expenditures to grow at a rate that is faster than the historical growth
trend, a “catch-up” period to achieve full recovery. During the 9/11 crisis, many coun-
tries lowered their regulatory barriers to international visitors; e.g., Singapore, which has
visa waiver agreements with well over 150 countries worldwide, saw its international
travel quickly recover from the external impact and then surpass its pre-9/11 peak [29].
Approaches could include developing a recovery framework with standards for business
continuity, pandemic adaptation plans [30] and laying out a strategy for the mitigation of
the underlying drivers of disease emergence for conservation consideration [31].

There is a growing interest in domestic and regional tourist markets that sustained
tourism businesses when the international tourists were not able to travel in the larger
part of 2020; e.g., [32,33]. The majority of the 2020 travelers were local guests, pointing to
the need to grow tourism from within, largely informed by the needs of the local-regional
market before considering the international market [32]. Effective product and service
pricing for the local and regional markets are seen to be critical. Lodges lowered the
rates for local markets and are considering defining the market rate for the segment. The
importance of partnerships for recovery has been highlighted in engaging the travel trade
to take quick action [34]. Partnering in terms of promotional fares and short-term low
prices were used to encourage travel following the outbreak of SARS in South East Asia [35]
and after the Bali bombings [36]. Discounts and promotional fares were also successful in
tourism recovery in Canada after a devastating forest fire [37]. Loyal visitors are most likely
to respond to post–disaster marketing messages and are likely to be among the first visitors
to return [38,39]. This informs the need to promote loyalty programs at the destination.
Ref. [35] proposed that businesses should consider displaying ‘Welcome Back’ messages,
to thank their customers for returning and to maintain the goodwill of repeat visitors.
This highlights the importance of relationship marketing to aid in the recovery process.
The industry is encouraged to focus on market research [34] and communications, which
are needed to restore confidence in a destination before the commencement of recovery
marketing. The extra investment by lodges in hygiene and safety protocols is intended to
build the confidence of tourists to the destination. These policies will help destinations
remain resilient by changing pricing tactics and diversifying tourism offerings. They will
also work to lessen social inequality that exists in the existing global political economy
of tourism [33]. Similarly, these approaches may aid in mitigating the spread of neo- or
post-colonial tourism experiences [40].

Although the effects of COVID-19 are anticipated to last for some time [9], countries
must make more of an effort to globally loosen travel restrictions and take away obstacles
that visa applicants experience [41]. Easing travel restrictions to virus-free travelers would
help breathe new life into the tourism and service industries [11]. Government fiscal policy
on the support of Small, Medium, and Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) in tourism will be
necessary. Engaging with governments and regulators as part of a recovery strategy for
fiscal and financial support; e.g., in the aftermath of the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami, the
Thai government offered businesses loans, grants, and equity sharing deals to speed up
recovery and reconstruction [7]. The governmental plan to enhance the vaccination rate
will build the confidence of travelers; e.g., American tourist numbers were mentioned by
lodge managers as the highest number of travelers in Masai Mara, attributed to the high
vaccination rate in the U.S. Therefore, it is advised that the government promote vaccine
availability and access to COVID-19 testing. The current COVID-19 testing initiatives and
compliance supplies have been observed to not be working. Targeted vaccination drives
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at key tourist destinations for staff working at lodges and in tour operations, as well as
country-wide vaccination uptake, could largely promote tourist confidence.

4.2. Policy Initiatives to Support Recovery

As a lesson from history, many of the economic problems from the 1970s oil shock came
from the inflation sparked by inappropriate macroeconomics policy responses, not just the
actual oil shortage; this can be linked to COVID-19. The size and persistence of the economic
damage will depend on how governments handle policy interventions. Monetary policy
action should be intended to support small- and medium-sized businesses, which are most
exposed to liquidity [13]. There is a need for a coordinated policy response to the impacts
of COVID-19 [5]. Managing economic recession due to COVID-19 will be dependent on the
success of government policies to alleviate liquidity problems of the SMMEs and to secure
jobs for the citizens [5]. In the face of real and financial stress in the pandemic period, the
role of governments is critical both at the county and national government levels. The shock
is not only felt in terms of demand management, but it is multi-faceted and will require
monetary, fiscal, and health policy responses [29]. The government fiscal policy should be
comprehensive to care for SMMEs [42,43]. An emerging conservation issue is to assess the
role of wildlife diversity not only in terms of the number of species (or their abundance),
but also in terms of the capacity to mitigate and reduce emerging infectious diseases (EID)
and zoonosis [31]. Proper legislation to integrate community livelihoods and tourism
development while diversifying the economic venture of the communities will be in order.
A policy guideline to promote partnerships for ecosystem-wide management between
protected areas and outside protected areas to create synergies between conservancies and
the reserve. A strategy on holistic Narok County Tourism development and marketing
would be appropriate.

4.3. Practical Applications of the Study and Its Results

The findings of the study may be used to build a sustainable tourism management
strategy for the Mara, which might be expanded to other tourist hotspots in Kenya and
throughout East Africa. The findings can influence community, tourism, and conservation
practitioners, as well as best practices in terms of stakeholder engagement techniques. The
findings can help the county and the national government develop policies to promote the
resurgence of the tourism sector. The findings on the tourism recovery wheel (Figure 1)
may be used by the county government of Narok and the national government of Kenya
to determine the important areas in which to encourage tourism recovery, creating a
framework for tourism management processes in the post-pandemic era.

4.4. Limitations of the Study

Due to COVID-19 constraints during the pandemic era, the study was constrained
by a small sample size. Given the unpredictable transition between tourism’s closure and
opening caused by COVID-19 incidents, data collection took place over a brief period of
time. By combining data from several sources, utilizing a mixed-method approach, and
dispersing the sample size among various stakeholder groups, we were able to overcome
these constraints. Stakeholders were also selected from a larger geographic area inside the
Mara region.

5. Conclusions

The pandemic has had a negative impact on tourism businesses, community liveli-
hoods, and conservation in Masai Mara. The loss of employment due to the closure of
tourism businesses increased the socio-economic vulnerabilities of the local community.
To support conservation, stakeholders must collaborate in terms of sustainable financing
through community-based conservation programs. Domestic and regional tourism markets
should be explored to diversify the tourism market for Masai Mara. Recovery initiatives
and sustainable funding for SMMEs are essential for tourism recovery. Critical factors for
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recovery in the short term include: addressing the impact of the pandemic, including loss
of property, conservation threats, loss of employment, sustaining community livelihood
programs, diversification of tourism products, exploring new tourism markets, multi-level
partnerships and collaborations, domestic and regional tourism markets, a strong policy
guideline to harmonize tourism, conservation, and community livelihoods. In the fu-
ture, we recommend that policies that support long-term growth emphasize the tourism
business-community livelihood nexus.

6. Recommendations

We recommend the implementation of sustainable initiatives to fund SMMEs, and
explore the potential of domestic and regional tourism markets. This will help stabilize
the local economy and support the foundation for tourism growth. We also propose
diversifying tourism products and creating all-year-round products by exploring new
markets while maintaining stable ones. Additionally, a strategic price variation plan could
be considered to control tourism traffic to support ecosystem regeneration in the Mara.
Lastly, we suggest implementing policies and strategies to support conservation efforts,
reviewing park fees and vehicle passes, and engaging in strategic marketing of Masai Mara
as a destination. Furthermore, it is important to consider diversifying the community’s
economic activities beyond tourism to reduce vulnerability.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su15097291/s1.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, Methodology, Validation, Investigation and Supervision,
D.C. and C.H. Formal analysis, D.C. Resources, D.C., C.H. and R.N. Funding acquisition, D.C. Writing,
Review and Editing, and Visualization, D.C., C.H., R.N. and P.N. Project administration, D.C. and
V.M. Writing original draft and reviewing and editing, D.C., C.H., R.N. and P.N. All authors have
read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by the County Government of Narok. The APC was funded by
Strathmore University, School of Tourism and Hospitality.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Acknowledgments: We acknowledge Strathmore University for supporting the research process and
Narok County for logistical support. We also like to acknowledge the conservancies and lodges that
participated in the research.

Conflicts of Interest: There was no conflict of interest. The funders had no role in the study’s design,
data collection, analysis, or interpretation, manuscript writing, or decision to publish the results.

References
1. Breisinger, C.; Raouf, M.; Wiebelt, M.; Kamaly, A.; Karara, M. Impact of COVID-19 on the Egyptian Economy: Economic Sectors, Jobs,

and Households; International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI): Washington, DC, USA, 2020.
2. Wyplosz, C. Chapter 14: The good thing about coronavirus. In Economics in the Time of COVID-19; CEPR Press: London, UK, 2020.
3. UNWTO. International Tourist Arrivals Could Fall by 20–30% in 2020. 26 March 2020. Available online: https://www.unwto.

org/news/international-tourism-arrivals-could-fall-in-2020 (accessed on 28 March 2023).
4. Dinarto, B.D.; Wanto, A.; Sebastian, L.C. COVID-19: Impact on Bintan’s Tourism Sector; RSIS Commentary, No. 033; Nanyang

Technological University: Singapore, 2020.
5. Fernandes, N. Economic Effects of Coronavirus Outbreak (COVID-19) on the World Economy; IESE Business School Working Paper No.

WP-1240-E; IESE Business School: Barcelona, Spain, 2020; 33p.
6. Yang, Y.; Zhang, H.; Chen, X. Coronavirus pandemic and tourism: Dynamic stochastic general equilibrium modeling of infectious

disease outbreak. Ann. Tour. Res. 2020, 83, 102913. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
7. Segal, H.; Oaten, S.; Le Quesne, K. Adapting to Uncertainty—The Global Hotel Industry. In The Travel & Tourism Competitiveness

Report 2015; World Economic Forum: Geneva, Switzerland, 2015; pp. 47–51.
8. Tew, P.J.; Lu, Z.; Tolomiczenko, G.; Gellatly, J. SARS: Lessons in strategic planning for hoteliers and destination marketers. Int. J.

Contemp. Hosp. Manag. 2008, 20, 332–346.
9. Hoque, A.; Shikha, F.A.; Hasanat, M.W.; Arif, I.; Hamid, A.B.A. The Effect of Coronavirus (COVID-19) in the Tourism Industry in

China. Asian J. Multidiscip. Stud. 2020, 3, 52–58.

129



Sustainability 2023, 15, 7291

10. Ruiz Estrada, M.A.; Park, D.; Lee, M. The Evaluation of the Final Impact of Wuhan COVID-19 on Trade, Tourism, Transport, and
Electricity Consumption of China. SSRN Electron. J. 2020, 1–13. [CrossRef]

11. Strielkowski, W. International Tourism and COVID-19: Recovery Strategies for Tourism Organisations. Preprints 2020, 2020030445.
[CrossRef]

12. Riley, T.; Sully, E.; Ahmed, Z.; Biddlecom, A. Estimates of the Potential Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Sexual and
Reproductive Health in Low- and Middle-Income Countries. Int. Perspect. Sex. Reprod. Health 2020, 46, 73–76. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

13. Wyplosz, C. So far, so good: And now don’t be afraid of moral hazard. In Mitigating the COVID Economic Crisis: Act Fast and Do
Whatever It Takes; Baldwin, R., di Mauro, B.W., Eds.; CEPR Press: London, UK, 2020; pp. 25–30.

14. The Government of the Republic of Kenya (GoK). Kenya Tourism Sector Performance Report—2019. 2019. Available online: https:
//www.globaltourismforum.org/blog/2020/01/16/kenya-tourism-sector-performance-in-2019 (accessed on 28 March 2023).

15. Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS). Economic Survey 2020; KNBS: Nairobi, Kenya, 2020.
16. Tourism Research Institute (TRI). Kenya Tourism Sector Performance Report; TRI: Nairobi, Kenya, 2019.
17. The Government of the Republic of Kenya (GoK). Tourism Sector Performance Report—2018. 2018. Available online: http:

//ktb.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Tourism-Performance-2018-Presentation-Final2.pdf (accessed on 28 March 2023).
18. Zhang, S.; Sun, T.; Lu, Y. The COVID-19 Pandemic and Tourists’ Risk Perceptions: Tourism Policies’ Mediating Role in Sustainable

and Resilient Recovery in the New Normal. Sustainability 2023, 15, 1323. [CrossRef]
19. Inskeep, E. Tourism Planning: An Integrated and Sustainable Development Approach; Van Nostrand Reinhold: New York, NY,

USA, 1991.
20. McCool, S.F. Linking tourism, the environment and concepts of sustainability: Setting the stage. In Linking Tourism, the Environment

and Sustainability; McCool, S.F., Watson, A.E., Eds.; General Technical Report No. INT-GTR-323; Intermountain Research Station,
USDA Forest Service: Ogden, UT, USA, 1995; pp. 3–7.

21. Southgate, C.; Sharpley, R. Tourism, development and the environment. In Tourism and Development: Concepts and Issues; Sharpley,
R., Telfer, D.J., Eds.; Channel View Publications: Cleveland, OH, USA, 2002; pp. 231–262.

22. Yuksel, F.; Bramwell, B.; Yuksel, A. Stakeholder interviews and tourism planning at Pamukkale, Turkey. Tour. Manag. 1999, 20,
351–360. [CrossRef]

23. Gunn, C.A. Tourism Planning: Basics, Concepts, Cases, 3rd ed.; Taylor and Francis: Washington, DC, USA, 1994.
24. Freeman, R.E. Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach; Pitman: Boston, MA, USA, 1984.
25. Beierle, T.C.; Konisky, D.M. Values, conflict, and trust in participatory environmental planning. J. Policy Anal. Manag. 2000, 19,

587–602. [CrossRef]
26. Healey, P. Collaborative planning in a stakeholder society. Town Plan. Rev. 1998, 69, 1–21. [CrossRef]
27. De-Blij, H.J.; Muller, P.O.; Nijman, J.; Antoinette MG, A. The World Today: Concepts and Regions in Geography; Wiley: Hoboken, NJ,

USA, 2011.
28. Maxwell, J.A.; Loomis, D.M. Mixed methods design: An alternative approach. In Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social and Behavioral

Research; SAGE Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2003; pp. 241–272.
29. McKibbin, W.J.; Fernando, R. The Global Macroeconomic Impacts of COVID-19: Seven Scenarios; CAMA Working Paper 19/2020; The

Australian National University: Canberra, Australia, 2020. [CrossRef]
30. Dalton, C.B. Business continuity management and pandemic influenza. N. S. W. Public Health Bull. 2006, 17, 138–141. [CrossRef]

[PubMed]
31. Di Marco, M.; Baker, M.L.; Daszak, P.; de Barro, P.; Eskew, E.A.; Godde, C.M.; Harwood, T.D.; Herrero, M.; Hoskins, A.J.; Johnson,

E.; et al. Sustainable development must account for pandemic risk. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2020, 117, 3888–3892. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

32. Woyo, E. The Sustainability of Using Domestic Tourism as a Post-COVID-19 Recovery Strategy in a Distressed Destination. In
Information and Communication Technologies in Tourism 2021: Proceedings of the ENTER 2021 eTourism Conference, January 19–22, 2021;
Wörndl, W., Koo, C., Stienmetz, J.L., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2021. [CrossRef]

33. Adams, K.M.; Choe, J.; Mostafanezhad, M.; Phi, G.T. (Post-) pandemic tourism resiliency: Southeast Asian lives and livelihoods
in limbo. Tour. Geogr. 2021, 23, 915–936. [CrossRef]

34. Mair, J.; Ritchie, B.W.; Walters, G. Towards a research agenda for post-disaster and post-crisis recovery strategies for tourist
destinations: A narrative review. Curr. Issues Tour. 2016, 19, 1–26. [CrossRef]

35. Mckercher, B.; Pine, R. Privation as a Stimulus to Travel Demand? J. Travel Tour. Mark. 2005, 19, 107–116. [CrossRef]
36. Henderson, J.C. Representations of Islam in Official Tourism Promotion. Tour. Cult. Commun. 2008, 8, 135–145. [CrossRef]
37. Hystad, P.W.; Keller, P.C. Towards a destination tourism disaster management framework: Long-term lessons from a forest fire

disaster. Tour. Manag. 2008, 29, 151–162. [CrossRef]
38. Walters, G.; Clulow, V. The tourism market’s response to the 2009 black Saturday bushfires: The case of Gippsland. J. Travel Tour.

Mark. 2010, 27, 844–857. [CrossRef]
39. Walters, G.; Mair, J. The effectiveness of post-disaster recovery marketing messages—The case of the 2009 Australian bushfires.

J. Travel Tour. Mark. 2012, 29, 87–103. [CrossRef]
40. Hitchcock, M.; King, V.T.; Parnwell, M. (Eds.) Tourism in Southeast Asia: Challenges and New Directions; NIAS Press: Copenhagen,

Denmark, 2009.

130



Sustainability 2023, 15, 7291

41. Bonham, C.; Edmonds, C.; Mak, J. The impact of 9/11 and other terrible global events on tourism in the United States and Hawaii.
J. Travel Res. 2006, 45, 99–110. [CrossRef]

42. Buseh, A.G.; Stevens, P.E.; Bromberg, M.; Kelber, S.T. The Ebola epidemic in West Africa: Challenges, opportunities, and policy
priority areas. Nurs. Outlook 2015, 63, 30–40. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

43. Kumar, S.; Nafi, S.M. Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on tourism: Recovery proposal for future tourism. GeoJ. Tour. Geosites 2020,
33, 1486–1492.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

131



Citation: Dudek, A.; Jaremen, D.E.;

Michalska-Dudek, I. Factors

Determining ROPO Behaviors of

Travel Agencies Customers during

the COVID-19 Pandemic.

Sustainability 2023, 15, 6142.

https://doi.org/10.3390/su15076142

Academic Editors: Zygmunt Kruczek

and Bartłomiej Walas

Received: 27 February 2023

Revised: 29 March 2023

Accepted: 31 March 2023

Published: 3 April 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Factors Determining ROPO Behaviors of Travel Agencies
Customers during the COVID-19 Pandemic
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Abstract: Tourist decision-making has been heavily affected by the pandemic crisis, which increases
the complexity of the tourism business operations and shakes the foundations of tourism sustainable
development. Thus, studying and comprehension of tourists’ behaviors, including the purchasing
decisions, and incorporating this knowledge into the strategies of tourism companies, has a key
importance to the organizations’ survival during hard times. The article contains the characteristics
of tourist behavior schemes related to decision-making in buying package holidays during COVID-
19 crisis. The study was based on analysis of the results of a computer assisted web interview
using the CAWI method, conducted among 1502 Poles using the classification tree method (the R
statistical package and the RPART library). Research allowed us to identify the four purchase
decision-making patterns and to describe four segments of holidaymakers’ buying according to
these patterns. In the profiling process, nine demographic and social variables were used, including
gender, age, education, residence, marital status, number of all household members, minor children
in a household, assessment of own financial standing, and professional situation. The results of
the analysis confirm the existence of a relationship between (1) the research online purchase offline
behavior and the age, the number of children under 18 in the household, and the marital status of
the package holidays buyers, (2) the research offline purchase online behavior and the age and the
number of children up to 18 in the households of the buyers of tourist packages, (3) the research
offline purchase offline behavior and the age, the number of children under 18 in the household,
the assessment of the financial situation, and sex of the buyers of tourist packages, and (4) the
research offline purchase online behavior and the age and assessment of financial situation of package
holidays purchasers.

Keywords: package holiday; tourist decision-making; COVID-19 pandemic; tourist behavior

1. Introduction

Since 1855, when Thomas Cook organized his first foreign excursion to Europe, pack-
age tourism and all-inclusive holidays have been prevalent. Despite many changes, in-
novations, and new solutions (e.g., low-cost airlines and coaches, shared accommodation
and carpooling, online and mobile booking) facilitating individual travel arrangements,
the package tour is likely to remain popular among many tourists around the world. In
the United Kingdom, the cradle of organized tourism, about 18–20% of travelers take
a package holiday each year. Among Europeans this formula of travel is often chosen
by Germans (36.4%, in 2019); Austrians (32.3%), Danes (35.5%), and Swedes (30.7%) [1].
Before the COVID-19 pandemic (in the period 2017–2019) on average about 21.5% of Polish
tourists organized their trips through travel agents [1]. In 2019, package travel appealed
to 528.1 million tourists globally and generated 30% total tourism revenue, making it the
second largest segment of the travel and tourism market [1].

The COVID-19 pandemic has hit the tourism industry with unprecedented force and
on a global scale. The association of travel with spatial mobility and social interaction
means that tourism plays a significant role in spreading the virus [2] and amplifies public
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health crises [3–5]. For this reason, in 2020, travel was heavily restricted by law. As a
consequence of the mobility limitations and the closure of state borders, this was the
deepest crisis that affected tourism since World War II. In the first few months of the
pandemic (March–June 2020), compared to the same period of the previous year (2019), the
decrease in the total number of international trips reached 90% [6]. The number of package
holidays users decreased by nearly 59% (2020) in the first year of the pandemic, and by
40.4% in the second year (2021) compared to 2019 [1].

Travelling limitations caused by legal restrictions and/or tourists’ concerns, on the
one hand, significantly threatened the sustainability of tour operators’ functioning and, on
the other, prevented many tourists from satisfying their needs which, in turn, may interfere
with the effectiveness of resting and result in anxiety and frustration. The decline in the
volume of trips, confirmed by official statistics, was also accompanied by changes in tourist
behavior. Results of research conducted by Lium et al. [7] indicate the greater value than in
the past of such determinants of tourists’ choice as accommodation facilities and hygiene
protocols and standards, as well as possibilities of keeping a social distance from other
customers and minimizing the challenges of longer trips and stays in large, multi-services
holiday centers. These changes, in turn, create new challenges for the tourism industry,
including tour operators. In the context of the above comments, a study addressing the
response of tourism supply and demand entities to the state of the pandemic should be
considered a necessary condition in preparing effective strategies for tourism returning to
the path of sustainable development.

The reaction of tourists to COVID-19 includes various aspects of tourist behavior,
which becomes an absorbing research problem for an increasing number of researchers and
studies, e.g., [8–16]. The pandemic most likely also influenced the purchasing behavior
of buyers of tourist packages. Before the COVID-19 crisis, researchers noticed a growing
share of Internet channels being used when making decisions about the purchase of tourist
packages [17–19]. They also observed the ROPO (research online purchase offline) phe-
nomenon, which means a certain part of buyers mixed online and offline channels during
decision-making [20–26]. Buyers looked for information about tourist packages on the
Internet, whereas they bought them in traditional (brick-and-mortar) travel agencies. The
interesting research problem is the identification of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on
tourists’ decision-making processes in the case of holiday package purchasing. What did
the pandemic situation change in the decision-making process of buying tourist packages?
In the article, the authors put forward three research questions:

(1) What channels, online or offline, are used by buyers of tourist packages during the
decision-making process?

(2) What changes occurred in the usage of online and offline channels in the decision-
making process by tourist packages buyers during COVID-19 as compared to the
situation before the pandemic?

(3) How are the socio-demographic characteristics of the segments of buyers of tourist
packages distinguished based on the use of online and offline channels in the pur-
chase process?

2. COVID-19 and the Decision of Package Holidays Purchase—Literature Review

The literature review conducted for the purposes of the presented research was divided
into two parts. In the first part, based on the so-called traditional review, taking into account
the most important scientific studies, two categories appearing in the research problem
were briefly explained, namely the concept of a tourist package and the concept of the
decision-making process of its purchase. Recognizing the essence of these two categories
allowed for a better understanding of the studied problem and the subject of the analysis.
In the second part, using a more rigorous approach, the existing research on the tourist
decision-making process in the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic was reviewed. As a
result, a research gap was identified, which allowed us to justify the need for conducting
the presented research.
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According to Medlik [27] (p. 127) a holiday package (also called a packaged holiday,
vacation package, package tour) is a combination of two or more elements sold as a single
product for an inclusive price, in which the costs of the individual product components are
not separately identifiable. This integrated set of complementary tourist services (usually
transport and accommodation) is perceived as a holistic offer. The package comprehensively
meets the various needs revealed by tourists during their travels. Tourists choose package
tours because of their numerous advantages. Perceived higher quality and value for money,
lower risk, and higher convenience compared to tourist services purchased separately [28–31]
are the most attractive merits of inclusive tours for buyers.

Package holidays belong to the complex products family and require higher engage-
ment of the customers in decision-making processes [32] (p. 155). For this reason, package
buyers report a high demand for information. In general, during the decision-making
in the buying of package holidays, motivated by needs, tourists search for information
about the available products, assess them in the perspective of their preferences and pos-
sibilities, and finalize the purchase [33,34]. In the literature, five compulsory sequential
stages of the decision-making process are often listed: (1) need recognition, (2) search for
information (which is assumed to be very important), (3) evaluation of alternatives (the con-
sumer evaluates attributes and products), (4) purchase, and (5) outcomes (post-purchase
evaluation) [35] (p. 23).

At all the stages mentioned above, package travel buyers can use online and offline
channels. They obtain information and buy travel packages via the Internet or a traditional
travel agency. Almost all shoppers look for travel information online [19,20,36]. From year to
year, more and more tourists also finalize their purchases via the Internet. In 2019, 59% of global
travel packages (58% in Poland) were purchased online [1]. Statista [1] predicts that in 2027
this number will reach 73% in the world and 90% in the case of Poland. Researchers [20–24]
have also identified the phenomenon of the so-called switching channels for booking packages,
which means that package buyers can adopt the following four behavior patterns: (1) buyers
search for information and buy travel packages online, (2) buyers search for information and
buy travel packages in traditional travel agencies (offline), (3) buyers look for information
about packages on the Internet and buy in traditional travel agencies (ROPO), and (4) buyers
seek for information about packages in traditional travel agencies and buy on the Internet
(reversed-ROPO, r-ROPO).

The coronavirus, which affected tourism more than other large sectors of the economy,
has generated enormous interest in the scientific community. As a result, hundreds of
articles are published presenting research results on various aspects of the impact of COVID-
19 on tourism, as confirmed by the literature review carried out for this study. As already
mentioned, the task of this review is to identify previous studies dedicated to the issue of
the impact of the pandemic on the decision-making processes of buyers of tourist packages.

Two of the most recognizable scientific data bases, namely Scopus and Web of Science
(WoS), have been used in the research. Data were gathered on 1 February 2023. Research
concerned the period 2020–2023. Searches of the articles were carried out systematically,
according to the established categorization key, which embraced two categories (items),
namely (1) “COVID and tourist decision making” and (2) “COVID and tourism decision
making”. The search was narrowed to the articles written in English and Polish only.
There were 411 manuscripts chosen in the end (WoS—386, Scopus—25). After limiting the
choice of categories to “Hospitality, Leisure, Sport, Tourism”, and careful elimination of the
duplicates, this number was reduced to 116 articles, which were finally read. Following
steps in the search included analysis of the text, their abstracts, and keywords to search
for articles referring to decision-making in regard to the tourist services with the emphasis
especially on the purchases of holiday packages.

Analysis of the content of the articles has shown that earlier studies concerned different
relationships between the pandemic and tourists’ behavior. Among many other issues, aca-
demics considered the impact of COVID-19 on purchase intention and probability continuation
of tourist trips during the pandemic (e.g., [10,37]), factors determining the undertaking of tourist
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trips [14] and tourists’ preference (regarding, for example, the length of stay and daily spend-
ing) [38], and food services [39] or accommodation services [40]. Researchers were interested in
the impact of COVID-19 on the psyche of the tourist (e.g., [8]), their identity (e.g., [9]), needs,
and expectations during and after the pandemic (e.g., [41–43]). Diversity of research issues is
very important. The studies concern the behavior of the buyers in the stage before undertaking
of the trip, i.e., “the pre-travel stage” (e.g., [11,44]) and during the trip, i.e., “the travel stage”
(e.g., [12]), as well as the consequences of the pandemic in tourists’ behavior in specific locations
(e.g., Andalusia, Spain [45]; Zhangjiajie National Forest Park, China [46]; Guangzhou Hanfu
Festival, China [47]) or specific nationalities (e.g., Italians [48], Koreans [49], Algerians [41], and
Poles [40]). Most studies (94% analyzed publications) address the issue of perception of the
risk of disease and its impact on anxiety, as well as the intentions of tourist to travel, the choice
of specific tourism products (holiday cruises, air travel), or the choice of tourist destinations
(e.g., [11,12]).

The brief literature review presented above confirms the wide spectrum of problems
raised in the previous studies related to the pandemic’s impact on the behavior of tourists,
their intentions, preferences, and perception of travelling in the conditions of COVID-19.

The literature review simultaneously identified a research gap in the study of the
decision-making behavior of holiday package buyers. To the best of our knowledge, merely
a few of the analyzed studies addressed the issue of the impact of COVID-19 on the
perception of the packages by tourists. Pan et al.’s [50] and Xu, Youn and Lee’s [11] studies
were devoted to the impact of the pandemic on the intention to use the sea travel packages
(cruises), and Ren’s [51] research concerned tourists’ changing behavior in package tourism,
but only from tour operators’ perspective.

In the case of the presented study, the authors concentrate their particular attention on
two stages of the decision-making process regarding tourist package purchases, i.e.,: seeking
the information as well as the purchase completion. Firstly, the study identifies, which of the
information and shopping channels, online or offline, played a dominant role in the mentioned
stages of the decision process during the pandemic situation. A hypothesis is put forward in the
research that the COVID-19 pandemic, as a life-threatening factor, did indeed modify buyer’s
patterns in the decision-making process and the decision-making process for the purchase of
tourist packages, and it intensified the importance of stationary channels both at the stage of
obtaining information about the holiday package and finalizing its purchase. Secondly, the
research indicates what social-demographic characteristics of package holiday buyers were of
key importance for the use of package purchase patterns during the COVID-19 crisis.

3. Materials and Methods

The research covering purchasers of package holidays and focusing on the problems of
travelling during the COVID-19 pandemic was carried out to answer the research question.
A questionnaire was the primary survey tool, and the conducted research was a sample-
based study performed using an online survey on a nationwide online panel of respondents
(CAWI technique; CAWI is an acronym for computer assisted web interview, which means
a computer-assisted interview using a website. In other words, it is a method of collecting
data and information in which the respondent completes electronic surveys). The study
was characterized by a representative distribution of features for the general population of
Poles aged 18–64 in terms of gender, age, education, and size of the place of residence.

Among the surveyed 1502 Poles there were representatives of both sexes, and the most
numerous age groups were the following age categories: 26–35, 36–45, and 46–60 (25.03%,
21.84%, and 30.84% of respondents, respectively). Among the respondents, married people
prevailed (53.06% of responses), as did the respondents with a secondary education (42.21%
of respondents). The respondents’ households usually consisted of 2 to 4 people (a total
of 78.3% of the responses), and every second respondent had minor children in their
household. Furthermore, 64.51% of the respondents were working people. The largest
group of respondents (59.79%) were the respondents living in cities. More than half of the
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respondents assessed their financial situation as average, and less than 3% of them believed
that it was very bad.

The study sought to identify the directions of changes in purchasing behaviors regard-
ing package holidays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic threat and the factors determining
purchasing behaviors during the pandemic.

To analyze the factors determining the occurrence of four patterns of behavior of
package holidays buyers, in addition to the statistical description, the study also used
the methods of multidimensional statistical analysis. According to Hair et al. based on
the division of multidimensional data analysis methods [52] (p. 13) when examining the
dependence of phenomena, if the analysis concerns one explanatory variable, measured on
a non-metric scale, one can use, for example, a classification tree method. Classification
trees are used to determine the affiliation of cases or objects to classes of a categorical
explanatory variable measured on weak scales based on measurements of one or more
explanatory variables. Classification tree analysis is currently one of the most commonly
used data analysis techniques.

4. Results

The respondents were asked about their procedure regarding both searching for
information on package holidays and purchasing them. They indicated the most common
way of proceeding, choosing among four patterns, when buying a tourist package before
the COVID-19 pandemic (797 respondents) and during it (254 respondents) out of the total
of 1502 respondents who declared such a purchase. The table below shows the structure
of individual segments of package buyers before and during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Table 1).

Table 1. Behavior of package holidays buyers (before and during the COVID-19 pandemic).

Behavior of Package Holidays Buyers Total
Number %

Before COVID-19 pandemic 797 100.0%

I was looking for information about trips on the Internet, but I
bought it in a traditional/brick-and-mortar travel agency

(research online, purchase offline behavior)
132 16.56%

I was looking for information about trips in a
traditional/brick-and-mortar travel agenc, but I bought it on

the Internet (research offline, purchase online behavior, ROPO)
95 11.92%

I was looking for information about trips and I purchased them
in a traditional travel agency (research offline, purchase offline

behavior)
41 5.15%

I searched for information about trips and I purchased them on
the Internet (research online, purchase online behavior) 529 66.37%

During COVID-19 pandemic 254 100.0%

I was looking for information about trips on the Internet, but I
bought it in a traditional/brick-and-mortar travel agency

(research online, purchase offline behavior)
78 30.71%

I was looking for information about trips in a
traditional/brick-and-mortar travel agency, but I bought it on

the Internet (research offline, purchase online behavior, ROPO)
81 31.89%

I was looking for information about trips and I purchased them
in a traditional travel agency (research offline, purchase offline

behavior)
20 7.87%

I searched for information about trips and I purchased them on
the Internet (research online, purchase online behavior) 75 29.53%

Source: authors’ compilation based on survey studies.
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It turned out that the structure of responses regarding behavioral patterns before and
during the pandemic significantly differed. Before the pandemic, i.e., until March 2020, the
following could be observed:

• A total of 66.37% of the respondents admitted that they most often followed the
research online purchase online scheme;

• A total of 16.56% of respondents most often indicated the research online purchase
offline purchase scheme;

• A total of 11.92% of the surveyed people followed the research Offline Purchase
Online scheme;

• A total of 5.15% of all respondents were the buyers attached to stationary sellers of
tourist events and the research offline purchase offline scheme.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, in the case of package travel purchases, there was
a significant decrease in the percentage of research online purchase online behavior by
36.84 percentage points (to 29.53%), with a significant increase in the percentage of research
offline, purchase online behavior by nearly 20 percentage points (up to 31.89%) and research
online, purchase offline behavior by 14.15 percentage points (up to 30.71%), with a slight
increase in research offline, purchase offline behavior by 2.72 percentage points (up to
7.87%). Therefore, much less often than before the COVID-19 pandemic, the buyers of
organized packages transfer the entire purchasing process online, i.e., they both look for
information on the offers of travel agencies and make purchases online.

The presented results allow us to conclude that in the face of the threat of the COVID-
19 pandemic, the behavior of holiday package buyers has changed significantly in the case
of research online, purchase online behavior, research offline, purchase online behavior, and
research online, purchase offline behavior. The research offline, purchase offline behavior
group, on the other hand, was the smallest group both before and during the pandemic
and did not show any significant changes in shopping behavior regarding tourist packages.

In order to identify factors determining the choice of one of the purchase patterns,
classification trees were estimated using the RPART function in stats package (R Core
Team 2022). Based on the data, the sets of classification tree models were built for all four
explanatory variables. Among the 254 respondents who answered yes, declaring that
they had purchased a package since the start of the studied period, incomplete data were
omitted, and 206 observations were included in the final analyses.

In the statistical study of dependence, the following four patterns of purchasing
tourist packages during the COVID-19 pandemic, declared by buyers, were adopted as the
dependent variable:

1. Research online purchase offline behavior [Q_28_A];
2. Research offline purchase online behavior [Q_28_B];
3. Research online purchase online behavior [Q_28_C];
4. Research offline purchase offline behavior [Q_28_D].

All the above dependent variables were measured on a nominal scale: [1] yes, [2] no.
The following socio-demographic factors describing holiday packages purchasers were

selected as explanatory variables: variable Q_S1—gender (measured on a nominal scale),
variable Q_S2—age (measured on an ordinal scale), variable Q_S3—education (measured
on an ordinal scale), variable Q_S4—place of residence (measured on a nominal scale),
variable Q_M1—marital status (measured on an ordinal scale), variable Q_M2—the number
of all household members (measured on an quotient scale), variable Q_M3—number of
minor children in the household (measured on quotient scale), variable Q_M4—assessment
of own financial situation (measured on an ordinal scale), and variable Q_M5—professional
situation (measured on a nominal scale).

The representation of classification trees 1–4 obtained as a result of the procedure is
shown in the figure below (Figure 1).
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package and the RPART library.

The following lines presented in Figure 2 describe the rules that create the classification
tree for the four analyzed sets—individual nodes of the tree (node), the way of dividing the
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space (split), the number of observations (n), the size of the measure evaluating diversity
(deviance), and the distributions of the dependent variable ROPO in all classes (yval).

Sustainability 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 21 
 

 

Figure 2. Rules creating classification trees for sets (1) “Research Online Purchase Offline Behavior”, 

(2) “Research Offline Purchase Online Behavior”, (3) “Research Offline Purchase Offline Behavior”, 

and (4) “Research Online Purchase Online Behavior”. Source: own elaboration using the R statistical 

package and the RPART library. 

Figure 2. Rules creating classification trees for sets (1) “Research Online Purchase Offline Behavior”,
(2) “Research Offline Purchase Online Behavior”, (3) “Research Offline Purchase Offline Behavior”,
and (4) “Research Online Purchase Online Behavior”. Source: own elaboration using the R statistical
package and the RPART library.

140



Sustainability 2023, 15, 6142

Figure 3 presents synthetic results of the package holidays purchasers’ classification
according to the four types of behavior class.
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Figure 3. Classification results of holiday packages buyers according to four types of behavior.
*—terminal node; N—the number of respondents in a given class; yval—fitted value of the ROPO
variable in all classes; MSE—mean square error. Source: authors’ compilation based on survey studies
using R package and RPART library.

142



Sustainability 2023, 15, 6142

As presented in Figure 3, the obtained calculations show that the variables located in
the upper nodes of individual classification trees have the greatest discriminant value and
a key share in defining the division of the examined space into segments (Table 2), i.e.:

• For the “Research Online Purchase Offline Behavior” class, the age of the buyer of
tourist services (Q_S2), the number of children under 18 in the household of the buyer
of tourist services (Q_M3), and the marital status of the buyer of tourist services
(Q_M1) are factors. However, studies have not shown a relationship between this
behavior and other socioeconomic factors.

• For “Research Offline Purchase Online Behavior” class, the age of the buyer of tourist
services (Q_S2) and the number of children under 18 in the household of the buyer of
tourist services (Q_M3) are factors. However, studies have not shown a relationship
between this behavior and other socioeconomic factors.

• For “Research Offline Purchase Offline Behavior” class, the age of the buyer of tourist
services (Q_S2), the number of children under 18 in the household of the purchaser of
travel services (Q_M3), occupational situation (Q_M5), and the gender of purchaser
of travel services (Q_S1) are factors. However, studies have not shown a relationship
between this behavior and other socioeconomic factors.

• For Research Online Purchase Online Behavior” class, the age of the buyer of tourist
services (Q_S2) and professional situation (Q_M5) are factors. However, studies have
not shown a relationship between this behavior and other socioeconomic factor.

Table 2. Profiles of four package holidays buyers’ shopping strategies.

Key Explanatory
Variables Describing a

Package Holiday
Buyer

Purchasing Strategies of Travel Agencies Customers during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Research Online,
Purchase Offline

Behavior

Research Offline,
Purchase Online

Behavior

Research Offline,
Purchase Offline

Behavior

Research Online,
Purchase Online

Behavior

Age Under 46 Under 46 Under 46 Under 47,5

Number of minor
children in the

household
One, three, four, or five One, two, or four One, three, four, five

and more -

Marital status Married or divorced - - -

Gender - - Women -

Professional situation - - Working Working

Source: authors’ compilation based on survey studies using R package and RPART library.

Based on Figure 3, it is possible—using the key explanatory variables describing a
package holiday buyer of the most important explanatory variables shown in the study—to
characterize the profiles of four package holidays buyers’ shopping strategies and present
their specificity, which is provided in Table 2 (titled Profiles of four package holidays buyers’
shopping strategies) and Table 3 (titled Characteristics of package holidays buyers for the
four shopping strategies).

A detailed description of the distribution of explanatory variables for the individ-
ual decision-making schemes on the purchase of tourist packages during the COVID-19
pandemic is presented in Table 3.
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Table 3. Characteristics of package holidays buyers for the four shopping strategies.

Purchasing Strategies of Travel
Agencies Customers during

the COVID-19 Pandemic
Key Explanatory Variables Characteristics of the Respondents

Research Online, Purchase
Offline Behavior

Age of the package holiday buyer
(Q_S2)

68.15% of respondents who looked for information about
trips on the Internet but bought them in a

brick-and-mortar travel agency are people under 46 years
of age.

Number of minor children in the
household of the package holiday

buyer (Q_M3)

64.13% of respondents among people under 46 who
looked for information about trips on the Internet but
bought them in a brick-and-mortar travel agency are

people with minor children (one, three, four, or five) in
their household.

Marital status of the package
holiday buyer (Q_M1);

57.63% of respondents among people under 46 with minor
children (one, three, four, or five) who searched for

information about trips on the Internet but bought them in
a brick-and-mortar travel agency are married or divorced.

Research Offline, Purchase
Online Behavior

Age of the package holiday buyer
(q_s2)

68.97% of respondents who looked for information about
trips in a brick-and-mortar travel agency but bought them

online were people under 46 years of age.

Number of minor children in the
household of the package holiday

buyer (Q_M3)

51% of the respondents under 46 who looked for
information about trips in a brick-and-mortar travel

agency but bought them online were people with minor
children (one, two, or four).

Research Offline, Purchase
Offline Behavior

Age of the package holiday buyer
(Q_S2)

72.33% of the respondents who both look for information
about trips and purchase them in a traditional travel

agency are people under 46 years of age.

Number of minor children in the
household of the package holiday

buyer (Q_M3)

62.42% of the respondents under 46 who both look for
information about trips and purchase them in a traditional

travel agency are people without children or who
have two.

Professional situation of the
package holiday buyer (Q_M5)

64.52% of respondents under 46 without children or with
two children, who both look for information about trips

and purchase them in a traditional travel agency,
are women.

Gender of the package holiday
buyer (Q_S1)

55.36% of respondents under 46, without children or with
two children, who both look for information about trips

and purchase them in a traditional travel agency, are
working people.

Research Online, Purchase
Online Behavior

Age of the package holiday buyer
(Q_S2)

77.03% of the respondents who both looked for
information about trips and purchased them on the

Internet were people under 47.5 years of age.

Professional situation of the
package holiday buyer (Q_M5)

50% of the respondents under 47 who both sought
information about trips and purchased them online were

working people.

Source: authors’ compilation based on survey studies using R package and RPART library.

5. Conclusions and Discussion

The presented study analyzed the purchasing patterns of tourist package buyers
in two periods: before the COVID-19 pandemic and during the pandemic. Significant
differences were identified in buyers’ use of information and purchasing channels in the
decision-making process. Previous studies of other researchers, although not on package
purchase decisions, but on tourist behavior in general, also noted a radical change caused
by the pandemic [53–55] and an increase in the complexity of tourist behavior [13].
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The results of this research indicate the presence of four patterns of decision-making when
buying tourist packages during the pandemic, depending on the used combination of the
online and offline channels in the following stages: research and the finalization/completion
of the purchase. these are (1) research online, purchase online behavior, (2) research of-
fline, purchase offline behavior, (3) research online, purchase offline behavior (ROPO), and
(4) research offline, purchase online behavior (reversed-ROPO, r-ROPO). These four buying
strategies were used during and before the pandemic [23–26]. The difference, however, lies in
the proportion of individual combinations of information and purchasing channels. In the
case of the COVID-19 pandemic period (data from 2020), the first scheme (online/online)
concerned 29.5% of respondents, the second (offline/offline) concerned 7.9%, the third (ROPO)
concerned 30.7%, and the fourth (r-ROPO) applied to 31.9%. Concerning the period before the
pandemic, (i.e., 2019) the share of behaviors was as follows: (1) 63.4%, (2) 4.3%, ROPO 10.7%,
and r-ROPO 21.4%. The figures provided here prove that COVID-19 has significantly changed
the purchasing strategies used by tourist package buyers. In the conditions of the pandemic,
a much smaller number of tourist package buyers based their decisions on online channels
(only 29.5% of the respondents compared to 63.4% of the respondents who in 2019 completed
the entire decision-making process online). During the pandemic, however, the percentage
of people who visited a brick-and-mortar travel agency at least at one stage of making pur-
chasing decisions (i.e., searching for information and/or finalizing the purchase) increased
significantly. More than a third of the respondents in uncertain times sought personal contact
with a travel agent.

The abovementioned shifts between information and purchase channels concern the
more intensive use of their stationary counterparts in the purchase decision-making process.
The systematically increasing dominance of the “search and buy on the Internet” strategy
before the pandemic has, therefore, been stopped. The crisis prompts tourists who make
decisions to look for the most up-to-date and reliable sources of information, which in their
opinion are more controlled [56], verified, and “tangible”. They consider brick-and-mortar
travel agencies as such because the Internet is full of data and, in crisis conditions, often
provides sensational information; as this data may not be necessarily true, it does not
facilitate the selection of information and does not ensure high accuracy of decisions. Thus,
tourists remembered the basic competitive advantage of brick-and-mortar travel agencies,
i.e., the “human ability to collate, organize and interpret large amounts of data in a way
that delivers the best value for the customers” [57] (p. 114). Knowledge and experience, the
ability to think logically and distinguish valuable news from fake news means that, in crisis
situations characterized by high volatility, the travel agent is perceived by the client as a
source of reliable and up-to-date information. The Internet is a “cloud” with a lot of data,
and a travel agent is an expert, an advisor with data processed into important information
to make the right decision.

The obtained results confirm the development of an omnichannel distribution of prod-
ucts on the tourist market. The ROPO behavior segment, which was the most numerous
group of package holidays buyers during the COVID-19 pandemic (31.89%), can be de-
scribed as tourists who, on the one hand, are willing to take advantage of new solutions
in online distribution but, on the other hand, they have to check everything personally
to ensure that they make the right and correct decision. This was particularly important
when the decision to purchase an organized trip was made during the pandemic, and any
doubts regarding the applicable rules, restrictions, or procedures at the destination of travel
required consultation with a travel agency.

In the case of the “ROPO behavior” segment, out of the examined socio-demographic
factors, only three should be considered significant in profiling buyer segments, namely
age, number of children under 18 in the household, and marital status, all of which play
an important role in this case. However, such factors as education, number of people in
the household, place of residence, or assessment of one’s own financial situation were
not significant.
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Buyers who looked for information about trips on the Internet but bought packages in
a stationary travel agency are people under 46 years of age, with minor children (one, three,
four, or five) in their household, and who are married or divorced. A family client under-
stood in this way, in times of a pandemic threat and many months of remote learning or
working, had to provide his family members, including underage children, with a safe and
secure rest during an organized trip.

6. Theoretical and Practical Implications

The results of our research have important implications both for travel service providers
and for researchers. From the economic practice perspective, our findings can support travel
agents who are striving to meet their customers’ expectations and needs. The situation of
uncertainty created by the pandemic is a period in which brick-and-mortar travel agencies
can at least partially regain the demand lost due to the development of e-commerce and
the growth of online tourist booking. This will require designing appropriate marketing
strategies to consolidate customer relationships.

In the theoretical perspective, this study contributes to both marketing theory and
consumer behavior theory. It provides knowledge about the response of package holiday
buyers to the pandemic—a state previously known only hypothetically. It emphasizes the
importance of the health risk perception factor in the purchasing decision process. It draws
attention to the role of information provided verbally. It refutes the existing stereotype
of online tourist agencies pushing brick-and-mortar travel agencies out of the market. In
addition, it directs the attention of researchers towards the somewhat forgotten subject of
research, i.e., offline travel agencies.

The presented study is both original and innovative for several reasons:

1. Firstly, it examines the real situation, which means that the respondents described
their actual experiences (completed processes) related to making decisions when
purchasing tourist packages before and during the pandemic, and not, as in the case
of many other studies, only in terms of purchasing intentions in the future.

2. Secondly, the data for both periods (before and during COVID-19) were obtained
from the same panel of respondents. Such a research solution has not been iden-
tified while reviewing the previous research addressing the pandemic’s impact on
buyers’ behaviors.

3. Thirdly, the research findings based on the data collected from the same panel of respon-
dents allowed for comparing the purchasing patterns in the period before and during
the pandemic, while strengthening the reliability and credibility of the comparisons.

4. Fourthly, the ROPO phenomenon in purchasing tourist packages is generally neither
a problem noticed nor covered by researchers, despite the fact that it occurs relatively
frequently in practice and its analysis can turn out to be highly useful for travel agents.

The research presented in this article is one of the few studies analyzing the decision-
making process of purchasers of tourist packages from the perspective of their use of online
and offline information channels. The research contributed to a better understanding of
tourists’ behavior in uncertain times, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis.
The study has high utility because previous research assumptions and insights on tourism
may need to be revised during the COVID-19 era [8]. Moreover, studies should be contin-
ued because the situation is dynamic. Future tourism recovery will depend on travelers’
behavior and their preferences during the decision-making process.

The results of this study contribute to the sustainability issue particularly in the social
and economic areas. Knowledge of tourists’ behavior supports the recovery of travel
companies (here travel agencies) from the pandemic crisis. The research findings also help
to better understand the tourist decision-making process in the conditions of uncertainty
and higher risk. This allows for a better adjustment of the travel agencies’ services to the
customers’ requirements. Adjusting the service to the expectations of customers contributes
to the sustainability of tourism enterprises.
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7. Limitations and Further Research

The generalization of research results must be performed with care, as there were
several limitations. Firstly, this study included only Polish residents who bought a package
holidays before and during the pandemic crisis. Further research replicating our analysis
among residents of other countries would be valuable in terms of comparing results.
Secondly, the same questionnaire was used to survey travelers’ decision behavior in buying
package holidays during two periods before and during the pandemic. In this regard, a
common method bias can appear. Thirdly, this research was carried on at the end of 2020,
and it is highly probable that the results obtained do not correspond to the situation in
2021 or 2022. Fourthly, the research was limited to socio-demographic factors influencing
decision-making. Therefore, it is recommended to focus further research on other decision-
making factors, and above all on the psychographic characteristics of package holiday
buyers, and the impact of these factors on the choice of information source as well as
purchasing channels during the decision-making process. Future studies should also take
into account variables influencing technology acceptance in the decision-making process
of package holiday buyers (i.e., perceived ease of ICT use, perceived risk of ICT use,
perceived usefulness of ICT). A comprehensive approach to variables is of key importance
in explaining the purchasing behavior of tourists.
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Abstract: The growing popularity of smart tourism destinations (STDs) has increased the need to
investigate their potential impact on sustainable development. This systematic literature review
(SLR) aims to analyse the past achievements and future directions of smart tourism destinations in
the context of sustainable development. The review was conducted through a systematic literature
review that examined 20 papers using a rigorous framework of the research problem, the primary
delimitation of the research, and the definition of the data collection and extraction tools. The
review focuses on identifying and analysing the current state of the research on SLRs in smart
tourism destinations and their implications for sustainable development. This includes the research
questions, methods, journals, dates of publications, and key themes. The review also examines the
implications and limitations of SLRs in this field, and it identifies gaps in the literature and areas
for future directions. The review found that SLRs have been used to examine the impacts of smart
tourism destinations on various aspects of sustainable development, such as economic, social, and
environmental aspects. Additionally, the review found that there is a growing interest in smart
cities, with a focus on reducing the environmental footprint of tourism and promoting sustainable
tourism development. The review also identified the emerging research areas in the literature, such
as the achievement of the sustainable development goals, the adoption of green IT, smart energy, and
waste management.

Keywords: smart tourism destination; smart city; sustainable development; systematic literature
review (SLR); research agenda

1. Introduction

The development of digital technologies in general and artificial intelligence, in partic-
ular, encourages destination management organisations (DMOs) and stakeholders to use
disruptive technologies to optimise their competitiveness and improve the visitor experi-
ence. Several literature reviews have been conducted on this topic, with varying scopes and
findings depending on the specific research questions, methods, and databases used. Some
studies may focus on specific technologies or sustainability practices, while others may take
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a more holistic approach. A new systematic literature review is needed to gather the most
up-to-date and comprehensive information on sustainable smart tourism destinations.

Digital technologies are rapidly becoming an important area of academic research in
travel and tourism [1,2]. In recent years, researchers have focused on this field’s dimen-
sions, issues, and elements. According to Gretzel et al. (2016) [2], any location may be
a smart tourism destination if it has two pillars: (1) “soft” intelligence (which includes
organisational skills and modalities, including collaborations and partnerships, innovation,
and leadership) and (2) “hard” intelligence (which refers to the whole technological infras-
tructure). A destination is not clever just because one of the two pillars is present. This is
dependent on the availability of “hard” intelligence, which enables the improvement in
human capital and intelligent decision making based on the use of infrastructure and tech-
nology. The following characteristics are therefore necessary for smart tourism: integrated
technological environments, responsive micro- and macrolevel processes, end-user devices,
and stakeholders that actively utilise smart digital platforms [3].

The travel and tourism industry is currently undergoing a radical transformation
among consumers, which is primarily due to technological advancements [4]. Web 2.0
has placed the tourist between functionality and product distribution [5]. The customer
experience is being revolutionised by the usage of mobile devices, megadata, artificial
intelligence, and other advanced technology [6]. The link between intelligence and sus-
tainability is expressed at two complementary levels: the destination strategy and the
application of technologies for more effective environmental management [7]. These two
levels, combined with a new governance framework, create a new approach to managing
smart tourism destinations [8].

A wide range of subjects and methodologies have recently supplemented the current
research on the interdependence between sustainable development and smart tourism
destinations [9,10], but the research is still in its early stages. Future studies could take a look
at a few particular directions, such as consumer behaviour and technological advancements,
which are obviously related and interconnected, when considering the potential for future
research [11].

Smart tourism destinations must adopt sustainable tourism growth, or even more
radical alternatives, such as moving towards equilibrium or degrowth situations. The
synergistic approach that combines monitoring systems, real-time management, public–
private partnerships, and open innovation benefits several aspects of intelligence and
sustainability [12]. Smart city initiatives today must address significant social, ecological,
and technological concerns, including digitization, pollution, ambitions for democracy,
increased security, etc. [13].

The principles of sustainable development can guide the development of smart
tourism destinations towards more sustainable outcomes. By prioritizing environmental
protection, economic sustainability, social equity, community participation, intergener-
ational equity, an integrated approach, and the precautionary principle, STDs can be
developed in a way that benefits all stakeholders, including local communities, visitors,
and the environment. Sustainable development is a long-term process that requires a
holistic and integrated approach to decision making, and STDs can play a significant role in
achieving the sustainable development goals by promoting sustainable tourism practices
and contributing to the well-being of local communities and the environment [9].

As availability and real-time infrastructure are monitored, smart tourism destinations
not only solve urban problems and provide residents with a better quality of life [14], but
they also allow travellers to discover new attractions, local products, and services at the
ideal moment [9].

The development of innovative technologies, especially information and communica-
tion technologies, makes it possible to significantly increase the functionalities of destina-
tions. It is necessary to integrate modern technical solutions with the existing infrastructure.
The main premise of smart tourism is to make the destination an efficient organism with its
tourists by using new technologies and sustainable management [15]. A current assessment
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of the existing systematic literature reviews is necessary due to the rapid growth of sus-
tainable smart tourism destinations to provide a solid framework and direction for future
study. By outlining the research trend, themes, journals, methodologies, as well as the
main contexts of application, the current study seeks to provide an organised, systematic
literature review that links smart tourism destinations and sustainable development.

In order to justify the choice of methodology, it is important to emphasise that this
study is the first of its kind to analyse systematic literature reviews on smart tourism and its
link with sustainable development through a systematic literature review. Therefore, this
study is intended as a clear synthesis of completed achievements and avenues for future
investigations in this area of research.

The interest of this review paper is to provide elements of answers to our main
questions: (1) What are the years of publication of the selected papers? (2) What scientific
jour-nals have published papers on studying smart tourism in the context of sustainable
development? (3) In which research areas have smart tourism and its link to sustainable
development emerged in tourism and hospitality research? (4) Which types of systematic
literature review approaches have attracted interest in smart tourism destinations and
sustainable development?

This study aims to investigate smart tourism destinations as one of the most significant
and cutting-edge strategies for achieving sustainable development. The objective of the
current study was attained using the systematic literature review methodology.

To review the applicable literature, the study primarily used theoretical studies related
to the subject for the first chapter, which, in turn, supported the results of the study. The
second chapter of the study explains the methods that were chosen and used to obtain
the results. The third chapter describes the results that the authors obtained through the
systematic literature review that was carried out. The discussion chapter is the fourth part
of the study, and within it, the authors summarise the results chapter to explore future
research directions and implications.

2. Materials and Methods

To carry out our systematic literature review, we generally respected the basic protocol
of systematic literature reviews [16] through a rigorous framework of the research problem,
the primary delimitation of the research, and the definition of the data collection and
extraction tools. Indeed, the interest of this review paper is to provide the elements of
answers to our main questions: (1) What are the years of publication of the selected
papers? (2) What scientific journals have published papers on studying smart tourism in
the context of sustainable development? (3) In what research areas have smart tourism and
its link to sustainable development emerged in tourism and hospitality research? (4) Which
types of systematic literature review approaches have attracted interest in smart tourism
destinations and sustainable development? In order to better operationalise this research,
we delimited our preliminary field of investigation by setting the criteria for the inclusion
and exclusion of references in terms of general information (context, year of publication,
etc.), methodological information (theoretical framework, qualitative design, quantitative
design, etc.), and documentary information (the nature of the document, languages, etc.).
Scopus and Elsevier’s databases of citations and abstracts served as the sources for the
imported data set for this study. Scopus was used as a research engine in this article
over Web of Science (WOS) for these reasons: Scopus is regarded as having the greatest
collection of a variety of peer-reviewed literature documents, including books, articles,
conference papers, and review papers [17], and many other academics have employed
it to perform systematic analyses in their research [18,19]. The search was conducted in
English only, using the following keywords: “smart tourism destination”; “sustainable
smart tourism”; “sustainable development”; “smart tourism”; “smart city”; “sustainable
smart city”; “sustainable destination”; “smart destination”; “sustainability”; “systematic
literature review”. At the end of this phase, 59 primary studies were sectioned, and finally
only 20 were retained for the data extraction stage, after cleaning.
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A systematic literature review is a type of research methodology that involves a
comprehensive and rigorous examination of the existing literature on a specific topic [20].
The goal of a systematic literature review is to identify, evaluate, and synthesize all the
relevant studies on a given topic in order to provide an in-depth understanding of the
current state of knowledge [21]. The systematic literature review process typically begins
with a clearly defined research question and a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria to
examine the papers that meet the expectations [22].

A systematic literature review is the best approach for revealing the current state
of tourism research with a focus on the integration of sustainable development in smart
tourism destinations [23]. Therefore, it was determined that this would be the optimum
methodology for this investigation. This study does not represent the analysis of systematic
literature reviews on smart tourism; it only analyses papers on smart tourism destinations
with a particular focus on sustainable development that used a systematic literature review
research methodology.

To better understand how sustainable development has been included in smart tourism
destinations, we conducted a thematic analysis of the data. Our approach to the theme
analysis was based on the criteria presented by Thomas and Harden [24]. Our plan was
divided into three key phases: (1) initial coding, which involves remaining open to all
potential emergent themes suggested by the data readings; (2) focused coding, which
involves categorising the data inductively based on the similarity to a specific theme at
the level of description [25]; (3) theoretical coding, which involves incorporating thematic
categories into fundamental theoretical constructs at a higher level of analysis [26].

2.1. Data Selection

To check the quality of the articles and the relevancy of the information, two rounds
of data selection were conducted. In the initial round of selection, we evaluated the
articles’ contents independently before discussing and removing those that did not relate
to sustainable-development-focused smart tourist destinations. For the second phase of
selection, only works using a systematic literature review method were considered. After
2 rounds of data gathering and selection, 20 articles on smart tourism destinations linked
to sustainable development were finally verified.

2.2. Criteria for Exclusion and Inclusion of Manuscripts

In a systematic literature review (SLR), criteria of inclusion are used to define the
parameters for which studies will be included in the review [27]. These criteria are used to
ensure that the studies included in the review are relevant to the research question and are
of sufficient quality to be included.

The chosen database yielded 59 published papers. A total of 42 articles remained
after the duplicate items were eliminated. Seven of these items were removed because of
accessibility limitations. The evaluation of the 35 papers that were left was in depth. After
being matched to the criteria for choosing literature, another five studies were excluded
from the final synthesis. Ten publications were ignored because the research for the studies
was focused on smart tourism destinations and sustainable development without truly
examining or defining them. As a result, the PRISMA method synthesis contained a total
of 20 papers.

In this section, we will discuss the criteria used for both the inclusion and exclusion
of manuscripts in our systematic literature review on smart tourism destinations and
sustainable development. Our aim was to ensure that we selected the most relevant and
rigorous studies for our review while also ensuring that we did not include any studies
that did not meet our criteria.

The criteria for the exclusion of manuscripts included the nature of the issues dealt
with, the journal in which the paper appears, the scientific rigor, the originality, and the
relevance of the subject [16], integrating sustainable development with smart destinations.
The inclusion criteria, meanwhile, perfectly met our research objectives: a clearer and more
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understandable research methodology, relevant analysis, and the number of citations of the
20 papers selected, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram.

3. Results

We present the results of each research question’s data analysis in this section. We start
by listing the publishing dates that are part of the SLR, the journals in which the selected
articles were published, the contexts of the sustainable development applications in the
reviewed systematic literature on smart tourism destinations as shown in Table 1, and the
research methodologies used as illustrated in Table 2.

Table 1. Distribution of 20 papers by research area.

Research Area Number of Studies Percentage

SDG achievement 5 25.00
The adoption of green IT 5 25.00

Smart energy and waste management 3 15.00
Smart governance 2 10.00

Business ecosystems in destinations 2 10.00
Modelling sustainable smart destinations 2 10.00

The sharing economy 1 5.00
Source: Authors.
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Table 2. Distribution of 20 papers by methodology.

Methodology Number of Studies Percentage

Mixed methods 5 25.00
Qualitative data analysis 5 25.00
Metasynthesis approach 3 12.51

PRISMA method 3 16.68
Semantic network analysis 1 4.17

Scientometric analysis 1 4.17
Integrative review 1 4.17

Critical review 1 4.17
Source: Authors.

To ensure that our review is based on the most current and relevant research, we
provide an overview of the publishing dates covered in our study. The studies we included
in our review were published between 2017 and 2023 as shown in Table 3, which allowed
us to focus on recent research.

Table 3. Distribution of 20 papers by theme.

Authors Dates Themes

Zheng et al. [28] 2020 From digital to sustainable: a smart city review
Shafiee et al. [10] 2019 Developing a model for sustainable smart tourist destinations

Yigitcanlar et al. [29] 2019 Without being sustainable, can cities become smart?
Kim et al. [30] 2021 Smart energy conservation system and sustainable smart cities

Rodrigues et al. [31] 2022 Improving sustainable development through the digitalization of tourism
Lee et al. [9] 2020 The smart tourism city: changes and developments

Bouzguenda et al. [32] 2019 The role of the digital citizen in social sustainability towards smart sustainable cities
Rahmadian et al. [33] 2022 The use of big data in sustainable tourist destinations

Otowicz et al. [34] 2022 The levels and dimensions of smart tourism
Buhalis et al. [35] 2023 From smart cities and smart tourism to agile business ecosystems in networked destinations

Lim et al. [36] 2019 The outcomes of smart city development
Himeur et al. [37] 2022 Transfer learning in sustainable smart cities
Tomor et al. [38] 2019 Smart governance for sustainable cities

Akande et al. [39] 2020 The sharing economy and its implications for sustainable smart cities
García Revilla et al. [40] 2022 A commitment to technology–sustainability for smart tourism destinations

Trindade et al. [41] 2017 The sustainable development of smart cities
Zhou [42] 2022 Smart cities and sustainable airport energy ecosystems

De Guimarães et al. [43] 2020 Governance and quality of life in smart cities
Esmaeilian et al. [44] 2018 Waste management in smart and sustainable cities

Branny et al. [45] 2022 Smart green cities

Source: Authors.

By including studies published over the past six years, we were able to capture the
latest developments, trends, and perspectives in this field, which is important for making
informed conclusions and recommendations.

The annual number of publications published on smart tourism destinations in the
context of sustainable development, as illustrated in Figure 2, appeared to be a generally
developing trend between 2017 and 2023, reflecting the increasingly extensive attention
given to this emerging field of study.
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Figure 2. Distribution of papers by year.

The 20 papers on smart tourism destinations and smart cities in the context of sus-
tainable development that were published in 15 indexed journals are shown in Table 4 as
a summary. Almost all the studies selected were from journals with high-impact factors
to meet our inclusion criteria, and Journal of Cleaner Production and Sustainable Cities and
Society are the first journals in terms of the scientific production of systematic literature
reviews on smart tourism/smart cities in the sustainable development context.

Table 4. Distribution of 20 papers by journal.

Journals Number of Studies Percentage

Sustainable Cities and Society 3 15.00
Journal of Cleaner Production 3 15.00

Sustainability 2 10.00
Current Issues in Tourism 1 5.00
Journal of Smart Tourism 1 5.00

Tourism Management Perspectives 1 5.00
Information Technology & Tourism 1 5.00

International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management 1 5.00
Cities 1 5.00

Waste Management 1 5.00
Journal of Urban Technology 1 5.00

Journal of Open Innovation: Technology, Market, and Complexity 1 5.00
Energy Reviews 1 5.00

Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 1 5.00
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 1 5.00

Source: Authors.

A total of 3 papers out of 20 were published in the journal Sustainable Cities and Society,
a Q1-indexed journal on Scopus. Three papers issued from the Journal of Cleaner Production,
and two other manuscripts were published in Sustainability. The remaining papers were
published in prestigious journals that deal with tourism- and hospitality-related topics.

The results indicate that the majority of the studies in this review were published
in journals with a focus on sustainability and the environment, such as Sustainable Cities
and Society and Journal of Cleaner Production. This suggests that the topic of smart tourism
destinations is closely linked to sustainable development and environmental management.
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The sustainable development goals and the adoption of green IT emerged as the most
prevalent research areas on smart tourism destinations and smart cities in the sustainable
development context (25%), followed by smart energy and waste management (15%).
Several papers focused on smart governance, business ecosystems in destinations, and
modelling sustainable smart destinations (10%).

The research methodologies followed in almost half of the treated manuscripts were
based on qualitative data analysis and mixed methods (50%). Four papers opted for the
PRISMA method, four were conducted using mixed methods, and three other studies were
based on the metasynthesis approach.

The word cloud provided in Figure 3 shows that the most frequent terms appear
as larger and more prominent, while the less frequent terms appear smaller. The word
cloud is centred around the most frequently mentioned terms, which are “smart tourism”,
“sustainability”, and “sustainable development”, each with a frequency of 11 or more.

Figure 3. Word cloud derived from R programming language (biblioshiny: web interface of the
bibliometrix package).

Other terms that appear prominently in the word cloud include “smart city”, “sustain-
able tourism”, “smart destination”, and “smart tourism destination”, each with a frequency
of six or more. Additionally, terms such as “COVID-19,”, “big data analytics”, and “social
network analysis” are smaller and less prominent in the word cloud, as they have lower
frequencies (three or less).

The word cloud visually represents the most important and frequently mentioned
terms related to tourism, with a focus on the concepts of smart and sustainable tourism
and the intersection of technology and sustainability.

After conducting a systematic literature review of the 20 papers dealing with smart
tourism destinations in the context of sustainable development, several key themes emerged.
First, there is a consensus among the authors that smart tourism destination development
has the potential to significantly contribute to the sustainable development goals [9,41,45].
Second, a sustainable approach is essential to the success of smart tourism destination
development, and digitalization and the use of big data are crucial tools for achieving
sustainable development [31–33]. Third, stakeholder involvement is crucial to ensure social
and environmental sustainability, and waste management, energy conservation, and gov-
ernance are important areas for sustainable development [3]. Fourth, a holistic approach
is necessary that considers social, economic, and environmental sustainability, and the
sharing economy and agile business ecosystems may also play significant roles [35,39].
Finally, there is a need for further research to fully understand the concept of sustainable
smart tourism destination development and its practical implications. This systematic
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literature review highlights the importance of considering sustainability as an integral part
of smart tourism destination development.

4. Discussion

Research on smart tourism destinations within the context of sustainable development
has evolved over time to reflect changes in technology and the increasing importance of
sustainability in the tourism industry.

Our findings indicate that there was a general growing trend in the annual numbers of
papers published on smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable development
between 2017 and 2023, indicating the increased global attention to this emerging research.
Recently, several systematic literature reviews have been completed, focusing only on
smart tourism or sustainable tourism, but little research has focused on smart tourism
destinations in a sustainability context.

Journal of Cleaner Production, Sustainable Cities and Society, and Sustainability were the
first journals in terms of the scientific production of systematic literature reviews on smart
tourism in the context of sustainable development, and almost all of the studies chosen
were from journals with high-impact factors to meet our inclusion criteria. There are few
publications in tourism and hospitality journals in this research area.

The review of the literature on smart tourism destinations in a sustainable development
context has revealed that there is growing interest in this emerging research area, with a
focus on achieving the sustainable development goals [9,41,45] and the adoption of green
IT [31,33,40]. This has been achieved through the implementation of various smart city
technologies and strategies, such as the use of big data and digital solutions to optimise
resource use and enhance the overall sustainability of destinations.

The findings suggest that smart tourism destinations can play a significant role in
promoting sustainable development and improving the quality of life [46] for both residents
and visitors [32]. The implementation of smart city technologies and strategies can help
to reduce waste and improve energy efficiency [30,42,44], thereby reducing the negative
impacts of tourism on the environment and local communities [47].

Another important aspect that has evolved in the research on smart tourism is the
focus on the governance of smart tourism destinations [8,43]. Research has been conducted
to understand the role of governance in implementing smart solutions, as well as its role in
ensuring that smart tourism is aligned with the principles of sustainable development.

The research conducted on smart cities is much more important than the studies on
smart destinations [48]. The creation of smart cities has also been seen as a prerequisite for
the establishment of smart tourism destinations [3,49]. The principles of smart cities are
also accepted and debated in relation to smart tourism destinations [3]. Smart cities and
sustainable development are two concepts that go hand in hand. The principles of smart
cities related to sustainable development focus on promoting the efficient use of resources,
protecting the environment, and enhancing the quality of life for citizens. Smart cities
aim to create sustainable and resilient urban environments that support economic growth,
social progress, and environmental protection [50]. A recent study has shown that many
smart tourism efforts were created out of smart city projects [51]. When these smart city
principles are examined through the prism of various definitions, it becomes clear that the
use of the word “smart” in connection with the concepts of governance, the environment,
mobility, the economy, people, and living is an example of vagueness (i.e., there is a lack of
clarity regarding this concept in the tourism literature) [52].

Studies on smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable development have
yielded several key insights and results, including: (1) the importance of ICTs and an
emphasis on the critical role of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in
developing smart tourism destinations [53]; (2) the importance of stakeholder collaboration
between various actors in the success of smart tourism destinations, including government,
local communities, and tourism businesses [35,54]; (3) studies have shown that smart
tourism destinations can increase the economic benefits for local communities [55] through
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job creation and increased tourist spending [39,56]; (4) the use of technology can help
reduce the negative environmental impacts of tourism through, for example, better waste
management and energy efficiency [30,44,57]; (5) smart tourism destinations can contribute
to the social sustainability of local communities by, for example, involving local residents
in tourism planning and decision making [58].

Because our research solely focuses on systematic literature reviews, mixed-method
studies and analyses of qualitative data predominated among the papers we examined.
These have been the techniques used most frequently in research, using both comprehensive
reviews and the meta-analysis methods. Semantic network analyses, scientometric analyses,
integrative reviews, and critical reviews are all significantly present in the investigations.
The most popular diagram approach is the Prisma flow. All of the evaluated studies
employed systematic methods for conducting literature reviews as part of their study
approaches. In this regard, our SLR demonstrates that theoretical techniques are still being
used in research on smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable development.

This review reveals that there is still much to be learned about the development of
smart tourism destinations in a sustainable development context. Future research should
focus on exploring the potentials of new and emerging technologies and strategies, such as
artificial intelligence and the Internet of Things [59], to further optimise resource use and
enhance the sustainability and resilience of smart tourism destinations [60]. In addition,
more research is needed to better understand the social and cultural impacts of these
technologies and strategies, as well as their potentials to create equitable and inclusive
destinations for all [61].

A research agenda for smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable devel-
opment involves several key areas of investigation. These include the following: (1) the
role of smart tourism in promoting sustainable tourism practices in order to examine
how the use of digital technologies, such as mobile apps and social media, can be used
to promote them, such as reducing carbon emissions, protecting natural resources, and
supporting local communities; (2) the use of data analytics in monitoring and evaluating
the environmental impacts of tourism to explore how data analytics can be used do so,
and how this information can be used to improve the sustainability of tourism operations;
(3) the role of stakeholder collaboration in promoting sustainable smart tourism to examine
the ways in which different stakeholders, such as tourism providers, local authorities,
and environmental organizations, can work together to create and implement sustainable
smart tourism initiatives, taking into account accessibility [62]; (4) the use of technology
in promoting sustainable behaviours among tourists to focus on how smart tourism tech-
nologies, such as mobile apps, can be used to promote sustainable behaviours among
tourists, such as reducing energy consumption and water usage [63]; (5) the relationship
between smart tourism and biodiversity conservation to look into how smart tourism can be
used to enhance biodiversity conservation and support the sustainable development goals;
(6) research on smart tourism and the circular economy, which will investigate how smart
technologies can support the implementation of circular economy principles in the tourism
sector, including reducing waste, reusing resources, and promoting sustainable consump-
tion; (7) smart tourism in the context of natural disasters and climate change in order to
analyse how smart technologies can help destinations to better prepare for, respond to, and
recover from their impacts; (8) the contribution of smart destinations to social inclusion
through the leveraging of technology and innovation to create more accessible, equitable,
and inclusive tourism experiences; (9) cultural heritage preservation and its implications
for smart destinations, which can be achieved by digitizing and preserving local cultural
heritages, such as ancient monuments, artifacts, and artworks.

The research agenda for smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable
development should focus on understanding how smart technologies can be leveraged to
create more sustainable and responsible tourism experiences while minimizing the negative
impacts of tourism on the environment and communities.
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5. Conclusions and Implications

Since the development of digital technologies and their adoption in tourism and
hospitality research, there has been an increase in the body of literature on smart tourism
destinations. The purpose of this paper was to identify and analyse 20 related papers on
smart tourism destinations in the context of sustainable development through a systematic
literature review. These data sets were taken from the Scopus database for the years
2017–2023, and they were examined using a variety of systematic approaches: including
and excluding criteria, database-selected methods, and qualitative data analysis. This work
focused on identifying the overall concept of performing systematic reviews in order to
precisely examine sets of various systematic literature reviews, including their years of
publication, research topics, journals, and methodologies.

The results of the STD systematic literature study were highly comprehensive and
included many essential themes in numerous fields. Additionally, the field has grown
considerably in recent years, and this trend is anticipated to continue. This is in addition
to the fact that several journals are engaged in publishing STD papers, which reflects
the variety of topics covered in relation to STDs and demonstrates the significance of its
different economic sectors.

The relevance of integrating technology and sustainability into tourist destinations
is shown by the comprehensive literature studies on smart tourism destinations and sus-
tainable development. The evaluation has demonstrated the need for more studies in this
field, and notably in the creation of innovative and more efficient strategies for promoting
sustainable tourism practices. The results of this review have significant repercussions
for stakeholders, practitioners, and policymakers in the tourism sector and serve as a
foundation for future research paths. It is intended that the knowledge gathered from this
systematic literature review will advance this field of study and aid in the creation of more
environmentally friendly tourist destinations.

Our results show that, between 2017 and 2023, there was a general increase in the
number of papers published annually on smart tourism destinations in the context of
sustainable development, showing greater worldwide interest in this developing research.
There have been a number of systematic literature reviews recently that have concentrated
exclusively on smart tourism or sustainable tourism [64], but there are few studies on smart
tourism destinations in the context of sustainability.

Journal of Cleaner Production, Sustainable Cities and Society, and Sustainability are the
pioneer journals in terms of the scientific production of systematic literature reviews on
smart tourism in the context of sustainable development. Nearly all of the studies selected
were from journals with high-impact factors to meet our inclusion criteria.

Mixed-method studies and qualitative data analyses prevailed among the publications
we examined, while our study is restricted to systematic literature reviews.

With a focus on achieving the sustainable development goals [65] and the adoption of
green IT [66], the assessment of the literature on smart tourist destinations in a sustainable
development framework showed that there is significant interest in this new research
subject. This was accomplished by putting into practise a number of smart city technolo-
gies and techniques, including the use of big data and digital tools, to optimise resource
consumption and improve an area’s general sustainability.

The emphasis on destination governance is another significant development in the
field of smart tourism research. Research has been conducted to comprehend the function
of governance in putting smart solutions into practice, as well as the function of governance
in making sure that smart tourism adheres to the principles of sustainable development.

Overall, the literature suggests that smart tourism has the potential to improve the
sustainability of tourism, but it is important to address the potential negative impacts and
ensure that the technology is used in a responsible and equitable way.

This paper provides a research agenda for smart tourism destinations in the context
of sustainable development that should focus on understanding how smart technologies
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can be leveraged to create more sustainable and responsible tourism experiences while
minimizing the negative impacts of tourism on the environment and communities.

As only one language from the chosen manuscripts was used in the current work, it is
recommended that more languages be used in future studies to strengthen the findings. It
is also suggested that this research be continued in order to confirm the development and
appearance of new themes associated with the concerned keywords.
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2 Department of Tourism, Faculty of Geographical Sciences and Planning, University of Isfahan,
Isfahan 81746-73441, Iran

3 Department of Regional Science, Faculty of Science, Eötvös Loránd University, 1053 Budapest, Hungary
4 Department of Communication and Journalism, College of Arts and Social Sciences, Osmania University,

Hyderabad 500007, India
5 Department of Tourism Management, Budapest Business School, University of Applied Sciences,

1149 Budapest, Hungary
6 Institute for Rural Development and Sustainable Economy, Department for Rural and Regional Development,

MATE Szent István Campus, Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences, 2100 Gödöllő, Hungary
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Abstract: During the past three years and with the spread of the pandemic, smartphones were the
most important communication bridge between tourists and organizations; now more than ever,
they are intertwined with the lives of tourists and destination management organizations. Although
much research has been conducted in this field, the investigation of the effects of the pandemic on
the technology and functionality of smartphones is one of the topics that has been less discussed.
Therefore, the current research was conducted to determine the role of smartphones in tourism
management dynamics during the pandemic. The research method was qualitative (content analysis,
theme analysis), and 32 people participated in the interview process as a statistical sample. Then,
the oral interviews were transcribed, and a thematic analysis was performed. For the analysis of the
interviews, MAXQDA 2020 software was used. The results of the research indicate that smartphones
were one of the most important platforms for tourism management dynamics during the pandemic,
and in the event of a pandemic in the future, they can help contain the destruction to a great extent in
their current position.

Keywords: destination management organizations; tourism technology; content analysis; thematic
analysis

1. Introduction

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on the tourism industry have
caused an indisputable shift in the structure of tourism management [1]. It could be argued
that the most salient consequence of this pandemic over the past three years has been
the lack of dynamism in the tourism management structure to face such unprecedented
conditions [2]. However, the development of smart tourism may reduce the tourism sector’s
vulnerability to unexpected environmental threats [3]. During the pandemic, smartphones
have become the focus of attention for tourists and destination organizations more than ever
before [4]. While the use of smartphones in tourism management is not a novel concept,
its changes brought by the pandemic era certainly warrant further exploration [5]. Due
to the newly discovered and highly infectious COVID-19 variants, mainly unvaccinated
groups and unequal tourism rises across locations can hamper vaccination prospects [6].
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While tourism looks to be on the mend, the expansion of such new variants might stop
it [7]. Currently, there are signs of a drop in the flow of tourism due to the reemergence of
the COVID pandemic in Japan and the USA [8]. Now, smartphones are more integrated
with the structure of tourism and the lives of tourists than before the pandemic, and it
can almost be said that they have become a part of the lives of tourists and destination
organizations [9]. As a consequence, communities and locations can be linked virtually
with the help of new communication devices and applications [10]. As these phones
are connected to social media throughout the world, they provide a chance for tourists
and destination management organizations to disseminate their information to other
users [11]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, with the tightening of restrictions, more
tourists used smartphones and various applications and social channels. Smartphones
even completely replaced physical travel, and the number of followers of travel bloggers
increased greatly [12]. Tourists confined at home published the data of their past trips or
used travel blogs as a tool for planning and choosing a destination. Therefore, smartphones
have been utilized as a “psychological management tool”. Additionally, as a planning
tool for the new tourism platform or postmodern tourism era, it can be referred to as
a “behavioral management tool”. To do so, travel executives and specialists can apply new
strategies to design new travel structures, such as single-tourist travel with long-distance
privacy; hence, fewer travels with fewer travelers can protect nature and, as a result,
develop sustainable tourism [13]. Therefore, the current research was conducted to focus
on the functions of smartphones in tourism management during the pandemic. Although
the use of smartphones in the tourism industry is not a new issue, the most important
novel aspect of the current research is the investigation of the effect of the pandemic on the
functioning of smartphones during the pandemic. Smartphones were not seriously used in
tourism in countries such as Iran before the pandemic. Shiraz metropolis is one of the most
important destinations for medical tourism, including cosmetic surgery and hair transplant
tourism in the Middle East. Tourists who travel to Shiraz for laser cosmetic surgeries and
hair transplants benefit from hotel and tour services. Many taxi drivers and tourism service
personnel in Shiraz are fluent in English and communicate well with tourists at airports
and passenger terminals [14]. In addition, due to the active cycle of tourism economics and
the focus of medical tourism operators in the Shiraz metropolis on smartphones as a means
of communication with tourists, this city was selected as the research area. On the other
hand, Shiraz tourism officials intend to design tourism in the Shiraz metropolis based on
smartphones soon.

Although the perpetual vital role of smartphones in tourism management is undeni-
able [12]; an overwhelming number of studies have been conducted to examine the impact
of the pandemic on tourism [15], but few studies have studied the pandemic’s impact
on tourism technological behaviors. In an attempt to bridge this gap, this study aims to
investigate the alternations that COVID-19 has brought about in tourists’ purposes and
tourism organizations concerning the use of their smartphones.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Tourism Management Dynamics and Smartphones during COVID-19

One of the most important challenges of tourism management during the pandemic in
the past three years was that destination planners and tourists did not foresee an epidemic,
and what strategy should be adopted in the case of such a situation was not foreseen [16].
One of the main tasks of destination managers and planners is to identify future trends and
threats. Additionally, identifying potential opportunities caused by environmental factors
can make the structure of tourism management more flexible in adapting to turbulent times.
The dynamic structure of tourism management in this situation can reduce the severity of
the damage by “controlling the destruction”. Additionally, focusing on modern technology
and smart structure leads to the emergence of new businesses that adapt to turbulent
conditions. On the other hand, smart platforms are in the spotlight in this situation with
user change [17]. The ability to use technology to benefit from existing conditions is
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one of the effects of tourism management dynamics [18]. With the spread of the pandemic,
smartphones have become the focus of attention of consumers and service providers to
reduce unnecessary calls and cut off human communication [19]. The relationship between
the audience and smartphones increased to such an extent that the concept of smartphone
addiction was raised [20]. Verma et al. (2022) argue that the interaction between tourists
and smartphones has taken a new form [21]. In recent years, much research has been
published regarding the role of smartphones in tourism. However, the functionality of
smartphones during the pandemic is still a vague issue. Perhaps the functions and roles of
smartphones in turbulent times such as pandemics are vague points in the literature of this
field, and it is impossible to comment on them decisively.

On the other hand, smartphones greatly changed the classic and modern organiza-
tional structure during the pandemic era and created an organization based on intelligence
and technology according to the current conditions. This new organization was not limited
to a physical organizational space, was based solely on smartphones, and continued its com-
munication with tourists. This form of organization had the necessary dynamics to operate
during the pandemic and was built according to the ideas of the postmodern organizational
school [22]. Therefore, smartphones have assumed a more vital role than in the past [23].
Additionally, the roles of human resources and their functions are widely affected by these
new processes [24]. Many employees lost their jobs, and new jobs were created [25]. Now,
three years after the outbreak of the pandemic, organizations are often two-dimensional.
The first dimension is related to the physical organization, and the second dimension is
related to the virtual personality of the organization, which is managed by a person with
the title of virtual affairs manager. At this level, smartphones promoted POPAI in this field
by establishing the virtual dimension of the organization and maintaining the relationship
between the organization and the tourist. The most important function of smartphones
during this period was that after doubt in the initial months, the communication between
destination organizations and tourists remained connected.

2.2. Smartphone Trends in Tourism Management and Tourist Behavior

Generally, internet usage in the tourism context is divided into two stages: first, from
1991 to 2002, when the internet was pursued by the whole tourism industry; second,
from 2002 to the present, when tourism markets have concentrated on conviction and
authorizing the consumer by using (more recently ubiquitous) mobile devices, specifically
smartphones [26]. At this stage, where smartphone adoption has amplified the significance
of consumers more than ever and has reshaped tourism and its business market, realizing
consumer behavior toward using mobile technologies due to their competency in access to
the internet, GPS, communication channels, and photography applications seems essen-
tial to succeeding in the current business industry [27]. Mobile technologies in tourism
have been designed and produced to provide electronic information as guidance and help
tourists in decision-making [28]. Indeed, traditional mobiles were only capable of calling
and texting [29]. However, presently, the most up-to-date mobile apps available through
smartphones have a great impact on both the demand side (customer) and the supply side
(market) in tourism [26] since they equip travelers with wireless, instant, and prevalent
internet access, thus enabling them to send and receive any helpful information globally.
The growing impact of sustainable marketing operations in the tourist sector results from
technological advances and the acceptance of smartphones [30]. Dickinson et al. [31] define
the smartphone as a potent device for tourists because of its ubiquity in the interchange of
social and on-site information, as well as connecting them to remote information databases.
For instance, smartphones are currently applied for pretravel planning, decision-making,
shaping expectations, and pretravel previsions; they are further used for navigation, connec-
tivity, instant/short-time decisions, and location-based data exchanges during travel [32].
The estimated number of smartphone subscribers in 2021 was over 6 billion worldwide,
and it will likely rise by several hundred million in forthcoming years [33]. The perpetual
and endless variety of tourism apps and their ever-growing users transformed tourism
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activity from a location-based network to a distinct network [31]. In the same way, in the
tourism industry, smartphones and travel-related applications have become very powerful
and noticeable for searching for the needed information, accordingly leading to tourists’
decision-making [27]. Based on Petrescu and Bran [26], the online shopping frequency of
tourism-related services ranks third among other groups. Tourists who look for travel in-
formation during their pretravel time usually continue searching during the trip [34]; thus,
tourists’ information search behavior is considered a continuous process [35]. However,
there is still insufficient knowledge for understanding serious matters such as information
classifications searched by tourists through smartphones and the differences between infor-
mation searched before and during the traveling period [11]. It is confirmed that tourists
may alter their behavior during the trip and modify their initial plans due to the informa-
tion they acquire through their smartphones. Similarly, ref. [36] it is empirically indicated
that tourists’ behavior is influenced by using information technology during their journey.
The increasing use of smartphones, together with other recent developments, has resulted
in the birth of smart tourism, which aims to increase the acceptance of new ICT forms [26].
Smartphones have become popular in the tourist and hospitality business as a convenient
method for travelers to find information and book accommodations [37]. To date, tourists’
concern has been primarily on particular matters such as booking plane tickets, booking
hotels, and time management during trips [38]. Likewise, studies on the travel usage of
smartphones have mostly focused on specific subjects, such as the advancement of mobile
applications [39], the admission of smartphones as a public ICT tool, and the effect of using
smartphones on various facets of tourists’ experience [40]. The outbreak of COVID-19 has
been identified as one of the most destructive occurrences in global history, affecting the
tourism industry due to the prevention of human contact and movement [41]. Therefore,
as a result of ongoing travel limitations and reduced travelers’ conviction, the number of
tourists declined by 87% in January 2021 compared with 2020, showing an unusual plunge
of 73% throughout tourism history [42]. However, the restrictions caused by this calamity
can be observed as an opportunity for travel destinations to advance by presenting their
attractions and offering their product and services through a diverse number of hi-tech
travel tools [43]. Sañudo et al. [44] showed that following the recent coronavirus pandemic
and its criteria related to global lockdown, the usage of smartphones in many countries,
including Denmark, Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, and the UK, grew dramatically. In this
respect, the use of travel-related applications existing on smartphones changed to a great
extent. Thus, the hospitality and tourism industry needs to be prepared to proactively
overcome unexpected circumstances by gaining comprehensive knowledge of how to meet
travelers’ demands in this critical period.

2.3. Tourism Postmodern Organizations and Turbulent Times

(To read more about the organization from a postmodern point of view, he authors
recommend “Organization theory: Modern, symbolic, and postmodern perspectives”,
Oxford University.)

Organizational theorists examine the organization from three points of view: mod-
ernist, interpretive symbolic, and postmodern [22]. The “modernist view” considers the
organization as an independent objective entity and takes a positivist approach to pro-
duce knowledge. The “interpretive symbolic view” sees the organization as a society that
remains stable through human relations and scrutinizes how to create meaning to make
facts understandable for those who participate in maintaining them. “Postmodernism”
creates a kind of “healthy skepticism” of any “dominant theory” and permits one to try
anything completely differently. It seems that the organization in its postmodern formu-
lation is more compatible with the nature of tourism because it provides the necessary
dynamism and flexibility for suppliers and applicants of tourism services [3]. Additionally,
the organization in this formulation changes according to the technology of the current
time and the conditions of the surrounding environment of the organization. In this view,
the organization is not just a physical space in a certain place; rather, it can change its
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nature according to the circumstances. This approach is compatible with the transition
from physical to virtual organization and is based on smartphones in turbulent times such
as pandemics [11].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Site

Shiraz metropolis is located in southeastern Iran and is the capital of Fars province (see
Figure 1). Its altitude ranges from 1480 to 1670 m above sea level in various districts of the
city. Shiraz, known as the cultural capital city of Iran, has a history of more than 4000 years,
is known as a city of culture, literature, and art, and has great potential for cultural and art
tourism. Shiraz is a sensible destination for medical tourists in the Persian Gulf countries
and internationally and has been active in attracting medical tourists from neighboring
countries. According to Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, the low cost of health care
and the acquisition of global rankings (for example, third place in organ transplantation
globally) has made this city the center of medical tourism, including cosmetic surgery
tourism, hair transplant tourism, and dental tourism [45]. In future planning, one of its
goals is to become a medical tourism hub in the Middle East and Asia. Shiraz is renowned
as a city with several world-class cultural heritages from a cultural and tourism standpoint
and is the host of the tomb of Persian-speaking poets (such as Hafez and Saadi). Above
all, Shiraz has various world heritage sites, such as the Takht-e-Jamshid and Persepolis
complex palaces, attracting over a million tourists all over the world yearly [46]. Over the
past years, the metropolis of Shiraz has developed its tourism based on smart tourism. For
this reason, during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, smartphones have been used
to reduce the severity of damage to tourist destinations.
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3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

The statistical sample of the current research consists of two groups, A and B, each
group consisting of 16 members as participants. Group A includes smartphone users of
Shiraz tourism organizations who managed the virtual organization during the pandemic.
Group B also consists of 16 Shiraz travel bloggers, whose content had the most views
during the pandemic. In qualitative methods such as theme and content analysis, the
sample size is usually small. In this research, due to the limited size of the sample, the
participants were selected using the census method, and 32 people were interviewed.
In the second stage, the process of interviews began, and the time of each face-to-face
interview was approximately 30 min. The interview questions consisted of 5 questions

168



Sustainability 2023, 15, 4051

that are presented in the appendix of the research. The research data were collected cross-
sectionally in 2021 and the early months of 2022. All conversations were first recorded and
then transcribed. After completing the interviews, all of them were transcribed. In content
analysis, transcribing the text of the interviews is one of the most important steps to obtain
research codes. After extracting the main themes, subthemes were assigned to related
subgroups. In the third step, themes and subthemes were extracted from the transcription
text and analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software. (Table 1).

Table 1. Research participants.
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User in a five-star hotelP2
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User in a travel agency

P5
P6
P7
P8
P9
P10
P11
P12
P13
P14

P15
User in a four-star hotelP16

R Group B Tourists

2 Bloggers 16 Travel bloggers during the pandemic
Total 32

4. Data Analysis

After transcribing the interviews, the main themes and subthemes were extracted, the
results of which are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of content analysis.

Themes Subthemes Frequency

Tourism management
dynamics

during pandemics

Identify trends early, Design proactive strategies 24

Identify potential opportunities from changes
and threats 23

Continuation of tourism businesses during
the pandemic 22

Adjusting human resources and the emergence of
new tourism businesses 20

Psychological
impacts

Expanding the network of tourist friends 21

Increasing the resilience of tourists locked up
at home 22

Changing preferences of tourists during
the pandemic 24
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Table 2. Cont.

Themes Subthemes Frequency

Smartphone marketing

Perceived ease of use of smartphones in marketing
tourist sites 21

The tourist is more exposed to marketing activities 20

Smartphones are available to tourists anytime and
anywhere to promote marketing activities 19

In smartphone marketing, the tourist can quickly
connect with the source of the message (hotel, travel

agency, fast food services, etc.)
22

Travel planning

Familiarity with different potentials of tourism in
the destination and new entertainment 23

Better choice of travel destination by watching
high-quality videos and images, and acquiring more

information through social media
21

Communication with tourism service providers at
the destinations 22

Make payments, reservations, and other things
before traveling 19

Postmodern
organization

24

Breaking the concept of organization as
a physical space 23

Virtual organization is the second dimension of
physical organization 22

Adjustment of human resources 24

Creating new jobs based on technology and
current conditions 22

Increasing communication and two-way interaction
between the tourist and the destination organization 18

Virtual organizations are open in all conditions 23

Final Model Design Based on the Findings

From an organizational perspective, the organizational boundaries between the tourist
and the top level of the organization (manager of a large hotel or manager of a travel agency)
collapsed, which is one of the main signs of postmodern organizations [47]. Therefore,
according to the MAXQDA analysis, the final model of research is presented.

5. Results

The research results indicate that smartphones played a vital role during the pandemic
and caused positive changes in the structure of tourism management. Tourism has now,
to some extent, achieved the necessary preparation for conditions such as a pandemic or
other turbulent times; if the conditions repeat, the amount of damage will be less. After
the initial shock due to the outbreak of the pandemic in 2019, tourists and destination
organizations were able to communicate with each other again using smartphones. Orga-
nizations took a new form as a “virtual dimension”, and there were extensive changes in
tourists’ preferences. In the final part of the research, the dimensions of the model will be
examined separately.
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5.1. Smartphones as Part of Postmodern Tourism Organization and Tourism
Management Dynamics

Virtual tourism organizations designed according to current issues of tourism have
different natures in terms of organizational and physical structures [3]. In the early months
of the pandemic, many of the destination management organizations (DMOs) that were
physically shut down were transferred to virtual organizations in smartphones, and smart-
phones increased in popularity among tourists and organizations [48], as tourists had
continuous two-way communication with them. At the beginning of 2023, smartphones
will become the most important part of the life of DMOs and tourists and have already
broken the classic organizational structure. According to the research model, the most
important advantage of this type of organization in the tourism management cycle is the
survival of the organization in conditions of pandemics. Adopting adaptive and preven-
tive strategies according to environmental conditions, equipping destination managers
and planners with new management techniques according to technology to benefit from
existing conditions, identifying potential opportunities due to changes, and finally using
new technologies to obtain the maximum in business are the most important functions of
smartphones in tourism management dynamics [18]. Additionally, postmodern organiza-
tions are more in tune with the latest technologies due to their open relations with their
environment. From the perspective of organizational conflict, the attitude toward conflict
in postmodern organizations is a constructive phenomenon. For exactly what smartphones
bring to tourism organizations and tourists, see Figure 2. Smartphones have shattered the
structure of the classic relationship between tourists and DMOs and have turned tourists
and the organization into friends who are constantly in touch. From the perspective of
organizational postmodernism, pandemics can be an opportunity for tourism organizations
to make themselves a more flexible concept called “breaking the foundation” in the theory
of organizational postmodernism. The organization is no longer an inflexible machine, but
a painting screen run by an art director [49]. Comprehensive access to and large investment
in the development of VR indicate its potential relationships in the development of tourist
destinations [50]. Concepts such as digital tourism, virtual tourism, and smart tourism
are the results of the information and technology era [51]. The technology acceptance
model (TAM) and stimulus-organism-response (SOR) framework are mostly used in VR
and AR tourism studies [52]. VR spurs tourists to daydream about tourism suggestions
before experiencing them on destination premises [53]. Tourism can strengthen the sense of
empathy among tourists in times of crisis and disasters [54]. Observing tourism videos and
their impact on tourist empathy [55], the question “how to activate empathy and online
platform operators” [56] has been studied. Three factors were raised by the participants
as compatibility with the pandemic theme, the most important of which was “A virtual
trip to Shiraz without physical contact with the host community,” a 35-year-old woman
(a smartphone user in a four-star hotel) said:

“COVID-19 has prevented tourists from traveling to Shiraz. In turn, it has dis-
rupted tourism-related businesses. Starting a virtual trip and sharing clips from
Shiraz can relaunch the relevant businesses and ensure the health of tourists.”

Based on our results, it was suggested by all of the respondents that virtual travel
during the COVID-19 pandemic could be a practical proposition. It also seems that sharing
Shiraz’s videos and images on social media makes it possible to strengthen empathy
and unity among tourists during the quarantine period. Similarly, a 29-year-old man
(a smartphone user in a travel agency) said:

“As the mayor of Shiraz explicitly stated during the COVID-19 pandemic, “em-
pathy and unity should be the priority of Shiraz tourism authorities,” and, on
the other hand, during quarantine, the feelings of empathy, cooperation, and
mental health of tourists decreased. In my opinion, by creating Shiraz websites
and virtual tours, we can improve the damage.”

A 28-year-old man (international tourist) stated:
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“I have traveled a lot to Iran; most of my trips have been to Shiraz. My trip to
Shiraz was due to my best friends, whom I found through social media, especially
Instagram. Before starting COVID-19, I traveled to Iran every summer. Now
my friends who live in Shiraz always send me photos and videos of Hafez and
Sa’adi. The last time I saw Shiraz on a virtual trip was through a video call. My
smartphone gave me by my friends. Our relationship has become much more
intimate due to quarantine conditions and travel rules. My smartphone played
a key role in the formation of these friendships, and in this situation, I needed to
communicate with them mentally. Thank you, my smart friend.”
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5.2. Psychological Recovery

It is fully acknowledged that smartphones have become an inextricable part of tourism
activities due to their vital role in obtaining and disseminating information [57]. As
an innovative and growing ICT tool, the smartphone has advanced the quality of travel basis
and turned it into a ubiquitous, dynamic, and fluid context [58]. According to Rodríguez-
Torrico et al. (2019), mobile phones have become superior technological tools for tourists in
recent decades [59]. This has a great impact on travel patterns as well as the behavior of
travelers [60]. After the prevalence of COVID-19, tourists ceased traveling for a long period
due to the global lockdown and the perceived risk of becoming infected [61]. This leads to
new tourists’ behavior, such as reducing activities with face-to-face contact and considerable
care about sanitation and cleanliness [62]. In addition, on March 18th, 2020, an issue
was released by the Department of Mental Health, WHO, regarding the psychological
precautions for maintaining mental health during the pandemic [63]. In a tourism context,
the association between tourism activities and mental health improvement has long been
verified [9,10]; however, due to the disruption of tourism mobility during the COVID-19
outbreak, tourists were deprived of this privilege. Nonetheless, according to the results
of the current study, people could take advantage of their smartphones to diminish the
psychological effects of the crisis to some extent. This could assist tourists through the
expansion of the virtual networks between their traveler friends and sharing their past
travel diaries. Additionally, the resilience of locked-up tourists has greatly increased as
a result of virtual communication relating to travel matters through mobile networks and
applications. Moreover, this led to altering the preference of tourists during the pandemic
era, which contributes to their health security at this time. Similarly, Lu et al. (2022) support
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these research outcomes, asserting that utilizing virtual tourism through smartphones
as an amusement tool in the time of the most recent pandemic can endow people with
an immersed tourism experience inside their place and assist their tolerance during the
lockdown. It is believed that such novel practices are being continued by tourists in
post-pandemic times for various purposes [64]. As the world wrestles with the facts of
COVID-19, there is an occasion to rethink precisely what tourism will look like in future
decades [59], and there is ground to revise world economic value chains and the particular
role of tourism as a vector in the outbreak of pandemics [65]. Post-COVID-19 situations
may help reimagine “future-forward” worlds. Exactly what is helpful is a “future-back”
strategy [65]. As we know, the absolute impact of tourism and tourists make the future of
tourism [66]. The value and significance of virtual communities of practice in palliative
care are becoming increasingly clear [67]. The COVID-19 period can have immediate or
long-term mental health consequences [64]. The main mental health concern has inflated
the amount of worry or anxiety reflected in public mental health terms as the COVID-19
epidemic has spread rapidly all over the world [68]. The situation can accelerate new
mental ailments and intensify the earlier present disorders [69]. COVID-19 outbreaks have
also been shown to damage the morale and mental health of those who already have mental
problems [70]. Quarantined people feel apathy, violence, sadness, fear, rejection, despair,
insomnia, harmful substance use, and loneliness [40,57]. (Figure 3). A 31-year-old man
(an Iranian tourist who lives outside of Iran) stated:
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“I am an Iranian, and I live with my family in Europe. I recently visited the
Louvre Museum in Paris. I started my visit due to my dependence on Iran and
the Iranian collections that are in Level 0 and section 308 of the museum. During
the visit, I felt very homesick, and my trip to Fars was associated with me. I
quickly searched for the cultural and historical places and the tomb of the Persian-
speaking poets of Shiraz on my smartphone. It was like a virtual journey for me
that made me feel good and lessened my nostalgia.”

5.3. Smartphone Marketing

Smartphones have been used as an integral means of marketing in recent years, with
the power of changing the mind of prospective consumers from negative to positive toward
purchasing goods or services [71]. Smartphone marketing can be regarded as a two-way
interaction between DMOs and their customers [72]. Using smartphones, tourists have
ubiquitous access to all kinds of travel-related information [73]. The lockdown period
revealed the value and necessity of smart technologies in helping people cope with the
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social and psychological chaos of the crisis [74]. While the main analysis stream on tourism
technologies has examined the adoption of smartphones and web-based technologies,
the potential of destination marketing through virtual technologies is still to be fully
investigated [75]. Similarly, recent studies on COVID-19’s effects on the tourism business
emphasize the need to change the ways of practicing the tourism business and recommend
that tourism locations will have to update their current business models in the future [70,71].
In the same way, the current results show four factors of smartphone marketing that helped
tourists deal with isolation. First, smartphones offer tourists perceived ease of use to access
travel-related websites, which is a significant marketing tool. Likewise, travel websites such
as TripAdvisor offer a great amount of reliable information because customers believe their
counterparts more than brands [75]. In addition, tourists are more exposed to marketing
activities via smartphones, as they are accessible to tourists anytime and anywhere they
need. This phenomenon acts as a mutual benefit for tourists and tourism organizations as
a promotional marketing factor. Moreover, by smartphone marketing; tourists can instantly
connect to the source of information such as travel agencies, hotels, food services, etc., and
check their authenticity. As a consequence, in the post-pandemic era, tourists search for
more information than ever before, and new development strategies based on cutting-edge
technologies seem necessary specifically for tourism market research. Social media is an
essential tool for tourism destination development. The sense distributed in these programs
has a fundamental role in tourists’ decision-making and tourism management [76]. A film
can present a large display promotion of a tourist destination [77]. In response to the growth
of social media programs, advanced tourist choice, and technological development, the
value of consumer-generated content (CGC) stretches to develop organizations marketing
their destinations, products, and services to tourists [78]. A 35-year-old man (a smartphone
user in a travel agency) stated the following:

“Social media platforms in times of crisis are the best way to offer tourist attrac-
tions. In this case, a robust database is provided for tourists who can check it at
any time using their phones. In this way, tourists can also publish their experi-
ences and strengthen their empathy and mental health by reviewing memories.”

Furthermore, a 48-year-old woman (a smartphone user in a five-star hotel) said:

“By creating various tourism applications in Shiraz, the tourism capabilities of the
city can be provided in detail in different languages. In recent years, the Tourism
Organization has launched the virtual tourism portal of Shiraz with the use of
panoramic images and virtual tours, videos, photos, maps, and descriptions (visit
www.fafarschto.ir (accessed on 25 June 2022)).”

Additionally, a 29-year-old woman (a student and tourist) stated:

“Recently, joint meetings of Iranian and European tour operators, especially
Hungarian ones, have been held with the help of Shiraz Municipality. There are
very close ethnic, cultural, and racial commonalities between the Iranian people
and the tribes living in the Hungarian city of Jászberény. Many of them want to
travel to Shiraz. As a tourist in Hungary, I have always tried to show them the
potential of tourism through the websites available for virtual tourism in Fars
and Shiraz provinces. In my opinion, smartphones can be very effective as a tool
for marketing tourism compatible during a pandemic in Shiraz.” (Figure 4).

According to the findings of this section, the use of smartphones in the Shiraz metropo-
lis can strengthen the marketing of the host community [79]. Consistent with these results,
Prideaux et al. [75] also believe that insights learned during COVID-19 can help prepare
global tourism for the economic revolution that is needed.
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5.4. Travel Planning

Currently, tourism directors use smartphones to interact and familiarize their cus-
tomers with tourism destination offerings. Tour executives use social media to obtain
notified decision-making about tourists’ destinations [80]. Social media is recognized as
an essential information reference that affects tourists’ travel choices [81]. Social media
also plays a significant role in tourists’ purchase decisions [82]. Modern travelers’ intention
to begin a trip is determined frequently by suggestions from friends and family, online
references and observations, and, to some extent, knowledge given by a third party [83].
One of the most important elements that visitors consider while planning a trip to a certain
location is the dependability of data references. Trust is vital in online tourist marketing
since it encourages them to buy. Almost all travelers utilize ICT and cell phones to obtain
information about tourist sites, hotels, and accessibility [84–87]. Smartphones, which have
recently gained a foothold in tourism, have the potential to introduce the potential of
tourism to tourists. For example, using the Internet and social media can show its capabili-
ties to others. Due to their portability and access to the Internet, smartphones have emerged
effectively to meet the needs of tourists. Smartphone systems are important tools that move
tourists to the virtual world; in this regard, the role of information and communication
technology, smartphones, and their tools for travel planning is very significant [80,88–90].
Based on the results of this study, using smartphones by tourists during the quarantine
period has helped tourists to become more familiar with the diverse potential of tourist
destinations and the new entertainment they offer. Tourists can also have a better choice
of travel destination by watching high-quality videos and pictures and obtaining a great
amount of information on social media channels.

In this regard, a 34-year-old man (a tourist) said:

“After essential travel items, such as passports, the smartphone ranks first in
“what to take with you on the trip.” The last thing I had before going to bed was
always a mobile phone so that I could make the next day’s travel plans. During
the trip, the most common use of smartphones was to take photos, post them on
Instagram and WhatsApp, and then use the map. Many large digital companies,
such as Google, Facebook, and National Geographic, have a section called travel.
In my opinion, applications such as MyShiraz or Shiraz travel can be suggested
for planning a trip to Shiraz.”

6. Conclusions

The metropolis of Shiraz is known as the largest city in southern Iran, and tourism is
one of the economic and entrepreneurial pillars of this city. Shiraz has good infrastructure
in all dimensions of the field of tourism and is a well-equipped destination for international
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tourists in various fields. On the other hand, a large number of citizens are employed
in the private sector of tourism in this city. Shiraz was one of the tourist destinations
that suffered the least damage in the tourism sector during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Many of the important medical tourism centers of Shiraz metropolitan city, after passing
through the initial shock period caused by the pandemic, provided the necessary training
to the patients through smartphones to restart their actions. During 2021, many tourists
traveled to Shiraz for hair transplants, cosmetic dentistry, slimming and prosthetic surgeries,
and other medical procedures, while they had already received instructions on how to
travel safely in pandemic conditions via smartphones. Smartphones contributed greatly
to the development of medical tourism in Shiraz during the pandemic. Smartphone-
based “virtual organizations”, as well as travel bloggers, played an important role in this
regard. After passing through the initial shock and curbing the destruction of tourism,
focusing on technology was identified as the priority. Two-way communication between
managers and tourists was formed, and tourists were continuously instructed to safely
travel during the pandemic through popular smartphone programs. Gaining opportunities
from environmental threats and adapting to turbulent times is one of the characteristics
of tourism management, dynamics, and destination management organizations in the
Shiraz metropolis that were able to implement this concept by using smartphones. Shiraz
is now a successful example of the dynamics of tourism management in the pandemic era
and can improve its share of tourism income shortly. Therefore, from the point of view
of organization theory, it can be concluded that destination organizations in the modern
sense are no longer responsive to the needs of the tourism industry in turbulent times
such as pandemics. On the other hand, bloggers and travel influencers produced suitable
content for tourists beyond smartphones during the recession era. For many tourists with
pandemic control, their first destination was Shiraz because many virtual friends were
waiting for them at the destination. Creating a network of virtual tourist friends and
shaping tourist preferences were the most essential functions of travel bloggers in the
Shiraz metropolis, so it can be said that smartphones made the current tourists of Shiraz
travel more informed and sustainable compared to tourists before the pandemic. A case
study of Shiraz metropolis, although on a small scale, suggests that tourism is now more
prepared to deal with turbulent times compared to the pre-pandemic period. The results of
the present study have been carried out on a case-by-case basis in the metropolis of Shiraz,
and the generalization of its effects, in general, requires large-scale research. Therefore, it
is suggested that researchers study the functions and roles of smartphones in the tourism
management literature from a newer perspective, such as the effect of smartphones on the
adjustment of human resources of destination organizations, the role of smartphones in
managing the emotions of tourists in turbulent times, and the role of smartphones in the
development of sustainable tourism, which are considered suitable subjects in this field.
Additionally, developing a crisis control model for tourism businesses in turbulent times
such as epidemics is a suitable idea for future research that requires more extensive studies.
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Abstract: The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and should not be taken as
reflecting the position of any authority, entity or institution. This article presents the legal status as of
25 June 2022. In accordance with the Directive (EU) 2015/2302 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 25 November 2015 on package travel and linked travel arrangements, amending Regulation
(EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive 2011/83/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council and
repealing Council Directive 90/314/EEC, tour operators registered in Poland are required to refund
payments to travelers in the case of cancellation of their travel package due to extraordinary and
unavoidable circumstances within 14 days of its termination. The traveler has the right to terminate
the package travel contract before the start of the trip without paying any termination fee in the event
of unavoidable and extraordinary circumstances occurring at the destination or its immediate vicinity
and which significantly affect the implementation of the package or the transport of passengers to
their final destination. In the case of termination of the package travel contract due to unavoidable
and extraordinary circumstances, the traveler is entitled to a full refund of any payments made for the
package travel but is not entitled to any additional compensation. The tour operator makes the return
within 14 days from the effective termination of the travel contract. In the article we will describe the
situation during the COVID-19 pandemic and post-COVID times. The significance and implications
of our findings and arguments show how important this is in designing a state’s tourism policy.
Targeted aid can be designed well in advance of extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances. In
our opinion and the opinions of business practitioners, extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances
in tourism occur on average every ten years, e.g., the1992 Yugoslavia war, 2001 attack on the World
Trade Center, 2010 Eyjafjallajökull volcanic eruption, and the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. The results
of the research show the effectiveness of legal instruments enacted by the Polish government during
the COVID 19 crisis and the war in Ukraine. In the article we use two methods—empirical, related
to the authors’ own experience, and dogmatic–exegetical. The empirical research was based on the
authors’ experience as those responsible for the implementation of statutory regulations (director
in the Ministry of Sport and Tourism and Ministry’s advisor) and on the concept of law as one of
the normative systems in society—the operation of law in the sphere of social and economic life,
which is tourism. A dogmatic–exegetical method was also used, which allowed for the study of the
literature on the subject and the review of legal regulations. In our research, we also used the method
of the economic analysis of law (law and economics method). Graphical presentation of the research
results and the impact of the introduced support mechanisms on supply and demand indicate the
desirability of solutions in this area.

Keywords: tour operator; travel package; linked travel arrangements; insolvency; COVID-19

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the post-COVID period have caused numerous tur-
bulences in the world’s tourism markets, which have included: closed airports; strikes;
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the growing popularity of virtual tourism [1]; bans and restrictions on passenger traffic;
restrictions on entering cultural, public utility, and commercial facilities; and the obligation
to wear masks in public places.

Travel and business activity restrictions were common practices used by governments
of many countries to prevent the spread of the negative effects of the pandemic [2–6].
As a consequence, global tourism traffic and expenditure dropped significantly, which
adversely impacting the economic results of tourism enterprises and bringing about the
risk of their insolvency and bankruptcy [7–9]. Therefore, governments of many countries
introduced tools to support tour operators with the aim to mitigate these negative effects,
which included employment reduction, bankruptcies and insolvency against travelers
and customers of business entities [10,11]. These activities can be considered to be the
practical implementations of the theorem of sustainable development—including corporate
social responsibility—from the social perspective of such stakeholder groups as employees,
customers, suppliers and local communities [12–15]. An important group of tools for
implementing such activities has turned out to be direct tools, with particular focus on
legal systems, both in the subjective sense (governments and their agencies) and in the
substantive sense (legal acts). The above observations have been the main impulse for
writing this article.

In this article, the points marked with the Arabic numerals 2–4 are quoted on the basis
of the decision of the European Commission SA.58102 (2020/N) COVID-19 to support tour
operators and other undertakings active in tourism and culture, referred in the present
case. Often the facts are listed directly in the words of the European Commission, because,
in this way and in relation to the relevant documents, the facts and the decision can be
briefly presented to readers. In order to broaden possible knowledge in this regard, We
refer directly to the decision on the basis of which the summary and clear information was
compiled. The material is the result of our work and experience in the tourism sector and
is therefore largely based on the empirical method. We would like to offer thanks for the
opportunity to present these research results, as it is important for public administration to
share the results of their work.

This article seeks to demonstrate the significance of the tourism support funds for the
practical implementation of the theorem of sustainable development, including corporate
social responsibility. In the paper, four main research methods have been used: a literature
review, an economic analysis of law, a document analysis and a case study.

Tourism is an interdisciplinary field affected by unavoidable and extraordinary cir-
cumstances. Tourism was the first field to experience the crisis and the last to emerge from
it [16]. Extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances in tourism occur, on average, every
10 years, e.g., the 1992 Yugoslavia war, the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center, the 2010
Eyjafjallajökull volcanic eruption, and the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic.

The European Commission has decided to initiate a dialogue about the provisions
of Directive 2015/2302 in several member states. This was in regard to the provision of
refunds to travelers within 14 days from the date of termination of the contract in the case
of extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances. The dialogues were introduced in Croatia,
the Czech Republic, Cyprus, France, Greece, Lithuania, Poland, Portugal and Slovakia.
Poland was the only country to solve the case comprehensively, because travelers were
reimbursed from a special fund. We decided to undertake this study because no research
had been undertaken on this subject as of yet. We wish to show the conclusions that have
been drawn from our research in an article based on our own observations.

2. Literature Review/Theoretical Background

In accordance with the Directive (EU) 2015/2302 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 25 November 2015 on package travel and linked travel arrangements, amending
Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive 2011/83/EU of the European Parliament
and of the Council and repealing Council Directive 90/314/EEC, tour operators registered
in Poland are required to refund payments to travelers in the case of cancellation of the
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travel package due to extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances within 14 days of its
termination [17]. Travelers have the opportunity to terminate the package travel contract
at any time prior to its commencement, for an appropriate and justifiable termination fee,
taking into account the expected cost savings and income from the alternative use of the
travel services concerned. However, travelers also have the right to terminate the package
travel contract without paying any termination fee, when unavoidable and extraordinary
circumstances significantly affect the performance of the package travel. Unavoidable and
extraordinary circumstances may relate, for example, to hostilities, other serious security
problems such as terrorism, a significant threat to human health such as an outbreak of a
major disease (such as a pandemic) at the destination, or natural disasters such as floods
or earthquakes, or weather conditions preventing safe travel to the destination specified
in the package travel contract. Extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances have their
legal definition which describes a situation beyond the control of the invoking party, the
consequences of which could not have been avoided even if all reasonable steps had been
taken [5].

Extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances constitute a broader set of designations
than the so-called force majeure (vis maior) which, although having no legal definition,
has been defined by civil law jurisprudence. According to the judgment of the Court of
Appeal in Lublin, Third Division: Labour Law and Social Insurance of 19 November 2019,
case file no. III APa 15/19, force majeure (vis maior) is not defined by the provisions of the
Civil Code [18–20]. Its definition has been shaped in the doctrine and judicature which
prefer the so-called objective concept of force majeure. According to this concept, only an
event that can be characterized as external, unforeseeable and with unavoidable effects,
can be recognized as force majeure. An event is external if it occurs outside the enterprise
structure, while the unforeseeability of an event should be understood as its extraordinary
and sudden nature. Unavoidability of the consequences of the event is understood as
its overwhelmingness, i.e., the impossibility to repel an imminent danger. Force majeure
is therefore defined as an exclusive, external, extraordinary, sudden, unforeseeable and
inevitable cause. Even a sudden natural phenomenon is not force majeure if acting with
utmost diligence would have prevented its effects. Below, we present a scheme comparison
of force majeure and extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances (Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison of force majeure and extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances.

Name Characteristic Action Consequences

Extraordinary and
unavoidable

circumstances
out of control any reasonable action the inevitable

consequences

Vis maior extraordinary utmost diligence inability to prevent
the effects

Source: own study.

Extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances comprise, therefore, in terms of their
designates, a wider concept than force majeure as they may be a foreseeable phenomenon,
as was the case, for example, with the COVID-19 pandemic. Its consequences seem to have
been foreseeable and thus, in its case, The Act of 24 November 2017 on travel packages and
link travel arrangements, (Journal of Laws of 2002, item 511) was applied [21–28].

In the previous act on tourism services—The Act of 29 August 1997 about tourist
services (Journal of Laws of 2004, item 223)—the tour operator was responsible for the
non-performance or improper performance of the contract for the provision of tourism ser-
vices, unless the non-performance or improper performance was caused by force majeure.
Likewise, the customer could claim damages for failure to perform the contract, unless the
package travel was canceled due to force majeure. As one can see, the current regulations
have improved the status of a traveler (so that it is wider than the status of customer) [17]
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with a tour operator, as they have widened the range of situations that can be invoked by
a traveler.

The traveler has the right to terminate the package travel contract before the start of
the trip without paying any termination fee in the event of unavoidable and extraordinary
circumstances occurring at the destination or its immediate vicinity which significantly
affect the implementation of the package, or which significantly affect the transport of
passengers to their final destination [29–31]. In the case of termination of the package
travel contract due to unavoidable and extraordinary circumstances, the traveler is entitled
to a full refund of any payments made for the package travel but is not entitled to any
additional compensation. The tour operator makes the return within 14 days from the
effective termination of the travel contract [30–32].

In an effort to save the tourism industry, a solution was enacted that came into effect
on 13 March 2020. This consisted in the introduction of a specific 180-day “notice period”
time for contracts terminated due to the COVID-19 pandemic (regarded as unavoidable
and extraordinary circumstances). The solution aimed to give time for the industry to
find possibilities in which to obtain credits and loans to refund advance payments from
customers (which are required to be refunded within 14 days of the expiry of the notice
period) [23]. Therefore, the tour operator can accept a customer’s contract termination
notice and then, after 180 days, is able to refund any payments made by the client within
14 days. This way, the de facto effect of the refund of payments takes place within 194 days
of the traveler having given a relevant statement to the tour operator [33]. Without the clear
support to the sector, insurers might have been unwilling to provide indemnity, which is a
necessary condition for the continuation of business in this area. This, in turn, might have
resulted in business closures and the insolvency of such tour operators.

Why was this so important? Because it was in regard to the return of funds that the
tour operators did not actually have, because they covered the obligatory advances with
foreign contractors [23]. Advances were paid by the tour operators for the performance of
services by subcontractors of travel packages. In many cases, these funds were difficult to
collect, so the industry found it difficult to return them to travelers within the 14 days. In
particular, this was a concern for countries of the middle east, where contractors delay the
process of returning quotas to Polish tour operators and, ultimately, the cases may drag
on for a long time due to the judiciaries being outside of the EU. In addition, there was
difficulties associated with obtaining refunds by tour operators from subcontractors such
as airlines, which were also in a difficult situation due to flight bans introduced in different
EU countries by the legislation. In September 2020, there was to be an accumulation of
payments to customers by tour operators, because most cancellations, which resulted in
an obligation to make payments, expired within this period (tourists resigned mainly in
March and April 2020) [33–35]. It was also not possible to extend the 180-day period, in
September 2020, the validity of the bank and insurance guarantees of most Polish tour
operators also expired [27].

3. Material and Methods

This material was prepared on the basis of information prepared by the Department
of Tourism of the Ministry of Sport and Tourism for the needs of parliamentary committee
meetings, which will largely be the background for the solutions discussed. These enabled
the Polish state to introduce unprecedented aid to the tourism industry in connection
with the COVID-19 pandemic and unprecedented support for the tourism industry in
the form of tourism support funds—the Travel Refund Fund and the Tourism Aid Fund.
In our research, we used the method of an economic analysis of the law (i.e., the law
and economics method). This is discussed in Chapter 4, where tables and graphs are
presented. Graphical presentation of research results and the impact of the introduced
support mechanisms on supply and demand, indicate the desirability of solutions in this
area. The aid funds were presented as mechanisms for regulating and supporting the travel
market. We will describe the research in this area in more detail in the next chapter, in

184



Sustainability 2023, 15, 2416

which we refer to our results. Other research methods that we used required the study of
existing literature, of jurisprudence and of the views of the doctrine. All the methods show
research investigation and a procedure scheme.

4. Results

The situation presented in points 2 and 3 was postulated to be solved by measures
modelled on European legal regulations. The tourism industry has postulated, e.g., the
introduction of the following solutions:

(a) direct aid to tour operators, e.g., by making it possible for them to take out preferential
loans secured by the State Treasury;

(b) state reinsurance for insurance companies issuing travel guarantees.

The achievement of both of these objectives was made possible thanks to an idea
that was implemented only in Poland. This consisted in securing advance payments from
customers and refunding them from public funds, allowing tour operators to repay them
on preferential terms. This solution was called the Travel Refund Fund and was aimed
at preventing insolvencies on the part of tour operators. Based on this solution, a tour
operator would have the possibility to repay the refund made from public funds, with
part of the repayment being made to an additional fund which, in the future, could be
used to satisfy customer claims before declaring insolvency (as in the case of granting the
repayment referred to in point a). Such a fund is cost-free for the state because, at present,
tour operators are required to pay a mandatory contribution towards it. However, at the
initial stage, the fund required provisioning (with a small amount from travel organizers
repaying their “loans”) [24]. This solution is called the Tourism Aid Fund and is a specific
type of insurer market reinsurance designed to easily calm the mood of the insurance
market [25].

In March this year, the Minister of Sport and Tourism, in consultation with the Minister
of Finance, for the first time launched payments from the Tourism Aid Fund to cover
refunds made to travelers for their payments towards package travel that had not or would
not take place due to the occurrence of unavoidable and extraordinary circumstances in the
territory of Ukraine. The notification by a traveler of the cancellation of a package travel
contract to be implemented in the territory of Ukraine, or the notification of a package
travel contract termination by the tour operator, which justified the payment of funds from
the Tourism Aid Fund, could be made between 24 February 2022 to 24 March 2022 inclusive.
Requests for payments from the Tourism Aid Fund, made by a traveler or a tour operator,
had to be submitted to the Insurance Guarantee Fund starting from 08 March 2022 and no
later than 14 days after receiving the abovementioned notification [30,31].

The Tourist Aid Fund (TAF) is one of the solutions supporting tourism that is contained
in the Act of 17 September 2020 amending the Act on special solutions related to the
prevention, counteraction and combating of COVID-19, other infectious diseases and crisis
situations caused by them, and some other acts (Journal of Laws of 2020, item 1639). From
a technical point of view, TAF is a separate account in the Insurance Guarantee Fund.
The funds accumulated therein come from, inter alia, the contributions of tour operators
paid since 1 January 2021. It provides loans to tour operators in the case of cancellation
of specific tourist packages in the future as a result of extraordinary and unavoidable
circumstances [27].

The establishment of the Travel Refund Fund has prevented many insolvencies by
stabilizing the financial situation of individual tour operators and has made it possible for
them to maintain market competitiveness. It has met the aims of Directive (EU) 2015/2302
of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 November 2015 on package travel
and linked travel arrangements, amending Regulation (EC) No 2006/2004 and Directive
2011/83/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council and repealing Council Directive
90/314/EEC, which stipulated that refunds to travelers for cancelled package travel should
be made by tour operators immediately. This aid measure was intended to strengthen
the liquidity situation of tour operators. The Polish authorities considered it necessary to
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oversee the refund obligations of tour operators and then to request their repayment at
a reduced interest rate, because in many cases this would insure tour operators against
insolvency [28].It is worth pointing out that this was the only aid instrument of this type
in Europe, under which the funds were reimbursed directly to the clients, not to the
tour operator. In this way, the state was sure that the money was used in accordance
with their intended purpose and that the aid was real. In the area of tour operators, the
appropriate measure of the effectiveness of the assistance provided is the scale of declared
insolvencies among entrepreneurs during the pandemic and its comparison to the number
of insolvencies announced respectively in the years preceding the outbreak of the pandemic
in 2020.

On 9 March 2022, this topic was considered by the Committee of Physical Culture,
Sport and Tourism [30,31], chaired by Member of Parliament Jakub Rutnicki, Chairman of
the Commission.

The statistics show that the overall number of insolvencies in the scale of the total num-
ber of entrepreneurs was small—fluctuating below 1% (approximately 0.2%). In addition,
there were changes in the number of entrepreneurs (suspension or termination of activity,
deletion from the register of tour operators and entrepreneurs who facilitating linked travel
arrangements) [30,31]. The years 2020–21, despite the pandemic that significantly inhibited
tourism around the world, did not cause numerous insolvencies of tour operators (Table 2).
The establishment of the Tourist Refund Fund allowed for the maintenance of competitive-
ness within the tour operator market and prevented further socio-economic destabilization.
TAF is a separate bank account managed by the Insurance Guarantee Fund. This means that
the TAF cannot function as a separate unit but is formed within the organizational structure
of the Insurance Guarantee Fund. TAF provides the possibility of a reimbursement of
funds in connection with the occurrence of extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances,
when tour operators have problems with payments to cover the reimbursement of travel
expenses [30,31]. These payments apply to travel packages that were not or will not be
carried out due to the announcement or the occurrence of unavoidable and extraordinary
circumstances, not just related to COVID-19, on the territory of the Republic of Poland or
in the place where the group trip takes place. TAF is financed by contributions from tour
operators. It is worth emphasizing that the establishment of a pre-pillar i.e., the Travel
Refund Fund (TRF) and of the Tourism Aid Fund (TAF) has contributed to the prevention
of tour operator insolvencies and to achieving one of their lowest rates in Europe. Below
are data on the number of insolvencies in 2020–2021 in a few selected countries that have
implemented Directive 2015/2302.

Table 2. Number of insolvencies in 2020–2021 in selected European countries.

Year Number of Insolvencies Country

2020–2021 24 insolvencies Czech Republic
2020–2021 18 insolvencies Denmark
2020–2021 219 insolvencies Romania
2020–2021 40 insolvencies Hungary
2020–2021 24 insolvencies Norway
2020–2021 12 insolvencies Poland

Source: own study, based on data from the Ministry of Sport and Tourism.

Contributions to TAF are characterized by their one-sidedness and mandatory na-
ture [29]. Using an economic analysis of the law, the distribution of the burden of paying
TAF fees can be determined.

Figure 1 shows the fee’s impact on demand and supply in the travel market. If we
assume that curve D represents demand and curve S represents supply, and that at the
starting point of the analysis the travel service is not burdened with the fee, then the balance
between the travel service demand and supply is at the intersection of the curves D and
S1 [29]. At this point, the service price corresponds to the OP2 section, and at this price
the producer (seller) is willing to sell the travel service. The buyer is willing to buy the
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travel service at the price corresponding to the Ot2 section [29]. The equilibrium price for
the producer (seller) is the net price without the fee. If the travel service is burdened with
the fee corresponding to the P2P3 section, then the supply curve will move upwards in the
chart as the fee will increase the price of this good [29]. As a result, the demand for the
service will decrease by the amount corresponding to the t1t2 section [29]. Characteristically,
however, as a consequence of the imposition of the tax, the demand and supply in the
travel market decreases, which is reflected in the new equilibrium point t1P3. The rectangle
represents the size of the fee [29].
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It seems that in the case of the analyzed insolvency protection system we also have
the so-called Pareto effect [36]. According to this, 20% of travel organizers are responsible
for 80% of collected TAF contributions and Travel Guarantee Fund (TGF) contributions.
Thus, about 1/5 of the market can, by itself, protect 4/5 of the market against insolvency
through these solidarity funds. This shows that the establishment of safeguards based
largely on the industry’s self-regulation is of great importance. In the case of Poland, the
solutions worked well in times of the greatest recent crises. It is also worth pointing out
that the number of travel organizers in Poland, which is impressive and amounts to over
4000, results in lower prices for package travels.

In the medium- and long-term perspectives, the fee will be shifted from tour operators
to customers, which may result in an increase in supply [29]. The economic analysis of the
law shows a regularity consisting in a decrease in the average price level along with an
increase in the number of tour operators offering package travels in a given market. This
is one of the key assumptions of a competitive market. According to this, an increase in
the number of tour operators leads to an increase in the competition between them, this
results in lower prices offered to customers [29]. This phenomenon is shown in Figure 2.
An increase in the number of tour operators from N1 to N2 results in a price decrease from
P1 to P2 [29]. However, the trend is not continuous as the price decrease cannot go beyond
the minimum price, understood, in this case, as the minimum price that can cover the unit
cost and give a minimum acceptable margin level [29]. Then the price stabilizes.
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A package travel price is influenced by the number of offers in the market (the more
tour operators in the market, the larger the number of offers). An increase in the number
of offers leads to a decrease in prices [29]. On the other hand, a decrease in the number
of offers leads to an increase in prices [29]. Thus, the fewer tour operators on the market,
the less potential travel offers. Activities in the travel market, carried out by tour opera-
tors themselves, constitute a type of corporate social responsibility or a manifestation of
compliance social responsibility i.e., businesses’ responsibility for compliance procedures.
The latter may be an element of social responsibility because the payment of fees towards
the tourism support funds makes it possible to safeguard weaker entities in the market.
Thus, by complying with the law, the grey market is eliminated, and healthy competi-
tion is supported. As Makowicz points out, transparent structures and positive company
image building, as well as compliance with the regulations, generate trust and impact
their rating, which also strengthens the position of the travel market itself [37,38]. The
compliance with the adopted standards of conduct translates, in practice, into effective risk
management [37,38]. This, as indicated in this article, is of particular importance in cases of
extraordinary and unavoidable circumstances or so-called force majeure.

5. Discussion

According to regulatory theory, the public sector plays a complementary role to the
market in the economy and its main task in this area is to improve the coordination func-
tion. Regulation can contribute to the formation of new markets by creating the necessary
institutions, promoting competition and protecting consumers’ interests, reducing the level
of concentration of production and capital [39]. Balcerzak and Pietrzak [40] emphasize the
role of the institutional system in the process of shaping the productivity of economies.
The authors consider this particularly important in terms of the effectiveness of regulations
aimed at supporting entrepreneurship, legal institutions that help keep transaction costs
low and maintain a high efficiency of the market mechanism, competitiveness of the envi-
ronment, and the efficiency of labor markets and financial market institutions. However, it
should also be considered a leveling market failure.

However, in the current situation of the tourism market, the key task of the institutional
system should be to reduce the failure of the market, primarily caused by random factors—
the pandemic and the war—and, secondarily, by economic factors—a limiting of economic
activity, interruption of supply chains, economic slowdown and recession [41].

The Polish government’s efforts to address the negative effects of the pandemic on
sectors particularly vulnerable to its effects, including tourism industries, have included
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exemption from social security contributions, standstill benefits, and the Tourism Refund
Fund Tourism Aid funds [42].

However, research by Wong and Lai [43] clearly shows that the effectiveness of gov-
ernments’ efforts to accelerate the post-COVID-19 tourism recovery is largely dependent
on parallel actions related to corporate social responsibility (CSR). The support of local
communities in the process of managing change has been considered crucial in this area.
However, in order to achieve this, governments must take measures to increase public
confidence and, in this case, the responsiveness of public authority actions and access to
reliable information are particularly important.

Corbet and colleagues [44], point to the importance of support schemes aimed at
reducing the risk of insolvency of tour operators. Fiscal instruments, in the form of
special assistant programs of a loan nature and information instruments, were considered
particularly important.

Rogerson and Baum [45] indicate the main directions of actions to mitigate the effects
of the pandemic on the tourism sector in Africa. They propose actions aimed, among others,
at increasing confidence in the market, supporting international tourism and increasing the
resilience of domestic tourism entities, especially small- and medium-sized enterprises of a
regional nature.

Joo and associates [46] also made an interesting observation in their work. In their
research, they noted the high uncertainty of local communities related to the fear of being
infected with the coronavirus by tourists. It was found that risk perceived by residents was
negatively correlated with emotional solidarity and support for tourism, while emotional
solidarity had a positive effect on support for tourism.

Additionally, the results of Kamat’s research [47] indicate that residents usually un-
derstand the important role of tourism for their region and want to support it. However,
respondents were faced with a dilemma between hosting tourists to help rebuild the econ-
omy and personal fears that contact with tourists would increase their chance of infection.
Practical conclusions resulting from the conducted research indicate the great importance
of government and local government activities that must understand and adequately re-
spond to these concerns. In this case, the quality of information and communication was
considered crucial for shaping a positive attitude of residents towards tourists.

6. Conclusions

The European Commission, while accepting both aid instruments, concluded that
these measures are necessary, appropriate and proportionate to remedying a serious distur-
bance in the economy of a member state in accordance with Art. 107 paragraph. 3 lit. b)
of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) [18], as they fulfill all the
relevant conditions of the temporary aid framework (which expired 30 June 2022) [21,22].

The Travel Refund Fund, as a tool for the future and not directly related to the COVID-
19 pandemic, was not subject to notification [19] but was described in the EC decision and
is an instrument inextricably linked to instalment repayments by tour operators because
the “interest” for using this source was paid precisely to that account, so that in the future
these funds can be used to launch aid in situations similar to those of the global pandemic.
Unfortunately, there was only a short wait before the fund was utilized as the situation
in Ukraine in February 2022 led to the declaration of unavoidable and extraordinary
circumstances, providing a basis for massive cancellations of package travel there. The
use of tourism support funds is related to instruments which, due to their characteristics,
constitute an element of corporate social responsibility. Such activity supports the market
and enables solidarity of the legally operating tourism industry. Therefore, CSR tools
should be recommended as potential measures to reduce the negative effects of crisis
phenomena in tourism. It is difficult to compare our project and results with the results of
similar research conducted on this subject in other parts of Europe and the world, because,
as indicated, there is a lack of scientific dialogue in this area. Poland, as a pioneer, tries to
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present these issues on the international forum. Thanks to the possibility of publication in
the journal, we hope to expand the dialogue in this area.
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conclusions. Zesz. Nauk. Wyższej Szkoły Gospod. W Bydg. 2022, 37, 11–19.
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nimi sytuacji kryzysowych oraz niektórych innych ustaw. In Prawo-Narzędzie Sprawiedliwości Czy Władzy? Barwicka-Tylek, I.,
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25. Borek, D.; Zawistowska, H. (Eds.) Prawo Turystyki, Podręcznik; ODDK: Gdańsk, Poland, 2021.
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201–210.
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Ekon. We Wrocławiu 2022, 66, 117–129. [CrossRef]
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Abstract: The COVID-19 health crisis has had unprecedented impacts on the global tourism industry,
creating a sense of insecurity among tourists about destinations. Thus, rebuilding tourists’ confidence
in the tourism industry is the biggest challenge faced by policymakers in the new normal. The tourism
industry needs innovative solutions for sustainable recovery, but limited literature is available on
the tourism policies necessary for sustainable and resilient recovery in the new normal. This study
investigated the impact of COVID-19 and risk perception on the recovery of tourism. Moreover, this
study also explored the mediating role of attitudes toward tourism policies between COVID-19, risk
perceptions, and tourism recovery. Data collected from 1437 tourists through an online survey were
analyzed using PLS-SEM and descriptive statistics. The results showed that a large majority of the
tourists still felt unsafe and insecure about tourism destinations. COVID-19 risk perceptions were
found to be negatively associated with tourism recovery in the new normal. Risk perceptions had a
significant positive impact on transportation selection behavior (β = 0.725, p < 0.01), as did avoiding
overcrowded places (β = 0.692, p < 0.01). Transportation selection behaviors also had a statistically
significant negative impact on the recovery of tourism (β = −0.220, p < 0.01). The findings showed
that attitudes toward tourism policies mediated the effect between COVID-19 and tourism intentions.
This study has important policy implications for the sustainable recovery of the tourism industry and
for making it resilient against future crises.

Keywords: sustainable tourism; tourism industry; sustainable recovery; COVID-19; health crisis

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated the world economy and also caused unprece-
dented upheavals in the world tourism industry. Tourist mobility decreased by 80%, and
millions of workers from around the world became unemployed during COVID-19 [1,2].
Moreover, the tourism sector might not recover fully until 2023, and the world economy
may face a loss of USD 3–8 trillion due to the COVID-19 pandemic’s effects on the tourism
industry [3]. COVID-19 has changed the tourism sector through different public health
measures (border closures, quarantines, COVID-19 testing, social distancing, and manda-
tory face masks). In the new normal, the sustainability of the tourism sector is dependent
on health and safety perceptions of tourism destinations [4,5]. The risk perceptions of
tourists are considered one of the primary determinants of decision making and tourism
intentions [6]. Real risk and risk perceptions are different from each other: Real risks
are usually characterized by uncertainty about the potential effects of an activity and the
likelihood of the outcomes in question [7]. On the other hand, an individual’s perceptions
of risks are based on their own judgments, attitudes, experiences, and feelings. These
perceptions are affected by different sociocultural and contextual factors [8]. Thus, despite
the presence of minimal real risks, perceived risks can influence potential tourists’ tourism-
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related behaviors and intentions [9]. Kozak et al. [10] described risk as a primary concern
for tourists.

Travel risk perceptions and tourist flows have been extensively discussed in tourism
research for the survival and sustainability of the tourism sector in the new normal [11].
Tourists’ risk perceptions are influenced by a number of factors, such as age, gender, cog-
nitive traits, and previous learning [4]. Similarly, tourist flow is a multifaceted, dynamic
system that is influenced by a number of elements related to tourists and tourism desti-
nations [12]. Therefore, it is very important for tourism marketers to understand all of
these factors in order to devise effective marketing policies for the sustainable recovery of
the tourism industry in the new normal. A major part of the prior literature has explored
the factors related to destinations, but the factors affecting potential tourists’ intentions
for tourism in the new normal have been insufficiently discussed [13,14]. COVID-19 has
significantly affected human mobility as well as leisure activities, and, therefore, previous
suppositions in regard to travel risks have limitations in the new normal [5,15,16]. This
indicates that information about tourism from previous studies needs to be further looked
into in light of COVID-19 and the new normal market conditions.

Undoubtedly, potential tourists may perceive different risks, limiting their travel and
leisure activities in the new normal because the COVID-19 pandemic is not over yet. The
future of the tourism sector looks uncertain amid an ongoing pandemic and recovery from
it, and the sustainability of the industry is dependent on the recovery measures taken at
tourism destinations [2]. The tourism industry is in a recovery phase, and it is very impor-
tant that tourism marketers advertise and publicize these measures and efforts to inform
and decrease the risks perceived by individuals for tourism recovery amid the COVID-19
pandemic. The role of social media in travel- and leisure-related decision making has been
widely discussed in the prior literature and can be effectively used for advertising tourism
recovery policies in addition to affecting tourism risk perceptions [13,17]. The tourism
industry is ready to use social media because it has mostly depended on a place’s reputa-
tion, consumer opinions, the spread of information, and good word-of-mouth advertising.
The tourism industry is a good fit for social media platforms because it has always relied
heavily on word-of-mouth marketing, customer feedback, the reputation of a destination,
and the spread of information [18]. Therefore, the impact of risk perceptions and attitudes
toward tourism policies should be discussed for the purpose of the recovery of tourism in
the new normal.

A number of previous studies have discussed the interplay between travel risk percep-
tions and tourism intentions [19–21]; however, none of these studies explored the role of
attitudes toward tourism policies in risk perceptions and travel intentions in the new nor-
mal. Additionally, how the behaviors and attitudes of individuals toward transportation,
health and safety measures, and the overcrowding of tourists at destinations affect their
tourism intentions in the new normal needs to be examined, especially in emerging markets.
Matiza and Kruger [22] contend that it is vital to investigate COVID-19-linked perceived
risk and travel behaviors in various locations and nations for the purposes of post-crisis
communication and commercial promotion. Moreover, the outbreak has increased the
importance of effective travel policies in affecting tourists’ intentions in the new normal.

To fill in the gap in the literature, this study aims to investigate the interplay among
perceived risks, attitudes toward tourism policies, and the tourism intentions of individuals
in the new normal. How do perceived risks influence tourists’ intentions? How do
perceived risks affect individuals’ behaviors toward transportation, hygiene, and safety in
the new normal? Additionally, how do transportation, hygiene, and safety behaviors affect
tourists’ intentions? Another valid question was whether attitudes toward tourism policies
mediate the relationship between COVID-19 or perceived risks and tourism intentions. This
research will help tourism authorities, tourism promotion agencies, and related businesses
better understand how tourists make travel decisions in the new normal in the world.
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2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

Governments worldwide imposed different non-pharmaceutical measures to curb
the spread of the pandemic according to their own visions [23]. Peoples’ domestic and
international mobility was restricted in order to reduce the risk of COVID-19 transmission
from person to person in the absence of pharmaceutical interventions [24]. This had
an impact on peoples’ social lives as well as leisure activities all over the world [25].
Tourists prefer comprehensive tourism packages, security, and safety when they travel to
popular destinations. The non-pharmaceutical measures imposed worldwide to control
the pandemic also created panic, anxiety, and stress among individuals, creating concerns
about their safety and security at tourist destinations [26]. As a result, tourists began
to avoid risk and limited their travel to congested areas [27]. Therefore, the following
hypothesis can be made:

Hypothesis H1: COVID-19 negatively influences the tourism intentions of individuals in
the new normal.

The perception of risk is based on a subjective assessment associated with a threatening
situation and its severity [28,29]. As a result, risk perceptions in tourism are strongly linked
to evaluations of situations used to make travel decisions, as well as the purchasing and
consumption of travel products [30]. Risk perception is the starting point for the evaluation
of a crisis’ impact on the tourism industry [31]. Natural disasters, health concerns, hygiene,
and diseases affect perceptions of risk when traveling to popular destinations [32,33]. Thus,
following hypotheses are given below:

Hypothesis H2: COVID-19 positively affects individuals’ perceptions of risk in the new
normal.

Hypothesis H3: Risk perceptions negatively impact the tourism intentions of individuals
in the new normal.

Individuals’ transportation behaviors are influenced by their COVID-19 risk percep-
tions. The majority of individuals avoid using public transportation and visiting crowded
tourism destinations. COVID-19 decreased the use of public transport, lowered shared
mobility [34], and increased the use of private transportation [35]. The perception of risk
has a significant impact on tourists’ decision-making processes regarding transportation
patterns. This is one of the primary reasons for people changing their travel habits during
COVID-19 [36]. Although changing transportation patterns is very difficult, especially in
public and crowded areas of a country, the availability of different transportation options
allows tourists to make efficient decisions regarding modes of travel toward their destina-
tions [27]. Using public transportation increases the risk of contracting COVID-19 [37]. The
following hypothesis is proposed regarding transportation patterns:

Hypothesis H4: In the new normal, risk perceptions have a significant impact on trans-
portation behaviors.

COVID-19 risk perceptions also affect tourist behaviors towards crowded destinations,
as do hygiene, safety, and security at tourism destinations. Individuals that perceive high
levels of risk in crowded places are less likely to visit crowded destinations because COVID-
19 is not over yet. One of the most important defenses against COVID-19 virus infection is
consistent and appropriate hand cleanliness. Similarly, an individual who perceives a higher
level of risk due to COVID-19 is more likely to adopt hygienic behaviors. Savadori and
Lauriola [38] described risk perception as being one of the most important determinants of
protective behaviors in individuals. They further explained that hygiene and cleaning were
prompted by a negative attitude toward the pandemic. Nazneen et al. [39] also described
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risk perception as an important factor in determining the hygiene and safety behaviors of
individuals during the pandemic. Abdelrahman [40] also pronounced that COVID-19 risk
perceptions affect hygienic behaviors and visits to crowded places. Moreover, people are
more likely to become infected during the pandemic in densely populated megacities that
are much more internationalized and have a lot of connections with other places around
the world. This is because of the high infection rates in these places. The pandemic trend,
policies put in place, lockdown time, and features of other cities are all different, which
could lead to different and complicated effects on tourism behaviors around the world.
Therefore, this study also hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis H5: In the new normal, risk perceptions have a significant impact on the
touristic behaviors of individuals toward crowded destinations.

Hypothesis H6: Individuals’ hygiene and safety behaviors are significantly influenced by
their risk perceptions.

Khadaroo and Seetanah [41] contend that the transportation infrastructure at touristic
destinations is a factor in their attractiveness to tourists. Improved transportation infras-
tructure not only saves time but also reduces costs of transportation. COVID-19 has affected
every sector of the economy worldwide, and transportation is no exception. In particular,
COVID-19 badly impacted global public transport ridership and service provision [42].
Public transport vehicles are narrowly spaced and can be a source of COVID-19 transmis-
sion [43]. Tian et al. [44] also described people’s decreased use of public transport during
COVID-19. During a pandemic, it is important to know how tourists see risks in order to
understand how they make decisions, predict future tourism needs, and come up with the
best recovery plans. Therefore, this study hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis H7: Avoidance behaviors on public transport negatively affects the tourism
intentions of individuals in the new normal.

Eichelberger and Heigl [45], in addition to Sung et al. [46], have also pointed out the
change in travelers’ preferences towards tourism destinations in the new normal. Tourists
avoid overcrowded tourist destinations due to the contagious nature of the COVID-19
pandemic [47]. This research hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis H8: Avoidance of crowded destinations is expected to have a negative impact
on tourism intentions in the new normal.

Jovanovi et al. [48] described that health and hygiene are ways to keep the pub-
lic healthy, make tourists feel safer, and make tourism destinations more competitive.
COVID-19 has revamped the tourism and hospitality industries. Konak [49] explained
that perceptions of hygiene and safety increase travel anxiety in regard to the pandemic,
which is likely to affect the tourism intentions of individuals. Health and hygiene are also
important for keeping the public healthy and making tourists feel safer [50]. This study
hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis H9: Individuals’ hygiene and safety behaviors have a significant impact on
their tourism intentions.

Tourism marketers are also adopting different measures (discounts, insurance, free
COVID-19 testing, free mask distribution, and the utilization of social media for publiciz-
ing marketing) to encourage individuals, revive the tourism industry, and minimize the
impacts of COVID-19 on tourism. Thus, the profound effect of COVID-19 has revamped
and transformed the tourism industry worldwide [51], in addition to forcing tourism
stakeholders to change their marketing strategies. Therefore, we assume the following;
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Hypothesis H10: COVID-19 significantly affects attitudes toward tourism policies in the
new normal.

Hypothesis H11: Risk perceptions significantly influence attitudes toward tourism policies
in the new normal.

COVID-19 has created significant perceptions of health risks among individuals at
tourism destinations. The likelihood of contracting COVID-19 and its associated expendi-
tures are the biggest concerns for travelers during the pandemic [52]; therefore, insurance,
free mask distribution, and free quarantine in the case of COVID-19 infection can be ef-
fective strategies with which to revive the tourism industry in the new normal. A price
discount is a very common way to induce people to buy something, giving them some-
thing extra that makes them want to make a purchase immediately [53]. Yusnita et al. [52]
described the fact that discounts have a significant relationship with buying behaviors.
Similarly, Alkatiri et al. [54] stated that advertising policies have positive effects on the
buying attitudes of individuals. Tourist attitudes have received increased attention in
tourism academia since the 1970s [55]. Prior research has examined what products or
services people like, what makes them buy them, and how they act around others [56].
Tourists’ positive attitudes increase the possibility of purchasing or visiting and also in-
fluence tourists’ intentions. Huh [57] investigated the effects of attitude, including its
mediating effect on behavioral intentions. Zhu and Deng [58] also examined the mediating
effect of attitude toward tourism intentions and reported a positive relationship between
attitude and tourism intentions. In light of the above discussion, this study assumes the
following:

Hypothesis H12: Attitudes toward tourism policies significantly affect tourism intentions
in the new normal.

Hypothesis H13: Attitudes toward tourism policies significantly affect transportation
behaviors in the new normal.

Hypothesis H14: Attitudes toward tourism policies significantly affect behavior toward
overcrowded places in the new normal.

Hypothesis H15: Attitudes toward tourism policies significantly affect hygiene and safety
in the new normal.

Hypothesis H16: Attitudes toward tourism policies mediate a positive role between
COVID-19 and tourism intentions in the new normal.

Hypothesis H17: Attitudes toward tourism policies mediate a positive relationship be-
tween risk perceptions and tourism intentions in the new normal.

Similarly, the other hypotheses (H16c–H16e) that were tested in this study were the
mediating relationship of attitude toward tourism policies with the avoidance of public
transport, the avoidance of crowded destinations, and hygiene as well as safety behaviors.
The conceptual framework is shown in Figure 1.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Collection and Questionnaire Design

Data were collected through a well-designed data collection instrument from 23 May
to 30 June 2022, through an online survey. The link to the online survey was shared on
different tourism-related pages on Facebook, Twitter, WeChat, and Instagram. Researchers
also obtained email addresses from LinkedIn with which they could share the survey link
with respondents. Moreover, the survey link was also shared with the researchers’ contacts
on WhatsApp. Respondents could complete the online survey on their phones, laptops,
and computers. The respondents were informed about the purpose of the study, and after
obtaining their consent to participate the link directed them towards the data collection
instrument. Moreover, the respondents had the choice to leave the survey at any time. At
the end of the survey, data were collected from 1858 respondents, but the data were used
for an analysis of only those respondents who had previously traveled domestically or
internationally. Moreover, the data of respondents who mentioned their intentions to tour
in the “new normal” were also used for an analysis in this study. Respondents that did not
intending to tour in the future were excluded from the data analysis. As a result, the data
from 1437 respondents were used for further analyses.

A well-designed data collection instrument comprising different sections was used to
collect data from the tourists. Using Churchill’s [59] work as a guide, the measurement items
in this study were taken from or changed from those in previous tourism research studies.
The first section of the data collection contained questions related to the backgrounds of
the tourists. The second section of the data collection instrument contained queries related
to the tourists’ perceptions of risk. The third section of the questionnaire consisted of
questions aimed at measuring the behaviors of tourists toward public transport, crowded
tourist destinations, hygiene, and safety. The fourth section of the questionnaire comprised
statements aimed at measuring the tourists’ responses toward tourism policies. The last
part of the survey instrument consisted of questions aimed at measuring the intentions
of tourists toward touring in the new normal. Except for those in Section 1, all of the
questions were asked on a 5-point Likert scale. The questionnaire was pretested with
30 tourists before the final data collection survey to ensure the reliability of the survey
instruments. The preliminary study assisted in adjusting some questionnaire statements
for better understanding based on the responses of the preliminary study tourists.
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3.2. Statistical Methods

The study used different descriptive statistics for the data analysis that resulted from
a cross-sectional survey of the tourists. Moreover, the research also utilized partial least-
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to test the hypotheses developed in the
above section. Prior literature on PLS-SEM describes 100 as the minimum sample size with
which to apply this statistical method for unbiased results [60]. Furthermore, both the “ten
times rule” and G*Power, indicated by Hair et al. [61], reflected the adequacy of this study’s
sample size for PLS-SEM. This paper mostly used the method of analysis suggested by Hair
et al. [61]. There are two steps to the PLS method: a measurement model and a structural
model [62]. This being the case, the measurement model and the structural measurement
model need to be set up in order to test the hypothesis.

4. Results
4.1. Backgrounds of the Tourists

Table 1 presents the different socioeconomic characteristics of the sampled tourists.
More than half of the tourists who took part were between the ages of 30 and 60, with nearly
one-fourth being under the age of 30. The number of male tourists participating in this
study was slightly larger than that of female tourists. More than two-fifths of the tourists
had more than 12 years of education. The majority of the tourists participating in this
research were Europeans. More married tourists participated in this survey than unmarried
tourists. The percentage of tourists in the high-income group was higher compared to that
of the low- and medium-income groups. The number of domestic tourists participating in
this survey was greater than those who traveled abroad for tourism purposes.

Table 1. Backgrounds of the tourists.

Tourist Characteristics Percentage

Age (Years)

<30 23.41

30–60 52.25

>60 24.34

Gender

Male 51.94

Female 48.06

Education (Years)

<8 9.25

8–12 30.40

>12 60.65

Ethnicity

Europeans 55.65

Asians 12.65

Africans 7.16

Americans 8.88

Others 15.66
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Table 1. Cont.

Tourist Characteristics Percentage

Marital Status

Unmarried 23.30

Married 63.98

Divorced 9.47

Widow 3.25

Annual Income ($)

Low (<8000) 32.51

Medium (8000–16,000) 30.52

High (>16,000) 36.97

Tourist Type

Domestic tourists 61.06

International tourists 38.94

4.2. Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of all of the constructs, as well as their items,
considered in this study. The results show that COVID-19 has severely affected the lifestyles
and primary income sources of tourists. Moreover, tourists perceived higher travel risks
in the new normal. A large majority of the tourists also perceived a risk of infection at
tourism destinations. Moreover, tourists were also concerned about the enforcement of
precautionary measures at tourism destinations. The findings also suggested a shift in
tourist transportation behavior in the new normal. Because of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis,
the majority of the tourists avoid public transportation and shared rides. Similarly, the
results revealed that tourists are afraid of visiting overcrowded places in the new normal
and have restricted their outdoor mobility to only purchasing necessary items. A large
majority of the tourists indicated a shift in their hygiene and safety behaviors after COVID-
19. Similarly, a large majority of the tourists mentioned that tourism policies (discounts, free
insurance, and quarantines in the case of COVID-19 contamination) at tourism destinations
attract them to tourism in the new normal. The majority of the tourist participants intended
to travel in the new normal.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Construct/Item Mode Mean SD

COVID-19 pandemic (CP) 3.99 1.21

I have low immunity against the COVID-19 pandemic (CP1). 2 2.39 1.03

COVID-19 badly affected my daily mobility (CP2). 4 3.89 1.23

COVID-19 had a significant impact on my primary source of
income (CP3). 5 4.75 1.35

COVID-19 changed my lifestyle (CP4). 5 4.89 1.26

COVID-19 risk perception of tourism (RP) 3.57 1.98

I will become infected at the tourist destination (RP1). 4 4.15 1.96

I will become infected while traveling to a tourist destination (RP2). 3 3.26 1.88

I perceive that public health precautions will not be strictly enforced in
tourist areas (RP3). 4 3.86 1.79
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Table 2. Cont.

Construct/Item Mode Mean SD

I perceive that I cannot live in isolation if I am contaminated by
COVID-19 at a tourism destination (RP4). 3 2.98 1.87

Transportation behavior (TB) 3.10 2.27

I try not to use public transportation (TB1). 4 4.09 2.57

I avoid shared mobility (TB2). 2 2.67 1.90

I avoid using transport that is not regularly disinfected (TB3). 2 2.53 1.87

Behavior towards overcrowded places (BOP) 4.02 1.53

I try to avoid visits to overcrowded places (BOP1). 4 4.35 1.46

I try not to interact with the people at overcrowded places (BOP2). 3 3.31 1.66

I try to visit markets alone for necessary items purchasing (BOP3). 4 4.23 1.49

I try to visit crowded places only when its absolute necessary (BOP4) 4 4.17 1.55

Hygiene and safety behavior (HSB) 4.53 0.90

COVID-19 changed my hygiene and safety behaviours (HSB1). 5 4.87 0.98

I prefer to stay in hotels and restaurants that adhere to social distancing
guidelines (HSB2). 4 4.5 0.67

I prefer tourist places with better public health measures (HSB3). 5 4.88 1.09

I like to stay alone after COVID-19. 3 3.53 0.89

Attitude toward tourism policies for reviving tourism industry in new
normal (ATTP) 3.89 1.10

In the new normal, I like the idea of getting free health insurance at the
destination during the trip (TP1). 5 4.67 1.66

The fact that there are testing and quarantine facilities at the destination
makes me more likely to visit a tourism destination in the new
normal (TP2).

4 3.97 1.13

Discount travel policies entice me to visit a tourist destination in the
new normal (TP3). 4 4.16 1.09

Publicizing the tourist protection measures helps me make a decision
about a tourism destination (TP4). 4 4.3 1.23

Publicizing the benefits associated with the destination visits
encourages me to make a decision in the new normal (TP5). 3 3.14 0.78

Publicizing tourist assistance resources at the destination in the event of
an emergency encourages me to visit the destination in the new
normal (TP6).

4 3.87 1.04

I prefer that the tourism destination have immediate and effective
communication sources’ available to the tourist in the new
normal (TP7).

3 2.91 0.74

Tourism intentions in the new normal (TI) 3.32 2.56

I have frequently travelled around the country or the world since the
beginning of COVID-19 for tourism (TI1). 2 2.49 1.99

I am likely to travel around the country or the world in the new normal
for tourism (TI2). 3 3.32 2.68

I intend to travel around the country or the world in the new normal for
tourism (TI3). 4 4.13 2.89

4.3. Measurement Model Analysis

Before testing the hypotheses of this research, model fit indices were checked to see
the overall fit of the model. All of the index values for the final proposed model confirmed

200



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1323

an acceptable fit (GFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.96; χ2/df = 5.17; NFI = 0.95; AGFI = 0.91; and
RMSEA = 0.042). All of the goodness-of-fit results support the justification for further
analyses. Table 3 shows the results of statistical indices. This study took insights from prior
literature (e.g., Sher et al. [63], Sher et al. [64], and Singh and Prasad [65]) to evaluate the
measurement model.

Table 3. Goodness of fit indices.

Goodness of Fit Measures Strutcural Model Results

χ2/df 5.17

GFI (goodness of fit index) 0.97

CFI (compartive fit index) 0.96

AGFI (adjusted goodness of fit index) 0.93

NFI (normed fit index) 0.95

RMSEA (root mean square error of
approximation) 0.042

Note: All goodness of fit measures are within the threshold limit, as suggested by Putrevu and Lord [66].

Additionally, convergent and discriminant validity were examined to assess the good-
ness of fit of the measurement model. The composite reliability (CR) and average variance
extracted (AVE) were measured to analyze the convergent validity of the measurement
model. The CR coefficient should not be less than 0.60 for achieving an adequate con-
vergent validity of latent variables [67,68]. Another study by Henseler et al. [69] showed
that a CR coefficient value greater than 0.70 indicates an adequate model for confirmatory
purposes. Similarly, Daskalakis and Mantas [70] stated that a CR value greater than or equal
to 0.80 describes the adequacy of the model for confirmatory purposes. The CR coefficient
value for all of the latent variables is greater than 0.85 in this study and fulfills all of the
above-mentioned criteria for further analyses. The AVE was also assessed for confirming
the convergent validity of all of the latent variables. The AVE value should be greater than
0.50 for achieving substantial convergent validity [62,71,72]. The AVE values of all of the
constructs are greater than the threshold level, indicating the convergent validity of the
measurement model in this study.

Moreover, the factor loading of any item should not be less than 0.70 for measuring
construct validity, and items of each construct with a factor loading value of less than 0.40
should be considered for elimination. Most of the time, indicators with loadings between
0.40 and 0.70 should not be taken off the scale unless taking them off increases the overall
reliability above the suggested threshold value [62,73]. The factor loadings in Table 4
have confirmed the threshold criteria for the inclusion of the items in the corresponding
construct. The Cronbach’s alpha value for a latent variable should be greater than the
cut-off value of 0.70 [27,74]. The findings indicated that the Cronbach’s alpha value for
all of the constructs was greater than 0.80, which confirms the internal reliability of the
included items in each construct.

Table 4. Constructs and their validity measurements.

Construct/Associated
Items

Factor
Loading

Cronbach’s
Alpha CR AVE VIF

CP 0.878 0.959 0.853 2.12

CP1 0.902

CP2 0.921

CP3 0.876

CP4 0.832
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Table 4. Cont.

Construct/Associated
Items

Factor
Loading

Cronbach’s
Alpha CR AVE VIF

RP 0.88 0.917 0.736 1.78

RP1 0.874

RP2 0.882

RP3 0.854

RP4 0.921

TB 0.855 0.869 0.689 1.89

TB1 0.904

TB2 0.896

TB3 0.849

BOP 0.897 0.923 0.752 2.43

BOP1 0.932

BOP2 0.857

BOP3 0.903

BOP4 0.901

HSB 0.904 0.861 0.607 2.76

HSB1 0.876

HSB2 0.857

HSB3 0.846

HSB4 0.863

ATTP 0.895 0.933 0.665 2.65

ATTP1 0.921

ATTP2 0.897

ATTP3 0.889

ATTP4 0.900

ATTP5 0.922

ATTP6 0.911

ATTP7 0.899

TI 0.803 0.859 0.672

TI1 0.853

TI2 0.831

TI3 0.875

Furthermore, Kock [75] reported that a variance inflation factor (VIF) value of more
than 3.3 is a sign of pathological collinearity, and it also shows that the model could be
tainted by common method bias. As the VIF values shown in Table 4 are less than 3.3, this
indicates that the model is free of lateral or pathological collinearity.

The latent variables are required to be distinct from each other [62]. The square root of
AVE describes the discriminant validity of a latent variable by comparing its correlation
values with all other latent variables. The square root of the AVE of a latent variable must
be greater than its correlation scores with all other latent variables [76]. The results shown
in Table 5′s diagonal confirmed discriminant validity: the greater the value compared
to the correlation values with other constructs, the greater the variance explained by the
construct with its own measure compared to the other measures [73]. Moreover, the results
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regarding the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HMR) were also tested to check the discriminant
validity [73]. The fact that HMR is less than 0.90 confirms its discriminant validity [70].

Table 5. Discriminant validity.

Fornell–Larcker Criterion

CP RP TB BOP HSB ATTP TI

CP 0.924

RP 0.453 0.858

TB 0.324 0.436 0.830

BOP 0.548 0.534 0.231 0.867

HSB 0.674 0.321 0.402 0.478 0.779

ATTP 0.634 0.663 0.209 0.687 0.573 0.815

TI 0.501 0.432 0.329 0.442 0.263 0.356 0.819

Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio (HMR)

CP RP TB BOP HSB ATTP TI

CP

RP 0.440

TB 0.681 0.476

BOP 0.655 0.320 0.439

HSB 0.536 0.213 0.567 0.201

ATTP 0.712 0.473 0.63 0.445 0.295

TI 0.644 0.538 0.404 0.563 0.278 0.333

4.4. Structural Model Analysis

R2, which describes the explained variance portion, was measured to assess the pre-
dictive accuracy of the structural model. The R2 results of all of the hypotheses constructed
in the model were greater than 0.50 (Table 6), except for H6, which has a R2 of less than
0.50. Following Wetzels et al. [77], the non-parametric bootstrapping method was applied
to test the relationships of the latent variables hypothesized from H1 to H15. Among all 15
hypotheses, 2, H9 and H15, were not supported and rejected. The findings revealed that
COVID-19 has a significant negative impact on tourism intentions and a significant positive
impact on risk perceptions because its t-value is greater than the threshold value (2.32).
The findings also suggested that risk perceptions have a significant influence on tourism
intentions in the new normal (β = −0.772, p = 0.01). There was a significant positive impact
of risk perceptions on transportation behavior (β = 0.725, p < 0.01), avoiding overcrowded
places (β = 0.692, p < 0.01), and hygiene as well as safety behaviors (β = 0.568, p < 0.01).
Furthermore, in the new normal, public transportation behaviors had a negative and sig-
nificant impact on tourism (β =-0.220, p < 0.01), and avoiding overcrowded places had a
significant and negative impact on tourism (β = −0.402, p < 0.01). The results also depicted
that hygiene and safety behaviors positively impact tourism in the new normal, but this
relationship was statistically insignificant. COVID-19 (β = 0.602, p < 0.01) and risk percep-
tions (β = 0.592, p < 0.01) were also positively associated with attitudes toward tourism
policies. The direct impact of moderating variable attitudes toward tourism policies on
transportation behaviors and overcrowded tourist places was also significant and negative.
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Table 6. Path coefficients.

Beta SD t-Value f2 Q2 R2 Decision

H1 CP→ TI −0.768 0.039 −19.845 * 0.117 0.477 0.613 Accepted

H2 CP→ RP 0.633 0.034 18.509 * 0.092 0.364 0.654 Accepted

H3 RP→ TI −0.772 0.040 −19.397 * 0.070 0.497 0.531 Accepted

H4 RP→ TB 0.725 0.088 8.239 * 0.143 0.210 0.601 Accepted

H5 RP→ BOP 0.692 0.054 12.839 * 0.208 0.309 0.587 Accepted

H6 RP→ HSB 0.568 0.042 13.492 * 0.138 0.193 0.493 Accepted

H7 TB→ TI −0.220 0.078 −2.810 * 0.143 0.201 0.502 Accepted

H8 BOP→ TI −0.402 0.092 −4.355 * 0.384 0.342 0.677 Accepted

H9 HSB→ TI 0.321 0.299 1.074 0.234 0.253 0.633 Rejected

H10 CP→ ATTP 0.602 0.037 16.183 * 0.234 0.326 0.667 Accepted

H11 RP→ ATTP 0.592 0.058 10.278 * 0.264 0.443 0.761 Accepted

H12 ATTP→ TI 0.553 0.025 21.858 * 0.168 0.562 0.702 Accepted

H13 ATTP→ TB −0.423 0.034 −12.441 * 0.212 0.229 0.551 Accepted

H14 ATTP→ BOP −0.291 0.057 −5.105 * 0.203 0.303 0.611 Accepted

H15 ATTP→ HSB 0.367 0.299 1.227 0.163 0.399 0.559 Rejected

Note: t-value ≥ 2.32 considered significant at * p < 0.01 at 5.

The effect size was measured by using the f2 value. A value of f2 < 0.02 describes
a small effect, whereas 0.15 depicts a medium effect, and > 0.35 a large effect size [78].
The findings show that tourism intentions (f2 = 0.384) in the case of hypothesis H8 have
a large effect size, while in all remaining cases the effect size of variables was medium
because the f2 was less than 0.15 but greater than 0.02. The predictive relevance of all of the
hypotheses was also confirmed by estimating the Q2; a value greater than zero [79] ensured
the predictive relevance of all of the constructs.

The findings regarding the mediating effect of attitudes toward tourism policies are
presented in Table 7. The results show that attitudes toward tourism policies mediate the
effect of COVID-19 on tourism intensions (β = 0.302, p < 0.01). Similarly, attitudes toward
tourism policies mediated the effect of risk perceptions on tourism intentions (β = 0.434,
p < 0.01), transportation behavior s(β = -0.339, p < 0.01), behaviors toward overcrowded
places (β = −0.216, p < 0.01), and hygiene as well as safety (β = 0.109, p < 0.01).

Table 7. Mediating effects.

Beta SD t-Value p-Value Decision

H16a CP→ ATTP→ TI 0.302 0.054 5.603 0.000 Accepted

H16b RP→ATTP→ TI 0.434 0.067 6.478 0.000 Accepted

H16c RP→ ATTP→ TB −0.339 0.022 −15.409 0.000 Accepted

H16d RP→ ATTP→ BOP −0.216 0.034 −6.353 0.000 Accepted

H16e RP→ ATTP→ HSB 0.109 0.048 2.271 0.000 Accepted

5. Discussion

COVID-19 has severely impacted the tourism industry worldwide, and this pandemic
is not over yet. The world tourism sector is starting to recover from the pandemic, and
tourism stakeholders are in search of different policies that can assist in the recovery
of this industry in the new normal. Thus, one of the primary goals of this study is to
assess the mediating effect of attitudes toward tourism policies on tourist behaviors and

204



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1323

tourism intentions, which were severely impacted by COVID-19. The role of attitudes
toward tourism policies in the new normal will greatly contribute to the rehabilitation
of the tourism sector. A newly developed scale was used to measure the impact of the
pandemic on tourism intentions as well as risk perceptions. The study also looked at the
impact of tourists’ perceptions of risk toward transportation, crowded places, and hygiene
as well as safety behaviors. The structural equation model’s findings established a link
between COVID-19, risk perceptions, and tourism intentions. The pandemic created general
fear [80] due to its easy and rapid spread. This rapid and easy transmission of COVID-
19, alongside its long incubation period after infection, created fear among tourists and
travelers [81,82], which increased the perceived risks in regard to the pandemic. Neuburger
and Egger [16] also found high perceived risks among tourists during COVID-19. Due
to perceived risks, tourists in the new normal prefer safe and secure leisure activities.
Tourists are wary of disasters and health crises because they put their health and safety
at risk [83,84]. Thus, health disasters and crises affect tourists’ intentions toward tourist
destinations. Kourgiantakis et al. [85] also reported that the pandemic has significantly
increased perceived risks and affected the travel intentions of tourists worldwide.

The results of the current study indicated the significant impact of risk perceptions
on tourist behaviors (transport behaviors and behaviors towards crowded places, hygiene,
and safety) and tourism intentions in the new normal. Risk perceptions do not only affect
tourists’ decisions in selecting tourism destinations but also affect tourists’ decisions as
to whether they travel or not [30,86,87], which ultimately affects tourists’ intentions [88].
Peri et al. [84] and Peco-Torres et al. [89] discussed the negative impact of various risk
perceptions on tourist behaviors and tourism intentions. Chan et al. [90] also explained
that the perceived risks of tourists modified the transportation behaviors of people during
COVID-19. Thus, the travelers who perceived high levels of risk were less likely to use
public transport and more likely to use private or owned transport [91].

According to Vickerman [92], behaviors toward transportation use have changed
significantly during the pandemic due to the different levels of perceived risk associated
with different modes of transportation. According to the same study, the pandemic has
reduced the use of public transport while increasing the use of private transport. According
to Pawar et al. [93], approximately 75% of Indian commuters believe public transport
is dangerous, which has resulted in a shift from public to private modes. The study
also reported that 5% of Indian commuters have shifted from public transport to private
cars. A survey conducted in Australia revealed that private modes of transport are more
comfortable than public modes, and 42% of respondents referred to the bus as the least
comfortable mode during the pandemic [94]. According to De Haas et al. [95], people in
the Netherlands prefer to drive rather than take public transport. In Budapest, Hungary,
the modal share of public transport has decreased from 43% to 18%, while an unexpected
growth from 43% to 65% in car use has been observed in the modal share [37]. Similarly,
people perceive a very low risk of viral transmission in private transport modes, such
as personal cars, motorcycles, etc., a moderate risk in shared modes, e.g., ridesharing,
rikshaws, and autorickshaws, and a very high risk in public transport modes, such as
buses [91]. The results of this study contradict those of Liu et al. [96], who contend that a
free tourist public transport scheme does not encourage tourists to use public transport.
The difference may be due to the fact that the present study was conducted purely in the
context of COVID-19, which has changed the world altogether.

Leisure places and tourism destinations play a vital role in human life to maintain
quality of life [97], but during the pandemic these places have become very risky and
vulnerable to the spread of the virus. Therefore, tourists with high levels of perceived risks
are less likely to tour during COVID-19. Bayrsaikhan et al. [98] also reported the negative
impact of risk perceptions on selecting crowded destinations for tourism during COVID-19.
High levels of perceived risks will require more hygiene and safe destinations in the new
normal. The easy and rapid transmission of the virus caused sensitivity among tourists,
who preferred highly hygienic and safe tourist destinations [39]. Aydin et al. [99] also
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noted the increasing concern about hygiene and safety among tourists in Turkey. Therefore,
changes in transportation behaviors have negatively impacted tourism intentions. This
may imply that avoiding public transport for traveling toward a destination will cause
more tourism expenditures (using private or shared transport), which may negatively affect
tourism intentions in the new normal.

The fact that attitudes toward tourism policies act as a bridge between risk perceptions
and travel plans has important policy implications for bringing the tourism industry back
to life and making it more resilient to future crises. The literature on the role of attitudes
toward tourism policies in the recovery of the tourism sector is very limited, and the
new normal era requires effective tourism policies for attracting tourists and reviving the
tourism industry [100]. The tourism policies considered in this study determined that
their application and adoption have a significant mediating role between COVID-19 as
well as risk perceptions and transportation behaviors, overcrowded destinations, and
tourism intentions. For example, effective marketing of tourist destinations may assist
in the recovery of tourism after disasters [101], and relevant marketing strategies play
an important role in mitigating the perceived risks during COVID-19 [102]. Therefore,
the current literature supports offering discounts to motivate tourists to travel toward a
particular destination [103]. Promotional marketing strategies were employed to revive
tourism by lodging businesses and tourism service providers after many disasters and
crises around the globe, such as the 9/11 US terrorist attack, the Bali bombing in 2002,
the SARS health crisis in Southeast Asia in 2002–04, a forest fire in Canada, and the Ebola
outbreak in 2013–15 in Africa [104–109]. Similarly, the pandemic caused fundamental
changes in tourism destination communications, and marketers started to use social media
for communication during the pandemic [110,111]. Social media is a major source of the
dissemination of information concerning the ongoing situation of the pandemic around
the world [112], and can be used for marketing in the new normal to revive the tourism
industry. Because the perception of a crisis and its magnitude is heavily shaped by media
discourses [113,114], communication via social media plays an important role in restoring a
destination’s image [115]. Thus, in the new normal, publicizing the benefits associated with
visiting a tourist attraction and taking protection measures can positively attract tourists
toward visiting a particular destination.

To conclude, this research is not without limitations. Firstly, this study used cross-
sectional data for its analyses, and future research is suggested to collect longitudinal
data to compare whether travel risk perceptions and attitudes toward tourism policies
significantly affect tourism intentions in the new normal. Secondly, the study used an
online survey to collect data for this study, and so the respondents may not represent the
whole population of world tourists. Future research using face-to-face surveys with other
sampling methods is suggested to improve the representativeness of the population. Third,
this study was conducted at a time when the world was preparing for the new normal,
with some countries lifting or relaxing travel restrictions while others maintained strict
travel restrictions. This study ignores cross-country travel restriction differences. It is
suggested that cross-country studies take into account the travel restriction differences
in the new normal. In addition, this research does not differentiate between domestic
and international tourists in measuring risk perceptions and tourism intentions; however,
Seyfi et al. [116] suggested that countries follow separate travel restriction policies for
domestic and international tourists. This might influence the findings of the study, and
future research should consider differences in travel policies when measuring the risk
perceptions and tourism intentions of domestic and international tourists.

6. Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely harmed both domestic and international
tourism. The literature noted the significant decline in the number of tourists due to
strict mobility restrictions imposed to curb the pandemic’s spread worldwide. The rapid
and easy transmission of COVID-19 from person to person increased the perceived risks
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among tourists. This caused a change in tourists’ behaviors in terms of transportation
selection, hygiene, and safety. This change in behaviors, coupled with high risk perceptions,
negatively affected tourists’ intentions of touring during COVID-19. COVID-19 is not over
yet, and people will have to live with it in the new normal. This new normal requires
effective tourism policies to direct tourists’ intentions and behaviors toward the revival of
the tourism sector.

COVID-19 has a significant impact on tourism intentions as well as on risk perceptions
in the new normal. The findings also revealed that tourists’ perceptions of risk influenced
their behaviors regarding transportation use and hygiene as well as safety. Tourists’ percep-
tions of risk and transportation use behaviors during the pandemic are also significantly
mediated by their attitudes toward tourism policies. Moreover, attitudes toward tourism
policies also mediate between COVID-19, risk perception, and sustainable recovery in
the new normal. This implies that the provision of incentives such as insurance and dis-
count packages, coupled with publicizing the benefits, services, and safety measures at a
destination, will assist in reviving the tourism industry in the new normal.

Based on the aforementioned theoretical background and the findings of the current
study, some practical implications are offered for the stakeholders in the tourism industry.
To begin with, policymakers and relevant stakeholders should work to reduce external
barriers to travel, such as cost and time, in order to revitalize the tourism industry in
the new normal period. Countries with world-famous tourist destinations should relax
their PCR requirements and mandatory quarantine for vaccinated tourists to accomplish
this. Moreover, vaccinated tourists belonging to a country or region with a low number of
COVID-19 cases may also be exempted from mandatory quarantine. Moreover, tourism
stakeholders may offer discounted lodging packages and products to frequent travelers to
a destination in order to attract tourists for sustainable recovery. As a result, tourists are
more likely to travel again and share their experiences with their social circle. This will
also have a public relations impact on a specific destination and encourage other tourists to
visit this place. Second, tourism authorities, destination residents, and related businesses
should ensure the hygiene and safety of tourists’ health by wearing masks whenever they
communicate with tourists. Furthermore, they should also publicize their hygienic and
safe services on social media. They can make short videos that include compliments and
positive reviews by tourists about their vacation destinations, which they can share on
social media to inform other potential tourists. This publicity will help reduce tourists’
perceived risks and encourage tourists to travel to tourism destinations. Thus, innovative
tourism policies can help revive the industry by creating a sense of safety and security
among tourists in the new normal.
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Abstract: This study aims to assess the risk perceptions and travel intentions of travelers who were
segmented into groups based on their personality traits. In total, 684 useful questionnaires were
obtained from Taiwan. A multivariate statistical analysis was performed for data analysis. Five
clusters of travelers were identified via cluster analysis: sensitive travelers, cogitative travelers,
temperate travelers, introverted travelers, and moderate travelers. These clusters exhibited significant
differences in the personality traits, risk perceptions, and behavioral intentions of travelers. By
introducing strategies for market segmentation that destination managers can use to develop better
marketing strategies that target tourist personality traits during pandemic outbreaks, this study
potentially contributes to the literature on travel risk, satisfaction, and behavioral intention, and
applies marketing strategies from researchers in tourism studies.

Keywords: risk perceptions; travel intentions; personality traits; market segmentation; COVID-19
pandemic

1. Introduction

Tourism is easily impacted by external environmental variables and internal psycho-
logical factors [1,2]. Since the end of 2019, the COVID-19 pandemic has become widespread
around the world. With the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism industry
became concerningly sluggish in both international and domestic tourism markets [2,3].
However, even when facing risks, crises, and disasters, people have sufficient adaptability
and resilience in the face of adversity [4,5] to eliminate uncertainties caused by risk, effec-
tively manage risk perceptions, reduce psychological resistance, and take actions to face
their difficulties [6]. Accordingly, while the pandemic is slowing down, travel is worthy
of further study to determine how to coexist with pandemics and find opportunities for
tourism development.

COVID-19 has had a serious impact on the global tourism industry, and most coun-
tries have successively adopted their own national tourism strategies [7,8]. The United
Nations World Tourism Organization survey pointed out that recovery remains slow and
uneven across regions of the world due to restrictions on movement in various countries,
differences in vaccination rates and various levels of tourist confidence [9]. When a pan-
demic occurs, both residents and tourists naturally exhibit health protection perceptions
and behaviors [10,11]. With the increase in health risk perceptions, tourism demand has
gradually decreased because of the pandemic [1,8]. At this time, if tourists’ concerns
about health risks can be reduced, their intentions to book a room or travel abroad can be
increased [9,11].

Human behavior is affected by personality traits and emotions [12]. Individual risk
perception and behavior could be affected by personality traits [10,13]. The pandemic has,
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indeed, created an atmosphere of uncertainty and risk. When these risks occur, different
personality traits will have different impacts on behavioral intentions, and subjective
perceptions of risks will impact travel choices [4].

The tourism industry is vulnerable to global crises. The spread of the COVID-19
pandemic has resulted in people deciding to cancel or postpone their travel plans at the last
minute [2]. Providing immediate, honest, empathetic, and informative risk communication
could be beneficial to a reduction in subjective doubts and perceptions of risk uncertainty,
which would help people take appropriate precautions to enable travel [6,14].

Travel risk perception has been regarded as a hamper to tourists’ behavioral inten-
tions [15–17]. Health considerations, the destination risk image [18], risk communication [6],
and assurances of cleanliness and social distancing [11] have affected tourist destination
preferences during the COVID-19 pandemic. Neuburger and Egger [16] found that de-
mographic variables affect tourists’ risk perceptions and future behaviors. However,
Razavi [19] suggested that personality traits may be a better predictor of individual behav-
ioral intentions than demographic variables. Individuals in the same demographic group
may have different preferences, decision-making processes, and behaviors [20]. Previous
studies introduced personality traits as a predictor of individuals’ behaviors and attitudes,
such as behavioral intentions [21], inclinations toward adventurous behavior [22], attitudes
toward climate change [23], environmental behaviors [24], risk perceptions toward geneti-
cally modified organisms [25], and travel protection behaviors [10]. During the COVID-19
pandemic, tourists with different personality traits exhibited different strategies while
traveling, due to facing a health threat [10,21,26]. To better understand individual person-
ality traits and behavior, previous studies have suggested that segmenting the market by
personality traits helps to produce marketing strategies, such as providing personalized
services [19] and developing brand identity strategies [27]. However, limited studies have
addressed travel risk perceptions and behavioral intentions with regard to personality
trait segments during the COVID-19 outbreak. As part of managing the sustainability of a
destination, the creation of personality trait-based market segments could result in suitable
marketing strategies and provide attractive tourism products, which may assure local
economic sustainability and increase destination resilience during turbulent situations.

To fill the above gaps, this study aims to assess the risk perceptions and travel inten-
tions of travelers who were segmented into groups based on their personality traits. By
understanding personality traits in more depth, this study will encourage managers to
offer suitable services to meet tourists’ needs during the ongoing pandemic period.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Personality Traits

Personality traits represent individuals’ psychological characteristics, which produce
their thoughts, attitudes, affects, and behaviors, as well as enabling the development
of interpersonal strategies [28]. Personality traits can affect individuals’ internet search
behaviors [29], daily spatial behaviors [30], travel intentions during the pandemic [21],
generalized anxiety and depressive symptoms [31], environmental protection behavior [32],
and adventurous behaviors [22]. Personality traits have been measured by the Big Five
model [33], which measures five constructs (i.e., agreeableness, extroversion, conscientious-
ness, neuroticism, and openness to experience) and is a relatively stable scale [33]. The Big
Five model was introduced to explain entrepreneur personality [34–36], the likelihood of
household solar energy adoption [24], engagement in environmental behavior [37], investor
risk aversion [38], and risk perception [22,39]. Accordingly, the Big Five model would be
useful for examining tourists’ travel risk perceptions and their subsequent travel intentions.

2.2. Personality Traits and Tourism

In the tourism context, tourists with high levels of openness to experience or neu-
roticism search for more varied travel information than those with other more prominent
personality traits [29]. Leri and Theodoridis [40] indicated that tourists with low neuroti-
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cism and high agreeableness, extroversion, conscientiousness, and openness to experience
give more attention to the servicescape, emotional stimulation, and revisit intention. Juric
et al. [35] found that higher levels of agreeableness and openness to experience positively
affect tourists using nonmonetary transactions on Airbnb. In the adventure tourism context,
Lee and Tseng [22] indicated that those with high traits of openness to experience and extro-
version exhibit more risk-taking attitudes and adventurous behaviors. Recently, travel risk
perceptions related to the COVID-19 pandemic have changed tourist travel patterns [21].
Several studies have examined tourist reactions during the COVID-19 pandemic, based on
their personality traits; for example, tourists with conscientiousness and neuroticism adopt
social distance more often than those with other more prominent personality traits [10].
Zajenkowski et al. [26] also indicated that agreeableness indicates a higher willingness to
accept pandemic restrictions. Talwar et al. [41] found that extroverted tourists preferred
to travel during the COVID-19 pandemic, while tourists with high openness waited until
after the pandemic slowdown. Tepavčević et al. [21] indicated that conscientiousness and
neuroticism negatively influence travel intention, while extroversion and openness to expe-
rience positively influenced travel intention during the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly,
tourist personality traits are an important antecedent variable in predicting tourist attitudes
and behaviors.

2.3. Risk Perception toward Travel

Risk perception refers to the subjective perception of the uncertainty of things, so
scholars employ different dimensions to measure it [42]. Recently, due to the continu-
ous emergence of global pandemics, tourism risk perception has also been intensively
debated [11,43]. Assessing risk perceptions, dimensions such as functional risk, physical
risk, and facility risk, are usually considered due to the state of the facilities in the desti-
nation environment. Psychological risk and privacy risk are considered to result from the
psychological feelings of tourists, and financial risk and performance risk are employed to
assess cost-effectiveness [42,44–46].

Perceptions of tourism risk influence tourist decision-making, including the choice of
attractions and tourism behaviors [4,16–18,47]. Confidence and perceptual choices lead to
more responses characterized by psychological resistance [48]. With the number of people
dying from coronary pneumonia continuing to increase worldwide, understanding the pub-
lic perception of risk is increasingly important for tourism development. Previous studies
have indicated that reducing the perceived risk can give tourists confidence and increase
their willingness to revisit a destination [14]. Increasing the environmental disinfection and
open space, reducing crowding in scenic spots, reducing human contact, and using more
automated facilities can reduce health concerns and promote the economic development
of the tourism industry during the pandemic [14]. Accordingly, during the uncertainty of
the COVID-19 pandemic, decreasing people’s risk perceptions with effective attention and
real-time information can increase their travel intentions [6,14,18].

3. Methods
3.1. Research Instrument

A pretest was conducted between July 31 and August 4, 2021, via an online survey.
Overall, 109 valid questionnaires were obtained. The questionnaire was assessed by item
analysis, as well as by four tourism experts. The formal questionnaire consisted of three
parts: personality traits, risk perceptions, and travel behaviors.

According to the conceptualization and application of personality traits [22], five di-
mensions were adopted to measure personality traits in this survey: neuroticism (5 items),
extraversion (6 items), openness to experience (5 items), agreeableness (5 items), and con-
scientiousness (5 items). Based on the findings by Kim et al. [44] (2020) and Stone and
Grønhaug [49], three dimensions were adopted to assess risk perceptions: physical risk
(4 items), financial and benefit risk (6 items), and psychological risk (3 items). Indicators
of travel behaviors were adopted from Lee’s [50] findings, and three items (i.e., overall
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satisfaction, willingness to revisit, and willingness to recommend the site to others) were
adopted. The measurement items were changed based on item analysis and feedback from
the tourism experts. Minor changes in wording were made to five items to improve read-
ability and comprehensibility. Demographic variables were also recoded. The responses
were scored on a Likert scale from completely disagree (1) to completely agree (7).

3.2. Questionnaire Survey

A cross-sectional questionnaire survey was administered to travelers who were visiting
a tourist destination. A mixed approach via on-site and online questionnaire surveys was
employed to collect the data. Relying on the travel destinations that were accessible and
available, a convenience sampling approach was used to collect the data in such open
venues. On the other hand, because the COVID-19 pandemic has severely hit the tourism
industry and it is known that limiting physical contact is important to reduce the spread
of COVID-19, to avoid contact among travelers, a purposive sampling and snow-balling
approach was employed to collect the data via an online questionnaire survey. According
to previous studies, with a sample error of 5% and a confidence level of 95%, a sample size
of at least 385 individuals would be required [22].

The questionnaires were distributed between 16 August 2021, and 27 March 2022.
Both online (https://forms.gle/nBtuZZPN8m46PN8g9, accessed on 30 December 2021)
and on-site (Sun-Link-Sea Forest Ecological Resort, Sun-Moon-Lake National Scenic Area,
Kenting, and Hinoki Village) questionnaire surveys were employed to collect the data. In
total, 376 complete answers were obtained from the online survey, and 308 were obtained
from the on-site questionnaire for the empirical study.

3.3. Data Analysis

The reliability, descriptive statistics, nonparametric analysis, and clustering and dis-
criminant analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26, and convergent validity
and discriminant validity were assessed using LISREL 8.80 to analyze the data. The cluster
analysis method was performed to quantitatively assess how travelers could be segmented
by personality traits. A hierarchical cluster analysis was performed to identify five clusters
using the Ward method, by calculating the Euclidean distance between the samples and
forming clusters with a minimum within-cluster score [51]. Subsequently, the k-means
clustering method was employed with the scores of the five personality traits to form
five clusters using all the respondents. A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was
used on the risk perceptions and travel behavior of respondents to assess whether there
were significant between-group differences. When the MANOVA analytical results reached
a significant level, analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to assess whether the groups
differed with regard to risk perceptions. While significant differences were identified, the
Scheffe test was used to identify the differences among the five clusters.

3.4. Reliability and Validity

The Cronbach’s alpha for neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agree-
ableness, conscientiousness, physical risk, financial and benefit risk, and psychological risk
were 0.913, 0.901, 0.899, 0.847, 0.906, 0.905, 0.890, and 0.950, respectively. All of these scores
were greater than the benchmark of 0.70 [52], indicating that the research instrument has
acceptable reliability. Table 1 shows the factor loadings, t-values, composite reliability (CR),
and average variance extracted (AVE) for the five personality dimensions and three risk
perception dimensions. All the CR scores exceeded 0.6, suggesting that these measures
were reliable for the corresponding constructs. All the factor loadings were greater than the
0.5 threshold for the significance level, suggesting acceptable convergent validity. All the
AVE scores were greater than the threshold of 0.5, suggesting satisfactory convergent and
discriminant validity [53]. Moreover, all of the square roots of the AVEs exceeded the inter-
correlations between the pairs of constructs and, thus, illustrated acceptable discriminant
validity [53].
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Table 1. Factor loading, t-value, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR) of
the latent variables for personality traits and risk perception.

Latent Variables Factor Loading AVE CR

Personality traits
Neuroticism 0.68 0.91

Get stressed out easily 0.88
Worry about things 0.88
Fear for the worst 0.79
Filled with doubts about things 0.75
Panic easily 0.80

Extraversion 0.61 0.90
Talk a lot to different people at parties 0.69
Feel comfortable around people 0.69
Start conversations 0.81
Make friends easily 0.85
Normally the life in a party 0.84
Know how to captivate people 0.80

Openness (to experience) 0.65 0.90
Get excited by new ideas 0.78
Enjoy thinking about things 0.85
Enjoy hearing new ideas 0.86
Enjoy looking for a deeper meaning in things 0.84
Having a vivid imagination 0.68

Agreeableness 0.54 0.85
Sympathize with others’ feeling 0.80
Concerned about others 0.86
Respect others 0.76
Believe that others have good intentions 0.67
Trust what people say 0.53

Conscientiousness 0.66 0.91
Carry out my plans 0.73
Pay attention to details 0.76
Always prepared 0.87
Make plans and stick to them 0.89
Exacting in my work 0.81

Risk perception
Physical risk 0.71 0.91

Traveling at this time, I am worried about the risk of catching 0.85
the COVID-19 pandemic
At this time, I try to avoid traveling to popular attractions 0.85
I don’t even want to travel because of the risk of catching 0.84
the COVID-19 pandemic
Because of the current pandemic situation, I prefer to shorten 0.83
my travel time

Financial and benefit risk 0.57 0.88
Traveling at this time will cost more 0.58
Traveling at this time, I am worried that the quality of tourist 0.74
attractions does not meet the value
Traveling at this time, I am worried that the travel information 0.79
on the website may be different from the actual one
Traveling at this time, I am worried that the quality of accommodation 0.86
or food hygiene during the tour is not as good as expected
Traveling at this time, I am worried about the inconvenience 0.72
of transportation
Traveling at this time, I am worried about the inconvenience 0.79
of food and accommodation

Psychological risk 0.84 0.94
Traveling at this time makes me feel uncomfortable 0.94
Traveling at this time makes me feel anxious 0.91
Traveling at this time makes me nervous 0.89

All the t-value of factor loadings larger than 1.96; AVE: Average variance extracted = (Σλ2)/[Σλ2 + Σ(θ)];
CR: Composite reliability = (Σλ)2/[(Σλ)2 + Σ(θ)].

4. Results
4.1. Profiles of the Respondents

In summary, most respondents were female (56.4%), had a single marital status (52.8%),
were between the ages of 20 and 39 (64.0%), were highly educated with university or college
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degrees (59.3%), had an occupation as a business person (23.4%) or laborer (22.8%), had a
monthly income between TWD 20,001 and 40,000 (34.7%) or TWD 40,001–60,000 (26.1%),
and lived in Yunlin, Chiayi, Tainan (33.3%) and Taipei, New Taipei City, Ilan (24.7%; Table 2).

Table 2. Profiles of the respondents.

Variable N %

Gender
Male 295 43.1
Female 386 56.4
Other 3 0.4

Marital status
Single 361 52.8
Married 323 47.2

Age (years old)
20–29 years old 507 38.8
30–39 years old 329 25.2
40–49 years old 255 19.5
50–59 years old 161 12.3
Over 60 years old 54 4.1

Educational level
Junior high school and below 23 1.8
High school 269 20.6
University or college 775 59.3
Graduate school 240 18.4

Occupation
Office worker or teacher 226 17.5
Agriculturist, farmer, or fisherman 21 1.6
Laborer 294 22.8
Business person 301 23.4
Housewife 62 4.8
Retire or none 44 3.4
Student 192 14.9
Others 149 11.6

Monthly income
(TWD *) ≤20,000 223 17.4

20,001–40,000 444 34.7
40,001–60,000 333 26.1
60,001–80,000 152 11.9
80,001–100,000 52 4.1
≥100,001 74 5.8

Residence
Taipei, New Taipei City, Ilan 169 24.7
Taoyuan, Hsinchu, Miaoli 51 7.5
Taichung, Chunghwa, Nantou 138 20.2
Yunlin, Chiayi, Tainan 228 33.3
Kaohsiung, Pingtung 79 11.5
Hualien, Taitung 12 1.8
Ponghu, Chinmen, Matsu 7 1.0

* 1 US$ =31.13 NT$ as of 20 November 2022.

4.2. Market Segmentation of the Travelers

Since the shift from six to five groups resulted in the largest percentage increase in
the error coefficient, five clusters were optimally determined from the hierarchical cluster
analysis. Next, five clusters were generated for all respondents by using the k-means
clustering method based on the scores of the personality traits. Cluster 1 included 17.58%
(n = 119) of the respondents. This group had the highest scores for neuroticism and was
named as the sensitive travelers. Cluster 2 consisted of 16.69% (n = 113) of the respondents.
This group had the highest scores for openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness,
and was named as the cogitative travelers. Cluster 3 accounted for 26.00% (n = 176) of
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the respondents. This group had high scores for extraversion, openness, agreeableness,
and conscientiousness, along with neuroticism, and was named as the temperate travelers.
Cluster 4 consisted of 12.85% (n = 87) of the respondents. This group had relatively low
scores for openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness, and was named
as the introverted travelers. Cluster 5 accounted for 26.88% (n = 182) of the respondents.
This cluster had a middle range for the five personality traits and was named as the
moderate travelers.

The assessment of the cluster formation procedure indicated that 96.9% of the original
grouped cases and 96.2% of the cross-validated grouped cases were correctly classified,
indicating a relatively high accuracy rate. Sensitive travelers (97.5%), cogitative travelers
(98.2%), temperate travelers (96.0%), introverted travelers (95.4%), and moderate travelers
(97.3%) were correctly classified into their respective clusters. Consequently, the five groups
indicated that the discriminant function was effectively identified.

The discriminant analysis revealed four significant canonical discriminant functions
(p < 0.001; Table 3). These analytical results suggested that the relationships among the
functions and the dependent variables were effectively explained by the models (54.0%,
42.5%, 3.3%, and 0.2%, respectively). All the personality traits were assessed to be statis-
tically significant based on Wilks’s lambda tests, showing that all the personality traits
contributed significantly to the discriminant function.

Table 3. Summary of discriminant analysis results.

Function Eigenvalue Variance Explained Canonical Wilks’ χ2 df p

by Function (%) Correlation Lambda

1 2.777 54.0 0.857 0.07 1780.506 20 <0.001
2 2.183 42.5 0.828 0.266 888.858 12 <0.001
3 0.172 3.3 0.383 0.846 111.958 6 <0.001
4 0.008 0.2 0.091 0.992 6.637 2 <0.05

Discriminant loading Function 1 Function 2 Function 3 Function 4
Sensitive travelers −0.246 0.971 −0.071 0.014
Cogitative travelers 0.612 0.062 −0.71 0.156
Temperate travelers 0.453 0.040 0.019 −0.316
Introverted travelers 0.316 0.137 0.404 −0.589
Moderate travelers 0.383 0.159 0.431 0.826

96.9% of original grouped cases correctly classified;96.2% of cross-validated grouped cases correctly classified.

4.3. Personality Trait Differences among the Five Clusters

One-way ANOVA and Scheffe’s post-hoc tests in personality traits among five clusters
showed that the personality traits differed significantly among the five clusters (p < 0.001;
Table 4), confirming the identification of distinct personality trait clusters. The mean of the
sensitive travelers was statistically higher in the measures of neuroticism than the other
four groups (p < 0.001). Cogitative travelers were significantly higher in conscientiousness
than other clusters (p < 0.001) and significantly lower in neuroticism than other clusters
(p < 0.001). Temperate travelers scored significantly higher in neuroticism, agreeableness,
and conscientiousness than sensitive travelers, introverted travelers, and moderate travel-
ers (p < 0.001). Introverted travelers scored significantly lower in openness to experience,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness than sensitive travelers, cogitative travelers, tem-
perate travelers, and moderate travelers (p < 0.001). Moderate travelers had relatively
moderate scores in all five personality traits.
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Table 4. Results of one-way ANOVA in personality traits among five clusters.

Personality Trait Cluster Mean ± SE F-Value p Post-Hoc Test

Neuroticism
a. Sensitive travelers (n = 119) 5.71 ± 0.07 364.59 0.000 a > c > d > e > b
b. Cogitative travelers (n = 113) 2.27 ± 0.07
c. Temperate travelers (n = 176) 5.17 ± 0.06
d. Introverted travelers (n = 87) 3.14 ± 0.12
e. Moderate travelers (n = 182) 3.54 ± 0.06

Extraversion 178.84 0.000 c, b > e > a, d
a. Sensitive travelers (n = 119) 3.03 ± 0.08
b. Cogitative travelers (n = 113) 5.04 ± 0.09
c. Temperate travelers (n = 176) 5.07 ± 0.06
d. Introverted travelers (n = 87) 2.91 ± 0.11
e. Moderate travelers (n = 182) 3.52 ± 0.06

Openness to experience 168.72 0.000 b, c > e > a > d
a. Sensitive travelers (n = 119) 4.58 ± 0.10
b. Cogitative travelers (n = 113) 6.04 ± 0.06
c. Temperate travelers (n = 176) 5.90 ± 0.05
d. Introverted travelers (n = 87) 3.54 ± 0.09
e. Moderate travelers (n = 182) 4.96 ± 0.06

Agreeableness 124.29 0.000 b,c > e, a > d
a. Sensitive travelers (n = 119) 5.16 ± 0.08
b. Cogitative travelers (n = 113) 6.02 ± 0.06
c. Temperate travelers (n = 176) 5.87 ± 0.05
d. Introverted travelers (n = 87) 4.00 ± 0.10
e. Moderate travelers (n = 182) 5.38 ± 0.04

Conscientiousness 114.67 0.000 b > c > e, a > d
a. Sensitive travelers (n = 119) 4.90 ± 0.11
b. Cogitative travelers (n = 113) 5.99 ± 0.07
c. Temperate travelers (n = 176) 5.56 ± 0.07
d. Introverted travelers (n = 87) 3.39 ± 0.09
e. Moderate travelers (n = 182) 4.96 ± 0.06

4.4. Risk Perceptions and Travel Behavior Differences among the Five Clusters

Table 5 compares the risk perceptions (i.e., physical risk, financial and benefit risk,
and psychological risk) and travel behaviors (i.e., overall satisfaction, willingness to revisit,
and recommendation of the sites to others) of the five groups. Temperate travelers had the
highest scores for physical risk, financial and benefit risk, and psychological risk, while
introverted travelers had the lowest scores. Cogitative travelers had a significantly greater
overall satisfaction than sensitive travelers and introvert travelers. Sensitive travelers
were significantly less willing to travel than the other travelers. Cogitative travelers and
temperate travelers were significantly more willing to recommend the site to others than
sensitive travelers, introverted travelers, and moderate travelers.

Table 5. Comparisons for risk perceptions and travel behaviors of five groups by one-way ANOVAs.

Satisfaction/ Cluster Mean ± SE F-Value p Bonferroni Test

Behavioral Intention

Physical risk
a. Sensitive travelers 5.30 ± 0.14 15.15 0.000 c > a, b, e > d
b. Cogitative travelers 5.30 ± 0.13
c. Temperate travelers 5.84 ± 0.09
d. Introverted travelers 4.55 ± 0.16
e. Moderate travelers 5.07 ± 0.09

219



Sustainability 2023, 15, 655

Table 5. Cont.

Satisfaction/ Cluster Mean ± SE F-Value p Bonferroni Test

Financial and benefit risk 10.98 0.000 c, a, b, e > d
a. Sensitive travelers 4.85 ± 0.12
b. Cogitative travelers 4.59 ± 0.13
c. Temperate travelers 5.04 ± 0.10
d. Introverted travelers 4.01 ± 0.15
e. Moderate travelers 4.42 ± 0.09

Psychological risk 12.69 0.000 c, a > b, d, e
a. Sensitive travelers 4.79 ± 0.15
b. Cogitative travelers 4.05 ± 0.16
c. Temperate travelers 4.89 ± 0.13
d. Introverted travelers 3.66 ± 0.17
e. Moderate travelers 4.03 ± 0.12

Overall satisfaction 2.71 0.029 b, c > d, e > a
a. Sensitive travelers 4.26 ± 0.16
b. Cogitative travelers 4.94 ± 0.17
c. Temperate travelers 4.70 ± 0.13
d. Introverted travelers 4.41 ± 0.17
e. Moderate travelers 4.54 ± 0.13

Willingness to revisit 3.38 0.012 b, c, e, d > a
a. Sensitive travelers 4.21 ± 0.17
b. Cogitative travelers 4.97 ± 0.18
c. Temperate travelers 4.77 ± 0.14
d. Introverted travelers 4.45 ± 0.18
e. Moderate travelers 4.60 ± 0.12

Willingness to recommend the site to others 2.55 0.038 b, c > a, d, e
a. Sensitive travelers 4.33 ± 0.17
b. Cogitative travelers 4.98 ± 0.18
c. Temperate travelers 4.76 ± 0.14
d. Introverted travelers 4.47 ± 0.18
e. Moderate travelers 4.52 ± 0.13

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

Scholars have suggested that travel risk negatively influences tourism satisfaction [54]
and travel intention [17,21,55] during periods of health threat. Moreover, research on
COVID-19 has explored the factors influencing travel behavior and intention, such as risk
perceptions [11,16,47], travel attitudes [17], risk image [18], and personality traits [21,41].
Tepavčević et al. [21] indicated that individuals’ travel anxiety, fears of the pandemic,
and behavioral intentions during the COVID-19 period may vary with their personal-
ity traits. Several studies have used segmentation by personality traits to understand
phenomena, such as mobile usage patterns [19] and fashion consciousness in Generation
Y [27]. Previous studies have segmented tourists by actual travel behaviors [56], travel
risk perceptions [16,55,57], and risk attitudes [58]. However, no study has deeply explored
individual differences by segmenting tourist personality traits and has further identified
the attributes of travel risk, satisfaction, and travel intention by marketing segmentation.
By introducing strategies for marketing segmentation through tourist personality traits for
destination managers to develop more effective marketing strategies during outbreaks, this
study potentially contributes to the literature and applies the use of marketing strategies
by researchers in tourism studies.

The empirical results Indicated that sensitive travelers perceived risk at greater fre-
quencies, but had the least satisfaction and travel intention, which is consistent with the
findings of Tepavčević et al. [21] and Aumeboonsuke and Caplanova [38]. In outbreaks,
neurotic tourists have more fears of the pandemic and are not willing to travel [21]. More-
over, Aumeboonsuke and Caplanova [38] reported that neurotic tourists have more risk
aversion than people with other more prominent personality traits, which is consistent
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with the behavioral intentions of sensitive travelers. This study also confirms that sensitive
travelers have high risk perceptions of physical, financial, and beneficial factors, in addition
to high psychological risks; they have the least satisfaction and lowest travel intention
during outbreaks in these five segments, which contributes to the literature.

Cogitative travelers perceive fewer risks than sensitive travelers and temperate travel-
ers, but represent the highest levels of satisfaction and behavioral intention. Bujisic et al. [59]
found that people with a high trait of openness to experience have more satisfaction and
destination loyalty than those with the other four personality traits because they immerse
themselves into activities easily. Khoi et al. [60] argued that openness to experience encour-
ages people to seek novel and inspirational activities, which fosters their satisfaction and
loyalty. Leri and Theodoridis [40] also found that people with low neuroticism perceive
the servicescape more acutely and have higher intentions to revisit. This study confirms
that cogitative travelers had the highest satisfaction and behavioral intentions during the
pandemic, which expands our knowledge of tourism during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The empirical results suggest that the temperate traveler group perceives the most risks
of all the groups, which is consistent with the results of Jani et al. [29] and Siegrist et al. [61];
this indicates that travelers in this group are likely to search for more information and have
more knowledge that leads them to perceive risks while traveling. With more knowledge,
tourists can try their best to prevent risks and enjoy their trips, which led to higher satisfac-
tion and loyalty during the pandemic. The results indicated that the levels of pandemic
risk perception, satisfaction and behavioral intention of the temperate group seem to be
the same as those of satisfaction with tourism development among residents [62] and the
levels of behaviors associated with internet searches by tourists [29].

Introverted travelers have extremely different risk perceptions, satisfaction, and will-
ingness to recommend the site to others from those of temperate travelers. Meanwhile,
the moderate traveler group had moderate risk perceptions, satisfaction, and behavioral
intentions among these five groups. This study identifies different personality trait seg-
ments and demonstrates that each segment had different risk perceptions, satisfaction
levels, and travel intentions during the pandemic. Accordingly, this study fills research
gaps and extends our knowledge of personality traits, risk perception, satisfaction, and
travel intention during the pandemic.

5.2. Managerial Implications

According to Razavi’s [19] study, segmenting by personality traits provides a better
understanding of tourists’ behavioral intentions than segmenting by demographic variables.
Tourism managers should develop marketing strategies and provide suitable products and
services based on these five segments to attract potential tourists during pandemic periods.
Temperate travelers attach great importance to safety while traveling. Jani et al. [29]
suggested that people with high extraversion and neuroticism traits search for pandemic
information before traveling. Accordingly, destination managers need to convince them
that destinations are safe by providing pandemic prevention measures on websites or social
media. Moreover, managers should ensure that the facilities and the environment in the
destination are sterilized periodically, or provide noncontact services to create safe places
for tourists [63,64].

With high risk perception but low satisfaction, willingness to revisit, and willingness
to recommend the site to others, sensitive travelers were found to worry too much and
not be satisfied from the trip. Providing low-risk travel activities and environments is,
therefore, suggested to allow sensitive travelers to increase their overall satisfaction and
behavioral intentions in favor of the low-risk travel patterns in the COVID-19 pandemic
period. With high neuroticism attributes, sensitive travelers may avoid interacting with
people [35]; thus, tourism managers may provide outdoor recreation activities for single
travelers, such as hiking and sightseeing, to reduce their risk perception and increase their
satisfaction and recommendations.
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Cogitative travelers have the highest ratings for satisfaction, willingness to revisit, and
willingness to recommend the site to others; thus, managers should focus on this market
segment. As this group has a high rating for travel risk perception, the destination managers
should ensure that pandemic prevention measures are implemented precisely to reduce
their risk perceptions. Moreover, managers can demonstrate the beauty of the destination
and promote strategies (such as coupons for food, beverages, or accommodations) to attract
cognitive travelers and raise their satisfaction. Based on the highest recommendation
among these five segments, provoking bonuses to cogitative travelers for posting their
destination pictures or messages on social media to allure other tourists can help managers
promote their destination and ensure more tourists visits [29]. As individuals with high
openness to experience, cogitative travelers are likely to search for information about the
destination before traveling [29]. Tourism managers should update information on the
destination homepage and social media, as well as demonstrate that pandemic prevention
measures have been strictly implemented to convince these two segments of travelers.
Moreover, marketers should provide interaction activities to meet the personality traits of
various travelers, such as experiencing natural or cultural resources. Specifically, compared
to temperate travelers, cognitive travelers have lower ratings of neuroticism and are likely
to share posts on social media [65]; thus, tourism managers may encourage them to post
images and messages, or check in on social media to promote the destination.

Moderate travelers represent the largest proportion of travelers. With mid-level
ratings for risk perception and satisfaction, behavioral intention, and recommendation
in these five segments, managers need to strengthen information on websites and social
media, such as by emphasizing the beauty of destinations, offering assurance of sanitary
environments, and offering rebates for services; this may relieve travelers’ anxiety and raise
satisfaction, loyalty, and pro-environmental behavior, ultimately achieving sustainable
tourism [63,66,67]. Moreover, tourism marketers may offer all sorts of activities, well-
designed services, and pandemic prevention environments to increase visitors’ satisfaction,
behavioral intentions, and positive word-of-mouth.

Introverted travelers have the lowest rating of the Big Five traits, risk perceptions, satis-
faction, behavior intentions, and recommendation intentions, as they may not be motivated
to contact other people. Tourism managers may provide self-guided interpretation services
and noncontact services for these tourists to increase their satisfaction, willingness to revisit,
and willingness to recommend the site to others, thereby increasing their pro-environmental
behavior [68–70]. In addition, tourism managers should remind introverted travelers to
obey pandemic prevention measures using placards to prevent pandemic outbreaks.

Accordingly, facing a competitive environment, destination managers should develop
their own differentiated products, target consumer groups, build brand images, and intro-
duce differentiated marketing strategies to establish competitive advantages during the
pandemic [71].

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

Despite the potential contribution, several research limitations should be acknowl-
edged for future study directions. First, given the cross-sectional nature of this study,
the present study failed to elucidate market segmentation for longer periods of time and
might not be reflected in longitudinal travel segmentation [72]. To overcome this issue, a
multiyear survey is needed.

Second, scholars claim that the Big Five are less reliable in non-WEIRD (i.e., Western,
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Developed) countries [73]. The present study employed
the Big Five to assess the personality traits that could affect the findings, but other per-
sonality traits should be investigated [73]. Accordingly, future work is recommended to
re-examine segmentation marketing using measures of the Big Five personality traits and
other personality traits from an international perspective by collecting multicultural and
international data.
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Third, although behavioral intentions are crucial for the attitudinal perspective, they
seem to be poor predictors of actual behaviors [74,75]. To resolve this issue, further studies
should employ qualitative approaches, such as direct behavioral observation, participant
observation or implicit measurement techniques, to elucidate the actual behaviors of
travelers [76].

Finally, an a priori assumption was made that respondents had thought about their
behavioral intentions to travel, revisit, and recommend when conducting this study. How-
ever, respondents may not consider these intentions, leading to the survey forcing the
respondents to express an opinion to complete the survey; thus, self-generated validity
effect seems to be an issue [77,78]. To reduce this effect, adopting a counterbalancing
question order with the survey questions arranged non-sequentially is recommended [79].

6. Conclusions

Although the market segmentation, travel risk perceptions, satisfaction, and behav-
ior of travelers have been intensively elucidated and discussed in past research, limited
previous studies have clarified the market segmentation of travelers based on their per-
sonality traits during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study first identified five market
segments of travelers, assessed their personality traits, travel risk perceptions, satisfaction,
and behaviors, and subsequently elucidated the differences in their travel risk percep-
tions, satisfactions and behavioral intentions, filling research gaps and contributing to
the literature.

Understanding market segments can inform marketing efforts to target prospective
travelers, assist tourist destination businesses in developing sustainability management
and provide a competitive edge to managers by providing viable marketing strategies [80].
This study’s findings elucidate five segments (i.e., sensitive travelers, cogitative travelers,
temperate travelers, introverted travelers, and moderate travelers) that are deeply discussed
within relevant theoretical frameworks, regarding individual differences by personality
traits, travel risk, satisfaction, and behavioral intentions, providing valuable insights for
the literature on tourism management.

Market segmentation allows tourism destinations to focus their resources to meet the
needs of target travelers more effectively. This study’s findings provide an effective tool
for market segmentation to create differentiated marketing strategies for segments, and
improve customer relationship management. Understanding potential target travelers
and formulating differentiated marketing strategies for different travelers can lead to
competitive advantages.

By proposing diverse marketing strategies in light of these findings, this study sheds
light on previously reported but unexamined market segments among travelers during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This study’s market segmentation elucidates the reasons for travel
and behavioral intentions, and ultimately leads to sustainable tourism.

Finally, we conclude that travelers (i.e., sensitive travelers, cogitative travelers, tem-
perate travelers, introverted travelers, and moderate travelers) with different personality
traits have different risk perceptions and travel behaviors. By providing information for
differentiated marketing, the tourism industry can effectively develop diverse market-
ing strategies that target specific traveler segments to satisfy them; this can subsequently
increase behavioral intentions. Therefore, this study extends knowledge on the travel
destination market during the pandemic and significantly contributes to the literature.

Author Contributions: All listed authors have contributed directly to this paper. T.-H.L. was re-
sponsible for the study conception and design. T.-H.L. and F.-H.J. performed the data collection,
data analysis and writing of the manuscript. All authors were responsible for carrying out critical
revisions of the paper for content. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

223



Sustainability 2023, 15, 655

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Cró, S.; Martins, A.M. Structural breaks in international tourism demand: Are they caused by crises or disasters? Tour. Manag.

2017, 63, 3–9. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
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Abstract: The dynamic growth and evolution of tourism in recent times and its growing importance
for the economies of many countries has been drastically hampered by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
pandemic has not only affected tourism through travel restrictions and the associated difficulties
faced by the tourism industry, but it has also changed people’s tourism preferences (mass tourism
has been replaced by more sustainable tourism), as well as their motives for undertaking tourism.
The aim of this study is to assess students’ views on the role of the COVID-19 pandemic in shaping
their tourism experiences and beliefs about the future of tourism in the perspective of the pandemic
and its global implications. The issue is of interest given the young age of the study participants and
the belief that they are key influencers in shaping the image of global tourism in the post-pandemic
period. The participants of this study were 196 students from higher education institutions in Gdansk,
representing both tourism- and non-tourism-related majors. The aim of this study was achieved
using the diagnostic survey method, collecting information about the respondents’ beliefs based
on a research tool in the form of a survey questionnaire. The results suggest that tourism activities
and students’ motives for engaging in them may change after the pandemic expires compared to
before COVID-19. In general, studying tourism is associated with moderate attitudes towards the
aftermath of the coronavirus compared to the more radical responses of students who do not study
tourism. A limitation of this pilot study was the geographical restriction of the respondents to the
Polish population, which makes it difficult at this stage to draw more generalized conclusions.

Keywords: youth; students; tourist activity; COVID-19 pandemic; trends; perspectives; contempo-
rary tourism

1. Introduction

As the consensus view is that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on
the global labour market [1–3], this can be considered in the perspective of tourism devel-
opment both as a threat to the functioning of employers and as a barrier to participation in
tourism trips. Young people and students approaching psychological, social and financial
maturity will soon become an important segment of tourists, and their tourism activities
should therefore be analysed and studied. Travelling and engaging in various tourism
activities, and therefore accumulating various tourism experiences, plays significant roles
in shaping the personalities of young people. It is therefore worth investigating how people
(in this case, youth—students) choose the types of tourism activities they undertake and
their level of involvement in these activities. This may help countries guide this group of
consumers to appropriate tourism products and services in the future. At the same time,
each type of tourism activity is dictated by certain motivations and is influenced by external
factors, such as the finances of the tourist, the geopolitical and economic situation, the state
of the pandemic in the intended destinations and their sense of security, which is at least
partly related to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The analysis of the signalled research problem, due to the links between human be-
haviour and the epidemiological situation, defined as an ecological threat, refers to several
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theoretical models. These include the Diffusion of Innovation Theory [4], considered in
light of the phenomenon of the spread of new tourism trends in society. The issue of human
functioning in the perspective of COVID-19, considered as a natural disaster and at the
same time a source of crisis in the personal, social, financial and environmental dimensions,
refers instead to the Ecosystem Theory [5]. Finally, the urgency of human adaptation under
conditions of global change such as the effects of a pandemic is presumptively close to
Resilience Theory [6].

The issue of shaping the tourism space in a pandemic and post-pandemic reality has
received much attention in the last few decades [7–10]. The circumstances shaping tourism
are conceptualised in a number of ways, among which, albeit infrequently, the issue of
youth tourism engagement also appears [11]. Within this issue, the issue of the influence of
the academic system through its directionally different subject matter on students’ beliefs
and attitudes relating to the stimulators and barriers to tourism development resulting
from the coronavirus pandemic should be considered a research gap. Learning about
these determinants may be important from the point of view of the potential presence of
representatives of the younger generation in the various sectors of the tourism economy in
the post-COVID period.

In relation to the above, the aim of this article is to identify motivations, preferences
and trends related to tourism activity and to learn about the opinions of young students
(studying majors related and unrelated to tourism at universities in Gdansk) on the role of
the COVID-19 pandemic in shaping their tourism activities.

The realisation of this objective will enable the formulation of answers to several key
research questions: To what extent will the COVID-19 pandemic affect the tourism potential
of the destination in the following years? To what extent will the COVID-19 pandemic affect
pro-tourism behaviour in future years? To what extent will the COVID-19 pandemic affect
the uptake of tourism activities in the following years? To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic affect the functioning of the Polish and international tourism industry in the
years to come? To what extent will the COVID-19 pandemic affect the functioning and
condition of tour operators in the years to come?

Regardless of the questions that arise, a natural one, as it follows from the division
into two groups of respondents, is the research question with the following content: Do
the opinions of tourism students and non-tourism students on the role of the COVID-19
pandemic in shaping tourism and its accompanying services differ?

The research hypothesis relating to this question contains an important caveat that does
not allow it to be formulated categorically. This is because assuming the precise placement
of students’ answers on a scale is impossible to predict. This is due to the innovative nature
of the research being presented. It is therefore difficult to make a reference in the discussion
to the results of similar studies.

However, we can tentatively assume that tourism students are more aware of the
realities governing current tourism supply and demand, and that they consider the motives
for tourism activity in greater depth. This may be fostered by an in-depth knowledge
resulting from a dedicated curriculum in a tourism-related degree program, easier access
to bibliographic sources and to authorities in the field of tourism and, finally, their own
tourism-oriented interests.

The suggestions made in this paper may be helpful in recognising whether studying
tourism is part of the formation of an expanded consciousness compared to that of those
showing a lack of basic tourism education. The possible lack of differences between the
representatives of the two studied groups will indicate an inadequate level of content
presented in tourism-related fields of study. In addition, the material presented is intended
to fill the gaps related to this issue that can still be observed in the scientific literature.

This article is structured as follows: After the introductory section, the next section is
dedicated to youth tourism, moving on to the circumstances surrounding tourism during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The methodological section precedes the detailed analysis of the
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research problem presented in the signalled five research areas. The final part of this paper
is devoted to the discussion and conclusions.

2. Trends and Perspectives in Youth Tourism

Until recently, tourism undertaken by children and youths was treated as an unim-
portant element, especially in the context of international tourism. It used to be largely
ignored by tourism services. Fortunately, in recent years, the situation has changed for
the better—more and more tourist service providers understand the importance of this
segment for the development of tourism (although, of course, the problem of the ‘social
exclusion’ of the younger generation has not been entirely eliminated). According to the
Global Code Of Ethics For Tourism, each one of us has the full right to tourism and to the
freedom of movement for touristic purposes. Tourist activity should include respecting
human rights, in particular protecting the rights of the most vulnerable groups—children,
youths, the elderly and people with disabilities. This is why tourism for families, young
people, students, elderly people and people with disabilities is supported by government
bodies [12].

The right to engage in tourist activities today is encompassed in the term “accessible
tourism” [13], not only in the context of disability, but also youth tourism. The concept of
accessible tourism emphasises the need to create services and products and to promote
them in a way that takes into account the specific needs of very different social groups
(previously excluded from free access to touristic activities for various reasons). And thus
it applies to elderly people, people with disabilities, families with children, children and
youths, etc. Because youth tourism is a continuously developing segment of the tourism
market (as well as access to work in tourist services), its value has been emphasised, for
example, in the UNWTO 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), in particular in the scope of SDG 4—Quality Education and
SDG 8—Decent Work and Economic Growth [14].

The current generation of young people and students is classified as the so-called
Generation Z (sometimes used alternatively as Generation C—the “C” comes from the
word “connected”, and means connected to networks and the Internet) which, according to
a United Nations report, in 2019 represented the largest demographic group in the world
(2.4 billion people—i.e., 32% of humanity) [15].

Research shows that the level of tourist activity is closely related to age [16]. According
to Keyser, one’s age determines the amount of free time devoted to rest and tourism, as well
as the likelihood of deciding to travel [17]. Hartman and Cordel report that people aged
below 35 are characterised by the highest tourist activity, after which it starts dropping
with age [18]. This claim is supported by Murrmann who reported that, among adults, the
most touristically active group are those aged 18–24 (comprising 63% of tourists) [19]. Our
group of interest is formed by university students aged between 19 and 25 (age brackets
as per recommendations of various authors regarding studying this population) [20,21].
Łaciak indicates that youth studying at universities is the group with the highest tourist
activity [22].

The tourism segment represented by students is very dynamic. They constitute a very
large group of tourists who, through their attitudes, behaviour and preferences, largely
shape the tourism market. For them, tourism is a way of life, plays a very important role in
their personal development and provides benefits on many levels. There are many factors
that motivate them to undertake tourism activities.

In recent years, youth tourism has become one of the fastest developing segments of
international tourism. This growth translates into huge social and economic opportunities
for local communities, because travelling young people stimulate local tourism businesses,
engage in closer social interactions with the host population and support environmental
protection. Already in 2010, UNWTO reported that about 20% of 940 million international
tourists travelling the world are from this increasingly significant group of consumers [23].
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The number increased in the years that followed (in 2016, it was more than 23% of over a
billion of tourists travelling internationally every year) [24].

According to the World Youth Student and Educational (WYSE) Travel Confederation,
travels by people aged 15 to 29 are motivated either partially or entirely by the desire to
get to know other cultures (this includes cultural exchange visits), gaining life experience
and/or taking the opportunity to educate oneself either in a formal or informal way outside
one’s usual environment [25].

In Poland, students are a relatively large social group (in 2021 this was 1.8 million peo-
ple) [26]. According to research by various authors [27,28], as much as 80–90% of students
engage in tourism, and all types of such activities are placed very high in the hierarchy
of interests of this social group [29]. The main functions of tourism for youths include
hedonist, compensatory, cognitive, emotional, social, adaptive and health functions [30].
These functions allow one to realise the process of education through tourism and self-
education of the young generation, and, as a consequence, this aids the development of the
personality of a young tourist [31].

According to the Polish Tourism Organisation, the discussed segment of tourists can
be characterised as in Table 1 (taking into account both their short and long-term travels).

Table 1. The characteristics of the youth tourist segment, according to the Polish Tourism Organisation.

Type of Travel Characteristics

Short-term

These are people aged about 25, unmarried, often still studying at
universities or other educational institutions. They assess their material

situation relatively well. In many cases, these are people who still live with
their parents, and the ability to combine their own means with the means
of their parents may improve their assessment of their material situation.

Their main motivations for travelling are visiting friends and relatives, but
they also travel for tourism and recreation.

Long-term

These are very young individuals (mean age ranging between 18–22) with
primary or secondary education, who still attend schools or universities.

They assess their material situation as average or rather good. They usually
travel for a longer time to rest or engage in tourism, less frequently to visit

friends and relatives.
Source: own elaboration based on: Marketingowa Strategia Polski w sektorze turystyki na lata 2008–2015 (Polish
Marketing Strategy in The Tourism Sector for Years 2008–2015), Polska Organizacja Turystyczna (Polish Tourism
Organisation), Warszawa, 2008 [32].

As pointed out by Żukowska, tourism allows youths to fulfil their natural need for
movement and interest in the world while also providing the conditions for formulating
conscious and responsible attitudes towards how it is conducted [33]. According to Alejziak,
when we think about youth tourism, we should pay attention to its educational values,
which shape and improve the personality of the travelling youths. This happens mainly
through getting to know the world and through direct, personal contact with the fauna and
flora and with the social life and the people of the visited areas. Partaking in tourism devel-
ops certain attitudes towards different areas of life, such as altruism, kindness, empathy
and often friendship. Travels encourage the processes of integration, bonding, cooperation
and common experiences [34]. According to Dimanche and Richards, tourist activity is an
important need in the daily lives of young people, and they treat tourism as part of their
lifestyle and statistically travel more frequently than other tourist segments [35,36].

As Blomgren and Ljungström and Wood note [37,38], the main factors that have
influenced such a dynamic increase in tourism participation by the younger generation
include, in particular, the development of and access to low-cost airlines and new forms of
accommodation services, the sharing economy trend, access to the internet, more leisure
time, financial support from parents, opportunities to participate in student exchanges and
internships abroad (e.g., Erasmus).
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It should be assumed that other characteristics of young tourists are the collection of
experiences and the creation of content, price sensitivity, spontaneity and the search for
individualised offers. Today’s young people are characterised by their freedom to use all
sorts of technologies; they use telephones, computers and, above all, the Internet, which
means they are able to function in the virtual world as well as the real world at the same
time. Haddouche and Salomone [39] point out that, in addition to using the Internet to
organise a tourist trip, the young generation also wants to share experiences with others (via
the Internet) during the trip, for which they mainly use social media (Facebook, Instagram,
Snapchat, etc.).

Bizirgianni and Dionysopoulou [40] point out that many members of the younger
generation, by visiting various tourist destinations and showcasing their trips on the inter-
net or commenting online, become influencers, promote tourist attractions and encourage
other potential tourists to visit tourist destinations.

At the same time, some researchers point out that motivation for tourism and travel by
the young generation [41] is a multidimensional phenomenon because it involves seeking
novelty, intellectual development and education, fun, recreation and enjoying the peace,
experiencing the beauty of nature and the opportunity for socialising. The personalities
of young people are not fully developed, which is why it is a research area that is difficult
to interpret [36,42]. Thus, there is a need for further and deeper studies of this segment of
tourists [43,44].

Table 2 shows the tourism industry (including Poland), too, sees young people as an
important and increasingly significant customer segment for tourism products, changing
and modifying its tourism offer.

Table 2. Tourism industry indications of selected new activities for the ‘youth’ segment.

Industry Indicated Changes in Service Provision

Travel agencies

Changes in the organisation of events: in addition to typical leisure trips,
entrepreneurs are increasingly offering thematic camps (e.g., “in the saddle”,
sailing, sports, for youtubers, etc.), language camps (English, German, Italian,
Spanish) and offers and proposals for active leisure (sports and leisure games,
sightseeing tours, competitions, field games, city games, questing, geocaching,
etc.). Particular attention is paid to ensuring the safety of participants in the

above activities.

Leisure and
recreation offer

Changes in the organisation and forms of entertainment and recreation offered:
events are being organised, which are increasingly interdisciplinary in nature
(increasing the sense of security during the events, level of the quality of the

services, diversity of offers and event programmes, etc.). Programmes include
many proposals for active leisure, e.g., sports and recreational games,

competitions, workshops, field games, city games, questing, geocaching,
conventions (rallies of fans of comics, fantasy, youtubers, bloggers),

educational games or games using ICT technologies
(e.g., computer games, etc.).

Source: own elaboration based on document: “Badanie opinii pracodawców na temat obecnych i przyszłych
kompetencji pracowników w sektorze turystyki”, Rada ds. Kompetencji Sektora Turystyka Instytut Turystyki w
Krakowie Sp. z o.o, Kraków 2018–2019 [45].

Being aware of the significant global disruption to tourism in recent years (in particular
due to the COVID-19 pandemic), the UNWTO points to the important role of youth tourism,
which will play a leading role in the future of tourism. During the first Global Youth Tourism
Summit (GYTS), which took place on 27 June 2022–3 July 2022 in Sorrento, Italy, it was
emphasised that young individuals have to play an active role in the “relaunch” of tourism
and they should have a positive impact on making tourism more sustainable, inclusive and
accessible [46]. The above is supported by global research conducted by Deloitte, which
surveyed over 27,000 representatives of the younger generation. They found that despite
individual challenges and personal fears, young people remain eager to promote positive
change in their own communities, as well as in the world. This also pertains to the planning
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and management of one’s own tourist activity, especially where there is a risk of causing
damage to local societies through the loss of authenticity [47]. This brings young people
closer to the beliefs of representatives of previous generations of youth, especially hippies,
who embraced the currently popular ideas of sustainable development and embodied
authentic life and individuality, understood as living outside cities, close to and caring for
nature [48].

3. Tourism during the COVID-19 Pandemic

As noted by Wendt and Olszewski-Strzyżowski [49], tourism is one of the fastest
growing services in the modern world. The number of tourists between 1950 and 2018
increased almost 50 times and tourism revenues grew from USD 2 billion to USD 1.5 trillion;
however, after a record-breaking 2019, the first quarter of 2020 began under the grip of a
coronavirus outbreak, and tourism around the world faced a period of stagnation.

As per the WTTC report, COVID-19 and restrictions on the movement of international
tourists caused the world economy to lose almost USD 4.5 billion, and, globally, the
contribution of tourism to GNP decreased by 49.1% in comparison to 2019. The spending
of intra-national visitors dropped by 45%, while the spending of international visitors
dropped by 69.4%. In 2020, 62 million workplaces in tourist services were terminated or
seriously affected [50]. The report also states that the segment of tourists who were most
affected by the pandemic were women and youth.

As pointed out by Olszewski-Strzyżowski, up until very recently, we lived with the
belief that tourism will continue developing forever and without limits (both in terms of
tourist services as in terms of tourists’ demand for services and products). Unfortunately,
this unrestrained worldwide development of the tourism industry has been halted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. This particular “tourism lock down” must have a significant influ-
ence on future attitudes and preferences in terms of types and forms of tourist activities,
including an increase in interest in ecological, pro-social and sustainable approaches to
tourism and a decline in mass tourism [51]. Other authors [52–54] also believe that before
the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism was constantly developing, and the competition for a
better share of the market of tourism destinations was a significant factor in this develop-
ment. The disruption felt in 2020 due to the pandemic, which was unprecedented at the
time, will continue to be felt for at least another few years by both tourists and tourism
businesses all over the world.

According to Mirchandani, much evidence indicates that it will take many years for
the tourism industry to recover the losses gained due to restrictions on international and
intra-national movement [55]. This also shows that risks posed by events such as the
global COVID-19 pandemic are relevant to almost every aspect of the global economy
besides tourism [56]. Because of this global situation, tourist products have to be constantly
developed, and destinations should offer a variety of tourist products that take into account
the individual needs of tourists and the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Changes in
tourist behaviour due to the pandemic phenomenon were identified in the UNWTO report,
noting that travellers preferred to travel closer to home, which had a positive impact on
domestic tourism; tourists were more likely to opt for nature holidays, rural tourism and
road trips due to the many restrictions and the desire to spend time outdoors; young people
travelled the most during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic; the main concerns of
consumers were health and safety measures and cancellation policies; consumers were
more likely to book last-minute trips due to the unstable global situation and changing
travel restrictions; for tourists, supporting the local community in the region visited was an
important aspect [57].

Examples of countries taking such initiatives include Austria, by promoting infor-
mation about travelling within the country (in particular, about the safety restrictions
associated with the pandemic, e.g., when using cable cars); Cyprus, by informing tourists
about COVID-19-related safety measures in public and tourist transport, hotels, restau-
rants, beaches, swimming pools and other tourist attractions; Grenada, by promoting the
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“Pure Safe Travel” project to ensure that tourists adhere to the safety procedures in hotels,
restaurants, transport and tourist attractions; Guatemala, by certifying the tourist services
(“Bioseguidad Touristica”) provided by tourist agents, tourist accommodation, archaeo-
logical parks, protected areas, yacht marinas, guides and tourist transport organisers, who
declare that they will adhere to the epidemiological guidelines associated with COVID-19
prevention; and Indonesia, by promoting the “InDOnesia CARE” project—certificates for
tourist services (hotels, gastronomy, transport, etc.) applying the highest standards of
cleanliness, health, hygiene, safety and natural environment protection in the context of
fighting the pandemic. At the same time, tourists are encouraged to plan their vacation to
the country after the COVID-19 pandemic: “Looking for fresh tourist spots to visit after
the pandemic? How about taking an eco-friendly trip? Enlighten yourself with these
eco-tourism spots in Indonesia to enhance your post-pandemic travel plans and to make a
positive impact on the community” [58].

According to UNWTO, in 2020, 100% of the world tourist destinations introduced
some travel restrictions: 45% completely forbade tourist entry, 30% either completely or
partially cancelled international flights, 18% forbade entry from certain outside areas and
7% introduced other measures (e.g., a 14 day quarantine) [59].

The pandemic not only caused significant changes in the global tourism economy
on many levels (countries, regions, destinations, tourist attractions, tourism industries,
etc.) but also in the behaviours and motivations expressed by tourists (e.g., the choice of
destinations, the choice of tourist services, frequency of travel, health and life protection,
sense of safety associated with travel, etc.). As pointed out by Bernaś i Pujer [60], individual
safety usually constitutes one of the main criteria for selecting a destination for recreational
travel (alongside cost and attractiveness), and it is also one of the external determinants that
has a huge impact on decisions associated with travel. It is reasonable to believe that, in the
age of the pandemic, concern for one’s health, life and wellbeing are the main determinants
that tourists take into account when deciding to travel or to abandon their travelling plans.

At the same time, as pointed out by Zorcec and Pop-Jordanova [61], the COVID-19
pandemic has had significant consequences for mental health all over the world, which
also impacts tourist behaviour; their study concerned a group of youths and showed that
the pandemic can cause greater or lesser distress depending on an individual’s subjective
assessment, which is influenced by their stable personality traits. The results of the study
revealed significant changes in quality of life, lack of sense of security, changes in mood
and behaviour, as well as pessimistic outlooks on the future.

4. Materials and Methods

A total of 196 university students from Gdansk (Poland) took part in this study,
including 117 representing the field of tourism and recreation and 79 students from non-
tourism-related majors. The timing of the study, which occurred in spring 2022, covers the
declining period of the COVID-19 pandemic, to which the aim of the study refers. The
research was conducted using a diagnostic survey.

The diagnostic survey method is a way of gathering knowledge about the structural
and functional parameters and dynamics of social phenomena. The knowledge gathered
with its help also concerns the opinions and views of selected communities, as well as
the intensity and directions of development of specific phenomena. It is concerned with
all phenomena that do not have an institutional location, but are, on the contrary, as if
dispersed in a global population. It is a proven effective way of assessing complex social
phenomena. In this survey research, a survey technique was applied using a research tool
in the form of a survey questionnaire of my own authorship prepared for this publication.

The questionnaire consisted of 37 questions about the degree of impact of the coron-
avirus pandemic on numerous tourism sectors, including tourist services. Respondents
were given the opportunity to choose a response from options forming an 11-point scale,
where a value of ‘0’ on the scale corresponded to the statement “to an extremely low
degree”. The middle value of the scale, “5”, corresponded to the statement “to a medium
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extent”. The maximum value on the scale, “10”, corresponds to the statement “to an
extremely high degree”. The planning of an odd number of scale points was aimed at a
symmetric distribution of opinions with a neutral value placed in the middle of the scale.

The number of questions in the survey questionnaire analysed, in accordance with
the adopted standards, was optimised with regard to the objectives of the study guiding
the authors. At the same time, the number of questions was not too high in order to avoid
respondent fatigue, which would exacerbate the tendency for subjective responses. An
attempt was also made to avoid too few questions posing a threat to the full exploration
of views.

The authors constructed the questions with the conviction that the general rules of
question formulation were met. These rules refer to such features of the questions as their
relevance, their adaptation to the intellectual level of the respondent or the elimination of
references to events too distant in time. In addition, the questionnaire questions presented to
the respondents were comprehensible and free of ambiguity. Any questions suggesting an
answer were dispensed with and organised into several modules differentiated by content.
Thematically, these modules referred to different spheres of perception of tourism reality.

The research tool prepared to meet the objective of this scientific project was con-
structed under the conditions of the dynamically changing reality accompanying the
pandemic. This necessitated treating the current situation of the end of the pandemic very
provisionally with the suspicion of non-repetition; hence, in light of time constraints, pilot
studies aimed at verifying the reliability of this research tool were abandoned.

The selection of the research sample resulted from a bilateral agreement between
the Gdansk University of Physical Education and Sport and one of the secondary schools
located in close proximity. The close educational contact consisted, among other things, of
lectures for schoolchildren and the promotion of study at this university among students.
On the other hand, this cooperation was in accordance with an agreement made between
the Pomeranian school superintendent and the ethics committee of the Gdansk University
of Physical Education and Sport, represented by the rector. This agreement concerned
the evaluation and stimulation of the quality of physical activity of school students in the
Pomeranian Voivodeship (agreement number 17/03/05).

5. Tourist Trends in the Post-Pandemic Era According to University
Students—Our Study

The conducted study allows us to draw the following conclusions: due to significant
changes in recent years in global tourist activities, which were influenced by the COVID
19 pandemic, the motivations for tourism exhibited by young people (university students)
may have also significantly changed. The description of the results of the study includes
the content of each question and a short summary of the answers provided by participants
in the two groups. The details are shown in the table below.

The author’s assumption is that the changes resulting from the pandemic may concern
issues and phenomena including, inter alia, the pro-tourist behaviour of tourism partici-
pants (travel motivations, choice of holiday destinations, etc.), progress or regression in
the development of specific forms of tourism activity, the development or expansion of
tourism destinations, the development of the tourism industry and the choice of means
of tourism transport. These elements may evolve significantly under the influence of
pandemics [62–65].

Taking this into account, the tables presented here contain the opinions expressed by
the surveyed groups of tourism students and non-tourism students together with a detailed
analysis of them.

Table 3 presents an analysis of respondents’ answers to the questions in terms of the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the destination’s tourism potential in
the following years.
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Table 3. Characteristics of respondents’ answers to questions within the module impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the tourism potential of the destination in the following years.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

reduction in tourism in big city spaces?

The dominant response among tourism
students (23.9%) was to indicate a neutral

option (value on the scale: “5”). In
general, more responses fell into values

higher than ‘5’, including extremely high
ratings (value on scale: ‘10’), which were

indicated by 15.4% of respondents.

For non-tourism students, the dominant
response option was “7” (34.2%) and “8”
(26.6%), with the percentage of extremely
high averages (scale value: “10”) at 3.8%.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect

promotional activities of unpopular
tourist destinations?

The response option was indicated by the
largest number of tourism students
(24.8%). The answer was generally

positive (value from “6” to “10”) and was
marked significantly more often than the

answer option with values from “0”
to “4”.

A similar distribution on the response
scale was observed among

non-tourism students.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect changes

in the budgets of
regions/municipalities/cities

implementing tourism-related tasks
and projects?

For 28.4% of tourism students, they
remained neutral to the question, but as
many as 50.8% of respondents answered

in the affirmative.

Among non-tourism students, these
results were at the level of 22.8% and

46.8%, respectively.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

conduct of tourism promotional activities
at government/regional and local levels?

Response options from “6” to “10” were
indicated in this case by 45.8% of tourism

students, with 31% indicating a value
of “5”.

For non-tourism students, the values
were 46.8% and 44.3%, respectively.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

functioning of tourism information?

In the opinion of tourism students, the
flow of tourist information will not

change significantly under the impact of
the pandemic. In total, 31% of

respondents answered “5”, while “3”,
“4”, “6” and “7” were indicated by a

further 38.8%.

In the group of non-tourism students, “5”
was chosen by 32.9%, while “3”, “4”, “6”

and “7” were indicated by as many
as 57%.

Source: authors survey 2022.

The results of the answers to the questions included in the module relating to the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the tourism potential of the destination are relatively
similar in the groups of tourism students and non-tourism students. With regard to some
responses, some differences are noted, such as when extremely high ratings were indicated
by 15.4% of tourism students vs. 3.8% of non-tourism students when answering the
question on the degree of impact of the pandemic on the reduction in tourism in big cities.

Table 4 analyses respondents’ answers to questions on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon on pro-tourism behaviour undertaken in subsequent years.
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Table 4. Characteristics of respondents’ answers to questions within the module impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on pro-tourism behaviour in the following years.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the
frequency of tourist trips to family

and friends?

This is another example of a question to
which tourism students responded most

often in a neutral manner (value on a
scale of ‘5’)—23.1%.

In this case, non-tourism students
appeared to be oriented towards higher

values on the response scale, with
dominant values of “7” (36.7%) and

“8” (17.7%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

possible loss of funds previously invested
in a tour operator’s cancelled tour?

The distribution of responses among
tourism students again showed a

predominance of choosing a value of ‘5’
or higher. In this case, however, it shows

a sceptical attitude towards the
possibility of recovering the money

invested in a tour operator’s cancelled
tour. The predominant responses were ‘8’

(20.5%) and ‘7’ and ‘10’ (13.7% each).

Compared to tourism students, in the
group of non-tourism students, the
responses were mainly values of “8”

(27.8% of respondents) and “7” (15.2% of
respondents), while a value of “10” was

indicated by 11.4% of respondents.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect decisions

to cancel trips abroad?

In the case of tourism students,
significantly more people (20.5%)

indicated a value of “0” compared to the
opposite option (value of “10”)—3.4%.
As with the majority of responses from
tourism students, “5” was the dominant

choice (24.8%).

Non-tourism students indicated the
response option of “0” more often (12.7%)
than the opposite option, a value of “10”
(1.3%). In this group, the neutral option

(“5”) had the highest score (29.1%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect interest in

travel outside the high tourist season?

According to tourism students, the
pandemic will significantly increase

interest in off-high season travel in the
next few years. The dominant responses

in this respect were “5” (23.9%), “7”
(20.5%) and “6” (13.7%).

Slightly higher scores were achieved by
non-tourism students than tourism

students, as they mostly indicated a value
of “7” (27.8%), “6” (22.8%) and

“8” (20.3%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect travel

behaviour, motivations and changes in
travel habits?

The pandemic will significantly affect
tourist behaviour, motivation and change
in habits. Among tourism students, 57%

of respondents stated this with 23.3%
remaining neutral to the question (value

of “5”).

Among non-tourism students, an
affirmative attitude was represented by

50.6% of respondents and a neutral
attitude by 31.6%.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect interest in
tourist travel due to the need to comply

with specific hygiene procedures to
ensure pandemic-related safety?

Tourism students were overwhelmingly
(35%) convinced that hygiene and

sanitation procedures will moderately
reduce interest in tourism trips. The next
most dominant answers to this question

were “7” (15.4%) and “10” (6%).

The most popular answer among
non-tourism students was “7” (29.1%).

With no one answering “10”, this group
was notable for the high percentage of “6”

(19%) and “8” (17.7%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic affect tourists’ sense of security

(e.g., security in purchasing an offer,
security in means of transport, security in

the tourist destination)?

Safety issues will not be satisfactorily
addressed in relation to the coronavirus

pandemic. Doubts on this issue were
reported by 51% of tourism students

(who answered with a value from ‘6’ to
‘10’) with 24.1% indicating a value of ‘5’.

Safety issues will not be satisfactorily
addressed in connection with the

coronavirus pandemic. Doubts on this
issue were reported by 82.3% of

non-tourism students (who answered
with values from ‘6’ to ‘10’) with 10.1%

indicating a value of ‘5’.
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Table 4. Cont.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect older

people’s interest in tourism?

According to tourism students, the
pandemic will reduce the interest of older

people in tourism trips. A value of “5”
was indicated by 23.9% of those surveyed,
while values between “6” and “10” were

indicated by 57.3% of those surveyed.

In the group of non-tourism students, a
value of ‘5’ was indicated by 22.8% of
respondents, with 67.1% indicating a

value from ‘6’ to ‘10’. The distribution of
responses in both groups was

quite similar.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
pandemic COVID-19 affect the interest of
people with disabilities in tourism trips?

According to tourism students, interest in
tourism among disabled people will not
change under the impact of the pandemic.
The predominant response was a value of
‘5’ (34.2%) while the other scale options

were indicated with relatively
similar frequency.

For the first time in the case of this
question, the response option ‘5’ proved

to be the most popular among
non-tourism students (45.6%).

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

interest of socially excluded groups in
domestic tourism, provided they are

offered government support programmes
(e.g., in Poland—the so-called

”tourism voucher”)?

Responses to this question among
tourism students were generally
favourable. The most frequently

indicated values were ‘5’ (21.4%), ‘7’
(18.8%), ‘8’ (16.2%) and ‘6’ (14.5%).

The opinions of tourism students were
similar to the dominant opinions of the
non-tourism students, who answered ‘7’

(25.3%), ‘6’ (20.3%) and ‘8’ (19%).

Source: authors survey 2022.

Among the responses to the question about the impact of the pandemic on pro-tourism
behaviour, again there was a relatively small discrepancy in the opinions of tourism
students and non-tourism students. Notably, non-tourism students were more convinced
of the stimulating role of the pandemic phenomenon on such behavioural spheres as
increasing the frequency of tourist trips to visit family and friends, as well as its limiting
effect on interest in tourist trips due to the need to comply with specific hygiene and health
safety procedures to counteract the negative effects of the pandemic.

Table 5 shows the characteristics of respondents’ answers to the questions in the
module on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on tourism activities (types
and forms of tourism) in the following years.

Table 5. Characteristics of respondents’ answers to questions within the module impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the uptake of tourism activities (types and forms of tourism)
in the following years.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect children
and young people’s access to organised

tourism trips (camps, school trips,
sports camps)?

In this case, slightly more people
indicated values from “6” to “10”.

However, among the tourism students,
the neutral option with a value of “5”

(26.5%) remained by far the
dominant one.

The preferred options for non-tourism
students were ‘6’ (35.4%) and ‘7’ (22.8%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect interest in

weekend tourism?

Among the tourism students, there was a
neutral attitude towards this statement.

The most common response was a value
of “5” (30.8%) and symmetrically and

indirectly adjacent values of “3” and “7”
(15.4% each).

Non-tourism students were much more
radical in their responses to this question,
with indications of a value of ‘8’ by 34.2%

and a value of ‘7’ by 26.6%
of respondents.
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Table 5. Cont.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

development of domestic tourism?

Tourism students considered that the
pandemic would affect the development
of domestic tourism in the coming years.
A value of “5” was indicated in this case
by 29.9% of the respondents, and values

from “6” to “10” by a further 52.2%.

Similarly, non-tourism students opted for
a value ‘5’ (12.7%) and for values from ‘6’

to ‘10’ by as many as 83.5%.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

development of domestic roundtrips?

In the opinion of tourism students, the
pandemic will not have a major impact

on the domestic touring offer. In this case,
values from “3” to “7” were selected

(indicated by as many as 84.7% of
respondents).

The distribution of responses was quite
similar in the group of non-tourism

students; however, 83.5% of the
responses were values from “4” to “8”.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

development of foreign
roundtrip offerings?

Rather, the pandemic will reduce the
offer of foreign round trips. There were
few extremes of opinion in this respect

among tourism students and, apart from
the most frequently indicated value of

“5”, respondents most frequently opted
for values of “6” and “7” (13.8% each).

No significant differences were perceived
in the responses of non-tourism students
compared to those of tourism students.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the
development of health tourism (i.e.,

health, spa, medical, spa and wellness)?

According to tourism students, the
pandemic will increase the importance of
health tourism. This is probably related

to the increased public awareness of
environmental health risks. A value of ‘5’
was indicated by 29.1% in this case, and

values between ‘6’ and ‘10’ by 55.5%
of respondents.

The neutral response was once again not
popular among non-tourism students
(11.4%), in contrast to the significant

number of values from ‘6’ to ‘10’ (82.3%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

development of sustainable tourism,
including agri-tourism and eco-tourism?

In the group of tourism students, the
response indications referred

predominantly to an intermediate value
(“5”). This was decided by 29.9% of

respondents. This was confirmed by the
second result (12%) of the indications for

the values “3” and “7”, thus
symmetrically adjacent to the

intermediate note.

Non-tourism students were in favour of
indicating a value of ‘5’ (20.3%), while the

value ‘8’ was their most frequently
chosen value (34.2%).

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the
development of cycling tourism?

The pandemic appeared to be a
stimulator of the development of cycling
tourism. This opinion was expressed by

73.4% of tourism students, who indicated
a value of “5” and values from “6”

to “10”.

In an even stronger positive light,
non-tourism students indicated a value of
“5” and values from “6” to “10” (89.9%

of respondents).

Source: authors survey 2022.

Apart from a number of similarities in the statements of tourism students and non-
tourism students, differences in the views of representatives of both study groups existed,
as a stronger conviction of non-tourism students about the key impact of the pandemic on
weekend tourism and cycling tourism came to the fore.

Table 6 shows the characteristics of respondents’ answers to the questions within the
module impact of the COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the functioning of the tourism
industry (both nationally and internationally) in the following years.
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Table 6. Characteristics of respondents’ answers to questions within the module impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the functioning of the tourism industry (both nationally and
internationally) in the following years.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

development of the national
tourism economy?

Tourism students were not likely to be
optimistic about such a question. An
overwhelming group of respondents
(27.4%) indicated that the pandemic

phenomenon would affect the
development of the national tourism

economy to a medium degree (value of
“5”). A slightly lower option (value of ‘4’)

was indicated by 13.7% and an even
lower option (value of ‘3’) by 15.4%.

Non-tourism students took a more
optimistic view of the issue compared to

tourism students. Their answers were
dominated by values of “8” (21.5%) and

“7” (16.5%).

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

reduction in prices for tourism services?

Symptomatic among tourism students is
the predominance (24.8%) of those

indicating a value of “5”. On the other
hand, indications of a value of “10” were
few (2.6%) compared to indications of a

value of “0” (extremely low)—22.2%.

Non-tourism students were less critical of
this question, indicating a zero in 11.1%

of cases. In contrast, the largest
proportion of this group (20.3%)

indicated the value “8”.

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

operation of travel agencies, hotels and
other tourism operators and tourism

participants themselves?

According to tourism students, the
impact of the pandemic on the operation

of travel agencies, hotels and other
tourism operators as well as on tourists
themselves is high and very high. Only
12% had opinions to the contrary, i.e.,
indications of values from “0” to “4”.

A similar proportion of responses was
observed in the group of non-tourism

students, with a shift towards extremely
high scores compared to tourism students

being confirmed here once again.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the risk of

travel agency bankruptcies?

According to respondents, travel agency
bankruptcies seem to be the inevitable
result of the pandemic. In the group of

tourism students, a value of “5” was
indicated in this case by 22.2% of

respondents, and values from “6” to “10”
were indicated by a further 63.2%.

Indications of values of “5” were chosen
less frequently by non-tourism students
(10.1%), while indications of values from

“6” to “10” were chosen significantly
more often (88.6%) compared to

tourism students

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect the

position of catering companies in the
tourism market?

Again among tourism students, a value
of “5” was the most frequently indicated
value (23.1%). Options higher than this
average were indicated by more people
compared to the number of respondents

indicating a value below “5”.

The disproportion found among tourism
students was more noticeable in the
group of non-tourism students, who
concentrated their indications on the

value “7” (30.4%) and “8” (22.8%).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the

condition of business tourism and the
exhibition industry?

Business tourism, including the
exhibition industry, could be affected by

the pandemic, according to those
surveyed. Scale values between “6” and

“10” were indicated (34.5%), with 44% of
tourism students remaining neutral to

this question (indicating a value of “5”).

Among non-tourism students, they
indicated a scale value of “6” to “10”

(40.5%), while indications of “5”
were 44.3%.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the tourism
industry’s interest in the use of modern
technologies (e.g., travel blogs, virtual

guides, apps, etc.)?

This question was perceived favourably
by tourism students. This time,

indications of values of “5” were not
dominant in the statements of this group

of respondents (22.2%). More people
(23.9%) indicated values of “8”.

Non-tourism students had similar views
to tourism students, with the most
frequently indicated value being

“7” (34.2%).

To what extent will the phenomenon of
the COVID-19 pandemic affect possible

retraining decisions and the departure of
tourism industry employees to

other professions?

The pandemic will affect the retraining
decisions of tourism workers. An

extremely high degree of agreement with
this statement was identified by 11.1% of
the tourism students surveyed, while an
extremely low degree of agreement was

identified by only 0.9%.

Here again, it is important to emphasise
the greater disproportion between the

extreme responses in the group of
non-tourism students. The lowest

indicated option was “2” (1.3%), while
the indications of values from “6” to “8”

(70.9%) definitely dominated.

Source: authors survey 2022.
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Responses to questions referring to the impact of COVID-19 on the operation of the
tourism industry showed more similarities than differences between the two groups of
respondents. Non-tourism students were more likely to believe that the pandemic induced
a more dynamic development of the domestic tourism business and catering companies.

Table 7 shows the characteristics of respondents’ answers to the questions Table 6
shows the characteristics of respondents’ answers to the questions within the module
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic phenomenon on the functioning of the tourism industry
(both nationally and internationally) in the following years.

Table 7. Characteristics of respondents’ answers to questions within the module impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic phenomenon on the operation and condition of tour operators in the following years.

Questions
Answers

Tourism Students Non-Tourism Students

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the health

of maritime carriers (passenger ferries
and cruise ships—cruises)?

A pandemic will increase the risk of
bankruptcy for maritime transport
companies. Some tourism students

(32.5%) were neutral on this question
(indicating a value of “5”), but a further
41% were highly convinced (indicating

values from “6” to “10”).

In comparison, only 13.9% of
non-tourism students indicated a value of
“5”, but in this group, the percentage of

indications of values from “6” to “10”
was significantly higher (74.7%) than

among tourism students.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the risk of

bankruptcies of coach
transport companies?

The pandemic will increase the risk of
bankruptcy for coach transport

companies. Some tourism students
(33.3%) were neutral on this question

(indicated value “5”), but a further 45.2%
were convinced to a considerable degree

(indicating values from “6” to “10”).

In comparison, only 13.9% of
non-tourism students indicated a value of
“5”, but in this group, the percentage of

indications of values from “6” to “10”
was significantly higher (77.2%) than

among tourism students.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect the
condition of domestic air carriers

operating in Poland?

Tourism students remained neutral to
this question. The vast majority of

responses oscillated around the value “5”,
with 66.6% of all responses in the value

range “3” to “7”.

Similarly, among non-tourism students,
the indication of the value “5” was the
most common, with 83.5% indicating

values from “3” to “7”.

To what extent will the COVID-19
phenomenon affect the condition of

foreign air carriers operating in Poland?

Tourism students remained neutral to
this question. The vast majority of

responses oscillated around a value of ‘5’,
with 70.6% of respondents favouring

indications in the value range of ‘3’ to ‘7’.

Similarly, among non-tourism students,
indicating a value of ‘5’ was the most
common, with 74.7% of respondents

favouring indications between ‘3’ and ‘7’.

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic affect global air carriers?

Global air transport will not be clearly
influenced by the pandemic in the next

few years. The extreme response options
(values of ‘0’, ‘1’, ‘9’ or ‘10’) were only
chosen by 12.9% of tourism students.

Extreme answers were even less common
among non-tourism students, with only
5% indicating extreme answers to this
question (values of ‘0’, ‘1’, ‘9’ or ‘10’).

To what extent will the COVID-19
pandemic phenomenon affect interest in

private car transport for
tourism purposes?

Private car transport will be heavily used
for tourism in the post-pandemic period.

Values of “5” to “10” were chosen by
86.2% of the tourism students surveyed.

Options on a scale of ‘5’ to ‘10’ were
indicated by 93.7% of non-tourism

students in this case, giving them a lead
of 7.5 percentage points over the tourism

students group.

Source: authors survey 2022.

This module on the impact of the pandemic on the choice of tourist modes of trans-
port highlighted the non-tourism students’ stronger belief in the reductive impact of the
coronavirus pandemic on maritime tourism (including the operation of passenger ferries
and cruise ships. Representatives of this research group were also, compared to tourism
students, more convinced of the threat of bankruptcies of coach transport companies.
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6. Discussion

The answers to our questions given by youth/students (196 students of universities
in Gdansk, Poland—either studying tourism or unrelated courses) revealed some discrep-
ancies, likely the result of different levels of knowledge about the factors that influence
tourism. The most common response across all questions selected by tourism students was
five—to a moderate degree. This means that the representatives of this group avoided making
any radical statements about the role of COVID-19 in shaping the realities of tourism. At
the same time, this means that they do not overestimate the role of the pandemic, which
can be seen in the large number of answers in the 6 to 10 range.

However, non-tourism students ascribe a higher impact to the pandemic, and usually
assess its influence as positive. This can be seen in pronounced differences in answers
to at least 8 of the 37 questions that made up the survey. These concerned, for example,
the development of sustainable tourism (question 2), the development of Polish tourism
entrepreneurship (question 3), decreases in the prices of tourist services in the next few
years (question 4) and the promotion of less popular destinations driven by the pandemic
(question 5). Non-tourism students were also more likely to believe that the pandemic will
increase interest in travelling outside the summer season in the next few years (question
11), weekend getaways (question 16) and health tourism (question 18). They were more
convinced about the post-pandemic development of intra-country tourism (question 17).
The dominating belief that the pandemic has a strong influence on tourism held by non-
tourism students was not, however, unanimously positive. In the case of answers to
questions 25 and 26 regarding the risk of bankruptcy of bus and sea transport companies,
the fact that this group selected higher answers indicates that they do not have optimistic
predictions for these forms of business. In the context of the differences between the
groups, a clear similarity in beliefs was seen in the answers to question 7, regarding the
post-pandemic increase in interest in new technologies. Most respondents, independently
of whether they studied courses related to tourism or not, agreed that the pandemic had a
significant influence on the technologisation of tourism.

Unfortunately, the current literature has few studies that identify the motives, trends
and opinions of students on the role of the COVID-19 pandemic in shaping their touristic
reality. One study analysed trends in that realm among Interrail users in Turkey in order
to identify the effect of the pandemic on the youth tourism market [66]. Data gathered
via an online survey were analysed using factor analysis and showed that the influence
of the pandemic on tourist behaviours can be explained in two dimensions: preferences
regarding travel, and hygiene and safety. It was therefore concluded that the pandemic
did not have a significant influence on the style of travel in this age group, but that it did,
however, influence hygiene and safety. Moreover, it was concluded that the pandemic
impacts women to a greater extent than men in terms of behaviours and preferences relating
to travelling, as well as issues of hygiene and safety [67].

Another example of research was conducted by Szlachcik et al. [68] who investigated
the impact of the pandemic on life, travel, choice of tourist destination, tourist activity,
eco-tourism preferences and health and safety issues identified by international students
from Europe and Asia studying at universities in Warsaw (a group of 719 respondents).
The research showed that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the travel
behaviour of international students studying in Poland. Their travel motives, choice of
destination (e.g., avoiding travel to crowded big cities after COVID-19—these are the
responses of Asian students) and behaviour related to finding accommodation, hygiene,
safety, etc. changed. Responses from European participants were more moderate.

In one of the few publications on topics linking youth, tourism and the pandemic, the
impact of the first seven months of the COVID-19 pandemic on youth travel was analysed.
A survey of youth tourism businesses between March and September 2020 found that youth
tourism businesses were deprived of up to 70% of their business revenue. Youth tourism
companies have taken a number of strategic steps in response to the crisis, including
changing contract terms, expanding marketing activity, creating partnerships and moving
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business online. As youth travel depends on social interaction, the industry faces serious
challenges in the near future [11].

The pandemic has caused serious challenges for the youth travel industry, not only
because of general travel restrictions but also because of the specific nature of youth travel.
Above all, young travellers want to experience the local culture and build social contacts
with hosts and other travellers, which has contributed to the growing popularity of youth
hostels and hostels in Poland in recent years. However, this desire for social contact has
now become a challenge for the tourism industry, as travel is associated with the spread
of COVID-19 [69]. The need for social distance in accommodation and at attractions has
reduced capacity and revenue for those businesses that continue to operate.

There is also the question of whether many destinations will want to return to the
traditional pre-pandemic form of tourism. Indeed, many are now calling for a more creative
travel model based on lower tourist numbers and more sustainable forms of tourism. Such
forms are hard to come by now that people have become nervous not only about travelling
but also about welcoming travellers. It is likely to be a long time before previous levels of
mobility and socialisation are reached [70].

In the conclusion to his research, Asan [67] concludes that the pandemic will not
necessarily have a fundamental impact on the attitudes and preferences of young tourists.
On the other hand, however, following the prescribed behaviour of the rest of society,
young people will attach greater importance to safety and hygiene than before.

There will also be increasing discussions about the tourism models that individual
tourist regions plan to adopt in the future. In many places, this is likely to be a higher-
spending option, reversing the decades-long trend of massification and pressure on prices.
This could also reverse the democratisation of travel characteristic of the 20th century,
making international travel a more exclusive product that only the more affluent will
be able to afford. Another issue will emerge from this—the right to travel and possible
support for those who cannot afford it, who often represent the younger part of the global
population. Research carried out by the WYSE Travel Confederation [71] also pointed to
growing concerns about epidemics, which in 2007 were seen as an issue accompanying
travel by only 6% of young people while 10 years later this figure has risen to 12% and may
steadily increase in the near future.

A study conducted by Szlachciuk and co-authors among 719 foreign students studying
in Poland showed that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on their travel
behaviour and, in terms of changing their motives for choosing travel destinations, the
choice of destination and standard of accommodation, hygiene conditions and their sense
of security [68].

Vanicek and Jarolimkova [72] surveyed tourism students at the Prague University of
Economics and Business regarding their opinions on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
(they conducted their research in 2020–2021). The research showed that the pandemic had
a negative impact on the lives of the students surveyed; among other things, they cancelled
their trips abroad in many cases. Despite the changes observed, they expect an increase
in domestic tourism in the future (in the coming years) and a decrease in outbound and
inbound tourism. Students also indicated the need to take measures to promote positive
prospects for tourism development in the future, despite the stagnation and significant
adverse changes in tourism markets caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

A different conclusion in the perceptions of travel risks during the COVID-19 pandemic
expressed by students was reached by Dragin and co-authors [73]. They surveyed tourism
and hospitality students (206 people) at the University of Novi Sad (Serbia). The study
showed that students could be a future segment of tourists to revive tourism after the
COVID-19 pandemic, given that almost one in three respondents were ready to travel
even in the COVID-19 crisis. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 69% of young tourists
changed their choice of destination, but did not change the type of accommodation, travel
companion or length of stay. The results also showed that younger generations of tourists
were more concerned about the quality of the holiday, including health and non-health
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risks. To some extent, young tourists were in denial about the risk of illness and expected to
accumulate savings when travelling during the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors believe
their research will help the tourism industry (including hotels) create holiday packages
for these young consumers, as well as help stakeholders involved in providing services to
young tourists during a pandemic.

Using a qualitative research project, Croatian authors had the opportunity to collect,
analyse and discuss the views of tourism experts on the recovery and possible changes
in post-COVID tourism. Long-term opportunities for transforming the tourism sector
into a more sustainable and inclusive one are postulated, making proper use of regional
competitive advantages [74].

Based on the feedback received and discussions with experts, Assaf and co-authors
proposed an agenda for future research focusing on six key pillars: consumer behaviour,
demand and performance modelling, forecasting, destination and facility management,
informational technology and quality of life with a focus on sustainability. With all the
uncertainty surrounding COVID-19 and the negative impact it has had on the tourism
industry, now is the most opportune time for academic and industry experts to develop
ideas to underpin recovery strategies [75].

The results of the Vietnam study confirm the significant negative impact of the pan-
demic on the tourism industry seen in other countries, characterised by a decline in visitor
numbers, business, revenue and employment rates. Recovery in the post-pandemic period
in the aforementioned sectors should be based on diversification and the provision of
quality tourism products, relevant marketing, digital transformation and promotion of
sustainable tourism [76].

In contrast, issues of personal security relating to safeguarding against potential
sources of epidemic threats were addressed in a study by Armutlu and co-authors, who
analysed the attitudes associated with the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak of Turkish tour
operators towards Chinese tourists visiting the country. Despite the many other deter-
minants of post-pandemic tourism development, the focus of attention is often shifted
precisely towards health security [77].

Undoubtedly, all stakeholders in the tourism industry need to work together to make
it sufficiently resilient to a pandemic crisis. With the help of a resilient approach from
governments, market players, technology innovators and the industry’s workforce, the
tourism sector can eventually evolve in a much more sustainable way after a pandemic.
Certainly, these efforts can be further supported by engaging local communities in tourism
development [78].

In order to discover sustainable recovery paths for the tourism industry and the real
impact of the COVID-19 outbreak on consumer perceptions and behaviour, Romanian
quantitative research was developed using two different representative samples in May
2020 and December 2020. The results indicated that the pandemic has affected travel
patterns and habits regarding economic factors. Psychological factors, primarily fear of
contamination, affect the willingness to travel and preferences for holiday destinations.
At least in the medium term, people will avoid travelling in large groups and staying
in crowded places. Hygiene and health conditions at the destination can be important
factors in travel decisions. Faced with a wary clientele, tourism businesses related to
transport, accommodation and catering should improve their hygiene conditions to restore
confidence [79].

While the impact of tourism and COVID-19 has received much attention, limited
research has considered the perspective of local people working in tourism, especially those
most affected by the pandemic. The views of tourism workers in Nha Trang, Vietnam, on
the relationship between tourism and the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on quality of
life and the local economy were analysed. The role of a sustainable strategy was highlighted,
including diversifying sources of tourists, multiplying sources of income for local people
and improving tourism management by local authorities [80].
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It should be objectively noted that the research presented is subject to certain limi-
tations. This cannot constitute a fully supported claim, because this is the first time our
tool has been used and because of the relatively low representativeness of the sample. The
results of this study therefore require confirmation through studies on bigger groups that
are more cross-sectional in terms of variables such as age, place of residence and level of
education. The need to conduct them should be considered urgent, because people are at
present accustomed to the pandemic. As a result, in the near future there may be a trans-
formation of subjective perspectives on many phenomena, which will make it impossible
to compare the results of this study with the results of future studies. It seems justified
to also transform the questions of the structured interview into a survey questionnaire;
however, this would have to be preceded by an assessment of the validity and reliability
of the items of the questionnaire. Therefore, the proposal to create a survey questionnaire
to monitor public opinion on the impact of COVID-19 on the current and future image of
tourism only encourages a broader discussion. Understanding opinions about the biggest
epidemiological threat in decades will contribute to an accurate assessment of the extent to
which these opinions correspond to actual threats to world tourism. In addition, future
research will focus more on qualitative research in order to gain a deeper understanding of
young people’s post-pandemic perspectives on trends in contemporary tourism.

7. Conclusions

The observed tendency amongst tourism students toward a more critical approach to
the virus and its consequences may be the result of the acquisition of a deeper awareness of
the real and potential threats associated with COVID-19 through their education.

The results presented in this study showed a relatively frequent divergence of opinions
between tourism students and non-tourism students regarding the impact of COVID-19
on global tourism. The non-tourism students were more categorical in their statements.
Particularly, significant differences were observed in responses to questions about the
negative impact of COVID-19 on the development of domestic tourism (52.2% of tourism
students indicating values of 6 to 10 versus 83.5% of non-tourism students indicating the
same values), the development of health tourism (55.5% of tourism students indicating
values of 6 to 10 versus 82.3% of non-tourism students indicating the same values), the
possibility of travel agency bankruptcies (63.2% of tourism students indicating values of 6
to 10 versus 88.6% of non-tourism students indicating the same values), the operation of
maritime means of tourist transport (41.0% of tourism students indicating values of 6 to 10
versus 74.7% of non-tourism students indicating the same values) and the possibility of
bankruptcy of coach transport companies (45.2% of tourism students indicating values of 6
to 10 versus 77.2% of non-tourism students indicating the same values).

Referring to the research hypothesis presented, it is worth noting a fundamental
trend manifested in many responses, expressed in the often neutral views towards the
role of the COVID-19 pandemic expressed by tourism students. Against their background,
non-tourism students were much more often radical in their responses. In other words,
we can speak here of a greater focus on the scale of responses in the case of tourism
students. Representatives of this group seem to attach less importance to the phenomenon
of pandemics as a determinant of global tourism.

Conversely, it is difficult to prejudge whether the study of tourism associated with the
moderate importance attributed to COVID-19 as a determinant of global travel development
simultaneously implies a more favourable attitude towards sustainable tourism. Higgins-
Desbiolles believes that the pandemic presents an opportunity for a paradigm shift in
tourism towards sustainability [81], but this may apply both to those with and without
educational links to tourism. The strategic orientation towards sustainability not seen
in specific groups of society, but rather in the whole cross-section of society, remains
regionally, regardless of the pandemic, in the shadow of the many shortages created by the
war in Ukraine. Consequently, resource saving is rather involuntary as a result of travel
restrictions due to global inflation. Of course, it would be better if a shift in thinking towards
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sustainable tourism resulted from a deeper awareness rather than being forced by periodic
crises. However, we will probably have to remain in anticipation of this momentous
transformation of people, both connected and not connected by the educational system to
tourism in the broadest sense.
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Obradović, A.; et al. Risks in the Role

of Co-Creating the Future of Tourism

in “Stigmatized” Destinations.

Sustainability 2022, 14, 15530.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

su142315530

Academic Editors: Zygmunt Kruczek

and Bartłomiej Walas

Received: 15 October 2022

Accepted: 14 November 2022

Published: 22 November 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Risks in the Role of Co-Creating the Future of Tourism in
“Stigmatized” Destinations
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Abstract: The primary goal of this paper was to investigate the strength of the influence of different
types of risk on the travelers’ intention to visit destinations in future, that are, prejudiced due to
COVID-19, marked as “stigmatized”, “isolated”, or “risky destinations”. Field interview research
was conducted at the “Belgrade Nikola Tesla Airport” (Serbia). The results obtained by multiple
regression analysis showed that all types of risks influenced the intention of travelers, with financial
risk showing a more significant impact. Canonical discriminant analysis indicated that men were
most afraid of human induced risk, service quality risk, natural disaster and COVID-19 risk, and they
chose safer destinations. Among the women, the biggest fear was financial risk, socio-psychological
risk, and food safety risk. Older respondents and those under the influence of external factors decided
on safer destinations, while financial status did not play a significant role in predicting the choice of
destination. The selection of the destination according to the degree of security was determined by
the ordinal regression methodology. The entire research presents a certain novelty, because so far in
the numerous studies on the topic of the negative consequences of COVID-19 on tourism, there has
been no discussion of stigmatized or risky destinations that received that epithet, and were therefore
negatively and unfairly marked in the minds of tourists for future visits.

Keywords: risks; COVID-19; stigmatized; destinations; tourism; Serbia

1. Introduction

From the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic until today, some countries have
been put on the very edge, and marked as “isolated” or “stigmatized” by creating prej-
udices among travelers [1]. These are countries such as China and Italy as well as some
other countries that had the largest number of victims during the pandemic, where the
future of tourism is still questionable [2,3]. Safety measures in some countries still exist,
although they are in a minimal form such as wearing masks in public and maintaining
a distance [4,5]. It has become a habit for all residents, but a new way of life [6]. In May
2022, the Chinese authorities introduced controlled movements and departures abroad,
with extensive controls on the reason for departure, and certificates of receipt of all doses
of vaccines, with the obligation of 14 days of quarantine, and the obligation to perform
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a PCR test upon entering the country [7]. There has been a small number of people who
have decided to visit China as tourists, but mostly for business reasons or to visit family [2].
When looking at the situation in Serbia, it can be seen that tourism is slowly recovering.
In May 2022, compared to May 2021, the number of visits increased by 88.4%, while the
number of overnight stays increased by 56.1% [1]. Passenger traffic in the first quarter of
2022 increased three times compared to the same period in 2021 to 46.1% less than the level
of 2019 (40.8% less in March) [1].

Figure 1 illustrates the spread of the coronavirus around the world and the countries
that had the highest percentage of deaths (2020).

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 2 of 19 
 

prejudices among travelers [1]. These are countries such as China and Italy as well as some 
other countries that had the largest number of victims during the pandemic, where the 
future of tourism is still questionable [2,3]. Safety measures in some countries still exist, 
although they are in a minimal form such as wearing masks in public and maintaining a 
distance [4,5]. It has become a habit for all residents, but a new way of life [6]. In May 2022, 
the Chinese authorities introduced controlled movements and departures abroad, with 
extensive controls on the reason for departure, and certificates of receipt of all doses of 
vaccines, with the obligation of 14 days of quarantine, and the obligation to perform a 
PCR test upon entering the country [7]. There has been a small number of people who 
have decided to visit China as tourists, but mostly for business reasons or to visit family 
[2]. When looking at the situation in Serbia, it can be seen that tourism is slowly recover-
ing. In May 2022, compared to May 2021, the number of visits increased by 88.4%, while 
the number of overnight stays increased by 56.1% [1]. Passenger traffic in the first quarter 
of 2022 increased three times compared to the same period in 2021 to 46.1% less than the 
level of 2019 (40.8% less in March) [1]. 

Figure 1 illustrates the spread of the coronavirus around the world and the countries 
that had the highest percentage of deaths (2020). 

 

Figure 1. The world map of countries with number of confirmed COVID-19 cases (2020). Source: 
(https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/New-Coronavirus-2019-nCoV-world-map.htm, ac-
cessed on 17 September 2022). 

There are no accurate data or research that have confirmed that the media or a nega-
tive experience is the main reason for creating prejudices and fears among travelers when 
making their decisions about future trips [1]. In some studies, it was only considered that 
the experience, together with the media presentation of the destination, is the way to cre-
ate subjective feelings that will influence the decision-making of consumers [8]. The pan-
demic is not just a medical phenomenon, in any case, it has great implications for people’s 
mental health and the fear of travel, especially to countries that have been under a lot of 
media attention due to the number of deaths [3,9]. Despite the modern age, health risks 
can be limiting factors during travel and threaten the safety of travelers [10,11]. Risk per-
ception is generally a subjective assessment of possible situations during the trip, and it is 

Figure 1. The world map of countries with number of confirmed COVID-19 cases (2020).
Source: (https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/New-Coronavirus-2019-nCoV-world-
map.htm, accessed on 17 September 2022).

There are no accurate data or research that have confirmed that the media or a negative
experience is the main reason for creating prejudices and fears among travelers when
making their decisions about future trips [1]. In some studies, it was only considered
that the experience, together with the media presentation of the destination, is the way to
create subjective feelings that will influence the decision-making of consumers [8]. The
pandemic is not just a medical phenomenon, in any case, it has great implications for
people’s mental health and the fear of travel, especially to countries that have been under a
lot of media attention due to the number of deaths [3,9]. Despite the modern age, health
risks can be limiting factors during travel and threaten the safety of travelers [10,11]. Risk
perception is generally a subjective assessment of possible situations during the trip, and
it is individually created by different profiles of visitors [12,13]. The influence of risk on
decisions about future trips, especially to countries marked as risk destinations, depends on
the personal experience of travelers and their awareness of the crisis situation and negative
consequences [14,15].

Based on existing research and available literature, the authors conducted a field
interview research at the largest and busiest international airport in Serbia—Belgrade
Nikola Tesla Airport (BEG). The survey was short and very precisely explained. It partly
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relied on similar research conducted by Gajić et al. [1], which also related to fears of a
pandemic and financial risk in different personality profiles.

Although there are many types of risks, the emphasis was placed on the consequences
of the pandemic as a current issue related to the enemy of the civilized living of the 21st
century. The importance of the research is reflected primarily in the examination of risk
perception by travelers when making a decision to go to countries that are on the very
margin in terms of visiting, after the pandemic. The goal was to determine how much the
fear of the pandemic left negative awareness among travelers in the following period. Based
on the results, it will be possible to determine the influence of internal and external factors
(experience and media) on the creation of subjective fears in people during travel, predict
their directions of movement, and predict future tourist flows should a new unforeseen
crisis arise. The study provides insight into data that can be helpful in creating research
and theories of tourist behavior in the post-COVID period.

2. Literature Review

The pandemic is changing the economy, tourism, and awareness in society [16–19].
COVID-19 has created great fears and anxiety among people [20,21], but only the short-term
effects of the pandemic are visible, while the long-term effects related to consumer behavior in
the future have not yet been fully observed [22,23]. Due to the fact that the impact of different
types of risk on people’s awareness has not been fully explored, Zaman et al. [10] developed a
risk scale or construct that measured the intrapersonal anxiety of travelers, based on which it will
be possible to predict future behavior if a pandemic or similar crisis situation occurs. All tourist
decisions related to travel are determined by the perception of safety and security [24], and the
perception of safety itself is a subjective attitude of an individual that implies understanding
and knowledge of the type of risk [25–28]. In addition to the risk of infection, the same
authors listed several other types of perceived risks that were no less important than the
risk of a pandemic [16]. Some of these were: human induced risk (caused by human action),
service quality risk (lack of quality service), natural disaster (nature hazards), financial risk
(financial losses; unstable economy), socio-psychological risk (negative influence on the
cultural factors of the people), and food safety risk (the risk of non-compliance with safety
measures when preparing food) [16]. It is believed that in the post-COVID period, intact
tourism will have a great impact, more precisely, destinations that did not feel the attack of
the pandemic will gain a high position in the attendance market [29]. The pandemic has
definitely created new domestic consumers who are turning to nature [30]. Certain studies
have established five levels of risk associated with the intention to travel: psychological
risk (the impact of purchases and decisions on the attitude towards oneself and on the
level of self-esteem), social risk (how the impact of shopping on the attitude of others
about us), physical risk (the impact of shopping on the physical state of financial risk
(fear of money shortages), and time risk (costs related to planning and opportunity time
costs) [31–33]. In the research on risk perception, this relationship with the pandemic and
the intentions of tourists lacks a clear conceptualization and measurement [34]. A study
conducted in Uruguay, where the sample was collected using a convenience sampling
method, indicates that most travelers still had a high perception of the risk of COVID-19,
but that there was interest in travelling to Uruguay. They obtained two groups of visitors
who behaved differently under the influence of the fear of the pandemic: groups who were
more willing to travel domestically and abroad during the pandemic, and groups who
were more moderate and cautious about the risk of travel [35]. Some studies have indicated
a strong influence of geopolitical risk on the movement of tourists [36]. However, there is
significant evidence presented by Blešić et al. [13], where based on the types of tourists,
they indicated the existence of differences in the objective and subjective perception of the
risk of natural disasters.

Destinations that have suffered crisis situations, and the intention of tourists to visit
the same destinations in the future have been the subject of research by many theoreticians
in the field of tourism development [37–39], but very few studies have been carried out
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on consumer behavior after the COVID-19 crisis, and their decision to visit “isolated”
or “stigmatized” destinations [12]. In many cases, the perceived risk of COVID-19 was
not a significant predictor in making a travel decision, but the negative impacts of the
pandemic on tourism were certainly noted [40]. Pappas and Farmaki [37] proved with
their results that respondents took the risk of contracting COVID-19 seriously, and that
some respondents still did not feel comfortable on domestic trips, but wanted to believe
in the hygiene measures taken at each location in the close future [41,42]. Qi et al. [39]
used the theory of protection motivation to explain the intention and decision-making to
travel during a crisis and determine their relationship. Their theory relies on the theory
of expected values and explains the relationship between risk perception and “cognitive
appraisal processes” and their influence on changes in intentions or attitudes.

The risk and fear of infection has influenced the great reluctance of visitors to restau-
rants and catering establishments in the future period [43,44]. Research has shown that the
majority of travelers are more likely to change their travel plans to a destination that has
an increased risk, while a minority of them indicate that they are less likely [45]. Serbian
tourists are largely afraid of traveling abroad during the COVID-19 pandemic [8,46], but
also the fear of the lack of funds or financial risk that may follow in the post-COVID
period [14]. At the very beginning of the pandemic, an interesting survey was conducted
in the Dach region of Germany on a sample of 1156 respondents, and an increase in the
fear of COVID-19, travel risk perception, and travel behavior during a short stay in the
destination was found [47]. The passenger’s risk perception is their search for information
about a certain risk, and the subjective assessment of the severity of the risk affects their
decisions regarding future travel [48]. Subjective prejudice as a consequence of something
happening, and later subjective assessment of the chance of it happening again in the future,
is a heuristic approach in personality psychology [14].

The influence of personality traits on the intention to travel during crises is known [49],
where certain groups of personalities do not react to any prejudices about destinations
after crisis situations, especially those that are exposed in the media and presented in
people’s minds as isolated [8]. For certain personality types such as extroverts, the fear
of risk has no influence on the decision to travel to a destination where the risk may be
created again [14]. Alkieer et al. [46], in their research, claimed that the perception of
travel risk and health-psychological risk was higher, in both periods, during and after the
pandemic. Uncertainty, worry, fear, and anxiety were closely related to risk perception in
the travel decision [50–53]. However, some research indicates that there are multiple vague
theories about subjective risk perception on the travel decision in the future [52,54]. Ashikul
et al. [2] arrived at the result that the COVID-19 pandemic affected the consciousness of
people in the world toward the direction that they were even afraid to mix with the
Chinese population. The strong influence of the media in presenting China as an isolated
destination had consequences for Chinese tourism, according to the same research. Of
course, other types of risk also affect the decision of travelers, and among them, both
the risk of violence and socio-psychological risk had a significant negative impact on the
participants’ intention to visit China [43]. Travel risk and management perceptions had
a significant relationship with risk management, service provision, transport patterns,
distribution channels, avoiding overcrowded destinations, and hygiene and safety [55–57].
One interesting study conducted in Macau found that high perceived travel risk during
COVID-19 increased negative emotions and decreased travel intentions [58]. Research
on risk perception in the COVID-19 period can contribute to the subsequent observation
of consumers and the prediction of their behavior [59]. Any perceived risk worsens the
mental state of tourists by creating anxiety [60], and negatively affects the decision-making
to go to a given destination [61,62].

The media can influence people’s consciousness to create extreme fears and preju-
dices [63]. Certain theoreticians have previously investigated the strong influence of the
media on the awareness of tourists [64], creating prejudices among travelers during the
decision-making process regarding travel [12]. As much as the media create a panic situa-
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tion, to another extent, they can restore the brand of the destination and create a positive
image for people [57,65]. There are even opposing views that the media do not have such a
strong influence on personal experience, decisions, and risk perception [66]. Media and
social networks have a strong influence on tourists, but theories related to this are very
limited [67,68]. The results revealed that past experience of traveling to certain regions
simultaneously increases the intention to travel there again and decreases the intention to
avoid areas, especially risky areas [69].

According to Carballo et al. [65], it was shown that women were more afraid of
going to risky destinations than men, while men reported a bad experience regarding a
risky destination to a greater extent than women did. Men were more risk tolerant and
created weaker risk perceptions than women [70,71]. In people’s minds, risk manifests
itself differently in decision-making in relation to gender differences [72], which certainly
creates an essential basis for further risk management and the understanding of tourists [73].
Risk is defined in different dimensions depending on personality traits, gender, culture,
and previous experience [74]. The type of risk that creates the greatest fears for women
when making travel decisions is physical violence or sexual harassment [75]. Furthermore,
women are more afraid than men to make decisions to travel abroad because it seems an
unsafe destination to them [76]. However, with the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic,
women rated the image of China as a tourist destination higher than men [77].

Some earlier research pointed to different attitudes about the impact of the fear of
infection on travelers, but also the lack of theories related to proving the impact of different
types of risk on travel and the purchase of tourist products by travelers [78]. However,
apart from the risk of a pandemic, along with the same power of influence on the travelers’
awareness, there was also a financial risk [14], where the perception of that kind of risk and
the attitude of customers did not show effects on satisfaction, but had a significant impact on
intention behavior [12,79], and proved to be the most important factor in consumption [80].

The biggest criticism of the majority of research thus far is that almost no studies have
highlighted the issue of the movement of visitors to destinations that have been marked as
risky by the media, even after the pandemic has passed [1]. The awareness that dictates the
movement pattern of the visitors is connected to the image of the situation that remains
imprinted in the consciousness for a long period of time [56]. The question is what happens
to their desire to visit such destinations in the future and how long it would take for those
countries to regain their positive image from before the pandemic.

The fact is that there is no official evidence obtained through research of whether these
destinations are still threatened, apart from media reports, about the influx of tourists. Of
all the destinations that have been cited most in the media as risky, China is still under
attack [46]. The data show that a strategy called the “zero covid” strategy was introduced
in China. This means that there are still measures to limit movement, regardless of the
elimination of all cases of infection in the country [81]. However, all the states that suffered
the strongest impact of the pandemic are also facing other difficulties such as an economy
that is slow to recover, climate change, the loss of technological giants in China, and the
strained economic relations between China and the U.S. [82]. These are all factors that have
a negative impact on the promotion of the tourist market, but the pandemic made a strong
and crushing impact on these countries, and the aim of this research was to highlight the
extent to which risk awareness is still represented among visitors in these countries [83].
Hypotheses are proposed on the basis of the mentioned similar literature and research
problems (Figure 2):
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H1: People are most afraid of COVID-19.

H2: All types of risks have a significant impact on the intention to travel, without the influence of
external factors (media, experiences).

H3a: Media, as a mediator, significantly changes the strength of the influence of different types of
risk on the intention to travel to “stigmatized” destinations.

H3b: Experience, as a mediator, significantly changes the strength of the influence of different types
of risk on the intention to travel to “stigmatized” destinations.

H4a: Women are more afraid of COVID-19.

H4b: Men are more afraid of COVID-19.

H5a: Women are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H5b: Men are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H6a: The elderly are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H6b: Younger people are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H7a: The rich are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H7b: The poor are more determined to go to “stigmatized” destinations.

H8a: The media have a significant influence on the choice of destination according to the proposed
level of safety.

H8b: Experience has a significant influence on choosing a destination according tothe proposed
level of safety.

3. Methodology
3.1. Sample and Procedure

The research was carried out from January to July 2022 at the Belgrade Nikola Tesla
Airport in the Serbian capital of Belgrade. The total sample was 522 respondents. The
required sample size was calculated using the G*power test [84]. Considering that there
was a total of nine predictors (seven independent in the first step, and two inserted in the
second step of the applied analysis) and one criterion, the required effect size was set at

253



Sustainability 2022, 14, 15530

η2 = 0.15, with a statistical power of 0.95, and it was calculated that a sample size of 166
respondents could be appropriate for this research. The authors of the paper, together with
45 students of the School of Tourism and Hotel Management in Vrnjačka Banja, collected
the sample by interviewing passengers while they were waiting to check in for their flight.
Two main research questions (R.Q.1–2) were appointed:

R.Q.1: Which of the mentioned fears is the most represented when making a decision about
traveling in the future to the “stigmatized” destinations?

R.Q.2: Do some of the demographic and external factors (media and experience) influence
the choice of destination in terms of its proposed level of safety?

The sample was not large due to limited flights in this period, and due to the non-
cooperation of passengers with the research team. The research was of a voluntary nature,
carried out in the context of a pilot study, and it was assumed that this number of re-
spondents could be representative because the research was carried out at the airport in
reduced working conditions. Each question was asked very clearly and briefly verbally,
in order to obtain a quick answer from the passengers, without causing them to refuse.
Of the total number of respondents, 25.4% belonged to the age group of 18 to 30 years,
followed by 41.9% over 50 years, and 32.7% from 31 to 50 years. When looking at the
demographic structure of the respondents, there was not a big difference regarding the
gender structure as 49.4% of men and 50.6% of women were interviewed. Looking at the
educational structure, it can be seen from the results that 63.8% had a university degree,
and 36.2% had lower education, which means high school. Other groups had no share.

3.2. Measures

The authors used the existing risk scale from Zaman et al. [10]. These authors estab-
lished a seven-point risk scale using multiple data collection methods including interviews,
focus groups, and survey questionnaires. In addition, the authors of this research followed
up on the research they conducted in 2021 on the topic of perceived fear of the pandemic
and financial risk in relation to the psychological typology of personality [1]. The adopted
scale contains the following types of risk: human induced risk (total of three items: political
instability α = 0.822, terrorism α = 0.753, crime α = 0.630); financial risk (total of three items:
additional costs α = 0.797, higher prices than expected α = 0.761, influence of the financial
situation in the destination α = 0.699); service quality risk (total of three items: quality
of accommodation and food, hospitality α = 0.785, durability of tourist infrastructure
α = 0.892); socio psychological risk (total of three items: influence of friends on the decision
α = 0.803, influence of family α = 0.992, self-assessment α = 0.942); natural disaster risk
(total of two items: natural disasters α = 0.789, traffic accidents α = 0.810); food safety risk
(total of two items: quality of food α = 0.786, quantity of food α = 0.709); and COVID-19 risk
(total of three items: fear of infection α = 0.805, fear of dying α = 0.929, fear of associated
diseases α = 0.860). The values for two mediators were also obtained: media (total of
two items: the media influence the choice of a tourist destination α = 0.760, the media
influence the perception of fear when traveling α= 0.846) and experience (total of two
items: experience influences the choice of destination α = 0.870, the experience affects the
creation of fear when traveling in a crisis period α = 0.690). Only one criterion variable was
called intention to travel (I intend to travel α = 0.600, I do not intend to travel α = 0.721).
Cronbach’s alpha values are given in parentheses, more precisely, the coefficient used to
measure the reliability of each item or scale is given. It can be seen that the reliability of each
item in this research is of high value. In addition, the authors, studying the literature related
to the research of the development of the destination during crisis situations, divided or
ranked the destinations according to the proposed degree of security. The first rank was
made up of domestic destinations because it considered that they were the safest to travel
and stay in during a crisis period; the second rank was foreign destinations that were not
marked with a negative image; and the third rank was destinations that were marked as
isolated or risky, and even “stigmatized” destinations.
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3.3. Data Analysis

Statistical processing of the collected data was carried out using the statistical program
SPSS, version 26.00. According to Tabacnick and Fidell [85], all variables were normally
distributed (Sk and Ku are in the range −1.5–1.5), and parametric statistical analysis was
used. Descriptive statistical analysis was used to process the obtained data to determine
the average score for each of the items as well as the standard deviation. In this way, each
type of risk was assessed. A five-point Likert scale was used, and in some questions, only
coded yes and no answers were used. For the answers to the question about the safety of
the destination, the respondents had three answers on offer, more precisely, three coded
ranks of destinations, listed in the section above. Exploratory factor analysis includes
the reduction and condensation of a set of manifest variables into a smaller number of
latent variables [86]. Then, with the help of Horn’s parallel method, the exact number of
components that should be retained, which were obtained by exploratory factor analysis,
was determined [87]. In this case, the exact number of seven factors to be retained was
confirmed. A hierarchical regression analysis with mediation was performed in order to
determine whether any of the predictors, in this case, risk types, can have a statistically
significant impact on the decision to visit destinations that were considered high risk
during the pandemic. More precisely, hierarchical analysis served as a statistical test
of the effect of the mediator variables [88]. Experience and the media were taken as
mediators, to see whether they significantly influenced the decision to travel to once very
risky destinations due to the pandemic. In addition, the authors aimed to determine the
differences in the perception of risk types in relation to the gender structure by means of a
discriminative canonical analysis [89]. Canonical discrimination analysis procedures are
primarily intended to examine the existence of differences between groups (i.e., of two or
more experimental or real populations on a set of quantitative traits, and analyzing the
nature of the structure or composition of those traits underlying the existing differences).
These procedures basically boil down to transforming quantitative multivariate data in
order to more economically and clearly see the differences between populations defined by
the categories of some qualitative feature [90]. The authors used ordinal logistic regression
analysis [56], coding the destinations according to the level of safety in three ranks or
categories. Demographic factors and external factors (media and experience) were used
as predictors in this type of regression. A graphical scheme of the research method can be
seen in Figure 3.
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4. Results and Discussion

Taking into account the goal of the research, and in order to obtain answers to key
questions and confirm hypotheses, a combined method of qualitative and quantitative
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analyses was used. Combined research involves the use of primary and secondary data, in
order to observe existing relationships between variables.

4.1. Perceived Types of Risk and Their Impact on the Intention to Travel to Risky or Stigmatized
Destinations

Table 1 gives the values of the arithmetic means for each type of risk as well as the
values of the standard deviation. It can be seen that the highest average rating was given to
financial risk, with a rating of m = 2.99, and socio-psychological risk of m = 2.67. The lowest
value of the arithmetic mean was carried by the human induced risk m = 1.98. Then, the
service quality risk was assessed with an average score of m = 2.19. The natural disaster risk
was assessed with an average score of m = 2.17, while the food safety risk was assessed with
m = 2.13. Regarding the COVID-19 risk, it had an average score of 2.06. Table 1 also shows
the results of the exploratory factor analysis, which was confirmed by the mathematical
Horn’s parallel method. It was observed that a total of exactly seven factors were obtained
from all the variables in the research. The total percentage of explained variance was 44,5%,
while the first factor had the highest saturation in the value of 9.92%. The first factor in the
largest percentage explains the common variance of the set of manifest variables, while the
other factors have a lower percentage saturation.

Table 1. Results of descriptive and exploratory factor analysis.

Factors m sd Total % of Variance Cumulative %

Human induced risk 1.98 1.169 3.188 9.924 9.924

Financial risk 2.99 1.422 2.218 6.932 16.896

Service quality risk 2.19 1.339 2.195 6.860 23.756

Socio psychological risk 2.67 1.412 1.806 5.642 29.398

Natural disaster risk 2.17 1.343 1.784 5.576 34.974

Food safety risk 2.13 1.346 1.559 4.872 39.846

COVID-19 risk 2.06 1.291 1.519 4.748 44.594

Domestic destinations Foreign destinations Stigmatized destinations

36.5% 35.1% 28.4%
Note: m—arithmetic means, sd—standard deviation.

Of the total number of respondents, 36.5% said that they would choose a domestic
destination, 35.1% a foreign destination, while 28.4% said that they would like to travel
to a stigmatized destination. Table 1 provides data that negate the initial hypothesis H1,
that people are most afraid of COVID-19. In this research, the results show that it was
insignificant, but still noticeable, that the majority of people perceived the fear of financial
risk and socio-psychological risks more strongly than the fear of COVID-19. In this table,
it can be seen as a partial answer to research question R.Q.1, which of the fears had the
greatest influence on the decision to travel to stigmatized destinations.

4.2. The Degree of Influence of Different Types of Risk on the Intention to Travel

Table 2 provides an insight into the results of the multiple hierarchical regression
analysis, which shows the procedure before the introduction of the mediator (Step 1), and
the procedure and results after the introduction of the mediator (Step 2). The results of the
regression analysis show that a large percentage of the variance can be explained by all
seven predictors, in both steps of the analysis, before and after the introduction of mediator
variables, where unchanged statistical significance was observed (Step 1: R2 = 0.0954,
F= 1502.143, sig = 0.00; Step 2: R2 = 0.956, F = 19.671, p = 0.00).
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Table 2. Impact of the perceived risks on travel intention (multiple hierarchical analysis with
mediation).

STEP 1

B Beta t p

Human induced risk 0.120 0.154 14.777 0.001

Financial risk 0.148 0.234 16.908 0.000

Service quality risk 0.120 0.177 13.457 0.000

Socio psychological risk 0.127 0.198 14.623 0.000

Natural disaster risk 0.139 0.205 16.762 0.000

Food safety risk 0.155 0.230 17.006 0.000

COVID-19 risk 0.149 0.211 18.020 0.000

R2 = 0.954, F = 1502.143, sig = 0.000

STEP 2

B Beta t p

Human induced risk 0.121 0.156 15.222 0.000

Financial risk 0.139 0.218 15.599 0.000

Service quality risk 0.118 0.174 13.495 0.000

Socio psychological risk 0.120 0.187 13.850 0.000

Natural disaster risk 0.139 0.204 16.973 0.000

Food safety risk 0.153 0.227 17.104 0.000

COVID-19 risk 0.146 0.208 18.005 0.000

Media 0.034 0.050 4.435 0.000

Experience 0.143 0.203 8.005 0.000

R2 = 0.956, F = 19.671, p = 0.000
Note: Dependent variable: intention to travel to “isolated, stigmatized or marked”. destinations, mediators:
media, experience.

The R2 coefficient indicates how much percent of the variance can be explained.
These results indicate that the model fits the data. The contribution of all seven predic-
tors in predicting the criteria was significant, more precisely, each type of risk showed a
statistical significance in predicting the decision to visit the destinations that were most
affected by the pandemic. Table 2 shows the partial contribution data for each of the
risks (b) as well as the correlation of how much they are related to the predictor (ß). The
largest partial contribution was shown by the food safety risk (b = 0.155) and financial risk
(b = 0.148), followed immediately by the natural disaster risk (b = 0.139) and COVID-19 risk
(b = 0.149). It was shown that the risk of a pandemic from the given risk scale did not show
the greatest contribution in influencing the predictor. However, adding mediators that
were considered to be able to influence the perception of risk among travelers increased the
partial contribution of pandemic risk (b = 0.146), and food safety risk (b = 0.153) was again
in first place. In this case, experience and the media increased the people’s fear of going to
certain destinations, more than financial fear. Given that the changes were insignificant or
very small, and that each predictor had a partial contribution, which was partial mediation.
Both mediators (experience and media) had statistical significance, but did not provide full
mediation, because even before their introduction, all predictors significantly influenced
the criterion variable.

After the obtained results of the multiple hierarchical analysis, hypothesis H2, that
all types of risks have a significant impact on the intention to travel (without the influence
of external factors), was confirmed. However, H3a and H3b were rejected, because the
media and experience (although significant in predicting the intention to travel) did not
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significantly change the strength of the influence of all types of risks on the intention to
travel to stigmatized destinations. It was determined that it was a partial mediation, not a
full mediation. Table 2 also shows the complete answer to research question R.Q.1, where
it can be seen that each of the fears had an impact on the decision to travel to stigmatized
destinations.

4.3. The Influence of Sociodemographic Factors (Gender) on the Intention to Travel during a
Crisis Situation

Table 3 gives the results of the discriminant canonical analysis. The authors aimed
to determine the existence of differences between groups (i.e., two populations on a set
of quantitative characteristics). The value of Wilks’ Lambda was 0.943, which shows the
statistical significance and that there were differences in relation to the composition. The
canonical correlation value was 0.238, which means that 8.41% of the variance can be
explained by this model, which is a very good value.

Table 3. General indicators of model fit with data.

Eigenvalue Wilks’ Lambda Chi-Square df Sig. Canonical Correlation

0.060 0.943 30.228 7 0.000 0.238

Table 4 shows that men had the greatest fear of human induced risk (−0.250), service
quality risk (−0.209), natural disaster risk (−0.161), and COVID-19 risk (−0.135) while
women were afraid of socio psychological risk (0.674), financial risk (0.514), and food safety
risk (0.030).

Table 4. Indicators of different perceptions of risk in relation to the gender structure of the respondents
(canonical discriminant analysis).

Standardized Canonical Discriminant Function Coefficients Function 1

Socio psychological risk 0.674

Financial risk 0.514

Human induced risk −0.250

Service quality risk −0.209

Natural disaster risk −0.161

COVID-19 risk −0.135

Food safety risk 0.030

Functions at Group Centroids

Male −0.270 Female 0.223

Classification Results—Predicted Group Membership

Male 58.5% Female 41.5%

56.5% of the original grouped cases correctly classified

The probability that the respondent would belong to a group was 56.5%. The exact
classification is shown in Table 4, where it can be seen that 58.5% of men and 41.5% of
women belonged to these groups. How accurate the classification is can be shown by the
fact that there was a 56.5% chance or probability that the respondent would belong to
one of the given groups. Hypothesis H4a, that women are more afraid of COVID-19, was
rejected, while hypothesis H4b, that fear of the pandemic is more pronounced in men, was
confirmed. There were statistically significant differences in relation to composition, more
precisely, there was a difference between the groups, that is, two populations on a set of
quantitative characteristics. Simply put, there is a difference in the perception of types of
risk in relation to the gender structure of the respondents.
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4.4. Choosing a Destination According to the Rank of Security, in Relation to Sociodemographic
and External Factors (Media and Experience)

Table 5 provides insight into the results obtained by ordinal regression analysis, which
was used to determine the choice of destination, with the fact that at the very beginning,
the destinations were coded into three categories according to the level of safety. Socio-
demographic factors that served as predictors for the possible selection of one of the three
coded destinations were gender, age, and financial status, while the media and experience
were used as external factors for the analysis.

Table 5. Results of ordinal logistic regression analysis.

Estimate Std. Error Wald df Sig.

Predictors
Media −0.619 0.609 1.035 1 0.009

Experience −0.466 0.603 0.597 1 0.040

Gender
Male −0.411 0.245 2.818 1 0.003

Female 0 a 0

Age category

18–30 0.857 0.267 10.309 1 0.001

31–50 −0.600 0.261 5.274 1 0.022

51+ −0.389 0.485 8.723 1 0.000

Material status

300–500 −0.735 0.610 1.454 1 0.228

500–1000
Euro 0.729 0.290 6.331 1 0.082

1000+ 0.184 0.443 4.343 1 0.068
Link function: Logit. a. This parameter is set to zero because it is assumed to be the opposite of the first category.
Destination types are coded into three categories according to the level of security: 1. Domestic destination
2. Foreign destination (without negative image). 3. Stigmatized destination.

The general indicators of model fit showed that it fit well with the data, where the
following values were obtained: Chi-square- 30.148, p = 0.00; GOF (goodness-of-fit) with
values 0.762, then Pseudo R2: Naglekerke 0.87. Destination categories were coded according
to the level of security: (1) domestic destinations, (2) foreign destinations (destinations
without a negative image), and (3) stigmatized destinations. The results showed that
the media and experience had a statistical significance in the selection of the three coded
destinations. Respondents who were influenced by the media and experience were more
decisive in choosing the domestic destination as a safer type of vacation (media E = −0.619;
experience E = −0.466). These results confirmed hypotheses H8a and H8b. Considering
the data obtained by ordinal logistic regression analysis, men chose safer destinations
coded under category 1, while women showed the opposite (H5a was confirmed and
H5b rejected). Regarding age, it was observed that as a predictor, it plays an important
role in choosing a destination, therefore, it was observed that all categories were more
susceptible to choosing safer destinations. The older they were, the more likely they were
to choose a safer destination (H6a rejected). Except for the category from 18 to 30 years old
(E = 0.857), where the choice of destination was the opposite, more precisely in that category,
they were ready to go to isolated or less safe destinations (H6 was confirmed). Material
status was not a statistically significant predictor, so the hypotheses H7a and H7b were
rejected. These data provide an answer to the second research question (R.Q.2) of which of
the demographic factors influence the choice of destination according to the proposed level
of safety.

5. Discussion

Many studies that have been conducted have provided different results regard-
ing the types of risks and their strength in the intention to travel. Rittichainuwat and
Chakraborty [87] emphasized the stronger impact of health risks than the impact of ter-
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rorism. Law [88] also highlighted the stronger impact of human risks compared to all
of the other perceived types of risk. Some studies have highlighted the strong influence
of geopolitical risk on the tourism sector [91]. However, all of the research that has been
conducted thus far only talks about the types of risks and their impact on the visitors’
decisions [92,93]. Some of them have highlighted risky destinations that have been marked
with that label for many years due to economic instability or socio-political disharmony [94].
There has been almost no research focusing on decisions to travel to risky destinations after
severe and unforeseen sudden crises or pandemics, especially after COVID-19 [95]. The
main goal of this research was to determine which types of risk have the greatest influence
on the visitors’ intentions to go to countries that are somehow marked as risky after the
pandemic. The results of the research show that financial and socio-psychological risk have
a stronger influence on visitors’ decisions than the risk of a pandemic.

Additionally, the research obtained data that indicate that each of the mentioned types
of risk has an impact on making a decision about traveling to stigmatized destinations.
It has been shown that the risk of a pandemic is not the only one and does not have the
strongest negative effect on the number of consumers. By introducing factors that influence
decision-making such as the media and experience, the situation remained unchanged.
They did not have a decisive influence, nor did they increase the effect of the risk, nor
did they reduce it. Similar investigations were conducted by Fuchs and Reichel [89],
and Koji pointed out in their research on the territory of Israel, following the statistics of
visits, that experience as well as psychological factors had the greatest influence on the
intention to travel. Lepp and Gibson [45] claimed that experience was the main indicator
for decision-making during some crisis situations. Giusti and Raya [90] believed that the
strongest perception was human risks, which include terrorism and crime. Reisinger and
Mavondo [56], based on research, believed that risks such as health, terrorism, criminality,
and political instability were the strongest in their influence on the intention to travel. Chew
and Jahari [92], in their research on the value of different types of risk, emphasized health
as the most influential.

The influence of sociodemographic factors on risk perception was investigated by
Sebra et al. [28]. Their results indicate the existence of heterogeneity in the tourist popula-
tion in terms of risk perception and intention to travel. Previous research has shown that
women are more afraid of traveling to destinations that are marked as risky, and showed
more anxiety than men, and they feared for their safety from terrorism and socio-cultural
risks [76]. In this research, the results indicated that men were most afraid of the risks
caused by the human factor, the risk of not being satisfied with the required quality of
services, the risk caused by natural disasters, and the risk of COVID-19. In contrast to the
results obtained by male respondents, it was found that the greatest fear of financial risk,
socio-psychological risk, and food safety risk was represented among women.

Yang et al. [96] investigated the tourists’ risk perception toward Malaysia as a risky
destination. They examined the effects of travel experience, prior risk experience, travel
motivation, newspaper preference, gender, age, and nationality on the tourists’ risk per-
ception. They showed that age, gender, and nationality significantly influenced the choice
of a safer destination. Kvítková et al. [93] indicated that domestic tourism is one of the
safest types of travel. Similar results were obtained in this research, where it was found
that men as well as the older category of pollution chose safer destinations according to
the predetermined level of safety. Material status did not prove to be a significant factor in
choosing a destination according to the degree of security.

6. Concluding Remarks

Many scientific papers have already been written and a lot of research has been
conducted on the topic of the negative impact of COVID-19 on all sectors of the economy
including tourism. The pandemic caused the most damage to tourism, but not only
directly but also in indirect ways, creating fear or prejudice among travelers regarding the
destinations where it had the strongest impact and left the biggest consequences. There was
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even a study in which the authors found out that at the beginning of the pandemic, tourists
were even afraid of socializing and having close encounters with Chinese residents [97,98],
but women rated the image of China better than men [62]. However, there is little research
on the topic of the fear of going to so-called “stigmatized” destinations, which are marked
either by bad experiences or through social networks and the media. Under that term,
isolated destinations can be counted primarily as the countries of China and Italy, which
are synonymous with COVID-19. Their influence on the perception of fear and risk among
travelers has not yet been investigated, especially whether the psychological aspect of the
division of personality typology is also included. Of course, the perception of risk when
making travel decisions is a subjective feeling, but the literature on it is very scarce. It
is certain that China, as the country with the most tragic consequences of the pandemic,
is facing other problems related to tourism, but also the entire economy. Some of them
are the decline in the economy, the departure of large technological giants, the fall in the
Chinese currency, social instability and poverty, climate change, etc. Many other countries
that were also under strong attack by the invisible enemy of COVID-19 experienced the
same fate, but according to media reports, their return to the tourist market is observed
every day. The data provided in the manuscript indicate that China is still facing restrictive
measures even after the pandemic, regardless of the fact that the epidemic is declining
and the number of infected people is decreasing. It is not officially recorded anywhere
that these countries are called “stigmatized” or “risky”, but somehow in society, this term
has inevitably been imposed. The goal of the research was to determine the extent to
which the risk of a pandemic continues to act as a brake in the mind of visitors in making
decisions to travel to these countries. According to the available literature, the authors have
tried to reach appropriate results related to the perception of different types of risk among
passengers through a pilot study. The results indicated that the risk of a pandemic was not
the strongest factor in making decisions for traveling to marked destinations. Additionally,
it was found that men were more afraid of human induced risk, service quality risk, natural
disasters, and COVID-19 risk, and they chose safer destinations. In the case of women, it
turned out that they had a pronounced fear of financial risk, socio-psychological risk, and
food safety risk. Regarding the demographic age structure, older respondents and those
under the influence of external factors decided on safer destinations, while financial status
did not play a significant role in predicting the choice of destination.

The innovativeness of this research was primarily reflected in the accentuation of
research on visiting destinations that are unfairly marked by the tragedy of the invisible
enemy of COVID-19. There are destinations that fall into the category of risky for tourists,
but so far the topic of visiting destinations marked by the COVID-19 pandemic as high risk
has not been addressed, even after the pandemic has passed. Additionally, the specificity
of the research was reflected in the obtained results, where it might have been expected
that there would be different results and that, as usual, women would be more afraid of the
pandemic than men. Furthermore, it has been proven that material status did not play a
role in determining the strength and type of fear among tourist consumers. In some normal
circumstances and environment, material status has a significant contribution in consumer
decision-making. COVID-19 certainly brought different and more serious consequences
to the society of the 21st century, but also in the domain of access to research and areas of
research.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

There were difficulties primarily due to the problems faced by airlines in the post-
COVID period, namely the lack of manpower, flight cancellations, long waits for check-in,
nervousness, and non-cooperation with investigators. The passengers were quite reluctant
to cooperate with the researchers due to the reasons given, which caused nervousness,
impatience, and even panic reactions. Limiting circumstances include the travelers’ fears
of giving answers because the post-COVID period is still a taboo topic. The respondents
did not even want to talk about the topic of the pandemic in either a positive or negative
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context, and especially not about what the consequences will be in the future. The older
population in the research stands out as a group that refuses to cooperate on this issue.

The negative effects of the pandemic will only be fully realized in the coming pe-
riod [83]; if there are no new waves of infection, the consequences of the pandemic on
tourism will only be revealed [84]. The more information is available to travelers through
social media and the media, the more subjective fear and prejudice will be created among
travelers [85,86,99]. The importance of the research is reflected in the fact that, although
only the pilot research, the results reached by the authors will be able to be used for larger
and more significant research, theory development as well as application in practice, not
only in the region but also wider. There is a lack of literature related to the implications of
the pandemic on the travelers’ decisions to visit destinations that were the hardest hit by the
pandemic. These are destinations that can be said to be marked as isolated or stigmatized
by the media or personal experience and subjective perception of the travelers.

Furthermore, these data can be the starting point to indicate a very interesting direction
of research, which is preconceptions about destinations after the pandemic and general
unforeseen crisis situations in tourism. For now, it is a topic that does not have enough
research, so this research is a good basis for further investigation in the future. Additionally,
based on this sample, it will be possible to predict or at least know the possible direction of
research into personality types and their reactions to different types of risk. The passengers’
risk perception can answer many questions regarding passenger behavior in the future if
a similar crisis situation occurs. With the help of such and similar research, in the future,
it will be possible to predict or assume the behavior of travelers, in the sense of whether
certain destinations will make a quick return to the tourist market or will be marked in the
future as undesirable to visit.
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Tourism in Vrnjačka Banja, University of Kragujevac.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
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Abstract: The article aims to identify effective actions taken by the catering industry as part of
crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic. The time scope of the research concerns the
first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in the period from 13 March to 18 May 2020. The research
method used in the study was a questionnaire survey (CAWI). The survey results showed that the
most frequent action taken by restaurants was applying for government assistance. On the other
hand, most marketing activities were related to the assessment of the situation and the prospects for
restaurants. Relationships were also found between restaurant management activities and restaurant
characteristics (number of employees, number of years of operation and location). The developed
research tool can help in assessing effective actions taken by restaurant managers during a crisis.

Keywords: crisis management; COVID-19 epidemic; catering industry; restaurants

1. Introduction

Crises have become an everyday reality in the modern world. The most important
in the 21st century have been the attack of 11 September 2001 on the World Trade Center,
the Bali attacks, the SARS epidemic in 2002–2004, the Arab Spring 2010–2012, the global
financial crisis in 2007–2009, and even the influenza A/H1N1 pandemic in the years 2009–
2010, which caused the death of 284,000 people around the world [1]. One can claim that at
any given moment, somewhere in the world, we are dealing with some crisis.

Such crises have a very strong impact on the world economy, especially on the hos-
pitality and tourism sector. The COVID-19 pandemic and related restrictions had a very
strong impact on the hospitality and restaurant industry, threatening to close many of
them and cause millions of employees around the world to lose their jobs [2–5]. The global
tourism economy lost $1.3 trillion in revenue in 2020 as a result of the pandemic, and
100–120 million jobs in tourism [6] were at risk.

According to a GFK report, during the pandemic in Poland, the restaurant industry
saw a huge decrease in sales and in the number of catering establishments [7]. Compared
to 2019, in 2021 the market value dropped to PLN 28.5 billion, i.e., by over 22 per cent. Over
these two years, the number of establishments shrunk, in turn, by almost 10,000, down to
63,000. In terms of the number of establishments, the pandemic returned the market to
2009 levels.

Many authors emphasize the importance of developing a survival strategy for the
restaurant sector [8,9], which has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic [10]. It
is also very important to identify the factors governing the resilience of hospitality firms
and restaurants in the face of the crisis [11–13], as well as a financial recovery strategy [14]
and innovation in terms of food ordering and delivery platforms [15].

Previous studies on the impact of the pandemic on the functioning of restaurants
have focused on the qualitative identification of crisis management procedures [16,17], the
prospects for the use of artificial intelligence in future crises [18], quantitative identification
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of actions in a crisis [19] or qualitative identification of factors influencing the survival
of restaurants during a crisis [20,21]. Neise et al. [13] identified the factors governing the
resilience of restaurants, which included economic and financial performance, tangible
and intangible assets, short-term response, and experience of the manager. The short-term
response activities included only delivery and takeaway services, the coronavirus relief
program and short-term assistance.

The authors of this article did not find any articles in which other authors identified
effective actions in the field of restaurant management in the face of a crisis, especially a
pandemic. Therefore, it is extremely important to identify the factors and practices that
will help entrepreneurs to survive periods of crisis. There are no quantitative tools for
diagnosing effective management strategies for tourism enterprises (especially restaurants)
in times of crisis. There are also no tools for the quantitative identification of effective
actions undertaken during a crisis in the gastronomy industry.

Hence, the purpose of this article is to identify effective actions taken by the gastron-
omy industry as part of crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic. The following
research question was therefore posed: What restaurant activities are effective during a
crisis caused by an epidemic?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Restaurant Management in a Crisis

As mentioned in the introduction, crises affecting restaurants can be of various
types, as discussed by Tse et al. [16], who divided them into external factors (phys-
ical environment—e.g., natural disaster or technological failure, and human or social
environment—e.g., confrontation or malevolence) and internal factors (e.g., management
failure). Each of these types of crisis requires different restaurant crisis management. For
restaurant management in the crisis during the SARS outbreak in Hong Kong, Tse et al. [16]
proposed the following actions: cost reduction, revenue enhancement (change of marketing
mix and decrease in perceived physical risk).

Various authors have compiled lists of actions that are desirable during a crisis. For
example, Israeli and Reichel [22] created a list of practices for hotels in Israel, and Okumus
and Karamustafa [23] in Turkey. Aviad A. Israeli [19] identified a list of crisis management
practices for the restaurant industry, categorizing them into human resources, marketing,
maintenance and government assistance. He stated that government support is impor-
tant, and that improved competitiveness and cost-cutting activities are crucial. Israeli [19]
writes that when identifying practices used in the crisis management of restaurants, two
dimensions should be taken into account: the importance of the measures, and the usage
of these measures. Therefore, when constructing a questionnaire to measure crisis man-
agement practices in the restaurant industry, he examined the importance of the usage
of each practice separately. However, Israeli [18] contented himself with constructing a
questionnaire, but did not investigate the effect of any of these practices on resilience or the
state of restoration.

Several articles on restaurant management during the COVID-19 pandemic were
recently published. The authors identify activities in the field of restaurant management
during the pandemic. A. Motoc [24] analysed the role of a leader in crisis management and
resilience for restaurants in Romania. The author stated that strong qualities of an attentive,
communicative, flexible and motivating leader, a decentralized culture, commitment among
employees, and a creative culture in a restaurant all go together to determine the degree of
integration of crisis management and strategic planning. A. Gkoumas [25] identified seven
factors for restaurant viability during the COVID-19 pandemic in Taiwan. Three of them,
that is the cultural context, social cohesion and the cooperation of restaurant professionals,
are essential to the effectiveness of any strategy for containing the coronavirus.

N. Messabia et al. [21] found that Canadian small- and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) suffered during the pandemic from stress, shortage of employees, financial losses,
liquidity problems, closures, reopening and difficulties with adapting to change. To over-
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come this crisis, entrepreneurs had to demonstrate resilience, innovation and strategic
management. The support of Canadian federal programs helped them a great deal. Mess-
abia et al. [21] proposed a six-element model of restaurant management in a crisis, which
consists of entrepreneurial experience, federal government funding, sound financial man-
agement, innovation in diverse service offerings, the strategic management of human
resources, and the support of family members.

A.M. Elshaer [26] examined the response of Egyptian restaurants to COVID-19. The
author successfully documents the decisions and activities related to four aspects: leader-
ship practices, managing stakeholders’ cooperation, operational procedures and marketing
reputation. Neise et al. [13] identified the factors important for resilience in German restau-
rants. They concluded that ex ante business problems and financing by loans or credit
reduce the likelihood of owners perceiving their businesses as resilient, whereas delivery
and takeaway services, ownership of property and the higher age of the owners increase
the likelihood of enterprise resilience.

Restaurant adaptation strategies in Malaysia were studied by Lai et al. [27]. Three
prominent areas of adaptations made by decision-makers were identified based on contin-
uous news reports and media content. Commonly made adaptations involve actions to
(i) nurture creativity, (ii) sustain reputation, and (iii) maintain profitability. In addition, F.
Alkasbeh [18] reviewed the literature in the field of food advertising on social media in the
context of the impact of COVID-19 on restaurant marketing and management practices. He
identified two areas of such activities: artificial intelligence and digital media ads and the
importance of social media ads during COVID-19.

Other studies analyzed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the condition of
restaurants [4], the early effects of the pandemic and accompanying stay-at-home orders
on restaurant demand [28], and consumers’ perceptions of risk about restaurant food and
its packaging [29].

2.2. The COVID-19 Pandemic in Restaurants in Poland

The first cases of COVID-19 in Poland were observed in mid-March 2020. As the
disease spread very quickly, on 12 March 2020, an epidemic was announced in Poland
resulting in limitations on movement and the closure of most service industries. Numerous
restrictions were imposed on citizens, including the obligation to wear masks when leaving
the house, and hours for seniors in stores from 10.00 to 12.00 from Monday to Friday. This
resulted in a limitation of movement and the closing of most service industries. Mass
events, weddings and concerts were completely cancelled, and parks, green areas and even
forests were closed.

In connection with the announcement of the epidemiological threat on 12 March 2020,
from 13 March 2020 the activities of gastronomic establishments were banned. This decision
remained in force until 18 May 2020. At that time, the gastronomy industry could only sell
take-out dishes or delivery, without hosting customers [30].

From 18 May 2020, gastronomy establishments were re-opened for customers, but
under some restrictions. A limit was in place for the number of people on the premises
(1 person per 4 m2) and the disinfection of tables after each client was introduced. It was
compulsory to maintain a distance between the tables, a minimum of 2 m, and a distance
of 1.5 m between guests sitting at separate tables. Waiters were ordered to serve customers
in masks and gloves. Only families or people from one household could sit at one table.
Otherwise, only individuals were allowed to sit at the tables [30].

In the second half of March 2020, 68% of companies and gastronomic establishments
completely suspended their activity, while 32% were open and operated in a limited
way [31]. For the establishments to survive the first shutdown of the economy, actions were
introduced to limit financial losses. During the first lockdown period, restaurants had to
limit their activities to take-out sales and providing dishes by delivery. In the spring of
2020, the largest intermediary companies in the supply of food offered by restaurants were
Glovo, Uber Eats, Pyszne.pl, Głodny.pl and Wolt. During Easter, restaurants offered the
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possibility of ordering dishes and traditional sweets with home delivery or personal pickup
in the form of catering [32].

Due to the prevailing COVID-19 pandemic and the deteriorating situation of Polish
gastronomy at that time, many initiatives were created to support restaurants during
their closure. The portal wspieramgastro.pl became popular, in which the following
initiatives came to the help of restaurateurs: #safedoys—a campaign that aimed to promote
a Code of Good Practice when transporting meals; #SmacznewSparta—an event organized
by the HoReCA Employers Association, aimed at supporting gastronomic businesses;
#wspieramzamzam—this is a nationwide campaign addressed to Polish restaurateurs and
people who want to support their favourite places. To increase sales during the pandemic,
restaurants began to promote dishes in jars. Chefs’ sauces, soups, dishes and preserves
were very popular, especially for people under quarantine [32].

3. Method

The research among restaurant managers was carried out using a survey questionnaire.
The research was conducted from October 2020 to March 2021. Online questionnaires were
sent to 123 randomly selected restaurants present on TripAdvisor. As a result, 51 completed
questionnaires were obtained.

The questionnaire consisted of 20 statements regarding activities used by restaurants
in crisis management during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic wave. The content
of the questionnaire was developed based on the work of Aviad Israeli [19], with the state-
ments divided into categories: human resources, marketing, maintenance and government
assistance, which was modified and supplemented with additional items (Table 2). The
statements were assessed on a five-level scale, from 1—“generally no” to 5—“very inten-
sively”. The respondents assessed the condition of the restaurant with three statements:
“How do you assess the current situation of the restaurant compared to its functioning
before the pandemic?” (1—“very bad” to 5—“very good”), “How do you assess the impact
of the pandemic on the functioning of your restaurant?” (1—“very negative”, 5—“very
positive”), “How do you assess the prospects of the functioning of your restaurant in the
next year?” (1—“very bad prospects”, 5—“very good prospects”) (Table 2).

The restaurants studied employed a varying number of staff: 11–15 employees (25.5%),
2 to 5 employees (11%), and one employee (19.6%) (Table 1). Most restaurants have been in
operation for 11 to 35 years (31.4%), or from 3 to 5 years (29.4%). Most of the restaurants
studied were located in the city centre (31.4%) and outside the city centre (23.5%). Only 5%
of the restaurants were located out of the city.

Table 1. Research sample characteristics (N = 51).

Restaurant Feature Number of Restaurants % Restaurants

Number of employees

1 10 19.6

2–5 11 21.6

6–10 8 15.7

11–15 13 25.5

16–34 9 17.6

Number of years of operation

1–2 12 23.5

3–5 15 29.4

6–10 8 15.7

11–35 16 31.4
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Table 1. Cont.

Restaurant Feature Number of Restaurants % Restaurants

Location

In the very centre of the city 8 15.7

In the city centre 16 31.4

Outside the city centre 12 23.5

In the suburbs 10 19.6

Out of the city 5 9.8

Analysis of the relationship between the variables was performed using multiple
regression analysis. The analysis of intergroup differences was performed using the non-
parametric Kruskal-Wallis H test and the Mann-Whitney U test. All calculations were made
with Statistica 13.0 software.

4. Results

In the first stage of the analysis, the ranking of actions taken by restaurants in the initial
period of the COVID-19 pandemic was calculated. The restaurants most often applied for
exemption from ZUS (Zakład Ubezpieczeń Społecznych—The Social Insurance Institution)
contributions, for government funding for salaried employees, for advertising in the media,
applied for micro-loans and applied for deferrals in the payment of municipal taxes (Table 2).
The list shows that four of the five most frequently undertaken actions belonged to the
"Government assistance" group. In turn, at the end of the ranking were activities such
as replacing high-tenure employees, increased reliance on outsourced human resources,
reducing menu prices, cost cutting by using less expensive substitutes, and price drops
with special offers. These actions mainly belong to the human resources and marketing
groups.

In addition, Table 2 presents the opinions of restaurant managers regarding the as-
sessment of the condition and prospects for the operation of their restaurants during the
pandemic and one year in the future. The managers assessed the current situation of
the restaurant as slightly below average (M = 2.37), and the operating prospects for the
following year as slightly above average (M = 2.76), with a standard deviation close to 1.
This proves an average assessment of the restaurant’s condition as neither positive nor
negative in the first period of the pandemic. Only the impact of the pandemic on the
condition of the restaurant was assessed as “quite negative” (M = 1.74; SD = 1.05).

Table 2. Ranking of activities undertaken by restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Items Rank M SD

Human resources

Reducing the labour force by laying off employees or by unpaid vacation 14 2.19 0.99

Reducing the number of working days per week 15 2.00 1.10

Reducing the pay rate 12 2.23 0.95

Replacing high-tenure employees with new employees 20 1.43 0.79

Increased reliance on outsourced human resources 19 1.67 0.90
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Table 2. Cont.

Items Rank M SD

Marketing

Joint marketing campaigns with other traders (e.g., pyszne.pl, ubereats.pl or other restaurants) 11 2.30 1.06

Advertising in the media (e.g., social media) 3 2.98 0.92

Price drops with special offers 16 1.82 0.94

Reducing menu prices 18 1.67 0.87

Introducing new services (catering, delivery, etc.) 7 2.72 1.18

Adding a business menu or changing the business menu offerings 13 2.22 1.11

Change of restaurant operating hours 10 2.40 0.99

Maintenance

Cost cutting by postponing systems maintenance 9 2.42 1.79

Cost cutting by using less expensive substitutes in the kitchen 17 1.82 0.99

Extending credit or postponing scheduled payments 6 2.76 1.02

Government assistance

Applying for a microloan of 5000 PLN for companies with up to 10 employees to cover current
expenses * 4 2.92 1.16

Applying for exemption from ZUS contributions for 3 months * 1 3.18 0.87

Applying for government funding for salaried employees (so-called ‘parking’) * 2 3.00 1.07

Applying for deferrals in the payment of municipal taxes (delay in repayment of rent, utility
costs) * 5 2.91 1.01

Communicating “business as usual” 8 2.64 1.08

Assessment of the situation and prospects of the restaurant

How do you assess the current situation of the restaurant compared to its functioning before the
pandemic? * - 2.37 1.15

How do you assess the impact of the pandemic on the functioning of your restaurant? * - 1.73 1.08

How do you evaluate the prospects for the operation of your restaurant in the next year? * - 2.76 1.05

Notes: *—additional items proposed by the authors of this article.

In the next step, a regression analysis was performed where the dependent variable was
the assessment of the state and prospects of the restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and the independent variables were the actions taken by restaurants during the pandemic.
Most relationships—as many as six—were found for the group of “Marketing” activities:
“Joint marketing campaigns with other traders” has a positive relationship with both “As-
sessing the impact on restaurants” and “Evaluating the prospects of restaurants”. “Reducing
menu price” has a positive relationship with “Comparing the restaurant with before the
pandemic” and “Adding a business menu” or “Changing the business menu offerings” has
a positive relationship with “Evaluating the prospects of the restaurant” (Table 3). Interest-
ingly, “Introducing new services” has a negative relationship with “Assessing the impact on
restaurants” and “Evaluating the prospects of restaurants”. This may result from the fact that
such activities were taken by restaurants that were very strongly affected by the pandemic,
who negatively perceived the prospects of functioning during the pandemic. This perception
of the economic reality influenced the intensification of activities in the development of new
services, especially catering and delivery of dishes to customers.

In the next group-Human resources-three relationships were found. “Replacing high-
tenure employees with new employees” is related to “Comparing the restaurant before the
pandemic” and “Evaluating the prospects of restaurants”. This is a negative relationship,
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which means that restaurants perceiving the pandemic impact strongly and evaluating the
prospects very negatively reduced high-tenure staff by replacing them with new employees.

In the next group of activities, Maintenance, two inverse relationships were found be-
tween “Cost cutting by using less expensive substitutes”, “Comparing before the pandemic”
and “Evaluating the prospects of restaurants”. In the last group of measures—Government
assistance—one relationship was found between “Applying for a micro-loan” and “Assess-
ing the impact on restaurants”. This means that restaurants which saw the strong impact of
the pandemic sought government support in the form of a micro-loan.

Table 3. Regression analysis results: actions vs. assessment of the situation and prospects of restaurants.

Items Compared to before
the Pandemic

Assessing the Impact
on Restaurants

Evaluating the
Prospects

beta p beta p beta p

Human resources

Reducing the labour force by laying off employees or
by unpaid vacation 0.075 0.705 0.120 0.550 −0.148 0.409

Reducing the number of working days per week 0.482 0.100 0.287 0.328 0.540 0.044

Reducing the pay rate −0.237 0.350 −0.365 0.160 −0.130 0.569

Replacing high-tenure employees with new
employees −0.760 0.014 −0.232 0.437 −0.879 0.002

Increased reliance on outsourced human resources 0.223 0.370 −0.084 0.739 0.384 0.093

Marketing

Joint marketing campaigns with other traders 0.405 0.099 0.552 0.030 0.573 0.012

Advertising in the media −0.199 0.338 −0.215 0.310 −0.315 0.099

Price drops with special offers −0.174 0.466 −0.029 0.904 −0.133 0.536

Reducing menu prices 0.729 0.008 0.246 0.354 0.385 0.108

Introducing new services −0.443 0.071 −0.512 0.041 −0.842 0.000

Adding a business menu or changing the business
menu offerings 0.113 0.673 0.149 0.584 0.533 0.034

Change of restaurant operating hours −0.086 0.647 −0.064 0.735 0.043 0.799

Maintenance

Cost cutting by postponing systems maintenance 0.043 0.815 0.020 0.916 0.020 0.905

Cost cutting by using less expensive substitutes in
the kitchen −0.608 0.013 −0.477 0.052 −0.594 0.008

Extending credit or postponing scheduled payments 0.052 0.843 0.020 0.939 0.168 0.482

Government assistance

Applying for a microloan of 5000 PLN for companies
with up to 10 employees to cover current expenses 0.317 0.146 0.479 0.034 0.362 0.069

Applying for exemption from ZUS contributions for
3 months 0.076 0.742 −0.406 0.089 −0.028 0.893

Applying for government funding for salaried
employees −0.098 0.582 0.045 0.803 0.044 0.786

Applying for deferrals in the payment of municipal
taxes −0.086 0.680 −0.102 0.631 −0.216 0.257

Communicating “business as usual” 0.408 0.082 0.185 0.429 0.012 0.953

R2 0.466 0.448 0.563

Note: significant relationships between the variables are highlighted in bold.
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An analysis of the differences between the actions and perception of the impact of
the pandemic and the features of the restaurant revealed only three significant differences
(Table 4). First of all, statistically significant differences were found in “Reducing the
number of working days per week”, depending on the number of restaurant employees. A
detailed analysis showed that restaurants with 6 to 10 and 11 to 15 employees reduced the
number of employees significantly less than others. The largest restaurants (from 16 to 34
employees) reduced the number of employees the most.

Table 4. The diversity of actions and perception of the impact of the pandemic depending on the
features of the restaurant (Kruskal-Wallis H test).

Items Number of
Employees

Number of Years of
Operation Location

H p H p H p

Human resources

Reducing the labour force by laying off employees or by unpaid
vacation 3.24 0.51 2.65 0.44 4.64 0.32

Reducing the number of working days per week 13.11 0.01 2.68 0.44 0.65 0.95

Reducing the pay rate 7.03 0.13 5.29 0.15 2.93 0.56

Replacing high-tenure employees with new employees 0.75 0.94 2.11 0.54 4.02 0.40

Increased reliance on outsourced human resources 2.11 0.71 3.81 0.28 5.61 0.22

Marketing

Joint marketing campaigns with other traders 2.18 0.70 7.43 0.059 4.57 0.33

Advertising in the media 4.96 0.29 5.00 0.17 2.64 0.61

Price drops with special offers 1.16 0.88 0.44 0.93 5.63 0.22

Reducing menu prices 4.27 0.36 2.73 0.43 2.62 0.64

Introducing new services 0.82 0.93 5.19 0.15 8.69 0.06

Adding a business menu or changing the business menu offerings 6.91 0.14 5.09 0.16 9.63 0.04

Change of restaurant operating hours 6.32 0.17 3.74 0.29 3.27 0.51

Maintenance

Cost cutting by postponing systems maintenance 1.20 0.87 2.51 0.47 3.15 0.53

Cost cutting by using less expensive substitutes in the kitchen 3.78 0.43 1.51 0.67 3.92 0.41

Extending credit or postponing scheduled payments 3.47 0.48 1.68 056 3.70 0.44

Government assistance

Applying for a micro loan of 5000 PLN 7.56 0.10 4.88 0.18 6.16 0.18

Applying for exemption from ZUS contributions for a period of 3
months 5.43 0.24 1.48 0.68 0.45 0.97

Applying for government funding for salaried employees 5.48 0.24 0.72 0.86 5.78 0.21

Applying for deferrals in the payment of municipal taxes 0.59 0.96 1.38 071 3.34 0.51

Communicating “business as usual” 6.66 0.15 6.61 0.08 3.07 0.54

Assessment of the situation and prospects of the restaurant

How do you assess the current situation of the restaurant
compared to its functioning before the pandemic? 2.37 0.66 2.48 0.47 3.69 0.44

How do you assess the impact of the pandemic on the functioning
of your restaurant? 9.78 0.04 0.42 0.93 4.95 0.29

How do you evaluate the prospects for the operation of your
restaurant in the next year? 2.05 0.72 1.19 0.75 4.30 0.36

Notes: significant differences between groups are highlighted in bold.
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Another difference was in “Adding a business menu” or “Changing the business menu
offerings” depending on the location of the restaurant. Here, the most active in this action
were restaurants located outside the centre, and the least active restaurants were located
outside the city. The last difference was in “How do you assess the impact of the pandemic
on the functioning of your restaurant?” depending on the number of restaurant employees.
Here, the impact of the pandemic was most perceived by one-person restaurants and least
by the biggest restaurants.

5. Discussion

In this study, an attempt has been made to answer the question: What restaurant
activities are effective during a crisis caused by an epidemic? For this purpose, the activities
undertaken by Polish restaurants during the COVID-19 pandemic were examined. Of all
the activities taken, the most common was requesting government assistance. These are
completely different activities than, for example, in Israel during periods of peace or periods
of terrorist crisis (dominated by layoffs and cost-cutting) [19], or the SARS epidemic in Hong
Kong, where mainly cost reduction and revenue management were used. This indicates the
widespread availability of government support during the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland,
while such support was not as strong during the other crises described by the above-
mentioned authors. However, a study from Taiwan [25] showed that cultural context, social
cohesion and the cooperation of restaurant professionals are essential to the effectiveness
of any strategy for containing the coronavirus. Taiwanese culture, combined with the
social cohesion between various groups, was a key factor in ensuring public security and
business sustainability. Unfortunately, in Poland, society is much less disciplined and the
way the crisis was managed by the PiS (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość—Law and Justice Party)
government led to one of the highest numbers of deaths per capita in the world [33].

To identify effective activities in the field of restaurant management during the pan-
demic, a regression analysis was performed. Despite the greatest activity of restaurants
being in the field of government assistance, the regression analysis showed that it is the
marketing activities that are most closely related to the outlook for survival in the pan-
demic period. The wide range of these activities includes lowering prices, joint marketing
campaigns with other restaurants, and introducing new services. Interestingly, unlike the
activities described by F. Alkasasbeh [18] including food advertising on social media and
artificial intelligence and digital media ads during COVID-19, the above research did not
confirm the relationship of advertising activity on social media with the restaurants’ future
prospects, although these were in third place in terms of popularity. Perhaps this is due to
the limited time frame of the research, and because the effects of such marketing activities
may not yet have been noticed by restaurant managers.

In the available literature on the subject, there is no data on the relationship between
the size of the restaurant, the length of its operation and its resilience during the pandemic.
The results of our study indicate that there are, however, a few relationships. Restaurants
with 6 to 15 employees were the most resistant to employment reduction. The limited
number of available tables in the restaurant was irrelevant. Large restaurants also proved
to be the most resilient to the impact of the pandemic, as they had greater opportunities for
marketing, maintenance and human resources management.

There were no differences in activities or in the assessment of the impact on the
condition of the restaurant depending on the number of years of operation of the restaurant,
as was also found by Headd [34], Parsa et al. [35] and Neise et al. [13]. This proves that it is
not the number of years of operation that is important, but rather the state of the restaurant
in the years preceding the pandemic, and, as stated by Neise et al. [13], the age of the
manager also has a significant relationship to the resilience of the restaurant during the
crisis.

Finally, restaurants located outside the city are in a much worse position than those
in cities, as they have severely limited options for marketing activities. Other factors con-
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tributing to the resilience of restaurants, in addition to those identified by Neise et al. [13],
are ownership of property and the higher age of the owners.

6. Conclusions
Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a very strong impact on the tourism industry,
especially on the gastronomy sector both in Poland and around the world. In the above
article, we tried to identify the actions taken by Polish restaurants during the pandemic
to assess their effectiveness. The most frequently undertaken activities by managers of
Polish restaurants were those from the group applying for government support, as well as
from the maintenance and marketing group. However, it is not the activities in the field of
government assistance but rather those in marketing that are significantly related to the
condition and prospects for the survival of restaurants during the pandemic. In addition,
differentiation in activities depending on the size and location of restaurants was found:
restaurants with an average number of employees (i.e., 6 to 15) lay off workers to a lesser
extent, while the smallest restaurants felt the impact of the pandemic on business the most.

The developed questionnaire for assessing restaurant activities during the pandemic
and the method of assessing the effectiveness of these activities may be used in other
fields of the tourist industry and other fields of the national economy. As a result of the
research, clear procedures of activities for restaurants to undertake should be created and
recommended for during a crisis (not only a pandemic), as well as activities for local
governments and the national government. The chaos that prevailed in this area during the
pandemic in Poland caused the collapse of many restaurants and other tourist enterprises,
and caused a huge increase in the number of infections and deaths.

7. Limitations and Future Research

This article provides insights into how selected Polish restaurants dealt with the first
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, this article has some limitations. This survey
was carried out on a very small group of restaurants, which was caused by the reluctance
of managers to participate in the survey. Further research should consider a significantly
larger research sample.

Our research was carried out on a relatively small research sample, and the actual
state of restaurants and their ability to survive during the pandemic were not verified. The
study was limited to examining the subjective opinions of restaurant managers about this
condition. Therefore, in further research, it would be necessary to include a larger group
sample and correlate the collected data (i.e., actions taken by restaurants) with the actual
state of the restaurant from a different time perspective.

Moreover, the dependent variable used was the subjective assessment of the current
economic situation of the restaurant and its prospects made by managers. To increase the
accuracy and reliability of the measurement, indicators of the restaurant’s actual financial
situation and business performance should be taken into account.

The above research focused on assessing a snapshot perception of the condition of
restaurants. In subsequent studies, longitudinal studies should be carried out, i.e., it should
be verified how the restaurants studied survived the crisis, and whether and in what
economic condition they are functioning after the crisis. In addition, further research
should take into account other variables that were not used in this study. These include
manager characteristics (experience and age), restaurant characteristics (economic and
financial performance before the crisis, ownership, financing, etc.) [13], as well as features
of the business environment (restaurant operating conditions).
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32. Nurkowska, M. Zarządzanie Restauracją w Kryzysie: Działania Podejmowane Podczas Pandemii COVID-19 [Restaurant
Management in Crisis: Actions Taken during the COVID-19 Pandemic]. Master’s Thesis, WSB University in Poznan, Poznań,
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Abstract: This study examines critical factors for tourism destination resilience in the first year of
the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic in North Tyrol (AT) and South Tyrol (IT). Based on a mixed-method
approach, the summer seasons of 2019 and 2020 are compared regarding change in overnight stays in
26 municipalities. The results highlight the importance of the classical 4Ps of marketing and specific
contextual factors. These and their implications for research and practice are discussed. Marketing
mix aspects most relevant for resilience in a highly tourism-dependent region are outlined.

Keywords: resilience; absorption; SARS-CoV-2; Tyrol; marketing; marketing mix

1. Introduction

As an important part of the global economy [1,2], the tourism industry contributes
significantly to economic development in various regions [3,4]. It is characterized by
intense competitive rivalry, risk, leverage, capital intensity [5]. Moreover, it is inher-
ently vulnerable to various types of crises [6,7], especially to the regional occurrence
of infectious diseases [8]. Crises and disasters always harm tourism [9], especially in
destinations that are highly dependent on tourism such as remote rural areas [10]. These
destinations and the industry, in general, are pressured to quickly recover and/or adapt.
Doing so sustainably in the sense of a rapid reaction using existing resources is essential
in the first phase of reacting to a crisis, while keeping a strategic outlook on the long-term
effects of chosen coping strategies.

As an example, and case, this paper examines how the hospitality and tourism industry
of North and South Tyrol (the former in Austria, the latter in Italy) was affected by the
pandemic and which characteristics of the marketing mix influence different levels of
resilience by comparing municipalities with substantial versus more moderate losses. For
this, quantitative data on overnight stays of the summer 2020 are compared to 2019 and
analyzed in depth. Furthermore, the findings of the data analysis are complemented by
information gathered through qualitative interviews. This paper focuses on short-term
resilience and absorptive capacity, thereby addressing this gap in the literature.

The contribution of the study is twofold: First, it contributes to a deeper understanding
of tourism destinations from a resilience and crisis perspective and highlights critical
(survival) factors in a pandemic changed macro-environment. Second, limitations for
assessing and evaluating resilience-relevant characteristics of tourism destinations are
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explored and discussed. Thereby, scale in the sense of different levels of action and
operation is applied, plus the marketing mix concept as a framework for analysis.

1.1. Resilience in Tourism and Tourist Destinations

The concept of resilience has seen a proliferation of different definitions, of which one
of the most utilized is the one provided by the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk
Reduction [11]. It defines resilience as “[t]he ability of a system, community or society
exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover from
the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner [ . . . ]” [11].

As the first step in a resilience assessment, the object under scrutiny and the disrup-
tion impacting the object need to be defined [12]. For the present paper, the impacts of
the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic on tourism destinations will be analyzed. The latter are so-
cioeconomic systems composed of many actors collaborating to create a coherent tourism
product [13]. The term destination is used at different scales and can be applied to a
municipality or part thereof, a region, a country, and even larger transnational areas [14].
The present paper uses the term destination to refer to political districts consisting of
geographically connected individual municipalities, of which eight per destination are
analyzed (also see Section 2).

The current disruption affecting tourism destinations can be defined as an external
shock whose sudden emergence revealed the vulnerability of the tourism systems regarding
disease outbreaks [15,16]. In case of a shock, coping is especially challenging, as there is
a sudden increase in uncertainty, requiring immediate actions in an often complex and
volatile situation [17].

Depending on the magnitude and the temporal continuation of the shock, the intensity
of its impact on tourism destinations can be minor or long-lasting, requiring different
coping strategies. Initially, the aim is absorbing the disruption while maintaining the
overall system structure [18–20]. This pursuit of system stability in the face of turmoil is
delineated by the concept of Engineering Resilience. It focuses on the duality between the
preservation of the system’s initial equilibrium and a certain degree of systemic flexibility,
although the latter does not lead to a modification of the system’s structures [21,22]. In case
of the temporal persistence of the effects of the disruption, adaptations can be necessary
through which the system’s structure is slightly modified [23]. Destinations that managed
an initial reaction to the shock better, i.e., more sustainably, could be expected to have
an economic and temporal advantage for proceeding through the coping phases. This
hypothesis, however, needs to be investigated, starting by analyzing which destinations
recover in a more timely manner in terms of overnight stays and focusing the notion of
Absorptive Capacity.

According to Cutter et al. [24], “absorptive capacity is the ability of the community
to absorb event impacts using predetermined coping responses”. Due to the novelty
of the situation [25], the complex structure of tourism destinations [26], the high level
of uncertainty regarding the future development of the pandemic [27], and the limited
innovative capabilities of family tourism businesses [28], which are a cornerstone of alpine
tourism [13], immediate responses to the situation are challenging. These were required in
the first year of the pandemic and its summer season, lasting from May to October 2020.

The initial phase of the crisis was characterized by the closure of the tourism businesses
and infrastructures, demarking the inoperative dimension of the tourism industry, during
which internal economic resources were utilized to counteract the loss of revenue, which
was followed by the depletion of public economic resources in order to support (tourism)
businesses and employees [29,30]. Although the restrictions were alleviated, the effects of
the pandemic lasted well throughout 2020 (and, of course, in the subsequent years). Due to
limited immediate infrastructural and organizational flexibility, the short-term absorptive
coping mechanisms of tourism systems during severe disruptions largely rely on marketing
activities within the scope of national pandemic-related travel regulations.

280



Sustainability 2022, 14, 13820

1.2. Marketing Mix (7P)

The marketing mix is “the most fundamental concept of marketing” [31] with a his-
tory of several decades of development and refinement [31,32], leading to a widely used
framework of seven elements. This is based on the so-called 4P model of marketing that
focuses on tangible products and thus considers the product itself, its price, promotion,
and place/distribution [33]. By adding three elements relevant for services, namely phys-
ical evidence, process, and people (or: participants), the model becomes applicable for
tourism [34], which combines tangible and intangible aspects [35].

With a certain product, a company aims at satisfying client needs. This has to be
communicated to the prospective customers (promotion), and its accessibility needs to
be ensured via distribution channels, etc. (place), as well as a price set determining its
value [36]. In the tourism context, the product typically is a product-service mix; thus, this
P can be described as “the overall impression of the intangible, experiential product”, while
place also refers to location [32]. Physical evidence is mainly relevant within the service
sector as the perceivable context influences the perception of its worth and quality [36,37],
it constitutes “the tangible aspects of the experiential product” [32]. People refer to the
organizations’ staff dealing with the (prospective) clients, while processes comprise all
activities connected to delivering a service [36,37].

Research shows that all elements of the enlarged marketing mix (7Ps) are relevant [38],
but their importance depends on the type of tourism [32]. The concept provides a basic
categorization of important elements but needs to be more comprehensive and refined for
specific settings, approaches, and situations. Some contexts might require further elements
such as co-creation/production of the experience with the client, which is included in
specific concepts that were proposed [35], or adding a quality and productivity dimension
to highlight their importance for the interaction between client and organization [36]. To
be generalizable, this paper builds on the commonly employed 7P model, which is recom-
mended for tourism research as it provides a broad base for application and analysis [32].

The definition of destination outlined above employs an ecosystem perspective, high-
lighting the actors’ interdependence and activities. Thus, we apply the marketing mix
perspective on the unique selling proposition (collectively) created for the destination.
As Calgaro et al. [39] highlight regarding the climate change crisis, the vulnerability of
destinations regarding external shocks depends on their characteristics. These need to be
taken into account to define sustainable short-term and long-term reactions. Focusing on
the factors not relevant solely for climate change, our conceptual framework (see Section 2
and Appendix A) summarizes them based on the marketing mix elements.

This work examines the marketing mix and its effects on resilience in terms of absorp-
tive capacity based on a mixed-methods design. We investigate municipalities in North
and South Tyrol, which are highly tourism-dependent regions in Austria and Italy. In crises,
first reactions are of high relevance. This paper aims at providing deeper insights into this
phase, which has not been intensively researched so far.

2. Materials and Methods

A conceptual framework (see Figure 1) was created by the authors which is based
on the combination of resilience and marketing, differentiating between individual
organizations (hotels, etc.) and destinations, but also highlighting that the former are
located in the latter.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework.

The model assumes a changing macroenvironment (from pre-crisis to crisis macroenvi-
ronment) due to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., lockdowns, guest limitations) and postulates
that the marketing mix criteria and conditions of destinations are decisive for their crisis
resilience. As the scope of changes and options for resilience differ depending on the time
of analysis, the status within and after the pandemic needs to be distinguished. During
a crisis, reactions are limited to given facts and possibilities at hand. However, these can
already affect post-crisis choices due to path dependency, creating a dynamic interdepen-
dence. Therefore, and as the crisis is still ongoing, the paper focuses on factors connected
to resilience during the pandemic from an absorptive capacity point of view.

In addition, the framework includes scale as a further theoretical perspective by
considering different levels (organization level and destination level), thus recognizing
that individual levels alone cannot fully control or realize tourism development and
resilience [40,41]. Rather, stakeholder collaboration within and between the levels is seen
as crucial, especially for resilience [42,43]. This applies not only to adaptation measures
regarding corporate social responsibility, as highlighted by Font and McCabe [43], but
also to the utilization of existing elements of the marketing-mix portfolio and conditions
of the destination influencing its absorptive capacity. As the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic has
shown, the global and national contexts have to be considered regarding, for example,
travel restrictions and lockdowns, which are leading to forced standstills within the
hospitality industry [44]. Thus, we assume place as location, as well as promotion, and
product to be the most important aspects during the phase in which absorptive capacity
is prominently needed.

This study uses a mixed-method research design, following a pragmatic approach [45,46]
as widely used in tourism research [47–49]. Resilience is operationalized using overnight
stays, as this is considered a direct and objective measure of tourism development [50,51] and
a characteristic variable of resilience and stability in a tourism system context [50].

2.1. Study Areas

For a map, please refer to [52].

2.1.1. North Tyrol

Before COVID-19, tourism accounted for 17.5% of North Tyrol’s gross value-added.
Almost every fourth full-time job was connected to the tourism industry [53]. It is char-
acterized by family-run small and medium-sized enterprises [3,54] but also by regional
differences and seasonal fluctuations [48]. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism flows
experienced substantial declines [55], although compared to urban tourism, faster recovery
is expected in areas close to nature, within which the majority of the main tourism desti-
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nations are located in North Tyrol [56]. Moreover, except for the first lockdown in March
2020, health tourism was always possible in North Tyrol during the pandemic.

2.1.2. South Tyrol

In South Tyrol, the tourism structure is characterized by a prevalence of family-run
small and medium-sized enterprises as well [57]. In 2019, tourism (defined as accommo-
dation and food service activities by the National Statistic Institute) accounted for 11.4%
of South Tyrol’s gross value-added [58]. After this year, within which the highest tourism
flows ever have been recorded, due to the pandemic and subsequent closing of borders as
well as national lockdowns, in 2020, a sharp decline in arrivals and overnight stays was
registered, amounting to an overall decrease of 35% of the overnight stays in comparison
to 2019 [58]. Thus, it is especially interesting to see variations of impacts on destinations in
South Tyrol and to which determinants this might be attributed.

2.2. Study Design

The study is structured in two parts: First, following a quantitative approach, it identi-
fies destinations with higher and lower resilience based on the number of overnight stays.
The analytical process is described in detail in Section 2.2.1. Second, based on the findings
and selections of the first part, qualitative analyses were conducted to identify criteria and
factors that can explain the differences between the winning and losing municipalities and
thus destinations. We did so by combining two qualitative approaches: interviews with
selected experts as well as structured analyses of the websites of the municipalities. In
Section 2.2.2, the qualitative approaches are described in detail.

The results of all analyses were triangulated, which is an approach that examines the con-
vergence, complementarity, and dissonance of findings gathered with different methods [59].
This data triangulation allows deriving an overall picture from many partial results and thus
increasing the validity of conclusions [59,60]. Concretely, two researchers examined all data
for consistencies, complementarities, and dissonances. This was completed in a constant
process of discussion and reflection. Two additional researchers were involved at the end of
the triangulation to validate and evaluate the analysis, the commonalities and dissonances
found in terms of the research objective. Another researcher acted as an “external reviewer”
to ensure the reliability and validation of the entire research process [61].

2.2.1. Identification of Destinations to Be Further Investigated

Publicly available data [55,62] on overnight stays in North Tyrol and South Tyrol were
analyzed to identify destinations and their municipalities with higher and lower losses in
overnight stays. For that, the period May–October in 2019 (pre-COVID 19 pandemic) was
compared to 2020 (COVID 19 pandemic), since the free movement of people was allowed
and possible during this period of the pandemic.

The two political districts in both North and South Tyrol with the highest number of
overnight stays in absolute terms in 2019 were selected. During the specified period, they
represented more than 30% of the total number of overnight stays in North Tyrol and more
than 50% in South Tyrol. For each of the four selected districts, two municipalities with
the best overnight stay development between 2019 and 2020 from May to October were
selected according to absolute overnight stays as well as two according to relative (percentage)
development. Similarly, in each of the four districts, two municipalities with the worst
developments in absolute overnight stays and two with the worst relative developments
were selected. Per political district, we thus analyzed eight municipalities, resulting in a
total of 24. The capitals of North Tyrol (Innsbruck) and South Tyrol (Bozen) were added,
leading to a total of 26.

To avoid distortions caused by municipalities with a particularly low level of tourism
(these usually have only a marginal decline due to the pandemic in the already few
overnight stays), only municipalities that had at least 1% of the overall overnight stays
in the period from May to October 2019 were included in the analysis. This resulted in
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a reduction in the number of considered municipalities to 21 for Pustertal, and to 17 for
Burggrafenamt. For the selected municipalities, the information on overnight stays was
supplemented by additional data on visitor origin and supply structure, respectively, types
of accommodation (e.g., hotel categories, camping, commercial and private accommo-
dation). Although the data are publicly available and there are publications disclosing
changes in overnight stays [63,64], the municipalities in this paper are anonymized to avoid
impacts on the image of destinations with more pronounced losses in overnight stays.

2.2.2. In-Depth Analysis to Identify Key Resilience Criteria

We employed a structured website analysis and qualitative interviews with people
employed in mostly higher (leadership/management) positions in the tourism ecosystem
and further tourism stakeholders. The website analysis results were independently coded
by two members of the research team [65]. To provide maximum independence and validity
testing, one utilized a deductive approach based on a coding framework developed before-
hand that summarized key elements mentioned in the literature (i.e., [39]), representing the
elements of the marketing mix. Following Mayring [66], the contents of the websites were
assigned to the deductive coding framework. The other followed an inductive thematic
open coding approach [67]. In doing so, the codes were openly and freely formed into
as many categories as possible, incident by incident, without a framework [67,68]. Both
approaches are described in research as valid options depending on the research aim [69].
As this paper is designed to build theory and test it, both were needed. The researchers
independently developed summative abstractions and assumptions (interpretations) based
on the results. These were compared and found to be identical, which was also tested by
cross-checking combinations of codes using the software-based inductive coding data. This
had additionally the advantage that, referring to McHugh [70], the inter-rater reliability of
the analysis was increased in addition to the higher data respectively evaluation quality.
The categories that were created covered: demographic aspects of the destination, its reacha-
bility and touristic infrastructure, the target groups, the design of product/service packages
and its adequacy regarding the target groups, promotional efforts and their quality plus fit
to target groups, pricing, booking processes, client satisfaction reports, interaction with the
target group(s) and the evaluation of the website (attractiveness, reports about services and
touristic infrastructure). The results were then clustered to differentiate between winning
and losing destinations.

The qualitative interviews were unstructured and problem-centered [71]. In an ex-
ploratory process, this offers the advantage of generating comprehensive data and insights
by flexibly focusing on lived experiences and attitudes [72]. The interviews aimed at en-
quiring regarding chances as well as challenges of the local tourism industry during the
pandemic, differences between types of tourism and touristic offers, also engaging expert
knowledge regarding specific geographical areas. Within the unstructured interviews,
these were the main topics. Depending on the interviewee, these were emphasized to
varying degrees depending on the interview process. In this way, it was possible to focus
on individual persons, their perspectives, and professional areas, thus obtaining a more
complete picture.

Based on Teddlie and Yu [73], we used purposive sampling. Purposive sampling involves
intentionally selecting participants based on the purpose of the research, certain character-
istics, or roles because they, in particular, can provide important information [73,74]. Within
purposive sampling, the sample was drawn sequentially with the advantage of exploratively
obtaining continually new relevant insights for the research objective [73,75]. In total, 12
interview partners were chosen from the professional networks of the authors, ensuring a
trust base for valid responses, with the aim of representing a wide variety of stakeholders in
the tourism sector. The interview pool thus encompassed: managers and owners of different
types of hotels, managers and employees of tourism organizations, tourism-related organiza-
tions and organizations in the tourism ecosystem, employees of hotels with specific health
offer-related roles, and the guest/patient perspective. The final sample size of 12 interviews
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was determined by theoretical saturation, i.e., conducting as many interviews as needed until
sufficient data are collected and no new findings are obtained [76]. Theoretical saturation was
discussed among the authors, reflected upon, and validated by the “external reviewer” [61]
described above.

The interviewees were informed about the purposes of the study before the interview
and were asked for their written consent for the anonymous utilization of the information
for the subsequent qualitative analysis. The interviews were conducted from February
to July 2021 on the participants’ premises in person or via telephone calls by one of the
authors and lasted between 10 and 70 min. The interviews were summarily transcribed
based on thought protocols and notes. This procedure fulfills the analytical requirements
of the present study and its objective as, in particular, it enables identifying and combining
themes and patterns [77]. In addition, nine phone calls to hotels were performed to check
to which degree-specific information given by the interviewees was observable in practice,
namely the concrete conditions for using health touristic offers during the pandemic.

3. Results

In this section, the quantitative and qualitative results are described and combined.

3.1. Selected Tourism Destinations for the Quantitative Analysis

The quantitative analysis was based on the comparison of the overnight stays of 2019
and 2020 of selected tourism destinations in North and South Tyrol. As the quantitative data
are collected and made available by the regional statistical institutes at the municipal level
of both regions, it was possible to analyze the changes in tourism flows on this level [55,62].
In order to identify the municipalities on which to conduct the quantitative (and subsequent
qualitative) analysis out of the 279 municipalities in North and 116 municipalities in South
Tyrol, the approach described in Section 2.2.1 was utilized.

Table 1 shows the absolute change of overnight stays in the chosen destinations of
both North and South Tyrol. North Tyrol is shown in the two left columns, listing the
political districts identified and the municipalities analyzed. The same is shown for South
Tyrol to the right. Table 2 follows the same structure and depicts the relative changes in
overnight stays.

Table 1. Absolute change of overnight stays between 2019 and 2020 (municipalities anonymized with
capital letter indicating absolute Winners and Losers).

North Tyrol South Tyrol

Political District Municipality Political District Municipality

Schwaz

Winner:
Schwaz_W1: −11,160
Schwaz_W2: −11,918

Loser:Schwaz_L1: −222,963
Schwaz_L2: −150,776

Burggrafenamt

Winner:
Burggrafenamt_W1: −20,326
Burggrafenamt_W2: −24,265

Loser:
Burggrafenamt_L1: −382,190
Burggrafenamt_L2: −356,186

Kitzbühel

Winner:
Kitzbühel_W1: −3527
Kitzbühel_W2: −7515

Loser:
Kitzbühel_L1: −151,521
Kitzbühel_L2: −146,731

Pustertal

Winner:
Pustertal_W1: −11,261
Pustertal_W2: −17,788

Loser:
Pustertal_L1: −130,844
Pustertal_L2: −92,272

Capital Innsbruck: −612,817 Capital Bozen: −195,842
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Table 2. Relative change of overnight stays between 2019 and 2020 (municipalities anonymized with
lower-case letter indicating relative winners and losers).

North Tyrol South Tyrol

Political District Municipality Political
District Municipality

Schwaz

Winner:

Burggrafenamt

Winner:
Schwaz_w1: −12.88% Burggrafenamt_w1: −23.56%
Schwaz_w2: −16.95% Burggrafenamt_w2: −26.46%

Loser: Loser: (Actually Burggrafenamt_L1, but
already inserted within the absolute losers)

Schwaz_l1: −43.29% Burggrafenamt_l1: −41.94%
Schwaz_l2: −35.88% Burggrafenamt_l2: −41.87%

Kitzbühel

Winner: (Kitzbühel_W1, which already
ranges within the absolute winners, thus

not included here)

Pustertal

Winner:

Kitzbühel_w1: −13.34% Pustertal_w1: −11.94%
Kitzbühel_w2: −19.49% Pustertal_w2: −12.30%

Loser: Loser:
Kitzbühel_l1: −49.26% Pustertal_l1: −34.41%
Kitzbühel_l2: −45.78% Pustertal_l2: −31.18%

Capital Innsbruck: −61.3% Capital Bozen: −45.2%

A larger decline of overnight stays was observed in urban areas in comparison to rural
municipalities.

3.1.1. Tourism Flows in North Tyrol

In North Tyrol, nearly 100% of the summer tourist flows originate in Germany, Austria,
the Netherlands, Switzerland and Liechtenstein, and Belgium. These source markets are
also arranged based on their quantitative importance, with Germany usually accounting for
between 60% and 70% and Austria up to approximately 10% of the overall tourism flows.
In 2020, the German market remained the most important for the Kitzbühel and Schwaz
district. Furthermore, its importance even partly increased in relation to other source mar-
kets, the apparent reason for which is the immediate proximity of these Austrian districts
to the German border. The minor losses, e.g., in the Zillertal region (e.g., Schwaz_W2
and Schwaz_l1) can be partly explained by their geographical location. In addition, the
domestic market recorded a significant increase in overnight stays in both districts and all
the municipalities included therein. The percentage of domestic tourists in the municipality
of Kitzbühel_L1 rose from 24.02% in 2019 to 31.40% in 2020. The municipalities Schwaz_W1
and Schwaz_L2 are among the vacation destinations that more than doubled the relative
percentage of domestic tourists in the summer of 2020 (Schwaz_W1 from 5.14% in 2019
to 11.17% and Schwaz_L2 from 8.61% in 2019 to 16.28% in 2020). The surroundings of
the latter allow for a wide variety of sports and outdoor activities, including water sports,
offering adventure moments for families as well as those seeking peace and quiet, mak-
ing it a popular spot for locals and domestic tourists. Dutch tourists travelled to Tyrol
slightly less (roughly between −1% and −3%). Campsites were more in demand in the
2020 tourism year than other types of accommodation. Swiss and Liechtenstein tourists
were also registered in North Tyrol in summer 2020, but there were slight decreases in the
district of Kitzbühel as in the municipality of Kitzbühel_L1 −1.8%, Kitzbühel_w1 −0.51%,
Kitzbühel_L2 −1.79%, and Kitzbühel_w2 −0.14%. The municipalities of Kitzbühel_W2
(+0.16%), Kitzbühel_l2 (+0.3%) and Kitzbühel_l1 (+0.32%) recorded a relative increase.
In the district of Schwaz, there was a decrease of 0.86% in overnight stays by Swiss and
Liechtenstein tourists in Schwaz_L2. A visible increase was recorded in Schwaz_W1, for
which in 2019, the Swiss and Liechtenstein market accounted for 4.56%, rising to 8.28% in
2020. The 5th relevant country of origin for summer tourists in North Tyrol is Belgium,
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which in the district of Kitzbühel showed a slight increase in two of eight municipalities
(Kitzbühel_w1 and Kitzbühel_W2), and in the district of Schwaz, half of the municipalities
hosted more Belgian guests (Schwaz_L2, Schwaz_w2, Schwaz_W1, Schwaz_l1) and the
other half recorded a decrease (Schwaz_L1, Schwaz_l2, Schwaz_w1, Schwaz_W2).

Finally, it should be mentioned that in both political districts (excluding the third,
Innsbruck), (1) both families and individual tourists are attracted with various offers,
(2) nature and the mountains stand for sports, exercise, and thus health (fresh mountain
air) and (3) numerous attractions are located in close proximity of each other, which
provides convenience.

3.1.2. Tourism Flows in South Tyrol

On the political district level, regarding the source markets within the summer season
(May–October 2019), Burggrafenamt exhibited a differing structure compared to Pustertal.
While the former heavily depended on international tourists (Germans: 74% of the overall
overnight stays in 2019), the latter focused on the domestic market (Italians: 55% of the
overall overnight stays in 2019). Although throughout the summer season of 2020, interna-
tional travel was gradually restored, and the share of the domestic market overnight stays
saw an increase in both areas, the strong dependence of the Burggrafenamt on international
tourists resulted in a decrease of −38% of the overall overnight stays (−2,184,535 overnight
stays), while Pustertal recorded a −20% (−1,122,629 overnight stays).

All tourism destinations saw a substantial increase in the share of domestic tourists
during the summer season 2020, which was even subsidized by the Italian state for certain
groups of tourists (mainly families), and a decrease in the main international source market,
namely Germany. This may be connected to the higher number of German Tourists in
North Tyrol, who could have preferred a closer destination and crossing only one border in
a still volatile sanitary situation.

On the level of the identified tourism destinations, a similar pattern, although not as
prominent, can be identified. In general, within the identified winner and loser munici-
palities of both political districts, the first four source markets account for at least 90% of
the overall overnight stays, namely, domestic tourism, Germany, Austria, as well as the
pooled overnight stays of the guests from Switzerland and Liechtenstein. The remaining
overnight stays accounted for the pooled overnight stays of the guests from Belgium, the
Netherlands and Luxemburg (BENELUX), and other countries, which, due to their minor
importance as source markets, are not further itemized.

The tendency toward a higher share of domestic tourism during 2019 was a general
feature of the winning destinations in comparison to the losing destinations, except for
Burggrafenamt_L1, which, being a city destination, saw an overall, quite conspicuous
decrease in the overnight stays in absolute and relative terms. Although the losing destina-
tions also saw a significant increase in the domestic market in 2020, which on occasion was
even higher in comparison to the winning destinations (for example, Burggrafenamt_W1
had a +9.7% increase, while Burggrafenamt_L1 a +15.4% increase; Pustertal_w1 had a 13.4%
increase, while Pustertal_l1 a 24.2% increase), the main feature of the winning destinations
in comparison to the losing destinations in absolute and relative overnight stays is that the
former had a higher share of domestic tourism already in the year previous to the pandemic
than the latter. This underlines the assumption that the traditional structure of the source
markets has an influence on the absorptive capacity of tourism destinations. They initiate
absorptive mechanisms to slightly modify the distribution of the source markets, but their
path dependency concerning their past structure inhibits a more extensive absorption of the
repercussions of the shock: in this case, the diminishment of international tourism flows.
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3.2. Website Analysis

The website analysis and the collection of additional information about the municipalities
and the touristic offers revealed several differences between winning and losing municipalities.
The former, in comparison, predominantly exhibit the following characteristics.

1. Winning municipalities have fewer residents (less than 1500).
2. There are two types of winning municipalities:

Type 1: They are presented as quiet, not very crowded, or even untouched destinations.
This is expressed either by explicitly highlighting these facts or by not providing much
information about the destination and a low degree of marketing activities.

Type 2: Highly professional marketing, targeting various guest groups (especially
families), showcases the variety of the touristic offerings, as well as beautiful nature and
rather relaxed activities, which are mentioned in text and shown in pictures, or a mix of
more adventurous and more quiet offerings.

The winning municipalities seem to have or convey less emphasis on tourism, i.e.,
they are mostly not tourism hotspots. They focus mainly on the following target groups:
family and children, people with an affinity for sports, couples, as well as elderly, and—
which distinguishes them from most destinations with a more pronounced reduction
in overnight stays—their advertising has a high degree of target group(s) related fit.
Moreover, they offer alternative overnight accommodations to (more expensive) hotels,
such as places for camping, apartments, vacation homes, or similar. The winning destina-
tions also seem to tend to be lower priced than the losing ones. Having fewer residents,
placing less emphasis on tourism, and offering a broader range of accommodation struc-
tures may attract guests who intend to avoid crowds and prefer quiet, less crowded
destinations and accommodations.

Municipalities with bigger losses in overnight stays mainly have the following
characteristics:

1. They are tourism hotspots, classic destinations known to attract large tourism flows.
2. While some have highly professional marketing, the websites of others are not attractive,

and their marketing is not targeted and suggests they are only alternative quarters for
nearby locations that are too expensive. Here, being a small destination may have a
negative effect, especially in case of marketing mergers and shared web presences.

3. While nature and family are important in their marketing, tradition and events are
also highlighted.

4. Some only focus on winter tourism.
5. Many are known to have a high number of regular guests from countries where travel

bans were active.
6. Many target the high-price segment.

No differences could be found concerning positive or negative ratings and generally
the quality of marketing or web presence.

3.3. Interviews

The lockdowns are described as existential and emotional shocks (Interviews 6, 7)
for all major stakeholders of hotels covered here (owners, employees, guests); the situa-
tion itself was extremely unclear and chaotic for all concerned. Major internal issues were
(a) costs, (b) use of time, and (c) employees. Covering costs was approached by navigat-
ing through possibilities for state aid (Interviews 5, 6, 7, 8, 9)—checking for applicability,
applying for them, safeguarding the entitlement, and finding commercial possibilities
for supplementing state aids when, for example, providing take away food was per-
mitted. Many opted for using the lockdown time for renovation activities (Interview 6).
Concerns were raised regarding the re-opening due to an increase in resignations of
employees, opting for professions that have been perceived as being more pandemic-safe
or having more regular working hours, also through professional retraining (Interviews
1, 6, 8). Keeping in steady contact with employees was described as highly important
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(Interview 6). While staff are already sourced from other countries (Interview 8), this
might also become more important in the future. Regarding external considerations,
a re-orientation regarding target markets was started (Interview 6), and cancellation
policies were adapted (shortened to increase trust) (Interviews 1, 6). Countries with a
high number of people already vaccinated and the domestic market were seen as being
more interesting for future marketing activities (Interview 6). The behavior of guests was
described as peculiar in summer 2020: while many were satisfied with less service than
usual and were observed to simply enjoy to be able to travel to a hotel (Interview 7) and
increase their spending while on vacation (e.g., opting for the more expensive wines),
other guests were even more demanding, expecting an excessive degree of attention
(Interview 6). Moreover, sport activities seemed to be more important than before, just
as spending time outdoors (Interviews 1, 2). While health-related activities seemed to
be on the rise, hotels with a specific focus on health tourism (incl. rehabilitation) were
also allowed to open in Austria except during the first lockdown in spring (Interviews
3, 5). However, the booking situation was (much) below average, and, as there was
no required closure, there were different conditions for state aids (Interview 3, 5, 9).
Guests complained about the reduced services due to closures of, for example, the spa
and sauna areas to comply with SARS-CoV-2 restrictions (Interview 11), in addition to
curfews and not having the possibility to receive visitors (Interview 10).

3.4. Summary of Results

Municipalities and destinations that comparatively lost more overnight stays in the
summer of 2020 versus 2019 are cities, places known to be (rather expensive) touristic
hotspots, those which have a higher dependence on international guests, and those with
seemingly unaligned marketing activities. Cities are more densely populated, which might
lead to a fear of crowded areas and subsequent health risks. Moreover, the gastronomic
offer was limited due to official regulations. Destinations with fewer losses in overnight
stays tend to be small, have an image of being rather untouched but offering a wide
variety of activities for various target groups (always including families), as well as being
affordable. Thus, while product design and offer are crucial, adequate placement and
targeted promotion as well as reasonable pricing need to complement the package. Thus,
the classic four Ps need to be considered and combined. As mentioned above, the 4P as
well as the 7P model provide only a rough overview of aspects relevant for marketing and
need to be more refined. Appendix A does so for the results of the findings of this paper.

In summer 2020, the package that customers found most attractive seemed to be
geared toward products that appeal to audiences that value nature, more relaxed activities,
or a wide variety in a more limited setting. Thus, product, place, and promotion are the
most important elements of the marketing mix in terms of absorption mechanisms (see
Figure 1), with more details provided in the Appendix A. Service (processes) was described
as relevant by some guests. People, however, was rather seen as internal issue in the
context of Human Resources and personnel retention. Physical evidence was analyzed
on the websites regarding the content and pictures shown and had to be subsumed and
related to the degree of professionalism in promotion.

4. Discussion

The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic heavily impacts global tourism [78,79], especially in re-
gions which exhibit a high economic dependence of the sector. As a first reaction and
stage of resilience, existing resources have to be employed to buffer and absorb a crisis
impact [18–20]. This paper investigated the resilience of municipalities’ tourism industry
in North and South Tyrol during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic during summer 2020. The
principal motivation to focus on tourism is twofold: On one side, both regions exhibit a
strong economic dependence on the tourism industry. On the other, tourism has been seen
as positively contributing to regional economic resilience [80] also due to its inherent ability
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to recover in a timely manner [81]. In this context, the paper is of interest to comparable
regions on a global level.

Moreover, the paper expands current literature regarding the phases of resilience
and regarding scale and scope on the destination level, as other studies, e.g., only focus
on high category hotels [82–84], other organizational types such as restaurants [85,86] or
tourism organizations [87].

Based on a mixed-methods design, the relative and absolute changes of overnight
stays were investigated for six destinations—three in South Tyrol and three in North Tyrol,
totaling 26 municipalities which were analyzed in-depth using additional data regarding
countries of origin of guests, touristic infrastructure, etc. Furthermore, we conducted
interviews, and the websites of the destinations were qualitatively analyzed. The results
were linked to the marketing mix and the wider context.

In times of massive external change and uncertainty, strategic adaptation or trans-
formation is discouraged if the direction of change is unclear, while a focus on existing
resources [88] can be suggested. This approach becomes even more relevant if sudden
shocks, such as the pandemic, have an overarching effect on tourism destinations, which
are embedded in regional economies. Following the notion of Engineering Resilience, the
timely response of individual actors, such as accommodation providers, supported by the
tourism destinations, is vital in order to absorb the effects of the disruption and preserve
the overall regional socioeconomic structure [80]. We examined the marketing mix and
its effects on resilience in terms of absorptive capacity in this context. The findings show
which destinations coped in a better way and link this to certain characteristics. This can be
used within destinations to analyze the adequacy of existing resources and strategies for
the current situation and future sustainable development. Aiming at resistance [89], the
analysis of critical factors for absorptive capacity leads to insights for improving resilience
for uncertain times.

Based on the analysis, destinations, as “coherent geographical region[s] with uniform
identity and various tourism products” [90], were likely to experience more moderate
losses during the pandemic when their offer included nature, health, and family-related
activities. Family and health are values that gained in importance during the pandemic and
could be safely provided for in nature- and outdoors-oriented destinations. Both North and
South Tyrol have a broad offer of the latter, resulting in the resilience of many destinations.
While catering to values (of the target groups) is a general suggestion for success in any
business, a focus on those that are of highest relevance and crisis-resistant is advised for
based on the results found here.

In addition, we found that in a pandemic situation, customer satisfaction may not
completely depend on the marketing mix and its composition but can be overruled by
what is legally possible (external dimension) and clients’ gratefulness for enjoying the
opportunity of vacations as such, since these were long forbidden due to the lockdowns.
Especially, the qualitative data showed that—at least in the short term—things are different
from before: the product itself receives a higher status for the clients and satisfaction is
reached quicker. Sustainable business models needed not to be very innovative, which,
however, may change in the future [85]. Offer structures that seem sustainable at first sight—
health tourism—which was allowed under certain conditions after the first lockdown—did
not necessarily lead to the economic success of specialized accommodations due to the
cancellations of clients and other requirements for state aids.

In the Appendix A, the findings and theoretical foundations are combined in a
framework that summarizes key success factors mentioned in the literature (i.e., [39]).
Filtering these using a client-centered focus led to the following facets and their ele-
ments: temporal aspects (season and weather), destination infrastructure (attractiveness,
availability, accessibility), accommodation (demographic aspects, marketing mix, guest
type, staff, cost structure). For the destination itself, the ideal configuration of the out-
lined elements depends on its geographical size, the revenue generated by tourism, as
well as likely also the number of inhabitants and those working in tourism or related
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branches. In the first stage of resilience (absorption), municipalities with a lower number
of inhabitants were rather successful in the summer season in Tyrol, which may indicate
that they are perceived as safer because they are less crowded, and therefore, a lower
risk of infection with the SARS-CoV-2 virus may be assumed. Revenues and incomes
result in taxes and economic stability but also define the starting points of over-tourism
and overdependence on tourism.

The internal dilemma of planning for accommodation structures is characterized by
the interdependence of cost structures, booking patterns, and personnel requirements.
Depending on what is booked when by whom, strategic and operative personnel planning
is possible, and costs are predictable. In a pandemic context, however, destination-external
political decisions guide booking patterns. In case travel bans lead to a (massive) cut
in booking numbers, contract specifications with suppliers and personnel determine the
organization’s leeway to cut costs and financial support by the government, if available.
State interventions strengthen absorptive capacity and therefore engineering resilience.
Thus, a balance is still possible, and an increased focus on the domestic market can enable
stabilizing effects [91,92].

Our analysis provides a framework of resilience that allows for specifically investigat-
ing and differentiating destination characteristics in global health crises. The model might
not only be applicable for the latter but also for analyzing destination attractiveness for
health-risk-averse clients. While design, including nature, is rather place dependent, in-
vesting in wellness and family-oriented activities provides ways to increase the absorptive
capacity in terms of resilience for most destinations, just as it leads to increasing the fit of
the promotional activities. For a short-term oriented resilience, the offer would need to
be in place before the occurrence of the shock. Adapting the portfolio might require more
investment in promotion activities which needs to be balanced by adequate returns in the
long run and thus needs to be carefully weighed depending on the estimated duration of
the (health-related) crisis.

4.1. Limitations

As highlighted throughout the paper, the reference number employed is overnight
stays. However, depending on state aid, high losses may not automatically result in
economic problems for the destinations in the short run. The amount may even be the
reason for not opening a hotel (to decrease variable costs), which is causally connected to
reduced overnight stays. Nevertheless, sectoral interdependencies and time may lead to
different conclusions that need to be uncovered. Interrelationships can also be positive
and increase a destination’s internal sustainability, for example, by improving the local
infrastructure and thus staying attractive for the local population, avoiding rural exodus,
nudging innovation, reducing over tourism, and so on.

In addition, the reported renovations, together with our own cautiousness and lack
of personnel, might have led to decisions to avoid working at full capacity in summer
2020, which would also make more pronounced reductions in overnight stays a strategic
aim and not a loss. Requiring financial reserves, this may be more likely for organizations
in municipalities with previously very high overnight numbers (‘tourism hotspots’).
Thus, during the first summer season within the pandemic, the image as a tourism
hotspot seems problematic based on the data, but the reasons and developments need
further investigation.

We empirically studied two regions (North and South Tyrol) with specific cultural,
historical, and (crisis-related) regulatory peculiarities. Thus, a generalization of the findings
for regions with very different characteristics and preconditions must be viewed critically.
However, being regions highly reliant on tourism and thus pressed to react with few
immediate possibilities, the paper offers important insights into first stage coping successes.

291



Sustainability 2022, 14, 13820

4.2. Future Research Requirements

There are some suggestions in the literature regarding pandemic-induced changes
in the tourism sector, especially related to the increased shortage of personnel and
importance of human resource management (see, for example, Baum et al., 2020), focus
on digitalization [93,94], higher importance of hygiene [93–96] as well as health and well-
being [94]. As expectations of managers regarding required measures [93,95,97], these
elements cover all 7Ps of the marketing mix, and their impact needs to be investigated
over time. This is necessary, as our results indicate that their relevance may depend
on the phase and type of resilience researched and location [92,98]. As regional efforts
may play a vital role [41], destinations with less dependence on tourism need to be
investigated.

In this paper, we focused on municipalities with a very marked focus on tourism and as
a more pronounced impact of the pandemic could be expected there, with a higher pressure
to react. While less touristy municipalities are likely to experience fewer losses in overnight
stays, they and their ecosystem might not be completely self-reliant but rather be impacted
by interdependencies. Moreover, they might have more potential to increase the number of
overnight stays and/or might be more sought after because they are less populated and
thus considered safer by tourists—fewer people indicate a lower risk for infection [99].
Nevertheless, distance rules require more spacious areas within accommodation structures,
potentially favoring higher class hotels. Future research should thus also incorporate tourist
motives for post-pandemic destination choice and differentiate between sources utilized for
information. Campsites offering more luxury and high booking flexibility might become
much sought after. How different accommodations promote their offers and whether, for
example, they try to compensate for or add to the destination marketing professionalism,
is interesting in this context. As this paper has shown, a concise marketing mix and
corresponding client communication can alleviate pandemic-induced economic shocks.
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Appendix A

The framework below summarizes the findings. In addition to briefly describing the
elements, they are related to a pandemic situation. These are described in more detail
below in the table. The extensiveness of the framework allows for thematic analysis and
for detecting the pandemic specifics, which addresses the research gap.

Table A1. Framework.

Facet Description of Facet Facet Element Description of Facet Element Relevance in a Pandemic
Situation

Infrastructural Factors:
Destination

Infrastructure

Contextual factors
influencing the touristic

potential regarding a
destination’s

infrastructure can be
subdivided into three

aspects: its attractiveness,
availability,

and accessibility.

Attractiveness

The general attractiveness is
defined by the image of the

destination, which is dependent on
the number and type of tourists

per year/season and the touristic
ecosystem available: shopping

possibilities, tourism infrastructure
(bars, restaurants), leisure facilities

(golf court, amusement park,
horseback riding facilities . . . ),

and other attractions or regions to
visit in the proximity. It is

important to note here that general
attractiveness might not

automatically lead to a high
number of overnight stays in case

the number of secondary
residences is high.

The attractiveness of a
destination is connected to

its perceived
health-related safety level
in a pandemic situation,

leading to a higher
demand of overnight stays

in less populated rural
areas. In addition,

destinations providing
outdoor activities,

especially for families,
were well booked. As

children suffered
intensively during the

lockdown, families might
have tried to compensate

the negative effects by
purposefully opting for

these destinations.

Availability

Availability is characterized by the
size of the destination (number of

beds in the required categories)
and temporal aspects. Some

destinations are tightly connected
to specific activities only possible

in certain seasons and/or
weather conditions.

During a pandemic
situation, availability

depends on which
accommodations are not

(voluntary and
involuntary) closed and
which types of activities
are not banned. Medical

rehabilitation and
regeneration programs,

for example, were allowed
in Northern Tyrol except

during the first lockdown.

Accessibility

The accessibility of a destination
refers to how easy it can be
reached, from where, and

(explored) by whom. This factor
refers to classical travel

infrastructure but also to the
specific requirements of guests

with special needs.

In a pandemic context,
accessibility depends on

travel bans based on
regional classifications of

dangerous areas.

Accommodation
Level Factors

On the accommodation
level, we distinguish three

groups of stakeholders:
owners, employees, and
clients (guests, tourists).
While the factors that

influence resilience in a
crisis such as a pandemic
are interdependent, some
are of more relevance for a
specific group, and some

are generic.

Demographic
aspects

Demographic aspects are generic
and comprise size, age, category,

location, physical accessibility, and
type of booking accepted

(online/calls/platform/ . . . ).

In the pandemic, rather
remote areas were

preferred, which is most
likely because they are

considered safer. In
addition, camping, which

provides the highest
possible flexibility of

quickly leaving a place,
was more popular.
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Table A1. Cont.

Facet Description of Facet Facet Element Description of Facet Element Relevance in a Pandemic
Situation

Marketing mix
The most important

element of the
marketing mix
(price, product,

promotion,
placement, people

(employees),
physical

surrounding, and
process) is the type

of the offer.

The offer design is of major
interest for the clients, but it also
needs to be staffed with the right

people and profitable, thus
attractive enough. PR activities

promoting the offer need to take
specifics regarding target groups

into account and must have a
certain degree of professionalism.

In North and South Tyrol, bus
tourism, sports tourism (incl.

training of teams), health tourism,
individual tourism (family,

couples, tourists/business travel),
business travel (incl. further

education/seminars), and city
trips are of relevance. Depending

on the focus of the hotel, it was
more affected by the

pandemic regulations.

During the pandemic and
partly even the hard
lockdowns, specific

health-related tourism was
allowed. However, since

accommodations with this
specific offer were not

forced to close, they also
received no state funding.
Regulations also allowed
food delivery offers that

could generate extra
income for hotels with

sufficient kitchen facilities
(and guaranteed employee
safety). The classic four Ps

seem to be the most
relevant in the absorption
state, with price slightly
less important than the

other Ps.

Type of guest

Depending on whether an
accommodation relies on regular

guests or not, their typical
countries of origin, socioeconomic
status, needs, and travel motives,

the marketing mix needs
to be adapted

In a pandemic context,
fear may be a strong

motive to decide against
traveling, making emotion

management highly
relevant in marketing
efforts. This could be

addressed, for example, by
stressing the hygiene rules

that are followed or by
highlighting the

availability of self-catering
apartments. However,
there may be a higher

homogeneity in simply
being happy to be on

holiday. Adapting
cancellation strategies can

help guests feel safer.

Staff

As tourism is very
service-centered, trained staff is
vital. Thus, the availability of

(qualified) employees in the region,
their attraction, training, and

retention are vital, especially if
local personnel is required.
Otherwise, staff need to be
attracted from other areas

and countries.

Mentioned as (potential)
shortage factor in a

(continuing) pandemic
situation, and as a group

highly impacted by forced
closures. Employee
retention strategies

are highlighted.

Cost structure

Resilient economic success is only
feasible with a sound cost

structure. In tourism, this depends
very much on the level of fixed
costs (infrastructure, personnel,

long-term contracts with
suppliers), which is determined by

the general offer design.

In a pandemic context,
governmental financial

support, insurances, and
reserves can be used to

balance reductions in cash
flow. All factors that
increase the level of

organizational control
over the cost structure,
booking patterns and

personnel requirements,
thus alleviating the

dilemma of planning, lead
to higher resilience.
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Due to the focus on the summer season, temporal aspects proved to be largely
irrelevant in this paper.
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Abstract: Pujon Kidul Village, Pujon District, Malang Regency, is an area with tourism potential
that has been developed since 2017 with the concept of agricultural tourism. Throughout the
development of tourism villages, Pujon Kidul Village has succeeded in accelerating economic growth
and providing jobs for the community. However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism villages
have been severely affected, leading to the temporary closure of tourist attractions and community
businesses. This research aimed to identify what indicators form social capital variables and the
relationship between social capital variables and community adaptation patterns in dealing with
pandemics in the study location. This was quantitative research with confirmatory factor analysis
to determine the indicators of forming social capital and structural equation modeling analysis to
determine the relationship between the variables. Based on the findings, it is known that trust in
forming a social network is 0.468. Furthermore, the social network forms community actions of
0.046 and influences community resilience by 0.007. Therefore, good social capital will make it easier
for the community to participate in collective action as a form of caring for each other during the
pandemic. This action also influences the community to survive in a pandemic crisis, thus creating
an adaptation pattern for the Pujon Kidul Tourism Village community in facing a pandemic.

Keywords: social capital; pandemic; collective action; community adaptation; SEM analysis

1. Introduction

Since December 2019, the world has been shocked by the outbreak of coronavirus
COVID-19; this virus is endemic in almost all parts of the world and has become a hot topic
of discussion because of the many deaths it causes worldwide. Since then, the number of
COVID-19 cases has increased rapidly and caused a pandemic. Several countries, including
Indonesia, have established policies such as social distancing to reduce the high rate of
disease transmission [1]. This policy is carried out on a large scale and impacts people’s
lives in small rural areas. Efforts to deal with pandemics in rural areas can be carried out
effectively because of community solidarity [2]. Individual or community solidarity is one
of the concepts of social capital used to increase individuals’ or communities’ capacity for
social development [3].

The COVID-19 pandemic impacts not only the economic aspect but also the envi-
ronment and all aspects of people’s lives, especially the social aspects of society [4–6].
Likewise, in the face of the current pandemic crisis, the existence of norms, trust, and social
networks to support social capital allows individuals to more easily access various sources
such as information, assistance, and other shared resources as a form of support between
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communities [7]. Owned social capital will encourage self-awareness to act and sympathize
with others [8]. The three elements of social capital, trust, norms, and social networks,
become very important in facilitating collective action [9]. Collective action is a condition in
which a group of people acts together [9,10]. Collective action can occur because of social
capital, which jointly encourages joint action to benefit a society [11]. It can also be said
that collective action will succeed if it is based on strong social capital [12–14]

According to Nugraha et al. (2021), the social capital of rural communities encourages
collective action to develop agrotourism for sustainable agriculture. The development
of agrotourism that involves the community is a form of social capital relationship with
collective action [15]. Likewise, Kusumastuti’s research (2016) shows social capital as an
element that plays a role in building collective action to survive crises. The existence of
social capital in rural communities refers to social norms, trust, and social networks that
can facilitate collective action to respond to crises [16].

Pujon Kidul Village is one of the areas located in Pujon District, Malang Regency,
which has tourism potential by utilizing agriculture, which is supported by the village’s
geographical location in the highlands [17]. Pujon Kidul Tourism Village was first devel-
oped in 2017 with the concept of agricultural tourism and got a first-place award from
the ministry of tourism for community business activities in the tourism sector [18]. The
development of a tourism village that involves many communities will reflect the social
behavior of the village community itself, which shows how the social capital is built be-
tween communities, which includes community social relations. [19]. Support from the
community by having strong social capital will make it easier to develop tourism in the
region [20–22]. Village communities that have social capital will have a sense of ownership
of what is in their area. With that sense of ownership, the community will be involved in
supporting development in the village [23]. The sense of ownership will also influence
the community in finding ways to get involved [24,25]. Throughout the development of
tourism villages, Pujon Kidul Village has succeeded in accelerating economic growth and
providing jobs for the community. Pujon Kidul Tourism Village has succeeded in increasing
the village original income (PADes) every year since the development of tourism villages
in 2017 with only Rp. 3,472,132,500 and continued to increase until in 2019 it reached
Rp. 17,658,023,447. The significant increase in PADes shows the effect of village tourism
activities on improving the village economy.

However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, Pujon Kidul Tourism Village was affected
economically, socially, and culturally. The pandemic has led to the elimination of social and
cultural activities such as village cleaning, community service, and cultural villages due to
the policy of restrictions from the village government. Pujon Kidul Tourism Village also
temporarily closed tourist attractions, which resulted in the laying off of tourism workers,
as many as 92 rice field cafe workers, and 30 parking attendants, as well as the closure of
community businesses [26]. Social capital is believed to be the society’s principal capital
in solving various life problems [27–29]. Based on the explanation, in dealing with the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is crucial to strengthen the social capital of the community as one of
the efforts to support the success of collective action, which is manifested in the resilience
of the community in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. Likewise, Pujon Kidul Village
has the status of a tourism village that not only involves the village community but also
visiting tourists. Therefore, this research is important to learn the factors that form the
community social capital and the relationship of social capital with facilitating collective
action to create a resilient community in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic in Pujon Kidul
Tourism Village.

2. Materials and Methods

This study had two objectives: to identify the factors that contribute to the village
community’s social capital and to describe the role of social capital in facilitating collective
action and fostering a resilient community in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. Based
on these two objectives, the variables used in this study were social capital (trust, norms,
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and networks), collective action from community initiatives and collective action from the
village government, and community resilience.

2.1. Data Collection Methods

The primary and secondary data collection methods were used to obtain information
and data in this study. The secondary data were obtained from literature and agency
studies, the primary data—through questionnaires, interviews, and observations. The
sampling method in this study used a population of 1250 households living in Pujon Kidul
Village. This study used proportional stratified random sampling, taking samples from
the subpopulations in the study population considering their size [30]. The sample in
this study was determined based on the table of Isaac and Michael (1981). The sample
was determined with a 5% margin of error, yielding a sample of 275 households from the
population of 1250 households. The distribution of this sample was spread across three
hamlets, namely Maron Hamlet, Tulungrejo Hamlet, and Krajan Hamlet.

2.2. Methods of Analysis

This research was conducted using a quantitative approach based on the two research
objectives. The first objective was to determine the factors that form social capital using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The second objective was to describe the relationship
of social capital with collective action and community resilience using structural equation
modeling (SEM) analysis.

2.2.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is part of SEM (structural equation modeling)
analysis. In the CFA test, validity and reliability tests are carried out on the indicators
forming the latent variables of the study, wherein one variable is measured by one or more
indicators [31]. The CFA analysis has the following stages [32]:

a. Performance of the theoretical model development.
b. Drawing of a path diagram of the relationship between variables and indicators.
c. Change of the path diagram in the model into equations.
d. Obtaining model estimate values.
e. Assessment of the model identification.
f. Assessment of the goodness-of-fit criteria.

The CFA in this study was conducted to determine whether the indicators for forming
community social capital could adequately form the latent variables of social capital (social
networks, norms, and trust).

2.2.2. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM)

This study used structural equation modeling (SEM) analysis, which can analyze
the relationship between constructs in research, including indicators and latent variables,
as well as measure errors in direct measurement [33]. SEM analysis can be performed
after confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). In addition, the following steps can be taken for
comprehensive modeling in SEM analysis [32]:

a. Review of the theories, hypotheses, and previous research literature.
b. Development of theoretical frameworks.
c. Development of research model specifications.
d. Determination of research samples and sample measurements.
e. Performance of parameter estimates.
f. Performance of goodness-of-fit tests.
g. Modification of the model.
h. Development of the discussion, research suggestions, policy implications, and conclu-

sions.
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This study used CFA and SEM analysis with AMOS 24 on latent variables and indica-
tors. In addition, this study used SEM to analyze the relationship of the community social
capital with collective action during the pandemic in Pujon Kidul Tourism Village.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Geographical Conditions in Pujon Kidul Tourism Village

Pujon Kidul Village is administratively located in Pujon District, Malang Regency [34]
(Figure 1). According to the Pujon Kidul Village Profile (2021), Pujon Kidul Village has an
area of 486.40 hectares and is divided into three hamlets, nine community units (RW), and
twenty neighboring units (RT). Pujon Kidul Village is located between 7◦21′N and 7◦31′LS
and 110◦10′W and 111◦40′E with the following regional boundaries:
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North: Ngroto Village.
South Side: Perhutani Forest.
East: Pujon Lor Village.
West: Sukomulyo Village.

3.2. Economic Conditions in Pujon Kidul Tourism Village

The main potential of Pujon Kidul Village is in agriculture and plantations; with this
potential, the majority of community work is in the agricultural and livestock sectors with
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a total of 1730 people. Therefore, this is an opportunity used by the community to become
an agriculture-based tourism village with the main tourist object being cafe sawahs. The
existence of these tourism activities makes Pujon Kidul Village an agrotourism village and
provides an increase in the economy for the community and the village original income
(PADes). Therefore, the economy of Pujon Kidul Village is engaged in the agricultural and
tourism sectors.

However, the condition of Pujon Kidul Tourism Village during the COVID-19 pan-
demic is undoubtedly different from before the outbreak. According to the Pujon Kidul
Bumdes data (2022), the most visible impact of changes due to the pandemic is a decrease
in the number of tourists, which impacts a decrease in income. For example, the number of
tourists visiting tourism villages decreased in 2019 by 601,858, decreasing to 418,272 in 2020,
224,162 in 2021, and as many as 99,254 in April 2022. In addition, due to the pandemic, in
Pujon Kidul Village, tourist attractions were also closed temporarily due to the policy of
implementing community activity restrictions (PPKM) (Figure 2a,b).
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3.3. Explanation of Social Capital Characteristics during the Pandemic in Pujon Kidul
Tourism Village

Characteristics of the Pujon Kidul Tourism Village community social capital can be
determined based on the choice of answers to the questions addressed to the respondents.
The answers are explained and illustrated with descriptive statistics. There were five
answer choices for each question given: strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D), moderately
agree (MA), agree (A), and strongly agree (SA). The following are indicators that measure
social capital:

1. Trust (T). This variable is divided into seven indicators, including trust in neigh-
bors (T1), trust in immigrants (T2), trust in the government (T3), trust in traditional
leaders (T4), trust in religious leaders (T5), trust in tourism institutions (T6), and
communication between people (T7).

2. Norms (N). This variable is divided into two indicators, including obedience to
customs (N1) and attendance at traditional events (N2).

3. Social networks (NW). This variable consists of five indicators, including willingness
to build cooperation (NW1), participation in religious activities (NW2), participation
in social activities (NW3), willingness to give opinions during meetings (NW4), and
participation in community groups (NW5).

Based on the data on social capital characteristics of Pujon Kidul Village in Table 1,
it can be seen that the answers from 275 respondents were dominated by choice five, or
strongly agree (SA), for the 14 indicators, which means that the people of Pujon Kidul
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Village strongly agree with the indicators of trust (K), norms (N), and social networks (J).
The detail of the data of respondents is in the supplementary material.

Table 1. Characteristics of social capital in Pujon Kidul Tourism Village.

Variable Indicator
Strongly
Disagree
(SD) (1)

Disagree (D)
(2)

Moderately
Agree (MA)

(3)
Agree (A) (4)

Strongly
Agree (SA)

(5)
Mode

Trust

T1 0.36% 0.73% 14.18% 24.73% 60.00% 5
T2 1.82% 3.27% 22.18% 34.55% 38.18% 5
T3 0.73% 4.00% 20.73% 33.09% 41.45% 5
T4 0.73% 1.82% 11.27% 36.36% 49.82% 5
T5 0.73% 10.18% 17.09% 34.55% 37.45% 5
T6 0.00% 1.45% 19.27% 32.00% 47.27% 5
T7 0.00% 7.64% 22.55% 32.73% 37.09% 5

Norms
N1 0.00% 0.00% 9.45% 42.55% 48.00% 5
N2 0.00% 2.55% 17.82% 41.45% 38.18% 4

Social
networks

NW1 0.36% 3.27% 9.09% 39.64% 47.64% 5
NW2 0.36% 0.36% 27.64% 38.55% 33.09% 4
NW3 0.36% 3.27% 29.82% 40.36% 26.18% 4
NW4 0.00% 7.27% 21.09% 33.09% 38.55% 5
NW5 1.09% 5.45% 20.36% 36.36% 36.73% 5

3.4. Explanation of Collective Action Characteristics during the Pandemic in Pujon Kidul
Tourism Village

Characteristics of the collective action of the Pujon Kidul Tourism Village community
can be determined based on the choice of answers to the questions addressed to the
respondents. The answers are explained and illustrated with descriptive statistics. There
were five answer choices for each question given: strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D),
moderately agree (MA), agree (A), and strongly agree (SA). In addition, the following are
indicators that measure collective action:

a. Collective action from village governments consists of three indicators, including
decision-making in taking collective action from the village government (CG1), par-
ticipation in collective action from the village government (CG2), and frequency of
collective action from the village government (CG3)

b. Collective action from community initiatives consists of three indicators, including
decision-making in carrying out collective action from community initiatives (CC1),
participation in collective action from community initiatives (CC2), and frequency of
taking collective action from community initiatives (CC3).

Based on the data on the characteristics of collective action in Pujon Kidul Village in
Table 2, it can be seen that the answers from 275 respondents were dominated by choices
three and five. Several types of collective action involving the community dealt with the
pandemic in Pujon Kidul Tourism Village.

Table 2. Characteristics of collective action in Pujon Kidul Village.

Variable Indicator
Strongly
Disagree
(SD) (1)

Disagree (D)
(2)

Moderately
Agree (MA)

(3)
Agree (A) (4)

Strongly
Agree (SA)

(5)
Mode

Collective action
from the village

government

CG1 3.27% 12.73% 28.36% 42.18% 13.45% 4
CG2 3.27% 13.09% 46.18% 26.91% 10.55% 3
CG3 20.36% 24.36% 35.27% 12.73% 7.27% 3

Collective action
from community

initiatives

CC1 0.00% 0.00% 21.45% 24.73% 53.82% 5
CC2 0.00% 11.64% 17.09% 34.18% 37.09% 5
CC3 3.64% 12.36% 19.64% 30.91% 33.45% 5
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The respondents’ answer choices are based on the questionnaire results described in
Figure 3, illustrating that most respondents were involved in collective action based on the
type of action: from the government or from the community. In that case, an action from
the community is an action with most respondents often involved. The main difference
is that in decision-making, the community more often follows the decision-making of
the community’s collective action than the decision-making of the collective action of the
government. However, even though the community is involved in making decisions for
collective action from the community, it is not necessarily the community that participates in
taking action from the community, and it is not necessarily the community that participates
that takes collective action from the community. Likewise, with collective action from the
government (Figure 3), it can be seen that the graph is decreasing for the two types of
collective action.
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Figure 3. Characteristics of collective action from the government and the community.

The types of activities carried out by the community dealing with COVID-19 are
described in Figure 4 in the types of collective action from the community and the gov-
ernment. The community’s collective action consists of four activities, while the collective
action of the government consists of five activities. Collective action from the community,
including distributing necessities and other basic needs, mentoring youth prayer groups,
providing health protocol facilities, and cleaning villages, come from community initiatives,
while collective action of the village government includes the socialization during the
COVID-19 pandemic, social assistance from the village government, distribution of masks,
hand sanitizer, and vitamins, procurement of health protocol facilities in public places, and
training on tourism products and creative economy.
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3.5. Explanation of Community Resilience Characteristics during the Pandemic in Pujon Kidul
Tourism Village

Characteristics of community resilience of the Pujon Kidul Tourism Village community
can be determined based on the choice of answers to the questions addressed to the
respondents. The answers are explained and illustrated with descriptive statistics. The
answer choices consisted of five answer choices for each question given: strongly disagree
(SD), disagree (D), moderately agree (MA), agree (A), and strongly agree (SA). Additionally,
the following are indicators that measure community resilience: community resilience,
knowledge of COVID-19 (CR1), community security (CR2), availability of health protocol
facilities in the village (CR3), and community perceptions of assistance and contributions
(CR4).

Based on the data on the characteristics of community resilience in Pujon Kidul Village
in Table 3, it can be seen that the answers from 275 respondents were dominated by choices
four and five.

Table 3. Characteristics of community resilience in Pujon Kidul Village.

Variable Indicator
Strongly
Disagree
(SD) (1)

Disagree (D)
(2)

Moderately
Agree (MA)

(3)
Agree (A) (4)

Strongly
Agree (SA)

(5)
Mode

Community
resilience

CR1 0.73% 1.09% 3.27% 39.64% 55.27% 5
CR2 0.36% 1.45% 5.82% 36.73% 55.64% 5
CR3 0.73% 1.45% 17.45% 47.27% 33.09% 4
CR4 1.82% 1.82% 23.64% 60.36% 12.36% 4

Some respondents have a very understanding of COVID-19 and feel very safe in
the community. This is supported by the availability of health protocol facilities in good
condition that could be used in the village (Figure 5). However, some respondents feel
that the community and the government assist the community, but the assistance is only
enjoyed by certain groups (Figure 4).
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Figure 5. Characteristics of community resilience.

3.6. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), the Results of the Analysis for the First Purpose of
the Research

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to analyze the indicators of social capital
formation in the study locations. Social networks, beliefs, and norms are the dimensions
that make up social capital. The CFA analysis in this study is a second-order CFA. First,
the latent variable of trust (T) has indicators including trust in neighbors (T1), trust in
immigrants (T2), trust in the government (T3), trust in traditional leaders (T4), trust in
religious leaders (T5), trust in tourism institutions (T6), and communication between people
(T7). Second, the norms variable (N) consists of obedience to customs (N1) and attendance
at traditional events (N2). The social networks variable (NW) consists of willingness to
build cooperation (NW1), participation in religious activities (NW2), participation in social
activities (NW3), willingness to give opinions during meetings (NW4), and participation
in community groups (NW5). The CFA analysis was carried out in two stages with the
following estimation results and goodness of fit (Figure 6a,b).

Based on the estimated value and feasibility of goodness of fit (Figure 6), it can be seen
that in stage 1, there were two invalid confidence variables because they had a loading
factor of 0.5, including T6 (0.097), T7 (0.061), and NW3 (0.469). Two indicators needed to be
discarded to proceed to the next stage. In the next stage (second stage), the CFA model fit
was recalculated, and the indicators that make up the social capital variable were obtained.
The trust variable was formed by trust in neighbors (T1) (0.689), trust in immigrants
(T2) (0.533), trust in the government (T3) (0.527), trust in traditional leaders (T4) (0.631),
and trust in religious leaders (T5) (0.572). The social networks variable was formed by
willingness to build cooperation (NW1) (0.548), participation in religious activities (NW2)
(0.526), willingness to give opinions during meetings (NW4) (0.629), and participation
in community groups (NW5) (0.719). The norms variable was formed by obedience to
customs (N1) (0.747) and attendance at traditional events (N2) (1.099).

The loading factor value describes how much influence the indicator has on the
formation of the latent variable. For example, this indicates that the indicator of trust
in neighbors was the most influential in forming trust. On the other hand, attendance
at traditional events was the most influential in forming norms, and participation in
community groups was the most influential indicator in forming social networks in Pujon
Kidul Village.
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Figure 6. This is a figure from the CFA analysis. (a) The first stage of the social capital CFA model.
(b) The second stage of the social capital CFA model.

3.7. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), the Results of the Analysis for the Second Purpose of
the Research

Structural equation modeling was conducted to identify the relationship between
social capital and community adaptation patterns depicted through collective action and
community resilience in Pujon Kidul Village. SEM analysis was carried out with three
alternative models, which described the relationship between the social capital, collective
action, and community resilience variables. These three models had different paths. Model
1 described the direct relationship of norms and networks to trust. Then, trust was directly
related to the collective action of the government and the community which was considered
to affect the community resilience variable. Model 2 described the direct relationship of the
social networks and trust variables to the norms variable. The norms were directly related
to the collective action of the government and community, which affected the community
resilience variables. Finally, model 3 described the direct relationship between the trust,
norms, and social networks variables. The social networks were directly related to collective
action that was considered to be able to affect community resilience.

In this study, the three models were compared with the estimated value and goodness
of fit (Figure 6). Then, one of the fittest models was selected based on the chi-squared,
probability, GFI, CMIN/DF, TLI, AGFI, RMSEA, and CFI criteria.

Based on the estimated value and goodness of fit (Figure 7a–c) of the three SEM
models, model 3 was the fittest model among the three alternative models. This is because
in the path diagram’s depiction, the model’s eligibility requirements were at least 4–5 GOFI
criteria, and the three models were fit. However, model 3 was the fittest because it met five
criteria. There is a lower chi-squared limit value of 299.954 (lower than the df limit value),
the CMIN/DF value was 1.648, the GFI value was 0.906, the AGFI value was 0.881, the TLI
value was 0.962, the CFI value was 0.967, and the RMSEA value was 0.049. Meanwhile, the
relationship between the variables described in model 3 is a direct relationship between the
two variables of trust and norms. The relationship between the two is directly related to
the network, and the network is directly related to the community’s collective action that
affects community resilience.
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The influence of the relationship between variables in Model 3 can be seen from the
values of the Squared Multiple Correlation (R2). First, trust positively influences social net-
works, which is 0.468. Then the network variable has a positive effect on community action
with a value of 0.046, and the community action variable has a positive effect on community
resilience with a value of 0.007. The positive effect of community action means that the
higher the trust, the better the network formed, and a well-formed network increases the
community’s initiative to take collective action. Then the higher the community’s initiative
to take collective action, the better the community’s resilience; thus, the relationship be-
tween these three variables can form an adaptation pattern during the Pujon Kidul Village
community pandemic.

Social capital is the main capital in moving individuals or groups of people to live
their daily lives. Strong social capital will raise the public’s desire to be in-volved. The
Pujon Kidul community, which has good social capital conditions, will make it easier for
the community to participate in collective action as a form of caring for each other during
the pandemic. Then this action also influences the community to survive in a pandemic
crisis. Therefore, social capital can support an adaptation pattern of the Pujon Kidul Village
community facing a pandemic.

4. Conclusions

The indicators that describe the latent variable of social capital in Pujon Kidul Tour-ism
Village are the latent variable of trust formed by five indicators: trust in neighbors, trust
in immigrants, trust in the government, trust in traditional leaders, and trust in religious
leaders. Likewise, the latent variable of norms is formed by two indicators consisting of
adherence to customs and attendance at traditional events. Finally, the social network
variable consists of 4 indicators formed Willingness to build cooperation, Participation
in religious activities, Willingness to give opinions during meetings, and Participation in
community groups.
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SEM’s findings link social capital variables, collective action, and community resilience
interrelationships. For example, model 3 SEM describes the relationship between trust
variables that affect network variables by 0.468. The network variables affect community
actions by 0.046, and community action variables affect community resilience by 0.007.
Therefore, better social capital will form a good pattern of community adaptation through
collective action and community resilience during the Pujon Kidul Village pandemic.
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Wojciech Fedyk 1 , Mariusz Sołtysik 1 , Justyna Bagińska 2,* , Mateusz Ziemba 3 , Małgorzata Kołodziej 4

and Jacek Borzyszkowski 5

1 Department of Tourism, Wroclaw University of Health and Sport Sciences, al. I.J. Paderewskiego 35,
51-612 Wrocław, Poland

2 Department of Tourism and Recreation, WSH University in Wroclaw, ul. Ostrowskiego 22,
53-238 Wrocław, Poland

3 Faculty in Chorzow, WSB University in Poznan, ul. Sportowa 29, 41-506 Chorzów, Poland
4 Department of Biomechanics, Wroclaw University of Health and Sport Sciences, al. I.J. Paderewskiego 35,

51-612 Wrocław, Poland
5 Faculty of Business, WSB University in Gdansk, al. Grunwaldzka 238A, 80-266 Gdansk, Poland
* Correspondence: justyna.baginska@handlowa.eu

Abstract: A key research question that fits within the main objective is to identify the negative
and positive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the functional relationships between members
of regional tourism organizations (RTOs) in Poland. The study consisted of three stages: desk
research, a diagnostic survey, as well as qualitative, and statistical analyses. Empirical data from
all 16 Polish RTOs (regional DMOs) on 19 variables were collected. No significant symptoms of the
negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the functional relationship between RTOs and their
stakeholders were found, except for the observed increased number of limitations of RTOs’ activities
aimed at benefiting their members. As part of the study’s secondary objectives, key variables and
methods were indicated. They identify the functional relationships of RTOs with member entities,
with the environment, and are useful in building the effectiveness of the organization at the regional
level in crisis situations. As the pragmatic goal of the study, a research tool was proposed that can be
implemented to evaluate relations with the environment in other tourism destination management
organizations at various levels of the tourism economy.

Keywords: tourism; COVID-19; impact; DMO; stakeholder

1. Introduction

The complicated network of existing multidimensional connections between the enti-
ties of the modern tourism market encourages attempts to assess the scale and nature of
the relationship between these entities and their partners, and in their activities aimed at
developing tourism in a given area. Constant tightening of relations between entities of the
tourism economy is perceived as an element of building a competitive edge, but also often
as a kind of panacea for the negative impact of crisis situations on tourism, which includes
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of the processes and relations of the tourism market during
the COVID-19 pandemic were subject to strong turbulences, both in terms of supply and
demand. Thus, there is an urgent need to search for new methods and techniques assessing
the functioning of entities in the tourism economy—to whom a key role in the development
of the tourism economy at the regional level is assigned.

The above-mentioned phenomena and the problems of the broadly defined tourism
sphere are particularly and clearly manifested in various types of organizations operating
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in the areas of tourist reception, which also include DMOs—such as the regional tourism
organizations operating in Poland. It should be emphasized that, so far, RTOs in Poland
have not been the subject of in-depth research into changes in these organizations caused
by external factors, including such strong (and mainly negative) factors as the COVID-19
pandemic. This, therefore, makes this research significant, not only in a scientific, but also in
a pragmatic sense. The existing, and few, studies of Polish DMOs at the regional level have
focused mainly on the assessment of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the current
activities of the organization (mainly in the area of marketing and operational activities) [1].
On the other hand, the issue of assessing the degree and nature of the impact of crisis
phenomena, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, specifically the relationship of ROTs with
ordinary members of the organization, as well as with the close and distant environment,
has not been addressed so far. Thus, these are a current challenge for researchers and
experts. The importance of the research in question also stems from the fact that Polish
DMOs at the regional level are strongly differentiated in terms of quality and quantity. This
is due to a very long process of their creation (specifically the 2000-2007 period), and a
different degree of organizational maturity, which was formed over a period of 20 years
during their operation in Poland. Importantly, Polish RTOs are, at present, expecting
changes in their functioning, due to the planned reformation of the formal and legal
foundations of their operation, alongside the Polish Tourist Organization (which is the
classic NTO, i.e., National Tourism Organization) and local tourist organizations (DMOs at
the local level).

2. Literature Review
2.1. Stakeholders in Tourism

Tourism is a complex system that brings together a number of entities involved in
its development. Stakeholders are closely related to the tourism economy. In general,
stakeholders are entities that can have an impact on, and may be affected by, the results
of a tourism organization’s goals [2]. The main groups of stakeholders include: residents,
tourists, economic entities, tourism decision makers, and destination management or-
ganizations [3]. Stakeholders play a particularly important role in the shaping of the
modern tourism economy. This is largely due to the complex nature of tourism and its
interdisciplinarity [4]. Without the support of stakeholders operating in a given region
(destination), it is difficult to develop tourism in a given form [5]. The last 25 years have
seen an increase in research and analysis on stakeholder involvement in tourism planning
and development [6].

Relationships between stakeholders influencing the shape of tourism economy re-
quires development of applicable rules. This, in turn, implies taking specific actions by
many entities, including those not directly related to tourism, such as residents [7]. There
are, relatively speaking, many problems related to the involvement of stakeholders in the
development of tourism in a given destination. In many cases this is due to the limited
nature of the relationship between the public and private sectors [8]. An important factor
limiting cooperation between individual stakeholder groups is the lack of appropriate
institutional structures, which in turn hinders their participation in the tourism manage-
ment process [9]. This, in turn, implies other challenges, such as the selection of a leader
responsible for tourism management in a given region [10].

The complexity and dynamics of the relationship between stakeholders’ [11] results,
inter alia, from differences in development perspectives or adopted goals [12] is an im-
portant distinction. Regardless of the different approaches and different goals of specific
groups of stakeholders, it can be assumed that there is quite a lot of agreement as to the
role of tourism in the development of individual destinations, especially in areas where
economic development is based on tourism [13]. This results in the need to involve various
groups of stakeholders, as it is a particularly important element of effective management of
a tourist destination [14]. One should be aware that the level of stakeholder engagement
may (and should be) different, depending on the impact and importance of individual
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entities [15]. Regardless, stakeholder involvement should take place at all stages of tourism
destination management [16].

Destination management organizations (DMOs) play an important role in shaping the
relationship between the stakeholders. These organizations are responsible for developing
strategies tailored to the expectations of all members of the tourism management system,
and, in particular, to individual stakeholder groups [17]. Through their activities, DMOs
can contribute to a measurable success of the tourism sphere in a given destination. These
DMOs’ activities include not only external activities (such as marketing), but also internal
ones, i.e., the coordination of stakeholder activities. These may be both external stakehold-
ers, who are not members of the organization, and internal stakeholders, who are formal
members of the organization; therefore, they can participate in the implementation of the
organization’s projects [18]. Internal stakeholders are of particular importance as they
have a real influence on the direct activities of the organization. Their ideas and initiatives
may contribute not only to the creation and strengthening of appropriate relations in the
organization, but may also have an impact on shaping the directions of activities, thereby
boosting the development of tourism in the region.

2.2. Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism

The multidimensional shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic should be considered
globally, as it has resulted in dramatic and structural changes in various sectors [19]. This is
especially discernable in the tourism industry, where virtually every subsector has suffered
from the effects of the pandemic [20]. In the pre-pandemic decade, tourism development
had been very dynamic [21], and it was suddenly stopped. The COVID-19 pandemic
turned out to be the most severe crisis in the history of tourism development and has
completely changed the market situation [22]. Global tourism in 2020 was recorded as one
of the largest drops in history: the number of international tourist trips fell by as much
as 74% compared to the previous year, which translates to over 1 billion fewer tourists
than in 2019. The decline in tourism revenues has been USD 1.3 trillion, which is over
11 times more than during the global economic crisis of 2009 [23]. One can say that the
COVID-19 pandemic has put tourism into a state of “forced hibernation” [24]. Currently, it
is not possible to estimate the scope of the COVID-19 impact on tourism, as the course and
duration of the pandemic are both still unknown and unpredictable [25].

Despite the drastic changes on the tourism market, there are voices pointing to a
new “face” of tourism, and changes in the challenges facing tourism. Some researchers
assume that the pandemic caused only a temporary inhibition of previously occurring
phenomena of overtourism and overcrowding of tourism destinations [26]. It is estimated
that the impact of the pandemic was varied, depending on tourism form. The return of
the tourism industry to the pre-COVID-19 state will be linked to the form of participation
proposed to tourists [27–29]. The pandemic had many unprecedented consequences,
including influencing tourists’ lifestyles, behaviors, and travel patterns [30]. The COVID-19
pandemic also resulted in other, often unfavorable, consequences, such as, creating a
negative image of traveling [31]. There has also been a general increase in mental disorders
caused by isolation, including an increased sense of anxiety, which has had an impact
on the frequency and form of people’s participation in tourism [32,33]. The image of a
tourist destination may be constantly changing, and the COVID-19 pandemic may have a
significant impact on its further shaping [34].

All the above-mentioned phenomena contribute to the emergence of many new chal-
lenges. The COVID-19 pandemic also offers the potential to “reevaluate” tourism devel-
opment plans [35]. The situation that has arisen may also be a starting point for in-depth
reflections [36] and for a revision of tourism development plans. This calls for a verification,
and even making far-reaching changes in the activities of entities that are responsible both
for the development of tourism and for creating an appropriate image of the destination.
First of all, tourism organizations must adapt their activities to the changing reality re-
sulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. These entities have to deal with maintaining a
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proper image, and, in a wider context, restoring the situation from before the pandemic.
Moreover, new challenges result not only from the destructive nature of the pandemic, but
also from the creation of “teaching effects” by organizations, e.g., in terms of the emergence
of new activity patterns [37]. It is assumed that tourism organizations responsible for de-
veloping tourism will adopt extensive growth strategies in the near future to revitalize the
tourism industry and meet the reshaping demand [26]. In order to make up for the losses
incurred during the current crisis, it will be necessary for the tourism sector to increase
their marketing activities [38] and to develop a systemic approach to these activities at
many organizational levels [39]. As a result of limiting many forms of international and
domestic tourism, competition between entities operating within the tourism market may
also intensify [40]. In order to adapt to the new reality, an important role is played by
changes in the supply and demand side of the tourism economy caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. For example, travelers’ tendencies to avoid a number of international travel
destination types should prompt DMOs to take appropriate measures to, for example,
promote domestic tourism [41]. The components of tourism offers, or products expected
by tourists—who increasingly look for destinations (including accommodation facilities
or attractions) that guarantee a sense of security (mainly sanitary and epidemiological)
on the basis of national or regional voucher systems, certification, and recommendation
with active participation of DMOs at various levels—are also changing [1]. What is im-
portant is that travelers, as a result of concerns about contracting SARS-CoV-2, will cancel
or delay their trips (up until the last minute), in line with the spread of news about the
scale of the pandemic in a given destination. This poses a serious challenge for tourism
organizers, for example, in terms of travel insurance, or for DMOs in terms of promotion.
DMOs must be agile and flexible in their actions in order to counteract a decline in demand
or an imbalance in supply [25]. In addition, entities offering tourist services were also
obliged by regional authorities to suspend their business for fear of a growing epidemic
threat—both from tourists and employees of these entities [27]. Moreover, building the
resilience of the tourism industry (i.e., stabilization of demand and supply) in the pandemic
and post-pandemic period will require a government response, and the implementation
of technological innovations or being part of the local structures of tourism management
(including DMOs), which will facilitate restoring the confidence of consumers in tourism
services [28]. The changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic are the starting point for
reflecting on a new tourism model, especially on a regional scale. Therefore, DMOs will be
forced to reorient their marketing strategies [42,43].

2.3. Idea of Regional Structures in Tourism

The structures responsible for the development of tourism have a long history. They
are created and developed at various levels of administration. In this respect, significant im-
portance is assigned to regional structures. However, it should be clearly emphasized that
the precise definition and identification of the regional structures that are responsible for
tourism is fundamentally difficult [44]. This is due to many reasons, including difficulties
in defining the term “region” [45], or in insufficient recognition of regional tourism phe-
nomenon [46]. Regardless, it can be concluded that regional tourism management systems
include many entities that are organizing and managing tourism in a given region [47]. The
creation and shaping of regional tourism structures take place when the appropriate ad-
ministrative division in a given country allows it, or when the appropriate local structures
decide to consolidate forces and together create appropriate entities implementing tourism
goals in a destination. However, it should be remembered that regional tourism entities are
often subject to the influence, actions, and decisions of national structures [48].

The system of regional tourism structures is complex. In addition to traditional local
self-governments, nowadays, in most European countries, the so-called regional tourism
organizations (RTOs) are the most prominent. In broader terms, in most destinations the
structures responsible for regional tourism take the form of public–private partnerships [49].
The experience of many countries shows that this form of tourism organization in the region
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is considered effective, and thus contributes to the achievement of many tangible benefits,
e.g., in terms of risk diversification [50] or joint in decision making [51]. Hence, in many
cases, efforts are made to “delegate” many tourism powers to RTOs [52]. The scope of
activities within RTOs’ structures is quite diverse, although in the literature it is most
often assumed that they are entities responsible for the marketing of a concentrated tourist
area [53]. A special role of RTOs should be seen in the development of integrated tourist
offerings in a region with the use of the 8Ps of marketing mix (product, price, promotion,
place, people, partnerships, programming, and packaging) [54]. Nevertheless, it is more
and more often reported that the scope of activities of these entities is wider. This is due
to the fact that regional structures in tourism are constantly evolving, which results in
changes within the scope of their tasks, the degree of responsibility [55], and the delegation
of tasks to other entities [56]. Generally, the most important task of RTOs is the focus on two
fields: destination development (by supporting entrepreneurship in the field of tourism or
the development of regional tourism infrastructure) and destination marketing (through
promotion, image management, or Internet activity management) [57]. RTOs are strongly
oriented towards shaping tourism, and, at the same time, aware of their role in conducting
this. This is largely due to the extensive relationship with the private sector [58]. The tasks
facing regional DMOs are inherently quite difficult, due to the fact they represent specific
alliances that involve giving up a certain level of autonomy and power [59]. Research
conducted on regional structures in tourism clearly shows that this area has still not been
properly penetrated and requires further, in-depth analyses [60]. This issue is important
as it results from the dynamic changes taking place within tourism and its organizational
structures. Additionally, it is determined by the direct relationship between the analyzed
structures and the regional economic policy [61].

2.4. Organization of Tourism in Poland

In Polish tourism, during various stages of its historical development, numerous
introductions and the forming of new organizational systems of tourism have been ob-
served [62]. The current system of organizing tourism in Poland was introduced following
the patterns applied in many European Union countries [63] and is identical with the
territorial division of the country. In 2000, three types of structures were distinguished,
i.e., the Polish Tourism Organization, who act as the national tourism organization (NTO);
regional tourism organizations (RTOs), who are responsible for the promotion of tourism at
the regional level; and local tourism organizations (LTOs), who perform parallel functions
at the local level [64]. Currently, there are 16 regional tourism organizations in Poland (in
all regions, i.e., provinces) and approx. 125 local tourism organizations.

The Polish Tourism Organization is mainly responsible for promoting the country.
Its statutory tasks also include: ensuring the functioning and development of the Polish
tourism information system in the country and in the world; initiating, giving opinions,
and supporting plans for the development and modernization of tourist infrastructure; and
inspiring the creation of regional and local tourism organizations [65]. Regional tourism
organizations (RTOs) and local tourism organizations (LTOs) perform similar functions,
but at lower levels of the country’s territorial division. Their main tasks include: tourist
promotion of their area of operation; supporting the functioning and development of
tourist information; initiating, giving opinions and supporting plans for the development
and modernization of tourist infrastructure; and cooperation with the Polish Tourism
Organization [65]. In general, the division of tasks and responsibilities in the field of
tourism, which are adopted and binding in Poland, is similar to the solutions in force in
other countries, and, by definition, these entities fulfill the functions of DMOs at various
levels of administration [44,66–69].

In addition, the national tourism administration (NTA) is responsible for strategic
tasks resulting from the adopted tourism policy of the country. Its functions are currently
performed by the Ministry of Economic Development, Labor and Technology. The indicated
ministry, following the example of other countries, is responsible for general tasks related to
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creating development and indicating directions for the promotion of tourism, as well as the
development, implementation, and monitoring of tourism programs or in handling matters
related to the country’s tourism development [70]. In addition, it should be mentioned that,
apart from the entities mentioned, there are a number of other organizations in Poland that
influence the general shape of the organization of tourism systems in the country, including:
tourism chambers, tourist associations, local government units, and others [64].

Generally, the tourism management system that is adopted, and in force, in Poland
indicates a relatively orderly division of tasks and responsibilities between individual
entities at various levels of administration. At the same time, new opportunities for
shaping the development of the tourism economy that have emerged as a result of the
country’s three-tier territorial division are a challenge for all participants in the tourism
management process, i.e., public sector entities, private sector partners, and non-profit
institutions [71]. The 21-year history of organizational structures in Polish tourism shows
that they have already reached a certain maturity [72]. Nevertheless, these structures
also require some kind of “reorganization”, which results from many problems such as
forms of cooperation that are implemented on a limited level [73]. In addition, relatively
few scientific studies have been published in recent years to assess selected aspects of the
activity of specific organizational structures in Polish tourism [74]. Hence, there is a need
for detailed research in this area. Further, this is also due to the drastic changes taking place
on the tourist market (including the organization network), which have been caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

All regional tourism organizations operating within Poland are subjected to assess-
ment from the perspective of their relations with stakeholders. RTOs were established in
2000–2006 under the Act of 25 June 1999 as enacted by the Polish Tourism Organization [64].
The number of regular RTO members is constantly growing. Since 2006, it has increased
by 58.31%. RTOs, (with a total of 1584 ordinary members in 2021, 114 employees, and
141 board members), have become an important element of the tourism system in the
course of the 21-year evolution of their operation [75–78]. They have even gained the status
of a regional leader [52] or an instrument of regional tourism policy [79].

A brief description of the various levels of tourism management in Poland, including
all types of DMOs, is a necessary background for the analysis of the research subject—which
is here RTOs. The RTOs as entities have multidimensional and complex relations with the
PTO (further environment) and various LTOs (closer environment) and not only with the
ordinary members of organizations. These relations are also analyzed in this study.

To sum up the literature review: the importance of modern tourism management
structures (based on the example of Polish organizations) was emphasized, with a simul-
taneous emphasis on the special role of cooperation between individual stakeholders. In
the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, this issue is particularly important from the point
of view of maintaining appropriate relations between stakeholders, or—as in the case of
this analysis—with member entities. Considering the catastrophic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the entirety of the tourist environment, these relations should be examined
and assessed. It can be assumed that just as the COVID-19 pandemic left its mark on
the entire global tourism sector, it could also have an impact on the relationship between
individual entities that make up DMOs, such as RTOs in Poland. This issue has not been
studied in great detail so far. At the same time, the authors assume that a detailed analysis
of changes in such relationships may be the starting point for improving the activities of
DMOs in crisis situations.

The presented literature studies allowed for the formulation of the main aim of the
study, which is to identify the negative and positive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the relations between members in a tourism organization, especially in terms of the
effective fight against crisis phenomena that are not uncommon in the tourism economy.
Indirect goals of the study were, in turn, to indicate the variables thus identifying the nature
of RTOs’ relations with member entities and the environment during the crisis. As well as
an attempt to propose a research tool (which will need to be easy to implement) that can be
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used to assess the nature of the relationship with the environment in other types of tourism
destination management organizations at various levels.

Based on the above considerations, the following hypotheses were adopted in this study:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The COVID-19 pandemic has limited relationships with and activities between
RTOs and organization members.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, RTOs have revised the importance
and validity of their core activities to organization members in terms of marketing and support
strategies.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Due to restrictions, RTOs have taken or planned new or additional forms of
action for organization members to reduce the adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

3. Materials and Methods

In this study, primary and secondary data were analyzed, including literature on
the subject; plans and reports on RTOs activity; analytical study; data from the Central
Statistical Office (Local Data Bank); and data from websites. A review of scientific publica-
tions concerning tourism stakeholders, cooperation and types of relations in the tourism
economy, mainly in terms of characterizing the functioning of tourism organizations, the
degree and nature of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism, and the functioning
of tourism management systems at the national and regional level was carried out. Direct
research based on a diagnostic survey with the use of a questionnaire (both closed and open
questions) with the use of a Google Forms application was of key methodological impor-
tance (the questionnaire form was included in the supplementary materials for the paper).
The substantive components of the survey were based on previous DMOs research [73–77]
and the process involved consultation (upon preparing the questionnaire) with experts
from the Polish Tourist Organization and selected experts, who had previously performed
managerial roles in DMOs. The primary study (i.e., the questionnaire) was conducted in
August-September 2021 on all RTOs operating within Poland (16 organizations, whole
population) with a total of 1584 members. The survey was addressed to opinion leaders in
the DMOs (organization presidents and office directors, as they are the most knowledgeable
people about the organization) and aggregated responses to the survey questions from
all of the 16 organizations were received (i.e., no survey was rejected). The research was
carried out on the basis of a questionnaire containing, in addition to the basic data of the
organization (e.g., name, address, year of establishment, legal form), 19 variables, which
included, among others:

• Forms of the organization’s activity (including member support strategy) in the period
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic,

• The nature of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the organization, especially
regarding relations with members,

• Types of activities undertaken by the organization for the benefit of organization
members in order to reduce the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic,

• Changes introduced in the organization’s model of activities and in the forms and
types of relationships with members caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

In order to carry out further analysis and achieve the set aim of the research, questions
no.: 2, 5, 6, 8, 10–13, and 15 (see the supplementary materials) were taken into account.
The selection of specific variables from the survey for extended analyses was related to
the study purpose and the posed hypotheses. The variables were statistically tested in
terms of their interrelationships and the correlations based on the adopted research process
scheme (see Figure 1). The analysis of responses to selected questions helped to assess the
relationship between the limitations in RTOs observed during the pandemic (question 8),
changes in the importance of basic activities of the organization (questions 5–6), and their
relationships with members (questions 11–13), which thus helped to determine whether
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RTOs (in view of the above) have taken (question 10) or planned (question 15) actions (and
what) to reduce the effects of the pandemic for their members (which were assessed on
the basis of questions 8, 5–6, 11–13) (see Figure 2). With regard to the obtained answers
to the open-ended questions, a standard solution of aggregating individual responses
into synthetic groups was adopted, and then the grouped responses were subjected to
statistical calculations.
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The formulation of the conclusions was based on the methods of deduction and
comparative analysis, using the technique of describing the differences and similarities.
The authors also used their own observations and experiences, as professionally active
participants in the tourism management system in Poland (via the participant observation
method). In order to simplify the presentation of the studied phenomena and the identified
problems, the data obtained in the survey were aggregated, limiting the number of the
presented observations only to the most important results:

• The importance of the activities of regional tourism organizations in the period before
(BP) and during (DP) the COVID-19 pandemic;

• Forms of regional tourism organizations’ activities in the period before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic, in terms of marketing activities (MA) and support strategies
(SSA);

• Medians of point values broken down into variables of marketing activities (Mema)
and variables of the support strategy (Mess);

• The nature of the pandemic’s impact on organizations (AR1–8—limitations of the
organization’s activity, expressed by 8 partial variables), and their relations with
member entities (SR1–3—structural relations-3 partial variables);

• Support for member entities during a pandemic, in terms of actions taken (AT1–8—
8 partial variables) and planned actions (PA1–9—9 partial variables);

• Relationships between the impact on the activities of the organization (AR1–10),
changes in relations with member entities (SR1–3), and the actions taken (AT1–8) and
planned actions (PA1–9) during the COVID-19 pandemic.

For qualitative (categorized) data, the percentage of the frequency of occurrence was
calculated. The results for the data on a 6-point scale (0–5 points) were presented as
median ± quartile deviation (MED ± QD). The Shapiro–Wilk test did not confirm the
distribution of variables’ normality (p < 0.05). The differences between the assessment of
the importance of RTO activities before and during a pandemic were tested by the Wilcoxon
test. For categorized variables, the χ2 Pearson test or the z-score test for two proportions
was used. The relationships between the variables were assessed by the ρ-Spearman’s rank
correlation coefficient with the Student’s t-significance test for the correlation coefficient.
The statistical significance of the results was accepted at p < 0.05. All analyses were
performed using TIBCO Statistica® 13.3.0 (StatSoft Poland, Ltd. Kraków, Poland).

4. Results

Statistical analysis of the primary data obtained as a result of the research, allowed,
within the assumed scope, to determine the measurable indicators and correlations used
to evaluate the cooperation of RTOs with its member entities in Poland. The main focus
was on the issues of cooperation (relations) of entities in the tourism sector in individual
administrative regions of Poland, and on the comparative analysis of the activities and
cooperation of RTOs—before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. The status and signif-
icance of the RTOs’ activities, both before the pandemic (BP) and during the pandemic
(DP), in terms of marketing activities (MA), and support strategy activities (SSA), were as-
sessed using the 11 types of RTO activity spheres and cooperating entities; these were then
subsequently assessed on a scale of 0 to 5 points. The opinions of individual institutions
regarding the type and degree of undertaken activities—before and during the COVID-19
pandemic—expressed on a 6-point scale, indicate a very similar status in terms of synthetic
values. It was decided to present the research results as a continuum (before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic), and in some sections there were also future implications for both
analyzed periods as inextricably linked, interacting with each other, as well as allowing for
comparative analyses.

Detailed research results are presented by the median of scoring, divided into market-
ing activity variables (Mema), and support strategy variables (Mess), as shown in Table 1.
With regard to the various forms of activity of the surveyed organizations that were imple-
mented before the COVID-19 pandemic, the distinguishing indicators were characterized
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by the following spheres: cooperation with the environment and relations with stakehold-
ers (Mema = 5.0); tourist information (Mema = 5.0); and product development (Mema = 4.0).
The lowest values of the indicators were characteristic of such forms of the RTOs’ booking
tourist services (Mema = 1.0) and crisis management (Mess = 2.5).

Table 1. Assessment of the importance of selected activity forms of RTOs in the period before the
pandemic and during the pandemic on a 0–5 scale (median ± quartile deviation)—Wilcoxon’s test
for differences.

Before the Pandemic
BP

During the Pandemic
DP

MED±QD
Differences p-Value

Marketing activities (MA)
Traditional promotional activities 4.0 ± 0.5 3.0 ± 0.5 −2.0 ± 0.75 0.002

Modern promotional activities 4.0 ± 0.5 5.0 ± 0.0 0.5 ± 0.5 0.169
Tourist information 5.0 ± 0.5 3.5 ± 0.5 −0.5 ± 1.0 0.012
Service reservation 1.0 ± 1.75 2.5 ± 2.0 0.0 ± 1.25 0.441

Product development 4.0 ± 0.5 4.0 ± 0.5 −0.5 ± 0.5 0.024

Support strategy activities (SSA)
Planning of tourism development 4.0 ± 0.25 4.0 ± 0.75 0.0 ± 0.75 0.959
Development of human resources 4.0 ± 0.0 4.0 ± 0.75 0.0 ± 0.75 0.767

Development of ICT 4.0 ± 1.5 5.0 ± 0.5 1.0 ± 0.5 0.008
Crisis management 2.5 ± 0.75 4.5 ± 1.0 1.5 ± 0.75 0.003

Cooperation with the environment 5.0 ± 0.5 5.0 ± 0.5 0.0 ± 0.0 0.345
Promoting the idea of sustainable

development 4.0 ± 0.75 4.0 ± 0.75 0.0 ± 0.5 0.477

MED—Median; QD—quartile deviation; and statistical significance at p < 0.05. Source: own elaboration based on
surveys.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a substantial change in the significance and intensity
of many directions of the surveyed organizations’ activities is noticeable, especially in
what were the previously dominant spheres, now in favor of activities that were—in many
cases—complementary or secondary before the pandemic. Among the distinguishing
indicators of the importance of the forms of RTOs’ activity in the pandemic period, actions
in the field of support strategies were noted. Marketing activities were characterized by
lower values of indicators. The highest rates (Mema = 5.0) in the sphere of RTOs’ activities
during the pandemic were characterized by modern promotional activities, as well as
cooperation with the environment and relations with stakeholders (Mess = 5.0), as well
as the development of information systems and technologies (Mess = 5.0). It should be
clearly emphasized here that the values of indicators of the surveyed RTOs, in terms of
member and the environment support strategy, definitely exceeded the values of indicators
for marketing activities (including for the benefit of RTOs members). These values being,
respectively, at the level of: SSA = (Mess = 4.0–5.0), MA = (Mema = 2.5–5.0).

The assessment of the importance of selected RTOs’ activity forms, both before the
pandemic and during the COVID-19 pandemic, is presented in Table 1. During the pan-
demic (according to the respondents’ assessments) there was a significant decrease in
the importance of RTOs’ marketing activities related to traditional promotional activi-
ties (p = 0.002), tourist information (p = 0.012), and the development of tourism products
(p = 0.024). Compared to the period before the pandemic, the importance of the strategy of
supporting the development of technologies, information systems (p = 0.008), and crisis
management (p = 0.003) in the pandemic period was rated higher. The significance of other
forms of RTOs’ activity was assessed as similar in both analyzed periods (p > 0.05).

Most RTOs identified the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (AR1–8) on
their activities and their relations with the environment (SR1–3), both administrative and
social, i.e., 62.5% of responses. It should be noted that a quarter of organizations do not
see changes in their relations with the closer and more distant environment, and therefore
in their own activities, which would be a consequence of the impact of the pandemic
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(see Figure 3). Only one out of six organizations that declared no adverse impact from
the pandemic reported no limitations or restraints during this period. Two organizations
assessed the impact of the pandemic on their activities as positive, but both indicated a few
limitations that constituted, albeit to a small extent, a negative impact of the pandemic on
their functioning.
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Among the total indicated limitations (AR1–8) (see Figure 3), resulting from the
pandemic, which accompanied contacts and the relations of the organization with the
environment and their core activities, the most frequently indicated limitation was the
number of markets where activities were taken (AR4 = 88%, p < 0.001), limited financing of
the organization’s activities (AR1 = 56%, p > 0.05), and limitation of activities in the area of
pro-tourism training (AR7 = 50%, p > 0.05). Most RTOs found no impact of the pandemic
on employment (AR2 = 19%, p < 0.001) or cooperation with the environment (AR6 = 31%,
p = 0.034).

In the majority of the studied RTOs, pandemic conditions did not result in significant
changes in the relations with member entities (SR1–3). In terms of three specific spheres:
general relations (SR1), the number of members (SR2), and membership fees (SR3) similar
indications of the surveyed organizations were recorded, thus defining the impact of the
pandemic at a neutral level. In the highest dimension, the lack of impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on inter-subject relations in RTOs was determined in terms of general relations
(SR1 = 62.5% of responses). On the other hand, the increase in the level of relations
under the influence of the pandemic was indicated by the surveyed organizations most
often in terms of the change in the number of members (SR2 = 37.5% of responses). No
significant deterioration of the RTOs’ relationship with member entities was observed, save
for the observed reduction in the amount of membership fees as a result of the pandemic
(SR3 = 44%, p > 0.05).

The most common activities undertaken by RTOs in supporting members (AT1–8)
were free promotional activities for members. This was assessed at the maximum rate
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(AT4 = 100%) and also the organization of the trainings (AT3 = 87.5%) (see Figure 4).
In the case of other activities undertaken by the surveyed organizations for and within
mutual relations with member entities, the indicators did not exceed 50%. Most of the
organizations did not reduce the cost of providing their own services for their members
(AT5 = 6.3%) or the amount of membership fees (AT2 = 31.3%), and did not implement
assistance in the preparation of applications for commercially available subsidies under
pandemic conditions (AT7 = 12.5%).
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In terms of the “return to normal”, all RTOs declared planning from three to nine
activities (PA1–9) in the area of cooperation with member entities (see Figure 4). Among
the distinguishing indicators of the surveyed organizations, the activities of intensifying
cooperation and increasing support in the activities of member entities (PA1 and PA3,
respectively = 93.8%) dominated. Nearly 90% of activities planned by the surveyed organi-
zations to strengthen the level of relations between member entities were focused on the
spheres of emphasizing the importance of cooperation with stakeholders (PA4 = 87.5%)
and creating new areas and forms of support (PA7 = 87.5%). In the remaining cases of
cooperation-type activities planned by RTOs with the external environment, similar to
the activities already undertaken, the lowest value of the financial indicators was ob-
served, which was specified by only half of the surveyed entities as “additional financial
support”—PA5 = 50%.

Different types of activities undertaken (AT1–8) and planned (PA1–9) by RTOs did
not significantly correlate with the indicated effects of the pandemic (AR1–10 p > 0.05 for
χ2 tests). The conducted analyses verified the relationship between the number of declared
actions (AT1–8) and planned actions (PA1–9)—on a scale from 0 to 9, according to Figure 2—
as well as the intensity of the negative impact of the pandemic on cooperation with members
and the environment (AR1–8; SR1–3) (Figure 3). The intensity of the pandemic’s impact
on the activity of RTOs (AR1–8) was assessed by the sum of the restrictions (the number
of restrictions from 0 to 8, according to Figure 4) and the sum of changes in relations with
member entities (SR1–3)—on a scale of −3 for negative changes in each of the 3 tested areas
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to +3 for positive changes in each of the 3 tested areas, according to Figure 3. In Figure 5,
the graphs on the diagonal of the diagram matrix show the distribution of the values of
variables that were included in the cross-correlation analysis. The dispersion of values
against the straight trend line for most correlations between individual variables indicates
their poor, or indeed no, covariance. The values of the Spearman’s rank coefficients (ρ) were
included only in those charts that showed significant correlations between the variables. A
relationship was observed between the increase in the number of limitations in the RTOs’
activity (AR1–8) and unfavorable changes in relations with members (SR1–3) (ρ = −0.52,
p = 0.037), while positive changes in these relations (SR1–3) correlated with a larger number
of planned activities to improve cooperation (PA1–9) (ρ = 0.51, p = 0.045). However, the
relationship between the number of actions taken by RTOs (AT1–8) and the adverse effects
of the pandemic (AR1–8) identified by them has not been confirmed (see Figure 5).
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of restrictions/constraints on a scale from 0 to 8; SR1–3—change in relations on a scale from −3 for
unfavorable to +3 for favorable; AT1–8—number of activities undertaken on a scale from 0 to 8;
PA1–9—number of planned activities on a scale from 0 to 9; ρ—Spearman’s correlation coefficient;
and p-value of t-test for the correlation coefficient. Rho and p-values were reported only for significant
correlations. Unmarked scatterplots show correlations of unconfirmed significance. The values of
ρ and p were reported only for significant correlations, for the correlations in the remaining scatter
plots, p > 0.05 was adopted. Source: own elaboration based on surveys.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Focusing on cooperation is inscribed in the functional core of modern tourism organi-
zations in the economy; it is based on knowledge and competences [73,80] and becomes
particularly important in the event of emergence of crisis phenomena (i.e., pandemics, acts
of terrorism, overtourism, and natural disasters). Additionally, the requirement of com-
prehensive cooperation, included in the philosophy of each organization operating within
the tourist services sector, results from the core offer that these organizations present to
their clients or members. Additionally, the paradigm of a modern organization (also often
operating as a tourism enterprise), emphasizing the need to cooperate with its members
and other business partners, thereby co-creating an offer (here, a regional tourist product)
for the client, seems obvious [73].

The role of DMOs in times of crisis is particularly important, which was demonstrated
in this study. These organizations, including the studied RTOs, have been shown to engage
with and support their stakeholders, both internal and external [81], which at the same time
contradicts Hypothesis 1. It has been falsified for most types of relationships and forms of
activity for the benefit of organization members. Only the negative impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the number of markets for the RTOs’ marketing activities, conducted in
cooperation with members of the organization, was confirmed. These activities must be
planned and require both time and close coordination to avoid potential conflicts with
stakeholders [82].

The functioning of DMOs in crisis situations should also accelerate the transition
from the traditional dimension of the organization (M—marketing) to the concept of
DMOs understood through the prism of “management” [44]; in other words, the transi-
tion from destination marketing to destination management [83]. This was confirmed in
the conducted studies, which showed that during the COVID-19 pandemic the surveyed
organizations put more emphasis on strictly nonmarketing activities (see Hypothesis 2),
thereby focusing their attention on the operational activities of the RTOs for the benefit
of members via destination management in crisis conditions. Thus, it seems necessary to
justify the change in the philosophy of the DMOs’ operation, with a transition from inter-
vention through promotion to coordination of stakeholder activities in areas of common
interest [84]. This, at the same time, corresponds with Hypothesis 3 (which is confirmed in
the research) i.e., about the existing limitations in the undertaking or planning by RTOs’
new or additional forms of activities; this being for the benefit of organization members in
order to reduce the adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a consequence, DMOs
and stakeholders can contribute to maximizing mutual benefits [85].

The results of the research obtained by the authors also confirm other analyses, e.g.,
references [39,86,87] carried out so far that relate to changes in DMOs under the conditions
of the COVID-19 pandemic, which also corresponds to the adopted and achieved main
goal of the study. This resulted in destination management organizations’ (DMO) and
policymakers’ interventions in the tourism industry, for instance by providing stimulus pay-
ments to the tourism industry, or by restricting mobility and ordering business closures [39].
Research carried out by Kuščeret et al. [86] confirm the involvement of DMOs in the process
of reviving tourism. Organizations are expected not only to provide tangible help (such as
applying for subsidies, advertising, or promotion), but also to support cooperation between
stakeholders. According to Pillmayer et al. [87], DMOs will often focus on short-term goals,
including operations and stakeholder management. In a context of constant time pressure
and a reluctance to take high risks, there is little time for dealing with long-term strategic
issues, such as innovation management and related organizational approaches. Never-
theless, this research has shown that the planned activities in the context of stakeholder
support are far-reaching and go beyond those currently implemented. Hence, the scope of
cooperation between DMOs and stakeholders will play an increasingly important role [88].
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5.1. Theoretical Implications

In destination management, interactions between complex networks of public and
private stakeholders cocreate value [89,90]. The selection and involvement of individual
stakeholders determines the final shape of tourism management system in a destination,
and a special role in this respect is assigned to DMOs. A DMO’s governance model deter-
mines its ability to catalyze broad-based participatory stakeholder decision making [91].
Hence, DMOs can, and should, be required to be fully involved in the process of creating a
competitive destination, together with all stakeholders. This process should also take into
account crisis situations that are faced by modern tourism.

The conducted analysis clearly confirmed the importance of cooperation in the tourism
sector and in the organizations representing it. At the same time, the research made it
possible to identify the key variables describing the nature of the relationship of RTOs
with members and the environment in the period of crisis, which is in line with the
adopted intermediate goal of the study. The deliberations in this paper complement the
considerations related to crisis management in the tourism industry so far, especially in
the context of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism [1,39,92,93]. This is even
more important, as nowadays, given the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and
the economic downturn faced by many countries, crisis management has again attracted
organizational and research attention [20,94]. In particular, this paper fills the theoretical
gap related to the involvement of destination management organizations in relationships
with stakeholders in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. It indicates the directions of
activities that can be used by other researchers in the context of supporting stakeholders
via DMOs and other tourism organizations.

In addition, the obtained results may be a starting point for wider research in the field
of building organizational resilience in regard to the impact of crisis phenomena. This
issue seems to be of particular importance to the tourism and hotel industry, as achieving
organizational resilience when a sudden crisis or a disaster occurs is important for the
sustained growth of tourism organizations [95]. Resilience frameworks can be used to
better understand vulnerability to crises and disasters at the planning and prevention phase.
However, it can also help us to better understand response strategies and future planning
(i.e., in building future resilience) [96]. Additionally, organizations should consider crisis
and disaster management resilience as an important part of their culture [97]. Therefore,
the research results may contribute to further attempts to develop original, new concepts,
relating to building relationships between destination management organizations and
stakeholders. This issue seems to be important not only from the COVID-19 pandemic
perspective, but also in other potential crisis situations.

5.2. Practical Implications

The negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the functioning of RTOs, in terms
of their relations with member entities (here: joint marketing activities for members of
the organization), revealed in the research, provokes reflection. Therefore, urgent actions
by RTOs—aimed at developing multidirectional principles of cooperation and shaping
relations with members of tourism organizations during crisis phenomena (that are not,
as stated before, uncommon cases in the tourism economy)—are necessary. RTOs must
adapt their activities to the changing reality resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, while
struggling to maintain a proper image, and in a wider context, to restore the prepandemic
situation. Contemporary travelers’ tendency to avoid a number of types of destinations,
and forms of international travel (also regarding COVID-19 threats) should persuade RTOs
to take appropriate measures to strengthen the promotion of domestic tourism, including
those based on intensified relations with their members.

Against the backdrop of the literature review, it is also worth noting that the methods
and techniques for assessing relations with DMO members in the event of crisis phenomena
are few and based mainly on survey research, which implies difficulties in obtaining a
representative sample of empirical research respondents (who are often reluctant to express
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an opinion). Nevertheless, the methodology and technique of researching the functional
relationships within an organization during the COVID-19 pandemic, adopted by the au-
thors, can be implemented in the organizational practice in RTOs, or in other organizations
responsible for development of tourism in the region, due to their functionality, nearly
zero costs, and simplicity of implementation (thus one of the intermediate objectives of the
study was successfully implemented).

5.3. Limitations and Further Research

This study has some limitations, because in-depth considerations focus on the analyses
of only a few selected variables (out of a total of 21 in the survey), but the obtained
results can be considered an interesting basis for comparative analyses of the nature
of relations with members of other types of organizations (i.e., DMOs) acting for the
development of tourism at the local or regional level. This paper is based on the subjective
opinions of RTOs’ representatives, nevertheless, the opinions obtained from this group
of stakeholders allowed this study to capture the overall approach of the organization to
shaping relations with members in times of crises in the tourism economy, including those
caused by phenomena such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

There is a need to broaden the spectrum of assessing the quality of relations between
tourism organizations (including RTOs or other types of DMOs) with the tourism economy
stakeholders, which is now becoming a strategic goal of researchers from many scientific
disciplines. This is justified in the light of the results of available research and empirical
analyses, which show that relations in organizations are perceived as a phenomenon
(feature) shaping the position of an organization, its specific brand, and are often also treated
as an indicator of its effectiveness and efficiency. Nevertheless, while exercising caution
in inference, it can also be indicated that the study and assessment of these relationships
in tourism organizations with a smaller scale of activity (or, in any case, less numerous)
are often marginalized. An interesting research challenge in the near future is also the
assessment of the impact of other random crisis phenomena—such as wars or natural
disasters—which drastically limit the development of many tourism spheres, on tourism
organizations and membership relations. Searching for the synergy of tourism stakeholders’
interests (as concentrated in organizations) in crisis situations in the environment, should
become a priority for the entire tourism industry, including researchers studying DMOs.
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M.K., J.B. (Justyna Bagińska) and M.Z.; investigation, W.F., M.S., J.B. (Jacek Borzyszkowski), M.K., J.B.
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62. Wojciechowska, J. Ścieżki rozwoju organizacyjnego turystyki w Polsce—Od rewolucyjnego po ewolucyjny system. Pr. Nauk.
Uniw. Ekon. We Wrocławiu 2012, 258, 89–102.
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Abstract: The main goal of this article is to assess the functioning of hotels during the crisis caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis was carried out on the basis of selected Key Performance
Indicators (KPI) in hotels in Polish cities (Kraków; Poznań; Tri-City: Gdańsk, Gdynia, Sopot; Warsaw;
Wrocław). The time range of the analysis covers the whole period of the COVID-19 pandemic in
Poland (March 2020–February 2022) with data for 2019—before the outbreak of the pandemic. The
analysis of the collected results of OCC, ADR, and RevPAR generally indicates instability of the basic
economic indicators dependent not only on the demand limited by the pandemic restrictions but
also on the type of tourism prevailing in individual cities. There is a difference between the hotel
industry in cities, based mainly on foreign guests and business tourism, and the hotel industry in
tourist/coastal regions, which are dominated by leisure tourism. During the greatest restrictions,
hotels in Poland recorded huge drops in KPIs: a 95% drop in OCC and RevPAR. It was also found
that the instability of demand during the pandemic and rapid changes in the values of the indicators
prove the need for greater use of KPI benchmarks.

Keywords: hotel; COVID-19; OCC; ADR; RevPAR; revenue management; Poland

1. Introduction

The course of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus pandemic and its negative economic di-
mension has been one of the hottest topics of recent years, and its effects will be experienced
for many years to come. Already in the first months of 2020, the European Parliament esti-
mated that the European Union tourism industry, which employs around 13 million people,
will lose around EUR 1 trillion in revenue per month due to the spread of the COVID-19
pandemic [1]. According to the UNWTO data, in 2020 the global tourism economy re-
gressed by 30 years in performance. In comparison to 2019, the loss of international tourist
arrivals accounted for 74% and the loss in international tourism receipts was estimated
at USD 1.3 trillion [2]. As shown by the UNWTO data, 62 million travel jobs were lost in
2020, representing a drop of 18.5%, leaving just 272 million employees across the sector
globally, compared to 334 million in 2019 [3]. Based on the latest data, global international
tourist arrivals more than doubled (+130%) in January 2022 compared to 2021 [4]. Presently,
international tourism is expected to continue its gradual recovery in 2022 (however, the
war in Ukraine poses new challenges).

For many hospitality companies, this is the most difficult time in the entire history
of their business. It should be remembered that this is not the first crisis to affect the
tourism economy, although it has certainly never had such a character and magnitude [5].
Indeed, the sector has proved to be one of the most vulnerable to the negative impact of the
pandemic and related restrictions. The instability in the tourism sectors since March 2020

333



Sustainability 2022, 14, 12454

has caused problems in maintaining a steady and predictable movement of people around
the world, and the crisis caused by the outbreak of the pandemic has contributed to several
key adverse outcomes. These include loss of liquidity for tourism businesses, difficulties in
meeting tax obligations, seeking state assistance, etc.

The empirical objective of the article is to evaluate the performance of hotels in the
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic from the point of view of selected economic and
operational indicators in hotels. In the literature on the subject, the crisis in the functioning
of the company is analyzed through various approaches: as a consequence of certain events,
a stage in the development of an enterprise, a pathology, or a process occurring in an
enterprise [6]. In this article, the phenomenon of crisis is interpreted as a consequence
of unplanned events occurring in the company’s environment, which disrupt or threaten
the normal functioning of the company [7]. In order to illustrate the processes taking
place, several indicators were selected to provide information on the financial condition
of the company. These are the so-called Key Performance Indicators (hereinafter KPIs)
serving as a numerical measurement tool that describes the performance of the hotel. The
KPI analyses of hotels were carried out in five Polish cities considered to be important
centres of the city break and meeting industry: Kraków, Poznań, Tri-City (Gdańsk, Gdynia,
Sopot), Warsaw and Wrocław. Among these cities, due to its coastal location, only Tri-City
represents the leisure segment in addition to city tourism.

The data on the negative economic effects of the pandemic published by various
international institutions and research centers mainly include integrated indicators for
the entire tourism economy, such as employment, share in GDP, number of tourists, etc.
There is a small number of analyses of individual sectors, such as travel agencies or hotels.
Hence, the proposed research is a case study of representations for city hotels throughout
the country, in this case in Poland. The variability in individual KPI values during the
pandemic illustrates not only the negative impact of the decline in the number of guests,
but also the decline in the alleged profitability of hotels.

2. Literature Review

The outbreak of the global SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus pandemic determined the trans-
formation of a large social and economic area, one of the main elements of international
economic growth in recent decades [8].

In the literature, there are numerous analyses and studies of the COVID-19 pandemic
and its impact on various economic spheres, including tourism. Some of the first studies
focused on the country that was the source of the COVID-19 infection: China [9–12]. As
suggested by Estrada et al. [10], the Chinese tourism sector can suffer of a decrease in
demand in 75%. Noteworthy, in terms of global tourism, China is both an important tourist
destination and a major source market. There are also studies of Sri Lanka [13], Italy [14],
and Australia [15]. They present, to a varying extent, the effects of the development of the
pandemic and its impact on the economies of these countries.

One of the sectors with the highest impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is hospitality [16–18].
As indicated by the results reported by Smith Travel Research (STR), the occupancy rates in
accommodation facilities in March 2020 fell by as much as 96% in Italy, 68% in China, 67% in
the UK, 59% in the US, and 48% in Singapore compared to 2019 figures [19]. Detailed studies
indicate that the COVID-19 has a large negative effect on the operation of accommodation
facilities, as reflected by the core indicators. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the hotel industry has been examined from an international perspective [20–22] or
countries, among others, in the US [23], China [24], India [25], Indonesia [26], Israel [27],
and Poland [28,29]. The analysis included not only hotels but also short-term vacation
rentals [30,31] or small lodging establishments [32]. Attention was also drawn to modelling
the realisation of pent-up demand based on the relationship between the incoming traffic of
online booking platforms in the hospitality sector and the volume of tourist arrivals in the
context of the COVID-19 spread [33]. Finanacial anlyses [32,34] and economic indicators
of hotels during the pandemic have also been described [23,28,35,36]. Importantly, the
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indicators used in the evaluation must be specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and
time-bound. This is the so-called SMART criterion, the scope of which has been described
by, e.g., Shahin and Mahbod [37].

The assessment of hotel KPIs is important for surviving an economic crisis [38]. Mea-
suring KPIs can help a company decide whether they are operating in an appropriate
way and whether the hotel company’s performance is competitive or not. Analysing
and monitoring a relevant set of KPIs can also help a hotel achieve its sales targets. The
most commonly used indicators such as the occupancy percentage (OCC), ADR (average
revenue), and RevPAR (revenue per room) should be analysed on a daily basis [39].

The time of the pandemic provoked considerations of the sustainability of the hotel
industry described globally [40] and illustrated by the example of the hotel industry in
Poland [41], as the hotel occupancy rates continued to fall [42,43].

From this point of view, sustainable hotel industry should apply to all areas and
management tools, as the basic, practiced KPIs are not sufficient. HOTREC-a Confederation
of National Hotel, Restaurant and Cafeteria [44] manifests numerous initiatives, inter
alia, in the field of legal regulations and innovative concepts of management in the hotel
industry. There is a tendency in the hotel industry to increase the interest in hotels that
apply the principles of sustainable development [45,46]. More and more, guests who want
to express their support for environmental protection choose hotels that declare a green
economy and claim to be environmentally friendly [47]. Many facilities in the hospitality
industry implement low-emission energy technologies to reduce the concentration of
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. The conducted research shows that the implementation
of the Sustainable Development Goals during the COVID-19 pandemic was not endangered,
and was even extended in social initiatives [41]. This is confirmed by the research on the
attitudes of tourism stakeholders towards the goals of sustainable development in one of
the cities analyzed in this article, which is Kraków [48], and the opinions of hotel industry
leaders from Sweden, the USA, and Israel [49].

At the same time, the issues of sustainability should be viewed not only from the
point of view of environmental protection but also tools and techniques for managing the
enterprise. It was the period of the pandemic that proved that the analyzed indicators based
solely on financial KPIs are short-sighted in crisis situations and do not fit into the concept
of change management. Social and technological changes also justify the adjustment of
analytical indicators [50].

The dynamic transformation of the epidemiological situation in individual countries
was associated with the need for tourism companies to obtain state subsidies depending
on the states’ concept of protecting the national market. The subsidies, known in Poland as
editions of the so-called ‘anti-crisis shield’, were intended to sustain employment levels and
maintain businesses for the duration of the freeze of their normal market activity. Hotels
faced the challenge of having to redefine their business models.

3. Operation of Hotels during the Pandemic

Prior to the announcement of the pandemic, the hospitality market in Poland was in
a booming phase and hoteliers were experiencing a period of prosperity. Between 2015
and 2019 alone, the number of guests in hotels increased by 6 million, including foreigners
by 1 million and the number of nights provided by more than 12 million from 32.7 to
44.8 million [51]. Unfortunately, the trend was abruptly interrupted with the restrictions
introduced by successive decisions of the authorities of individual countries, leading to a
complete halt in international tourism.

The hotel sector was therefore one of the most negatively affected by the COVID-19
pandemic through the administrative restrictions on operations and the drastic reduction
in both domestic and international demand. According to Statistics Poland, there were
17.9 million tourists staying in all tourist accommodation establishments in 2020, which
was almost half the number of tourists from the previous year. Hotels also suffered from the
administrative restrictions on catering operations and a drop in activity to essentially zero
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affected the MICE segment during the pandemic. In 2020, after many years of uninterrupted
growth, there was a decline in the number of accommodation establishments (by 8.5%
y-o-y) and beds offered in these establishments (by 6.1% y-o-y) [51]. In the tourist travel
segment, the decrease in demand for hotel services was related to the fear of infection and a
reduction in trips and stays by private individuals. It is worth noting that even in the 2020
holiday season, i.e., during the relative weakening of the pandemic, small facilities (houses,
holiday cottages, often located outside tourist destinations) were very popular, while there
was less interest in stays in hotels, which naturally generate concentrations of people.

In Poland, the first case of COVID-19 was reported on 4 March 2020, and the govern-
ment declared an Epidemic State of Emergency on 14 March. The first major restrictions on
hotel operations were introduced between 1 April and 3 May 2020, when facilities mostly
had to be closed. From 4 May 2020, there was a gradual process of ‘unfreezing’ hotel
operations (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Timeline of the COVID-19 hotel restrictions in Poland.

As early as in April 2020, interviews on the economic state of the hotel sector began to
be published (mainly by the Economic Chamber of Polish Hotel Management publishing
the results of surveys conducted among its members every 2–3 months on its website).
Due to different methods and sample sizes, they cannot be comparable; nevertheless, they
show the attitude and state of the hotel industry at different moments of the pandemic and
formal restrictions on movement, opening of services, and flight connections. The data
collected reveal the scale of losses, demand, areas of expected government assistance, the
labour market situation, or prospects for restart, with each of the studies conducted under
slightly different pandemic circumstances and constraints [52].

In autumn 2020, the exponential increase in infections recorded from the beginning
of October led to the return of the restrictions. As of 7 November 2020, hotels were only
allowed to accommodate guests using hotel services as part of business travel. Hotel
restaurants remained closed, and meals were only served to rooms. The data on accepted
bookings for the following months confirmed the high uncertainty on the hotel services
market, the tendency to postpone purchasing decisions until the last minute, and the lack
of visible prospects for a recovery in business traffic.

The decision to open hotel facilities to all guests was not taken by the government
until February 2021, but under a limited sanitation regime: 50% of rooms available, closed
restaurants (meals served in the room), pools open while maintaining 1.5 m distancing,
closed saunas, etc.
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In spring 2021, the epidemic situation in Poland continued to deteriorate and the
hotels had to suspend their operations again. From 8 May 2021, the hotels were opened to
guests with a maximum occupancy of 50% and closed restaurants and wellness and spa
areas. From 28 May, restaurants were opened under a strict sanitary regime (maximum
occupancy of 50%) and special events were allowed inside the facilities (limit of up to
50 people). With the start of the summer holidays, the government reduced many of the
restrictions. The occupancy limits in hotels and restaurants increased to 75%—the limits
did not apply to groups of young people under the age of 12 and fully vaccinated persons.

The restrictions persisted until 1 December 2021, when the limit of persons in hotels
was reduced to 50% (vaccinated persons were not included in this number). These regula-
tions were tightened from 15 December, when the limit of unvaccinated persons allowed in
the facility was reduced to 30%. They were in force until the end of February 2022. As of
1 March 2022, all hotel occupancy limits were lifted. However, new challenges arose a few
days earlier, as the war in neighbouring Ukraine began.

4. Material and Methods

The research process of the assessment of hotel operations during the crisis caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic was divided into six main stages: (1) KPI selection; (2) city
selection; (3) hotel selection; (4) method selection; (5) data collection; (6) KPI analysis
(Figure 2). These stages are described below.
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4.1. KPI Selection

The quantifiable measures that allow a company to assess the revenue management
strategies are the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Therefore, the assessment was carried
out using three of the main economic and operational indicators [23,28,39,53–56]:

(1) OCC (Occupancy)—the room occupancy rate (expressed as a percentage), indicating
the ratio of the number of rented rooms to the nominal number of rooms (the total
number of rooms prepared for tourists on each day of hotel operation) [57]:

OCC (Occupancy) =
Rooms sold

Rooms available for sale
[%] (1)

OCC is one of the most popular KPI’s in the hotel industry for revenue management,
highlighting how much of the available space in a hotel is actually being utilised. However,
it should be used in conjunction with other metrics because the goal is to maximise revenue,
not occupancy rate. For this reason, the occupancy rate should always be viewed in context,
alongside average daily rate and revenue per available room.

(2) ADR (Average Daily Rate)—an indicator of the average daily income per occupied
room per day excluding breakfast [58]:

ADR (AverageDailyRate) =
Rooms revenue (net of VAT)

Rooms sold
[EUR] (2)

By using ADR, hotel management can know the average price paid per room on a
specific day and monitor trends over a longer time frame. It should be noted that only
rooms that were actually available for sale should be included in the calculation (rooms
used by employees or complimentary rooms that were allocated to guests should not be
taken into account).

(3) RevPAR (Revenue Per Available Room)—an indicator of the level of revenue per avail-
able room in relation to the occupancy of the facility [59]:

RevPAR (RevenuePerAvailableRoom) =
Rooms revenue (net of VAT)

Rooms available for sale
[EUR] (3)

RevPAR is a metric used in the hospitality industry to assess a property’s ability to fill
its available rooms at an average rate. It allows for obtaining a more accurate and broad
picture of the hotel’s performance and helps to see how much revenue the hotel made
within a certain period of time.

Analysis of the above indicators provides a broader view of the hotel’s financial
performance and thus its ability to operate on the market. In contrast, it does not indicate the
effectiveness of the full management, as it only indicates acquired guests and not potential
ones. The analysed indicators are certainly not the only ones that allow management
accounting, but even a slight increase in the occupancy level (OCC) or average price (ADR)
yields a significant increase in the revenue on an annual basis. Given the hotel indicators, it
is possible to keep track of deviations that affect the hotel’s profitability or cost structure.

4.2. Cities Selection

The research was conducted in five Polish cities (Kraków, Poznań, Warsaw, Wrocław,
and Tri-City—the metropolitan area of three cities: Gdańsk, Gdynia, Sopot), where the
largest number of hotels, bed places, and accommodated tourists occur, according to
Statistics Poland data [60] (Figure 3, Table 1).
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Table 1. Number of hotels, bed places, and tourists accommodated in analyzed Polish cities in 2019.

City Total Number
Category During

Categorisation5-Star 4-Star 3-Star 2-Star 1-Star

Hotels

Poland 2635 76 418 1318 559 136 128

Kraków 167 13 49 81 17 5 2

Poznań 59 3 15 32 8 1 –

Tri-City a 87 11 15 45 14 – 2

Warsaw 98 14 19 37 19 6 3

Wrocław 58 7 13 27 4 4 3

Bed places in hotels
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Table 1. Cont.

City Total Number
Category During

Categorisation5-Star 4-Star 3-Star 2-Star 1-Star

Poland 286,231 19,191 82,023 122,433 41,546 11,087 9951

Kraków 24,618 2548 8638 8842 3582 869 139

Poznań 7424 480 2725 3281 902 36 –

Tri-City a 13,202 2141 3436 6030 1501 – 94

Warsaw 27,868 5710 9020 8060 2726 1837 515

Wrocław 10,047 1546 2710 3907 788 773 323

Tourists accomodated in hotels

Poland 23,511,588 1,851,601 7,230,202 9,783,583 2,993,850 974,781 677,571

Kraków 2,194,340 200,270 854,872 856,761 180,155 102,282

Poznań 719,508 51,756 248,879 314,531 104,342 –

Tri-City a 1,188,367 182,036 358,397 509,478 131,404 – 7052

Warsaw 3,345,722 665,510 1,039,913 1,038,881 312,792 288,626

Wrocław 1,203,967 183,961 340,291 435,518 81,602 131,328 31,267
a metropolitan area of three cities: Gdańsk, Gdynia, and Sopot; source: based on “Tourism in 2019” [60].

4.3. Hotels Selection

As of 31 July 2019, the number of tourist accommodation facilities in Poland amounted
to 19.2 thousand facilities. The structure of the establishments was dominated by guest
rooms and agrotourism lodgings, which together constituted almost 60% of all tourist
accommodation facilities. As a rule, these are small facilities with several bed places. The
next largest group of facilities was hotels, whose share was 14%, but these offer over 32%
of all facilities bed places [60].

The size of the hotel sector in Poland amounted to over 2635 hotels (of which nearly
75% in cities), offering almost 290,000 beds. For detailed analyses, three- and four-star
hotels were selected, which both offer the largest number of beds (which is 71%) and are
the most frequently chosen category of hotels by tourists nationally (which is 72%) and in
the individual cities (Table 1).

4.4. Method Selection

To collect data, needed to calculate the KPIs, a diagnostic survey using the Computer-
Assisted Website Interview (CAWI) technique was applied. CAWI is considered a quantita-
tive method in which numeric parameters are determined in given units so the subject of
the investigations can be characterized. It is currently the most quickly developing survey
method. It enables the data to be collected much cheaper and quicker in comparison to
traditional methods [61,62]. The choice of survey method was determined by the con-
straints of the pandemic, the ability to easily reach a large number of respondents, and
the speed of obtaining results. The use of the CAWI technique to survey businesses has
additional justification. According to Statistics Poland [63], 100% of businesses with at least
10 employees and providing accommodation and catering services have internet access.

Surveys were sent to the management of three- and four-star hotels in selected cities.

4.5. Data Collection

The data were collected monthly in two study periods:

1. January 2019 to February 2020—the period before the pandemic was declared;
2. March 2020 to February 2022—the entire duration of the pandemic in Poland.

The research covered 220 hotels (8.4% of all hotels in Poland), 40 each in Kraków,
Poznań, Warsaw, and Wrocław, and 60 in Tri-City. Two survey forms were received back
from each hotel (the first covered the period before the announcement of the pandemic and
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the second covered the entire duration of the pandemic in Poland), resulting in a total of
440 questionnaires to be analysed.

4.6. KPI Analysis

On the basis of data and information obtained from the hotels’ management KPIs
have been calculated by the Authors. KPIs analysis: OCC, ADR and RevPaR for three-
and four-star hotels, for the period 2019–2022 are presented in Chapter 5. Results—hotel
economic indicators in the COVID-19 pandemic.

5. Results—Hotel Economic Indicators in the COVID-19 Pandemic

Clearly, the constraints described above have had an impact on the economic perfor-
mance of the hotels, which is reflected in the economic indicators achieved.

The first strong collapse in hotel occupancy (OCC) was already recorded in March 2020
(Figure 4)—from 61.7% in February to 19.4% (average for all cities). The comparison of
these figures to data from the previous year demonstrated a large difference, as the OCC
in March 2019 was on average 66.3%. Already in April, the OCC fell to an average of
2.8% (the lowest value—at 0%—was recorded in Poznań and Kraków, and the highest
was noted in Wrocław 10.0%). A slight increase in the OCC of the hotels to 7.2% and
17.2% on average was recorded in May and June 2020, respectively. Already in this period,
differences between individual cities are noticeable, and results above the average were
recorded in Tri-City and Wrocław.
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Figure 4. Occupancy rate in 3- and 4-star hotels in selected Polish cities in 2019–2022.

Summer 2020 was associated with the improvement of the OCC in the hotels of the
cities in question. In the following three months of July–September, the average hotel
occupancy rate was over 40% (max. average value—August 2020—43%). During this
period, however, significant disparities between the cities were noticeable. The highest
OCC, at a level similar to the pre-pandemic period (75%), was recorded by the hotels
in Tri-City.
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The following autumn-winter months (November 2020 to April 2021) were again a
period of a significant decrease in the OCC, with the rate at a level of several per cent (not
exceeding 20%), compared to the 50–70% achieved in 2019 over a comparable period.

From May 2021 onwards, an increase in occupancy rates was recorded to a value of
20.8% in May and 38.8% in June. It is noticeable that this increase was very similar in all
the analysed cities. The further increases in the OCC values were also associated with the
holiday months, with its average increasing to 56.3% in July and 67.2% in August. Although
the average value was significantly lower than in 2019, the values recorded in two cities:
Wrocław (80.0%) and Tri-City (83.3%) were at levels similar to the pre-pandemic period.

From September 2021, a gradual decline in the hotel OCC was observed, with an
average of 34.2% in January 2022 and the lowest values recorded in Kraków. In February,
the occupancy rate increased. The average OCC values for the consecutive years were
67.8% in 2019, 26.8% in 2020, and 37.7% in 2021.

Another analysed indicator—ADR, i.e., the average income received per room rented
(excluding breakfast), is determined independently of the occupancy of the property. The av-
erage ADR determined for 2019 at EUR 63.1 (For simplicity, a rate of 1 EUR (EUR) = 4.5 PLN
was used) fell to EUR 55.3 in 2020. In 2021, the ADR increased to EUR 58.0. The analysis of
the changes in the ADR occurring with the course of the pandemic showed that its value
decreased successively from April 2020 (Figure 5). In 2020, there was no increase in the
ADR value in the spring-summer months (May–September), in contrast to 2019. The first
increase in its value was recorded in February and the next in May 2021. The increasing
ADR indicated an improvement in the situation, but the values achieved were still lower
than in 2019.
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The comparison of the average ADR values in the different months of the analysed
years revealed that only in the first four months of 2020 the ADR was comparable to the
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results from 2019, which is related to the fact that the pandemic outbreak occurred in
March. From May 2020 onwards, the ADR value was lower in each month, compared to the
previous results, over the entire subsequent year. The ADR reached a value close to that of
2020 only in June 2021, and a gradual increase in the indicator value was noticeable from this
point onwards. A breakthrough month was November 2021, as the ADR value (EUR 61.1)
was higher than the corresponding value in the two previous years (2019—EUR 56.4; 2020—
EUR 45.8). From then on (until February 2022), the highest month-to-month ADR value
was recorded.

The last of the analysed indicators RevPAR, i.e., the revenue per available room, is
an indicator of performance in the hotel industry. From March 2020 to June 2021, the
average RevPAR was below even the lowest values recorded for 2019 (in January and
February—EUR 28.0 and EUR 36.9, respectively). July 2021 was the first month in which
the average index exceeded the minimum values recorded for 2019.

RevPAR first fell dramatically to EUR 11.8 in March and as low as EUR 2.0 in April
(Figure 6). In the following months, it gradually increased, reaching a maximum average
value of EUR 26.7 in 2020. The turn of 2020 and 2021 (November–April) was a period when
RevPAR exceeded EUR 11 in none of the analysed cities. From May 2021, a gradual increase
in RevPAR was noticeable, reaching a maximum average value of EUR 47.3 in August 2021.
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6. Discussion

From the day of the introduction of the epidemic alert in Poland, a sharp drop in
new bookings and a significant increase in cancellations of existing reservations began
to be recorded. Not only individual stays but also group bookings and conferences were
cancelled. Therefore, already at the beginning of the pandemic, the Polish hotel industry
experienced its negative effects [28], as it did in other countries [23,38]. At the time of the
greatest restrictions, both the USA [23,56] and Poland recorded huge drops in KPIs. Polish
hotels recorded an approximately 95% decline in the OCC and RevPAR values. Hotels in
cities dominated by foreign tourism suffered the greatest losses. However, it should be
noted that Wrocław showed the highest occupancy rate during this period, among not only
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all major cities in Poland but also in Central and Eastern Europe [64,65]. As suggested
in the trade magazine [66], high rates may have been achieved thanks to accommodated
foreign workers employed in various investments in the city, who could not back home
because of closed borders and largely restricted international flights.

The gradual ‘unfreezing’ of hotels operation was s slow process [67], especially since
international tourist traffic was virtually non-existent. In the months that brought a con-
siderable loosening of the restrictions—the holiday period (July–August)—the occupancy
rates improved, as clearly seen in Tri-City. These were the highest results not only in Poland
but also in the entire CEE region. Following the STR SHARE Center data [65], it was found
that none of the other areas surveyed by the STR managed to exceed an occupancy rate
above 35%. However, the lowest occupancy rates were achieved by the hotels in Kraków
and Warsaw, whose market was based on foreign guests. The disparity between the hotel
industry in the coastal tourist regions and the city hotel industry was noted again in the
summer of 2021. The hotel occupancy rates significantly increased in the Tri-City (even sur-
passed the pre-pandemic statistics), which, in conjunction with high interest in a holiday by
the Polish seaside, drove the prices up and led to a 50% increase in RevPAR. Data showed
how psychological factors, i.e., the fear of infection and the increased caution of foreign
tourists as well as the various restrictions imposed also in other countries, have deterred a
significant proportion of tourists from previous holiday activity. These circumstances were
also noted among Polish tourists who, according to the report [68], have chosen domestic
holidays and spent their summer holidays exclusively in the country site. The diversity
of indicators between coastal regions and cities clearly showed how the dynamic is more
heterogeneous than ever depending on the region and the time of year. Such a process was
also noticed during the pandemic in the French hotel industry [69].

The autumn–winter period was another very difficult time for the hotel industry, also
in Poland. According to estimates [70], the number of tourists was significantly smaller
and resulted in a drop in the OCC. Surveyed hotels in the vast majority, declared that they
would have difficulties in maintaining liquidity and did not expect to make an operating
profit earlier than the end of 2021. As many as 97% of the hotels predicted a return to the
2018–2019 revenue levels no earlier than in 2022 [71]. The optimistic time for the hotel
industry came to an end with the introduction of strict regulations which were in force
until the end of February 2022.

By observing the course of KPIs during the pandemic, hoteliers became aware of the
impact of factors related to their competitive environment on economic outcomes. The
Economic Chamber of Polish Hotel Management put forward some general demands to
support and sort out issues with the greatest relevance to the hotel industry in Poland [72]
and worldwide. These include the exclusion of hotels from the so-called minimum tax, the
introduction of a zero VAT rate for hotel services, the updating of categorisation regulations
and the increased protection of the name ‘hotel’, the regulation of short-term rentals, the
outlawing of so-called narrow clauses used by online booking portals (OTAs), quality
certifications, changes in employee rights, the liberalisation of running businesses, or the
simplification of public procurement law. This means extending the analyses of hotel
productivity to include non-economic indicators as well. Among these indicators, the ones
reflecting changes and reactions on the demand side should be taken into account to a
greater extent, which can be seen again in some countries (the Baltic states, the Czech
Republic, and even Austria) after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine.

7. Conclusions

Prior to the announcement of the pandemic, the hospitality market was in a dynamic
phase and hoteliers were experiencing a period of prosperity. Unfortunately, the trend
was abruptly interrupted. The restrictions introduced had a negative impact primarily on
international and domestic tourism and, consequently, on the entire hotel industry.

Based on the analyses carried out, it was concluded that:
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– 2020–2021 proved to be the most difficult period for the hospitality industry in its
entire history. Indeed, the sector has proven to be one of the most vulnerable to the
negative impact of the pandemic and its associated restrictions.

– a clear discrepancy has emerged between the urban hotel industry, based primarily on
foreign guests and business tourism, and the hotel industry in coastal tourist regions
where domestic leisure tourists predominate.

– the gradual increase in the OCC index in 2022 cannot be the basis for assessing
the economic condition of hotels, because the losses incurred in the pandemic and
measured by, for example, RevPAR will require a longer time perspective.

It was also found that KPI indicators (resulting from demand volatility during pan-
demic) are not fully sufficient for assessing hotel productivity and management tools. This
underscores the need to increasingly utilise competitor-based revenue KPI benchmarks [73]
or balanced scorecard [74]. Attention is also drawn to the need for revenue management
flexibility in order to convert the revenue indicator into profit. It is even proposed to
develop a value stream mapping (VSM) model based on six key drivers: organisational cul-
ture, demand forecasting, dynamic distribution channels, competition breakdown, dynamic
and customised pricing, and daily reviewing [75].

Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic in hotels in Poland and elsewhere,
e.g., in Hungary [38], indicate that financial KPIs such as ADR and RevPAR are still
important in the assessment of hotel performance. However, it has been noted that it is
worthwhile to extend the analyses with non-economic indicators, e.g., employee satisfaction
and loyalty [38], if hotel managers wish to ensure high quality of services and achieve high
levels of guest satisfaction and productivity at the same time [76,77].

8. Limitations and Future Work

The research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and the presented indica-
tors relate to the crisis period, which is atypical for hotel operations. Only a representative
group of three-star and four-star hotels were covered by them, as the majority of hotels in
lower categories do not run revenue management and, consequently, do not calculate the
RevPAR index. The choice of hotels has been limited to the most important tourist cities in
Poland. Only economic KPIs were analyzed. In the future, in the post-co-vid period, similar
research should be continued, supplemented with the creation of non-economic indicators,
extended by hotel analyses to include five-star hotels and those of a lower standard, and
also those located in other cities with different functions.
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online: https://www.e-hotelarz.pl/artykul/67719/kwiecien-w-hotelach-revpar-w-krakowie-39-zl-oblozenie-w-trojmiescie-
35-proc-2/ (accessed on 14 September 2021).
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71. Fatalny Październik w Hotelach—Ceny Wciąż Spadają, Gości Brak. Izba Gospodarcza Hotelarstwa Polskiego (9 November 2020).
Available online: https://www.ighp.pl/aktualnosci/szczegoly-aktualnosci?NewsID=51764 (accessed on 14 September 2021).

72. Hotelarstwie w Dobie COVID-19 Podczas V Forum Hotelarzy IGHP. Izba Gospodarcza Hotelarstwa Polskiego (9 October 2020).
Available online: https://www.ighp.pl/aktualnosci/szczegoly-aktualnosci?NewsID=50786 (accessed on 14 September 2021).

73. Magnini, V.; Crotts, C.J.; Calvert, E. The increased importance of competitor benchmarking as a strategic management tool during
COVID-19 recovery. Int. Hosp. Rev. 2021, 35, 280–292. [CrossRef]

74. Fatima, T.; Elbanna, S. Balanced scorecard in the hospitality and tourism industry: Past, present and future. Int. J. Hosp. Manag.
2020, 91, 102656. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

75. Zaki, K. Implementing dynamic revenue management in hotels during COVID-19: Value stream and wavelet coherence
perspectives. Int. J. Contemp. Hosp. Manag. 2022, 34, 1768–1795. [CrossRef]

76. Wadongo, B.; Odhuno, E.; Kambona, O.; Othuon, L. Key performance indicators in the Kenyan hospitality industry: A managerial
perspective. Benchmarking Int. J. 2010, 17, 858–875. [CrossRef]

77. Mohamadkhani, K.; Lalardi, M.N. Emotional intelligence and organizational commitment between the hotel staff in Tehran, Iran.
Am. J. Bus. Manag. 2012, 1, 54–59. [CrossRef]

348



Citation: Fedyk, W.; Sołtysik, M.;
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Abstract: Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism industry has been hit by the biggest crisis
in its history. Its effects are visible throughout the tourism industry, including the management
system (DMOs). The study aim is to the determine the changes that have been taking place in the
operation of the destination management organizations (DMOs) in Poland as a result, including
the usage of existing or expected organizational support tools. The study consisted of three stages:
desk research, diagnostic survey, and qualitative and statistical analyses. Empirical data from all
16 regional DMOs in Poland were collected, including the use and effectiveness of the anti-crisis
assistance programs, expectations towards the support tools, actions taken to mitigate the pandemic
effects, and the changes in selected marketing activities and support strategies in the pre- and post-
pandemic period. The study results indicated the insufficient availability of tools supporting the
organizations’ activities during a pandemic and little use by the DMOs of most of the tools offered by
the anti-crisis programs, alongside a moderate assessment of their effectiveness. The need to modify
anti-crisis programs and/or expand them to include other forms of assistance available to the DMOs
was identified. The proposed research tool can be implemented to assess the necessary actions taken
during the crisis in other types of tourism organizations in various regions.

Keywords: tourism; COVID-19; impact; DMO; support tools

1. Introduction

Since early 2020, the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has affected all aspects of
human life [1]. This is especially discernable in the tourism industry, where virtually
every sub-sector has suffered from the effects of the pandemic [2]. In the decade before
the pandemic, tourism development was very dynamic [3], and it was suddenly stopped.
The COVID-19 pandemic turned out to be the most severe crisis in the history of tourism
development and completely changed the market situation [4]. Since March 2020, tourism
businesses have been facing difficulties in a dynamic and uncertain environment. The
COVID-19 pandemic reality should be considered as a factor of uncertainty, which translates
into a “bleak picture” of tourism and thus a less favorable economic situation for the entities
providing tourism services [5]. The impact of the COVID-19 on the tourism industry
has unquestionably been huge. For example, airlines have ceased flights in countries
significantly affected by the coronavirus and have grounded their fleet as they suspended
operations [6]. Similarly, hotels (and the hospitality sector in general) have witnessed
a decline in occupancy rates, and in a few cases, discrimination against Chinese nationals
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was stated [7]. The effect of the pandemic is also evidenced in the events sector as mega
events, including the Olympic Games, have been cancelled and postponed. Researchers
estimate that the effects on tourism risk perceptions, destination marketing, and crisis
management will be long-lasting even after the pandemic is controlled [8].

Coping with various, often unpredictable, events is a big challenge for a destination.
This also applies to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, considerable attention
is paid to the functioning of individual destinations during the crisis. The key aspect relating
to the operation of a destination is the participation of the different groups interested in its
development, i.e., the stakeholders. The extent of the collaboration of tourism businesses
with one another, their employees, and other stakeholders, such as destination management
organizations (DMOs) and disaster management professionals, will also play a role [9].
This issue has become particularly important in recent years, including during the COVID-
19 pandemic, and many destinations and tourism entities have a lot of catching up to
do in this regard. Although all stakeholders must be involved in the process of creating
destination resilience, a special role should certainly be played by the entities created
to manage tourism, i.e., destination management organizations (DMOs) [10]. DMOs
and tourism organizations can promote effective destination marketing by implementing
appropriate risk communication strategies according to the crisis stage of the region [11].
Destination management organizations, while they typically operate proactively in the
realm of marketing, are also responsible for taking a leadership role during and after a time
of crisis to help the local tourism industry react to and recover from the event [12].

Therefore, it seems appropriate to pay attention to the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on the functioning of DMOs. These organizations play an important role in creating
the tourism function and development of individual destinations. It is also worth remem-
bering that the main function of a DMO is to coordinate stakeholder efforts toward a shared
vision [13]. The ability to carry out this task is determined by the quantity and the quality
of the contacts the DMO has with local stakeholders and the governmental agencies [14].
In this regard, it can be assumed that the COVID-19 pandemic, which is affecting DMOs,
will also affect the functioning of the entire destination, including the individual companies
operating in its area. This is in line with Blackman et al. [15], who highlight the impor-
tance of DMOs in supporting the organizational learning of local tourism businesses, but
who, concurrently, identify the complexity of the tourism industry, its diversity, and its
managerial conservatism as critical impediments of organizational learning.

Against the background of the above considerations, the aim of the study was to
determine the nature of the changes that took place in the operation of DMOs under the
influence of crisis phenomena—in this case the COVID-19 pandemic, including through
the existing or expected support tools in the closer and more distant environment of the
organizations in Poland. Identification of the nature of the changes caused by COVID-19
in the DMOs’ operating systems, which is the aim of the study, is of key importance for
indicating the directions and features of the necessary evolution of tourism management
systems in a given region in order to increase the competitiveness of regional tourism. The
practical purpose of this study was also to propose an implementable research tool for the
analysis of the necessary operational activities that should be undertaken in crisis conditions
in other types of tourism organizations in the regions. Polish DMOs are already mature
organizations, and they are currently waiting for transformation (including the currently
processed formal and legal changes regarding the system of collecting and redistributing
the tourist tax). Moreover, DMOs and the government administration in the field of tourism
expect the development of tools allowing for the modification of management methods.
Taking this into account, further studies of DMOs (regional and local) are also necessary,
especially those covering the issues of the detailed determination of their new operational
roles in the post-pandemic period.

The issue of the changes in the orientation of DMOs caused by crisis phenomena in
a turbulent environment is marginalized by researchers, and the existing research focuses
mainly on the general assumptions and models of operation related to the preparation of
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DMOs for crisis situations [10,15]. In the last two years, scientists’ interest in the impact of
COVID-19 on the tourism sector has clearly increased [2,11], but such studies often ignored
the role of DMOs. This study is an attempt to fill the knowledge gap and the research gap
in assessing the degree of adaptation of tourism organizations in response to various types
of crises, which may be of significant importance in building the resilience of DMOs and
tourist destinations [9,12]. It is important because in the current situation it is impossible
to predict the subsequent analogous crisis phenomena which are characteristic of VUCA
(Volatility—Uncertainty—Complexity—Ambiguity) surroundings [5].

2. Literature Review

The focus on cooperation is the operational and functional core of modern tourism
organizations in an economy based on knowledge and competence and managed by
knowledge [16,17], and it becomes particularly important in the event of the emergence
of crisis phenomena (i.e., pandemics, acts of terrorism, overtourism, natural disasters) in
a turbulent tourism environment. Compulsory multi-directional cooperation should be
included in the philosophy of the operational activity of each organization of the tourism
sphere in times of crisis [18], especially in relation to those entities that act for the benefit
of many types of stakeholders and play key roles; these are often regional leaders in
the tourism management system at the regional level [19,20] or a specific instrument of
regional tourism policy [21]. In addition, such types of organizations undoubtedly include
destination management organizations (DMOs) [22], including Polish regional tourism
organizations [23–25].

What is important is that DMOs are assigned many strategic roles and goals [26,27]
which determine the forms and directions of the organizations’ activities in cooperation
with internal and external stakeholders in the region [28–30]. At the same time, it is worth
emphasizing that the current uncertainty or instability in the operation of DMOs was mainly
the result of the pragmatic concerns of the organizations [31,32], including such variables
as the amount of membership fees and the sources of financing, the number of members,
the level of obtained external subsidies, the stability of the management board, etc., and
this has not been fully verified (excluding single case studies—see: [33,34]) by the highly
influential random events, including the global COVID-19 pandemic. In a tourism economy
where only uncertainty is certain [35], knowledge becomes a key source of sustainable
competitive advantage [17,36] (especially when the phenomena in the tourism environment
are random or highly destructive, such as the COVID-19 pandemic [37]). Thus, research
on the regional structures operating in tourism clearly indicates that this area has still
not been properly penetrated and requires further in-depth analysis [38,39], especially in
the face of the challenges of the modern tourism economy, which requires a sustainable
evolution of the DMOs’ operation [40–42], often simultaneously with crisis phenomena in
the environment [43].

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted the need for different types of DMO inter-
ventions, either by regional tourism decision makers or tourism policy institutions [6,44].
The stakeholders of regional tourism markets who assemble in DMOs must cooperate and
join forces in order to develop resilience in tourism, including during the COVID-19 pan-
demic [18]. DMOs, as destination management organizations, are atypical organizations
for various reasons, but what one should pay attention to is the fact that their activities are
also assessed according to their organizational effectiveness and efficiency [45], including
supporting their own members and stakeholders in the region.

It should be emphasized that due to their position in tourism management systems
in regions, DMOs often take the roles of precursors of operational activities and initiators
of the implementation of new types of support tools for the stakeholders of the regional
tourism market in the fight against the negative impact of crisis phenomena [46]. Restric-
tions in the sphere of organization, the handling of tourist traffic, or the promotion of
tourism in regions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, in a specific way forced the need to
look for procedures, technologies, or operational instruments, referred to as crisis driver
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innovations [47], in order to survive and continue the activities of the tourism market
entities (including DMOs and their members). In an emergency, DMOs must undergo
an organizational metamorphosis to survive the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic and
develop further, in order to be more flexible, inventive, and original in action [34,46]. In
a crisis situation, DMOs must be involved in the internal and external support of their
stakeholders (often small entrepreneurs and organizations from many tourism sectors),
which requires coordination to ensure the coherence and effectiveness of action [27,48]. The
communication of DMOs with members of the organization, stakeholders of the tourism
economy, and tourists is also crucial in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic [49]. These
activities must be planned, and they require both time and close coordination to avoid po-
tential conflicts with stakeholders [50]. It seems necessary to change the philosophy of the
DMOs’ operations, with a transition from intervention, through promotion, to coordination
of stakeholder activities in areas of common interest [51]. As a consequence, DMOs and
stakeholders can contribute to maximizing mutual benefits [52].

It is assumed that the tourism organizations responsible for developing tourism will
adopt extensive growth strategies in the near future to revitalize the tourism industry
and meet the reshaping demand [53]. In order to make up for the losses incurred during
the current crisis, it will be necessary for the tourism sector to increase its marketing
activities [54] and develop a systemic approach to these activities at many organizational
levels [6]. For example, the travelers’ tendency to avoid a number of international travel
destination types should prompt DMOs to take appropriate measures to, for example,
promote domestic tourism [55]. The changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic are the
starting points for reflection on a new tourism model, especially on a regional scale. DMOs
will be forced to reorient their marketing strategies [56,57].

To conclude the above considerations, it is worth confirming that the COVID-19
pandemic clearly influenced the functioning of the entire tourism sector [58–60], and it has
largely affected DMOs as well [33]. Therefore, it seems justified to research and analyze
the impact of the pandemic on DMOs, as well as on the anti-crisis measures taken by these
organizations. It should be remembered that such actions are (or could have been) taken
at various times during the pandemic, e.g., during the lockdown or immediately after
it [61], which to a large extent could have diversified both the scope and the scale of the
undertaken projects. This can be seen, for example, in the context of crisis communication.
For example, at an early stage, the DMO should provide visitors with accurate and up-
to-date information. In the medium term, marketing campaigns can effectively generate
a positive message in the media. Finally, in the final stage, it becomes important to restore
the image of the destination and provide relevant information to reassure tourists and
rebuild confidence in traveling [62–64].

The literature review presented above fits in with the subject matter of this study. First
of all, it concerns the most important issues relating to the importance of DMOs in the
contemporary tourism market, including the scope of their activities [22,26,27]. Researchers
rightly emphasize the dominant role of DMOs in creating the tourism function [13,24]. Such
a role can also be expected from DMOs in the context of specific crisis situations [13,46]. It
is particularly important in the field of the DMOs’ relationship networks with their internal
and external stakeholders [49]. Functioning in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic or other
crises affects the scope of activities of an organization [33]; this is often the result of limited
possibilities, e.g., financial or organizational possibilities. This affects practically all spheres
of an organization’s functioning, and even its philosophy [51]. Therefore, there is a need
for in-depth analyses and considerations that would indicate the needs and expectations of
these organizations in terms of support from the external environment. There are no such
studies in the scientific literature, and the vast majority relating to the activity of DMOs in
crisis situations is related to the undertaken [49], proposed, or expected actions [56,57]. It
can be assumed that this study to a large extent fills the gap related to the needs of DMOs in
the era of functioning in specific crisis situations. Contrary to many previously published
studies, this work focuses on the expectations of the organizations.
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Based on the above considerations, the following hypotheses were adopted in the study:

Hypothesis 1. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the organizations modified their priorities
and revised their ventures, and thus, the importance of marketing activities and the elements of the
support strategy in the assessment of DMOs changed.

Hypothesis 2. During the COVID-19 pandemic, DMOs made effective use of external support
tools that were common and widely available.

Hypothesis 3. DMOs expect external support tools to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic, provided they are dedicated to them.

3. Materials and Methods

The research process was divided into three stages with the use of multidirectional
analyses and the operation scheme presented in Figure 1 below.
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In this study, primary and secondary data were analyzed, including the literature on
the subject, the plans and reports on DMO activity, analytical study, data from the Central
Statistical Office [65], and data from websites. A review of the scientific publications was
made on the real and postulated directions of the development of DMOs; the areas and tools
of cooperation of DMOs with the environment in the tourism economy, mainly in terms of
the characteristics of their functioning (operational and marketing activities); the degree
and nature of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism; and the functioning of the
management systems of tourism at the regional level with the participation of DMOs. Direct
research based on a diagnostic survey with the use of a questionnaire (with both closed and
open questions) with the use of the Google Forms application was of key methodological
importance (the questionnaire form was included in the Supplementary Materials for the
paper). The substantive components of the survey were based on previous DMO research
(see [25,29,32,39]) and the process involved consultation (upon preparing the questionnaire)
with experts from the Polish Tourist Organization and selected experts who had previously
performed managerial roles in DMOs. The primary study (questionnaire) was conducted
in August–September 2021 on all DMOs operating in Poland (16 organizations, whole
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population) with a total of 1,504 members. There was no sampling as the research covered
the entire population of DMOs in Poland, and all obtained questionnaires (fully completed
according to the questions and cafeteria responses) were qualified for statistical analyses.
The research was carried out on the basis of a questionnaire containing, in addition to
the basic data of the organization (e.g., name, address, year of establishment, and legal
form), substantive issues in the fields of, among others, the DMOs’ activities limiting the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of anti-crisis measures in the future,
changes in the organizations’ orientation towards anti-crisis tools—before and after the
pandemic—and the level of the use, availability, and effectiveness of external support, as
well as the DMOs’ expectations in this respect on the part of entities from the immediate
and further environment.

In order to carry out further analysis and achieve the set aim of the research, question
numbers 6, 9, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, and 21 (see the Supplementary Materials) were taken into
account. The formulation of the conclusions was based on the methods of deduction and
comparative analysis, using the technique of describing the differences and similarities.
The authors also used their own observations and experiences as professionally active
participants in the tourism management system in Poland (participant observation method).
In order to simplify the presentation of the studied phenomena and identified problems,
the data obtained in the survey were aggregated, limiting the number of the presented
observations only to the most important results.

The analysis covered the respondents’ answers regarding the available elements of the
anti-crisis assistance program, which were used by organizations during the COVID-19
pandemic; the overall assessment of the effectiveness of these programs and solutions for
the activities of the DMOs; the expectations regarding the support of other entities; and the
actions taken to reduce the effects of the crisis related to the pandemic. In the description
of the analyzed research issues, measurable synthetic indicators were used:

- Iai—indicator of internal actions (the sum of the values of the indications confirming
the undertaken activities in relation to the maximum (possible to obtain) number of
indications for all variables);

- Iaspa—indicator for assessing the significance of planned activities—after COVID-19
(the sum of the indicated point values for the individual variables (on a scale of 0–5),
in relation to the maximum (possible to obtain) total point value for all the variables;

- Ir—indicator of reorientation in terms of the importance of actions—before and after
COVID-19 (difference in the sum of the point values for individual variables (on
a scale of 0–5), in both periods;

- Iues—indicator of the use of external support (the number of indications confirming
the use of support in relation to the number of organizations);

- Ilaex—indicator of the lack of availability of external support (the number of indica-
tions of “not applicable” to the number of organizations);

- Iese—external support effectiveness indicator (the sum of the indicated point values
for the individual variables (on a scale of 0–5), in relation to the maximum—possible
sum of the point value for all the variables;

- Ieres—indicator of expectations regarding external support (the number of indications
confirming the expectations of support in relation to the number of organizations).

For the above indices, the response differentiation coefficient was calculated as the
ratio of the standard deviation to the mean percentage of the individual indications and
adopted as the dispersion index (DI). For the qualitative (categorized) data, the frequency
of occurrence (%) was calculated, and for the leading research issues, the significance of the
structure indicator was checked using the Z-test for one proportion.

The results for the data on a 5-point scale (1–5 points) were presented as median ± quartile
deviation (MED ± QD). The Shapiro–Wilk test did not confirm the normality of the distri-
bution of the variables (p < 0.05). The relationships between the variables were assessed
by the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient with the Student’s t-significance test for the
correlation coefficient. The statistical significance of the results was accepted at p < 0.05.
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According to the recommendations of Ferguson [66] for the correlation of data from social
sciences, the values of Spearman’s coefficient in the range of 0.20 ≤ ρ < 0.50 were adopted
as values characterizing the effect size of “practical” significance, for 0.50 ≤ ρ < 0.80 the
effect was assessed as moderate and for ρ ≥ 0.80 as strong. The differences between the
dependent variables were checked by the Wilcoxon test. The statistical significance of
the results was accepted at p < 0.05. All analyses were performed using TIBCOStatistica®

13.3.0 (StatSoft Poland Ltd., Kraków, Poland).

4. Results

The statistical analysis of the primary data obtained as a result of the research allowed,
within the assumed scope, the determination of the measurable indicators for the identifi-
cation of the changes in the orientation of the surveyed DMOs resulting from the impact
of the pandemic on their activities and the assessment of the organizational support tools
used in terms of internal and external systems.

The total values of the DMOs’ indications in relation to the measures taken to minimize
the effects of the pandemic (expressed by the internal actions index—Iai) were at the level
of Iai = 55%, with the dispersion index value—DI = 71%. The most common actions
taken by organizations to reduce the effects of the crisis related to the pandemic included
more detailed ongoing monitoring and analysis of the situation on the tourism market,
indicated by all organizations (100%) as standard but also priority action in crisis situations,
as well as the implementation of training systems to support tourism with the use of
e-learning, undertaken by 94% of the surveyed organizations. A high implementation
rate (in the structure of the DMOs’ activities, intended to limit the negative impact of
the pandemic on their functioning) was also indicated in the case of the changing of the
rules and techniques for maintaining relationships with members of the organization
(88%) and closer cooperation with other entities—75% (Figure 2). None of the surveyed
organizations, both in their actual and their planned activities, took into account changes
in their own organizational structure. Moreover, to a small extent, efforts were made to
increase expenditure on the activities of the organization and to increase the number of
markets—activities declared in both cases by 13% of organizations (Figure 2). The number
of activities undertaken by the organization did not correlate with the number of support
elements used, nor with the number of expectations regarding the support of other entities
(ρ < 0.20).

The assessments of the surveyed organizations regarding the importance of selected
forms of activities planned for implementation in a post-pandemic situation (expressed
by the Iaspa index = 88%; DI = 11%) indicate significant changes in their orientation, both
in terms of marketing activities and support strategies. The results of detailed analyses
of the opinions of the DMOs (defined on a scale of 0–5 for individual activities) indi-
cate the dominant role of activities focusing on modern promotion in the near future
(including, among others: guerilla marketing, viral marketing, e-mail marketing, and
social media marketing). This type of future activity was indicated by all the surveyed
organizations to the highest degree (MED ± QD = 5.0 ± 0.0—on a 5-point scale). In the
assessment of the marketing activities and support strategies, all organizations also indi-
cated, as the leading form, cooperation with the environment (MED ± QD = 5.0 ± 0.0),
with a noted, slightly lower score (98%—the maximum value; DI = 10.3%) and in order
of importance—development of technology and reservation systems—96% (respectively,
MED ± QD = 5.0 ± 0.0; DI = 11.3%). A high, over 90% degree of evaluation of the im-
portance of post-pandemic activities was also recorded in the case of the development of
tourism products, the planning of tourism development and human resources development,
and the education and improvement of the quality of the tourist staff. Traditional promo-
tional activities were rated the lowest—68% (MED ± QD = 3.5 ± 1.0) of the maximum point
value and with a relatively high degree of differentiation (DI = 34.0%), followed by the
crisis management strategy (78%; MED ± QD = 4.0 ± 0.75) and the reservation of services
(75%; MED ± QD = 4.0 ± 0.5) (Table 1). The overall assessment of the future importance
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of the support strategy was higher than the assessment of the importance of marketing
activities (p = 0.034). The revealed values of the DMOs’ indications, in terms of assessing the
importance of the planned marketing and strategic activities, prove a relatively similar di-
rection of their planned organizational and management proceedings in the post-pandemic
period. However, the dispersion index (DI) values of the point values of the indications
(from DI = 0% to DI = 34.0%), noted in the case of the evaluation of the individual forms
of activities, turn out not to confirm, despite a low level, the consistency of the surveyed
organizations in this regard.
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Table 1. Assessment of the significance of selected forms of DMO activities in the future (for the years
2022–2023) against the background of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (on a scale of 0–5 points).

Marketing Activities
MED ± QD

Support Strategy Activities
MED ± QD

Traditional promotional activities 3.5 ± 1.0 Planning of tourism development 5.0 ±0.25
Modern promotional activities 5.0 ± 0.0 Development of human resources 5.0 ± 0.5
Tourist information 4.5 ± 0.5 Development of ICT 5.0 ± 0.0
Service reservation 4.0 ± 0.5 Crisis management 4.0 ± 0.75
Product development 5.0 ± 0.5 Cooperation with environment 5.0 ± 0.0

Promoting the idea of sustainable development 5.0 ± 0.5

Overall assessment 4.5 ± 0.5 Overall assessment 5.0 ± 0.0

MED—median; QD—quartile deviation; overall assessment—median of partial assessments. Source: own
elaboration based on the survey.

An extremely important issue that could show in a very real dimension the changes
in the orientation of DMOs—including their philosophies of operation and the practical
solutions in the organizations’ operating models, caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, but
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also in the potential threats of other crises—was to identify the differences in the assessment
of the significance of the selected activities after the pandemic and the assessment of their
significance before the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 3). The sizes of the differences in
the assessment of the importance of the activities in both periods were determined using
the measurable reorientation index (Ir). The reorientation index (Ir) in this case ranged
from −16.3% to 37.5%. The highest values of differences were recorded in the scope of
such forms of activities as the booking of tourist services (Ir = 37.5%); crisis management
(Ir = 32.5%); and the development of technologies and information systems (Ir = 26.3%).
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Only traditional promotional activities (Ir = −16.3%), according to the organization’s
assessment, and tourist information (Ir = −1.3) lost their importance after the pandemic
compared to the previous period. For the remaining forms, for which the differences
in assessments were significant, their importance increased after the pandemic, and the
reorientation index did not exceed the value of 20%. The only form of activity whose
significance value did not change as a result of the impact of the pandemic was cooperation
with the environment (Ir = 0%).

The qualitative assessments related to the organizational reorientation in the areas
of philosophy of action and practical solutions in potential crisis situations constituted
a significant supplement to the observed changes in the meaning of the action mechanisms,
as defined by the DMOs. Among the majority of the surveyed organizations, no reeval-
uation of the status of cooperation with the closer and more distant environment, due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, was observed. No changes in the current operating philosophy
were confirmed by 60% of the organizations. The most frequently indicated changes in
this area, as declared by the organizations, were remodeling and adaptation to potential
crisis conditions; remodeling and adaptation of leading organizational documents (statute
and budget); intensification of cooperation with the environment in the form of increasing
activities in the digital space; and increasing the participation of structural and external
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entities in the fields of conceptualization, coordination, and implementation of promotional
and development projects.

Contrary to the sphere of the philosophy of action, the changes in the field of future
solutions, in particular the prevention or the minimizing of the effects of crises (including
COVID-19), were confirmed in the future by the majority of organizations (60%). Among
the most frequently presented proposals for solutions that may increase the possibilities and
speed of the response to crisis situations by DMOs in the future were the implementation
and intensification of financial mechanisms, both external and internal (in the system and
at the national, regional, and local level of the DMOs); the legal and procedural support
for domestic tourism market entities; the standardization and stabilization of business
operations based on fixed assumptions which were also realistic in relation to potential
crisis situations; and the increasing and intensifying of the structure of the marketing
activities, both at the institutional level and at the tourist destination level.

The assessment of the availability, use, and effectiveness of external support tools for
reducing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic was described using measurable synthetic
indicators showing both the frequency of the DMOs’ indications in terms of individual
issues and their value on a point scale. The total values of the organizations’ indications
were presented using the external support utilization index (Iues), the external support
unavailability index (Ilaex), and the external support effectiveness index (Iese). All the
indices were calculated and reported as percentages.

Table 2 shows the degree of use and the assessment of the effectiveness of the individ-
ual elements of the anti-crisis programs available for DMOs. Most of the support elements
(from 9 to 13 elements) indicated in Table 2 did not apply to five of the organizations.
One of the organizations did not indicate any element of support that would apply to it.
The synthetic indicator of the use of external support (Iues) was at a significantly low level,
Iues = 11.5%, and at the same time, there was a very strong differentiation of the indica-
tions of the organizations confirming the use of any form of support tools (DI = 207.3%).
A definitely distinctive tool that all the DMOs used (in the regions where they were avail-
able) were the exemptions from social security contributions. The remaining support tools
had the participation of only a small fraction of the organizations and were incidental in
nature, oscillating in these cases at the level of 1% of the indications.

The indicator of the lack of availability of support (Ilaex) was at the level of Ilaex = 28.4%
(DI = 34.4%). Among the most frequently mentioned forms of external support, which the
DMOs expected to use in the regions of their operations and which they did not obtain
due to their unavailability, the following were distinguished in particular: co-financing for
the costs of running a business—44%; non-returnable loans—38%; and funds from state
support, e.g., a financial shield—38%.

The results of the detailed analyses of the opinions of the DMOs (defined on a scale of
0–5 for the effectiveness of the individual tools) indicate an average level of their evaluation.
In synthetic terms, it was determined by the value of the external support effectiveness indi-
cator, Iese = 56.1%, with the differentiation of the indications, DI = 14.4%. The exemptions
from social security contributions were defined by the surveyed DMOs as the dominant
external support tool, the effectiveness of which was also rated the highest among the
other anti-crisis programs and solutions available in a given area for the organization and
its members (76.3% of the maximum value of indications and the highest median values:
MED ± QD = 4.0 ± 1.0). Only three organizations benefited from the co-financing of wages
and funds from the so-called “financial shield” or other forms of state support. Despite
the fact that the organizations did not use the other indicated elements of the anti-crisis
assistance programs, they assessed their effectiveness at a similar level, as the median of
the scores was 3 for all of them (Table 2). None of the organizations indicated the reasons
for not using particular forms of support (the answer was not obligatory). No relationship
was found between the number of support elements used and the total assessment of their
effectiveness (ρ = −0.07, p = 0.811).
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Table 2. Scale of use and availability of anti-crisis programs for DMOs and evaluation of their
effectiveness.

DMO Support Tools Indicator of the Use of
External Support [Iues]

Indicator of the Lack of
Availability of External

Support [Ilaex]

Indicator of the Use of
External Support [Iues]

(MED ± QD)

Exemptions from social security fees 100% (14) 13% (2) 76%
4.0 ± 1.0

Standstill benefit (e.g., for social security fees) 9% (1) 31% (5) 59%
3.0 ± 0.0

Non-refundable loans 10% (1) 38% (6) 55%
3.0 ± 0.5

Co-financing of the costs of running a business 0 44% (7) 54%
3.0 ± 0.5

Co-financing of employees’ salaries and social
security fees 27% (3) 31% (5) 61%

3.0 ± 0.5
Funds obtained from the so called “Financial shield”
or other forms of support from the state 30% (3) 38% (6) 61%

3.0 ± 0.5

Grants and liquidity loans from EU aid funds 0 31% (5) 55%
3.0 ± 0.5

Subsidies from public and local
government institutions 0 31% (5) 58%

3.0 ± 0.0

Exemptions from office rent 8% (1) 19% (3) 58%
3.0 ± 0.8

Funds from special fundraising organizations run by
other organizations or private individuals 0 31% (5) 46%

3.0 ± 1.0
Subsidies from other institutions from
the environment 0 19% (3) 54%

3.0 ± 0.5
Sponsorship of private persons and other
business entities 0 31% (5) 49%

3.0 ± 1.0

Other 0 13% (2) 44%
3.0 ± 1.0

Source: own elaboration based on the survey.

Against the background of the scale of use, availability, and effectiveness of the support
tools used during the COVID-19 pandemic to reduce its effects, an assessment was also
made of the expectations of the DMOs in relation to the potential sources for obtaining
them; those sources were public, private, and social. The values of the indications of the
surveyed organizations indicate a significant demand of the organization for numerous
forms of anti-crisis assistance, especially from direct and indirect supreme institutions,
such as those of the local and central government administrations. The synthetic index
determined for the purpose of assessing the analyzed features (Ieres—index of expectations
regarding external support) reached the level of Ieres = 53%, with a strong dispersion of
readings at DI = 66.8%.

Among the expectations regarding support from other entities, all the DMOs indicated
the need for support from the regional government (100%). The next most frequently
indicated entities from whom aid was expected were the government and/or the Ministry
of Tourism and the National Tourist Organization (93.8%) and the institutions operating
the EU aid funds (87.5%). The least frequently indicated by the DMOs as sources of
expected aid for counteracting the COVID-19 pandemic were private persons, local tourist
organizations, and other entities (Figure 4). In the case of these sources, the values of the
indications among the DMOs did not exceed 25%. A statistically significant and moderate
relationship was confirmed between the number of entities indicated by the organizations
that were expected to receive support and the number of elements of anti-crisis assistance
programs that did not apply to a given organization (were not available for it) (ρ = 0.51,
p = 0.044). A slightly weaker and negative relationship was observed between the number
of expected support forms and the number of used forms of anti-crisis aid (ρ = −0.42,
p = 0.103).
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Despite the lack of statistical significance of this correlation, the value of the Spearman
coefficient exceeded the minimum effect size representing a “practically” significant impact
on the data from the social sciences [66].

5. Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic evidently shook the tourism economy around the world [58–60];
this resulted in a parallel boom in scientific research [67], which was subject to the need for
in-depth reflection—here, it was more about the amount of research time and distance—
when assessing the nature of the impact of the pandemic on the tourism sphere or its local
operators, such as DMOs and tourism industry stakeholders.

The research conducted among all 16 regional DMOs in Poland seems to confirm
the opinions and position of the many researchers talking about the reorientation of the
organizations’ activities. Based on the analyses, it has been shown (see Hypothesis 1) that
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic the importance of actions and support strategy
elements in the assessment of the DMOs has changed. For most of the activities specified
in the research, significant changes were found in the assessment of their significance, as
confirmed by the results of the organizations’ opinions, both in terms of the number of
indications and the score value. The organizations modified their priorities and thus revised
the implemented and planned activities. First of all, it is noticeable that the importance of
the projects in the field of the support strategies is growing. This confirms the opinions of
many scientists about the need and change of orientation of the studied organizations [51].

The crisis in the tourism environment caused by the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated
the process of the DMOs’ own evolution towards the concept of DM and MO (destination
management and marketing organization). DMOs also prompted the expansion of sup-
port activities and an integrated approach, which covered various areas of intervention
at the management level [68], or they implemented remedial strategies in the tourism
economy [40,69]. The crisis caused by COVID-19 also forced the need to adapt (or even
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change) the tourism management model in the DMOs’ systems and their adaptation to the
requirements of new times and new phenomena [51]. The obtained results of the research
conducted among Polish DMOs clearly confirmed the growing importance of activities in
the field of crisis management. At the same time, it is worth mentioning another sphere of
activities, namely that relating to cooperation with the environment, including stakeholders.
These activities were highly rated even before the pandemic, and the importance of this fac-
tor was confirmed by the DMOs’ plans for the coming years. These organizations have been
shown to engage with and support both their internal and their external stakeholders [48].
These activities must be planned, and they require both time and close coordination to
avoid potential conflicts with stakeholders [50]. Taking into account the above deliberations
and the survey results, a conclusion can be drawn about the urgent need to amend the
catalog of roles (established by statutory norms in Poland) that should be performed by
regional DMOs in times of crisis. This catalog should be established in consultation with
the practitioners employed in DMOs and the scientific community, with the support of key
system stakeholders.

The proposed changes are also a confirmation of previous research relating to both
the change in the orientation of the DMOs and the need to adapt the organizations to
the changing market conditions, especially in crisis situations. DMOs need to adapt
their marketing and management strategies to the rapid changes and uncertainties in the
COVID-19 period, including using stakeholder management theories and agile thinking
in order to be more flexible in crisis periods [70] post-pandemic; it is also necessary to
open up to an innovative solution for the DMOs’ operation strategies, including the use
of new technologies [71] or even a digital communication strategy with members and
the environment [72]. Developing the catalog of the DMOs’ e-support tools (including
its members), such as e-learning training or hybrid conferences, is a need of the moment,
and as shown by the conducted research, DMOs expect them in the regions. It is also
necessary for DMOs to look for patterns to follow in the benchmarking formula [73] to
introduce support tools that will allow the industry to respond faster and more effectively
to crisis phenomena in regional tourism and its components. For example, the COVID-19
pandemic has “brought to their knees” the organizers of the meetings industry in cities
and destinations and at the same time has caused changes in the ITC tools used in DMC
activities in the MICE sector [73]. Therefore, it seems necessary to involve the scientific
community and business and management practitioners in the search for good practices in
tourist-developed destinations in the field of anti-crisis actions and then implement them
in the organizational practices of Polish DMOs.

At the same time, when referring to the received and expected support by the surveyed
organizations, quite significant differences in the declarations of the DMOs can be noticed.
The results of the observations and the conducted analyses did not allow the confirmation
of the effective use of the available support tools by the Polish DMOs (see Hypothesis 2).
Obviously, this does not mean that these organizations are reluctant to accept the proposed
anti-crisis solutions and instruments. In this regard (here, the low absorption of support
tools), it is more likely that the regions cannot benefit from the support because in many
cases the available tools were not directed directly to the DMOs, but to all market enti-
ties, including the tourism economy. Nevertheless, the surveyed DMOs clearly expect
support from entities from the external environment, which refers directly to the adopted
Hypothesis 3, including the observation that the lack of availability of individual elements
of anti-crisis programs or the low level of their use by DMOs determined a greater number
of indicated entities, from which support was expected.

It is worth mentioning that although a given DMO usually plays the role of a leader in
a given destination, it is not possible for this organization to deal with problems arising
from specific crisis situations on its own. For example, in many cases the government
or its designated agencies should take over some of the responsibilities related to, inter
alia, crisis response and interventions [33]. Regardless of the administrative level at which
DMOs operate (national, regional, and local), government interventions are necessary,
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for example, to ensure adequate resources, financial support, and the implementation
of policies that may contribute to the revival of tourism [74]. Thus, DMOs do not have
the legal, organizational, or financial capacity to independently solve specific problems
on a regional scale. Therefore, they seek communication with regional or government
authorities and institutions in situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which direct
DMOs into the appropriate strategic directions and even legal actions [75].

In the opinion of the DMOs, the help of the government authorities in many cases
is insufficient, which was also noticeable during the various phases of the COVID-19
pandemic. The responsibility of national government has often been resolved through the
adopted general government tourism and communication policy. At the same time, the
expectations of tourism market entities, including DMOs, are much more advanced and
mainly include financial support, such as subsidies and tax breaks, which are considered to
be key determinants of the revival of tourism [33]. This is certainly worrying, as the industry
expects much more concrete action and a fair and effective distribution of funds during
a crisis [76]. Therefore, the expectations of the surveyed DMOs seem to be right in terms of
supporting their activities in many dimensions, including marketing and strategic ones.
Researchers have confirmed [77] that government policy and intervention are practically
essential to strengthening and further developing resilience in the time of the COVID-19
pandemic. Governments were also responsible for a quick response and the need to adapt
to the existing threats [78]. During the pandemic, the government has also become a much
bigger actor in the tourism economy (e.g., re-nationalization of airlines and other tourism
companies and tourism infrastructure such as airports) [6]. This is quite unique for COVID-
19, as previous crises have generated research and institutional interest, but they did not
have policy impact, particularly on tourism [59]. The issue to be resolved, however, is
the scope and size of such support. Sigala [6] considers governmental interventions as
‘economic support (e.g., subsidies, tax reliefs) to tourism business and employees’, while
Sharma et al. [18] plead for governmental stimulus packages and interventions. For Higgins-
Desbiolles [76], however, tourism businesses and organizations are just about always eager
to return back to “normal” by accepting governmental interventions and stimulus packages,
leading to questions regarding their fairness, effectiveness, and distribution. The scope of
intervention in this respect should, of course, be much wider [79]. The government should
deliver information as far as possible to residents and tourists in order to make them feel
comfortable and to gain their trust. At the same time, the government should make use of
various technologies and social media channels to communicate with residents and tourists
to obtain their feedback with policy responses.

Regardless of the adopted hypotheses and their verification, it can be concluded that
the role of DMOs in the modern tourism economy is of key importance, and the status
of the activities of these organizations has increased, especially in the difficult period of
the COVID-19 pandemic [46,49,80,81]. DMOs can, or even should, be treated as the basic
entities responsible for the comprehensive management of a destination, including its
image [10,82]. Nowadays, DMOs play a key role in the exchange of information between
stakeholders and try to manage increasingly complex relationships in their environment
and in the region [83], which should be manifested in the creation of new forms of coopera-
tion or support tools that DMOs use.

6. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has left its mark on the operation of all tourism sectors
and has particularly severely destabilized the operation of regional tourism management
structures, including DMOs. The need to urgently assess the impact of crisis phenomena
on the functioning of DMOs was the basis for the analyses undertaken in this study. These
analyses allowed for the identification of changes in the organization’s orientation and
also showed deficiencies in the types of operating tools and support mechanisms of the
organizations, both from the internal perspective and from the environment. The key
problems of DMOs today derive from the lack of dedicated support and targeted tools on
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the part of some entities and external systems, including the EU. Therefore, it becomes
necessary to increase the involvement of tourism policy entities at different levels of the
administrative division of the state, and in this regard, it is necessary to provide for the
specific roles of both public and private entities in the action supporting DMOs. As shown
by the conducted analyses and the literature review, DMOs have all the features and
predispositions to become the most important players in the tourism market of a given
destination, including in times of crisis, provided that they are supported by the broadly
understood environment.

7. Limitations and Further Research

The research results contained in the study relating to the reorientation of activities, as
well as the obtained and expected support by the DMOs, have specific limitations, which
at the same time may define further directions of research and analysis:

1. The in-depth considerations presented in the study focus on the analyses of only a few
selected variables (out of a total of 21 included in the questionnaire), but nevertheless,
the obtained data and results may be the basis for conducting comparative analyses of
the nature and support tools used by other types of organizations (for their members)
working for the development of tourism at a local or regional level. Despite the fact
that the research was based on the subjective opinions of the DMOs’ representatives,
the opinions obtained from the stakeholders make it possible to indicate the type
of orientation of the DMOs (including their members) towards the implemented or
expected support tools in times of crises in the tourism economy, including those
caused by phenomena such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. The conducted analysis was limited only to the Polish market and specifically to
regional DMOs. Thus, the obtained results do not reflect the general picture of the
reorientation of the pro-tourism organizations and the perception of the obtained
and expected support tools. Hence, it would be reasonable to extend the research
to include organizations operating in other countries, as well as to represent other
levels of administration (including national and local DMOs). Obtaining the detailed
data would allow for their comparison and, consequently, show the similarities and
differences in terms of both individual countries and various levels of administration
working for the development of tourism in a given area.

3. The obtained research results are quite limited, especially in the context of assess-
ing the changes in the types of activities and support tools, as they only show the
position of the DMOs. These organizations are key players in the contemporary
tourism market, but their activities are nevertheless based on extensive cooperation
between representatives of the public and the private sectors. In many cases (as in
Poland), these organizations additionally have a complicated and diverse structure
of membership and cooperating entities in the environment. Therefore, it would
also be reasonable to conduct research and analyses relating to the perception of
changes in the activities of DMOs by their stakeholders from the immediate and
distant environment, as well as the evaluation of the obtained support tools.

The need to conduct qualitative assessments of the support activities undertaken by
DMOs with the participation, or for the benefit, of members of the organization should be
a strategic goal of interdisciplinary research, especially in the face of the rapidly changing
conditions of the tourism sphere functioning caused by various types of crises. Future
research on the specification of the roles and tasks to be performed by regional-level
DMOs and the operational modes of the organizations towards stakeholders and tourist
administration entities at various levels during crisis phenomena should be considered
crucial. Against the background of the available sources of knowledge and the review
of the scientific publications, it can be cautiously stated that the research and evaluation
of the forms, tools, and instruments of support for DMOs (including its members) in
crisis situations are strongly limited or even marginalized. This situation limits the chance
to implement management innovations in tourism organizations [84], including those
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such as DMOs, which have to face the growing wave of various types of threats in the
tourism economy and in the functioning of the tourism sphere in tourism reception areas.
The search for the most effective and efficient support systems for tourism stakeholders
(concentrated in pro-tourism organizations) in crisis situations in the environment should
become a priority for the entire sphere of tourism economy entities, with the involvement
of the scientific communities researching DMOs.
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(Justyna Bagińska) and M.Z.; resources, W.F., M.S. and J.B. (Jacek Borzyszkowski); writing—original
draft preparation, writing—review and editing, W.F., M.S., J.B. (Jacek Borzyszkowski), M.K., J.B.
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40. Agačević, A.; Jusufbegović, E. COVID-19 Pandemic Strategies in Tourism Activity as Guidelines for Ex-Yugoslavia Countries
Tourism Recovery. Int. Bus. Res. 2021, 14, p87. [CrossRef]

41. Holešinská, A. DMO—A dummy-made organ or a really working destination management organization. Czech J. Tour. 2013,
2, 19–36. [CrossRef]

42. Klimek, K. Destination management organisations and their shift to sustainable tourism development. Eur. J. Tour. Hosp. Recreat.
2013, 4, 27–47.

43. Rivera, J.; Pastor, R.; Punzon, J.G. The Impact of the Covid-19 on the Perception of DMOs about the Sustainability within
Destinations: A European Empirical Approach. Tour. Plan. Dev. 2021, 1–29. [CrossRef]

44. Manczak, I.; Gruszka, I. Averting the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in tourism—A semantic field analysis. Pr. Kom. Geogr.
Przem. Pol. Tow. Geogr. 2021, 35, 164–176.

45. Foris, D.; Florescu, A.; Foris, T.; Barabas, S. Improving the Management of Tourist Destinations: A New Approach to Strategic
Management at the DMO Level by Integrating Lean Techniques. Sustainability 2020, 12, 10201. [CrossRef]

46. Bulchand-Gidumal, J. Post-COVID-19 recovery of island tourism using a smart tourism destination framework. J. Destin. Mark.
Manag. 2022, 23, 100689. [CrossRef]

365



Sustainability 2022, 14, 11611

47. Bessant, J.; Rush, H.; Trifilova, A. Crisis-driven innovation: The case of humanitarian innovation. Int. J. Innov. Manag. 2015,
19, 1540014. [CrossRef]

48. Wang, Y.; Fesenmaier, D.R. Collaborative destination marketing: A case study of Elkhart county, Indiana. Tour. Manag. 2007,
28, 863–875. [CrossRef]

49. Cambra-Fierro, J.; Fuentes-Blasco, M.; Gao, L.X.; Melero-Polo, I.; Trifu, A. The influence of communication in destination imagery
during COVID-19. J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 2022, 64, 102817. [CrossRef]

50. Abou-Shouk, M.A. Destination management organizations and destination marketing: Adopting the business model of e-portals
in engaging travel agents. J. Travel Tour. Mark. 2017, 35, 178–188. [CrossRef]

51. Vargas, A. Covid-19 crisis: A new model of tourism governance for a new time. Worldw. Hosp. Tour. Themes 2020, 12, 691–699.
[CrossRef]

52. Cehan, A.; Eva, M.; Iat,u, C. A multilayer network approach to tourism collaboration. J. Hosp. Tour. Manag. 2021, 46, 316–326.
[CrossRef]

53. Tiwari, P.; Chowdhary, N. Czy pandemia COVID-19 czasowo zatrzymała zjawisko overtourism? Turyzm/Tourism 2021, 31, 91–96.
[CrossRef]

54. Seraphin, H.; Ivanov, S. Overtourism: A revenue management perspective. J. Revenue Pricing Manag. 2020, 19, 146–150. [CrossRef]
55. Gupta, V.; Cahyanto, I.; Sajnani, M.; Shah, C. Changing dynamics and travel evading: A case of Indian tourists amidst the COVID

19 pandemic. J. Tour. Futur. 2021. ahead-of-print. [CrossRef]
56. Collins-Kreiner, N.; Ram, Y. National tourism strategies during the Covid-19 pandemic. Ann. Tour. Res. 2020, 89, 103076.

[CrossRef]
57. Paquin, A.G.; Schwitzguébel, A.C. Analysis of Barcelona’s tourist landscape as projected in tourism promotional videos. Int. J.

Tour. Cities 2021, 7, 257–277. [CrossRef]
58. Brouder, P. Reset redux: Possible evolutionary pathways towards the transformation of tourism in a COVID-19 world. Tour.

Geogr. 2020, 22, 484–490. [CrossRef]
59. Hall, C.M.; Scott, D.; Gössling, S. Pandemics, transformations and tourism: Be careful what you wish for. Tour. Geogr. 2020,

22, 577–598. [CrossRef]
60. Lim, W.M. Conditional recipes for predicting impacts and prescribing solutions for externalities: The case of COVID-19 and

tourism. Tour. Recreat. Res. 2021, 46, 314–318. [CrossRef]
61. Larsen-Zarechnova, M.; Grauslund, D.; Madsen, J.H. Danish Destination Management Organisations’ response to Covid-19:

An overview. In Transformations in Uncertain Times: Future Perfect in Tourism, Hospitality and Events, Proceedings of the 31st Annual
Conference, CAUTHE 2021, Fremantle, Australia, 9–12 February 2021; Jose, P., Sigala, M., Whitelaw, P., Ye, I., Eds.; CAUTHE,
2021; pp. 314–318. Available online: https://www.ucviden.dk/en/publications/danish-destination-management-organisations-
response-to-covid-19 (accessed on 15 May 2021).

62. Frisby, E. Communicating in a crisis: The British Tourist Authority’s responses to the foot-and-mouth outbreak and
11th September, 2001. J. Vacat. Mark. 2003, 9, 89–100. [CrossRef]

63. Williams, C.; Ferguson, M. Recovering from crisis. Strategic alternatives for leisure and tourism providers based within a rural
economy. Int. J. Public Sect. Manag. 2005, 18, 350–366. [CrossRef]

64. Dias, Á.; Patuleia, M.; Silva, R.; Estêvão, J.; González-Rodríguez, M.R. Post-pandemic recovery strategies: Revitalizing lifestyle
entrepreneurship. J. Policy Res. Tour. Leis. Events 2021, 14, 97–114. [CrossRef]
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Vrtodušić Hrgović, A.-M. Beyond

Airbnb. Determinants of Customer

Satisfaction in P2P Accommodation

in Time of COVID-19. Sustainability

2022, 14, 10734. https://doi.org/

10.3390/su141710734

Academic Editors: Zygmunt Kruczek

and Bartłomiej Walas

Received: 14 July 2022

Accepted: 22 August 2022

Published: 29 August 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Beyond Airbnb. Determinants of Customer Satisfaction in P2P
Accommodation in Time of COVID-19
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Abstract: As the P2P (peer-to-peer) accommodation market is expanding, there is a growing interest
in the factors affecting customer satisfaction. The previous literature largely concentrates on Airbnb
users and tends to use online questionnaires as research data. To address this gap, we analyze
the key attributes affecting customer satisfaction in the P2P accommodation market in 2020, the
first year of the pandemic, based on onsite research. This will allow the authors to examine the
key determinants of customer satisfaction across many platforms. Based on previous research, a
conceptual model was developed, and two dimensions of service quality were created: host service
quality and facility service quality. An offline primary survey was conducted, and the model was
tested using exploratory factor analysis, correlation analysis, and regression analysis. The empirical
results show a strong relationship between host service quality and facility service quality and
customer satisfaction. This study provides clear theoretical insights to advance our knowledge
about the determinants of customer satisfaction. Our results are in line with previous research,
despite the survey being conducted during the first year of the pandemic and with the use of
offline questionnaires. Furthermore, this study offers practical implications for both peer-to-peer and
institutional market actors.

Keywords: customer satisfaction; P2P accommodation market; exploratory factor analysis; service
quality; COVID-19

1. Introduction

The sharing economy refers to the P2P (peer-to-peer) online marketplace that allows
individuals to optimize the use of their idle resources [1]. Its emergence was associated
with the foundation of Airbnb, whose business model became iconic and irrevocably
transformed the tourism market worldwide. The innovation of a new technology-driven
distribution platform allowed Airbnb to grow to the point of affecting existing accom-
modation providers in the second decade of the XXI century [1,2]. Soon, its model was
adopted by other tourism intermediaries, especially in urban areas. The unprecedented
surge of the P2P accommodation market in the second decade of the 21st century has
only been temporarily interrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, the supply in this
market is much more flexible than the hotel supply [3] and can adjust faster to pandemic
shock [4]. Airbnb, the leading and iconic intermediary in the P2P accommodation market,
has revolutionized the hospitality market worldwide. Although its impact can be seen in all
destinations, the most profound market changes are observed in urban areas [5]. Following
these changes, scientific research on P2P accommodation is booming, with Airbnb being
an important focus of tourism academics, while other intermediaries and P2P markets
outside urban areas are neglected [6,7]. The development of the P2P accommodation
market is closely related to the sustainable development of any destination. In rural and
protected areas, it has traditionally been considered a sustainable form of consumption
that is associated with less production of emissions and chemicals, less construction and
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landscape destruction, and better quality of life for locals. In more recent literature, this
view has been questioned as the rapid development of Airbnb in city destinations often
leads to overtourism, unfair competition, increase in the overall cost of living, congestion,
increase in the price of real estate, etc. [8]. Inevitably, the growing number of suppliers in
the P2P accommodation market has led to more intense competition in terms of both the
product and its delivery, which soon gained the attention of tourism research. Achieving
high customer satisfaction leads to more loyal customers [9] and improves traditional and
electronic word-of-mouth [10,11]. Empirical evidence exists that two main dimensions of
service quality determine customer satisfaction: host service quality and facility service
quality [12,13]. The former relates to product delivery while the latter deals with the
tangible elements of P2P accommodations and their location. Existing studies show that
both dimensions positively impact overall customer satisfaction [14,15]. All the studies,
however, are based on the exclusive research of Airbnb users and were conducted online.
This may affect the findings, as tourism memories may differ during and after product
consumption [16].

Accordingly, the aim of this article is to investigate the interrelationship between
service quality dimensions and customer satisfaction in P2P accommodation, based on the
onsite research with tourists who made a purchase both with Airbnb and other distribution
channels. In 2020, we conducted our research in Croatia, a popular leisure destination,
using traditional questionnaires. Following the previous research, we used exploratory
factor analysis, correlation analysis, and regression analysis [17,18].

Next, this paper presents the relevant literature on service quality and customer
satisfaction in the P2P accommodation market. The conceptual model and hypothesis
development are described. The research design is then presented, and the results are
discussed. The discussion, practical and theoretical implications, and future research
avenues constitute the last part of this paper.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. P2P Accommodation Market

A peer-to-peer market is characterized by a great heterogeneity of both production
and consumption. Such markets have been fundamentally transformed by the introduction
of internet platforms that operate as a de facto intermediary. eBay and other platforms
have managed to significantly lower both transaction costs and information asymmetry,
thus not only increasing the efficiency of existing markets but also helping to create many
new markets [19].

In the accommodation market, this is reflected by the supply represented by in-
dividuals offering their houses or rooms to tourists. However, the peer-to-peer (P2P)
accommodation sector existed long before sharing economy platforms emerged, as the
renting of idle rooms to tourists was common in numerous tourism resorts. P2P supply and
demand were brought together not only through traditional travel agencies and catalogs
but also at transportation hubs such as railway or bus stations where local providers would
look for potential prospects. Moreover, there were many repeat visitors, and traditional
word-of-mouth was important in acquiring new customers. As in markets for tangible
goods, new internet-based intermediaries (e.g., Expedia) started to operate in hospitality
in the last decade of the twentieth century [20]. At first, their primary focus was the ho-
tel market. Only about ten years later was the first hospitality P2P intermediary, called
a sharing economy platform, launched. In fact, in current academic discourse, the P2P
accommodation sector is often associated solely with an Airbnb-mediated market, e.g., [21],
and to a much lesser extent with other, new sharing economy platforms. Indeed, Airbnb, a
new intermediary, managed to revolutionize the hospitality market in the second decade
of the 21st century. The platform itself claims to be used worldwide by 4 million hosts
that managed 5.6 million listings in 2020 [22]. Its growth has completely changed the
hospitality market in many urban destinations by expanding the supply base, increasing
supply elasticity, and lowering prices. Although Airbnb is credited with having a very
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wide coverage of P2P supply in urban areas, in rural and resort locations, other distribution
channels are still very important.

The growing competition among P2P accommodation providers has been paralleled by
the surging academic interest in service quality and customer satisfaction in this segment of
the hospitality market. Early research in this area drew inevitably on the existing knowledge
from the traditional hospitality field. Therefore, prior to examining previous studies, it
is instrumental to stress the differences between traditional and P2P accommodation
services. These differences can be examined in the field of the tangible elements of products
and social interactions. Providers in the P2P market are not limited by most industry-
specific regulations that apply to traditional hospitality providers [23]. Hence, service
characteristics such as room size and amenities are much less predictable in the P2P
market than in traditional hospitality. Still, sharing economy platforms have managed to
successfully address this area of information asymmetry by requiring detailed descriptions
of the offered apartments, along with photos. Another, and from the perspective of service
quality, much more important difference between traditional and P2P hospitality lies
in the social interaction between hosts and guests or, as [24,25] put it, in the area of
technical quality. Social interaction is a vital part of both service quality and customer
satisfaction in hospitality. Technical quality refers to three major dimensions of hospitality
service: 1. sociability (behavior of the people within the service setting), 2. valence (post-
consumption assessments), and 3. waiting time [26]. In traditional hospitality, social
interaction refers to the relationship between guests and personnel, while in P2P, the
personal characteristics of the host often play an important part in social interaction. In fact,
some sharing economy platforms ask tourists to evaluate both the premises they stayed in
and the host’s attitude. In sharing economy platforms where accommodation is provided
without monetary payment (e.g., CouchSurfing), social interaction is even the raison d’etre
for both being a host and a guest [27]. Indeed, a host’s personal photo is one of the key
elements in establishing trust between transaction parties [28]. Another major difference
between the P2P and traditional hospitality market is the distinction between supply and
demand. Whereas in the traditional market, supply is represented by hotel entrepreneurs,
and demand consists of tourists and intermediaries, in the P2P market, there are, as the
name suggests, peers from both sides of market exchange. As a result, some peers using
one Airbnb account, for example, can have experience as both a guest and a host. This led
Moon et al. [29] to examine both host satisfaction and guest satisfaction with Airbnb, which
is rare in traditional hospitality.

2.2. Systematic Literature Review

In order to assess the current research on service quality in relation to customer
satisfaction in the P2P accommodation market, a systematic literature review was adopted.
We searched for academic contributions in the Web of Science database, which is commonly
used in studies based on systematic literature reviews. As a search string, we looked
for three blocks. The first and second blocks referred to service quality and satisfaction,
respectively, while the third looked at the P2P accommodation market (Table 1). Moreover,
we limited our search to contributions written in English.

Table 1. Systematic literature review search strings.

Block Search Term

Service Quality Service Quality
Satisfaction Satisfaction

P2P accommodation

“short term rental” OR “accommodation AND sharing” or “P2P
accommodation” OR “peer-to-peer accommodation” OR
“Peer-to-peer accommodations” OR Airbnb OR tujia OR

Xiaozhu OR homeaway
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The original search, conducted on 1 September 2021, resulted in 32 academic contribu-
tions. Six contributions were eliminated in abstract screening, and another six contributions
in the full text screening stage. We removed those papers as they did not deal with at-
tempts to measure or provide theoretical insights about either service quality or consumer
satisfaction. Additionally, one paper was removed as we were not able to find its full text.

The final database resulted in 19 research papers that were written on average by
3.11 authors, which is an average figure in economics and management sciences. The
geographical distribution of first-author affiliation is also similar to previous systematic
literature studies, where the U.S.A. (five papers) and the U.K. (three papers) are at the top.
Three academics authored two papers each, while the remaining academics authored only
one each. Not surprisingly, hospitality journals were chosen most often to publish this
research, with the International Journal of Hospitality Management (four) and International
Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management (three) being at the top of the list. Finally,
similar to other reviews in the field of the sharing economy, the majority of results were
relatively recent publications, with only one contribution published in 2015, three in 2017,
three in 2018, three in 2019, six in 2020, and three in 2021. Not all of the contributions focused
on the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction; some addressed only
one of the two concepts.

2.3. Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction in the P2P Accommodation Market

Do key service quality dimensions have a direct effect on customer satisfaction and
repurchase intention? Among the very few previous studies examining the influence of
specific service quality dimensions on satisfaction and repurchase intention, the empirical
results show conflicting findings.

Measuring service quality is usually based on the general hospitality approach or, to
a lesser extent, on studies from other sharing economy areas. The studies in our review
used two main methods to evaluate service quality: an online survey (seven papers) and
an analysis of reviews (four papers). The analysis of reviews, in all four cases, was based
on data from the website of the nonprofit organization Inside Airbnb, which provides
scraped data from the Airbnb website for numerous destinations. These enormous datasets
(ranging from 215 k to 3 m reviews) were analyzed using specialized software, which had
two approaches.

In the first approach, the goal was to identify major keywords occurring in reviews
and then cluster them into topics [30,31]. The clusters that were identified consisted of:
overall evaluation of the stay, the location of the unit, the physical accommodation unit
and the building itself, or the hosts’ management of the listed accommodation in [31], or
pleasure and joy, neighborhood, hosting and value, in the work of [30]. In comparison
with traditional hospitality, there is a greater emphasis on safety and security, the different
ways that guests interact with hosts, and listings accuracy [31]. The second approach
used sentiment analysis which was based on identifying positive and negative expressions
in reviews, assigning them a value of either 1 or 0, and finally, calculating a sentiment
score [32,33]. Similar to previous studies, researchers found that hosts with fewer rooms
can be more focused on guests and, consequently, receive higher rating scores, which is
a signal of service quality [33]. Güçlü et al. [32] found that the area of „tangible and host
characteristics“ related to the host encounter experience and accommodation facilities is
very important for tourists.

The second group of papers dealt with contributions where various service quality
aspects were operationalized in structural equation models using customer-based quantita-
tive opinions. Here, service quality was conceptualized mostly as multiple constructs. The
only two exceptions were the early work of Möhlmann [15] and Lalicic & Weismayer [9],
where the service quality was operationalized as a single construct. The number of con-
structs relating to service quality in the remaining contributions ranges from two in the
work of Huarng & Yu [14], where only “network platform service quality” and “lodging
service quality” were identified, to as many as six in [13]. Service quality construct(s) were
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mostly used as predictors in structural equation modeling (SEM). In a contribution by C.V.
Priporas, Stylos, Rahimi, et al. [34], service quality functioned both as a construct, explained
by other service quality dimensions constructs, and as a predictor of consumer satisfaction
and loyalty.

Customer satisfaction (CS) was the subject of 13 papers. Similar to the papers address-
ing service quality (SQ) discussed above, all contributions can be divided into two areas:
papers where CS was conceptualized using text processing tools and papers on quantitative
research where CS was measured based on an online survey. Additionally, in one study,
CS was researched using interviews [35]. In two studies where text processing tools were
employed, CS was quantified using sentiment analysis in which all the collected reviews
were scanned against a list of positive and negative words. In a more recent study, Ding
et al. [36] separately analyzed positive and negative reviews.

Similar to studies dealing with service quality, in most of the contributions, satisfaction
is researched from the guest perspective, hence the consumer satisfaction (CS), which is in
line with the general hospitality literature. Still, Thaichon et al. [35] attempted to determine
the factors that influence both host and guest satisfaction, which is in line with the original
sharing economy value cocreation notion, in which renting a room results not only in
economic exchange but also in mutually enriching social interaction.

In the remaining 10 papers, CS was measured using customer opinions. SEM was
applied in nine papers. CS was conceptualized either as a construct, with the number of
measurements varying from 2 [37] to 7 [29] in five papers or as a single measurement in the
remaining studies. Usually, satisfaction was explained by constructs that relate to tangible
service quality and social interactions between guest and host, while CS was used mostly
as a predictor of repurchase intention.

An overview of the use of service quality and consumer satisfaction in SEM research
conducted in the field of sharing economy accommodation is presented in Supplementary
Table S1 while key relationship constructs are depicted in Table 2.

From a methodological perspective, the analyzed papers investigated P2P accommo-
dation settings from two main perspectives. In the first group (five papers), the research
sample consisted of respondents who had an Airbnb experience. In general, consumer
behavior was explored, i.e., results are not confined to any particular destination. Re-
spondents were from Taiwan [14], the U.S.A., Canada [12], and Germany [15], and in two
cases, the location was not specified. In three articles, the respondents were recruited
using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online survey application, which is used by
businesses to outsource jobs to those who can perform these tasks virtually [12,38]. In three
other sources, students constituted the respondent group [9,14,15]. In two other articles,
tourists visiting Phuket, Thailand, were chosen [13,34]. While most of these papers deal
exclusively with Airbnb accommodation settings, the paper by [14] compares Airbnb and
hotel service quality settings. In addition to Airbnb, Möhlmann’s paper [15] also explores
the determinants of choosing another sharing economy platform—Car2go—a car-sharing
service. The number of respondents ranged from 202 to 614.

Table 2. Key construct relationships in P2P hospitality literature (supporting literature for
cocreation factors).

Implications Sources

SQ→ loyalty [9,13]
Tangibles→ SQ [13,34]

Understanding & caring (social interaction)→ SQ [13,29,34]
Information Quality (IQ)→ Satisfaction [37]

Satisfaction→Purchase Intention (PI) [14,37,39,40]
SQ→ Satisfaction [14,15]
Amenities→ CS [38]
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Based on the systematic literature review, the following research gaps have
been identified.

1. The research in all studies included in our review was conducted with the use of online
tools. Conducting online research is certainly cost- and time-effective and enables
a larger sample that may consist of respondents from diverse geographical areas.
Moreover, web surveys do not suffer from interviewer bias and can be completed at
the respondents’ convenience [41]. Additionally, the use of platforms such as MTurk
or Qualtrics enables researchers to include a small monetary incentive, facilitates the
inclusion of verification questions, and prevents duplicate participation. The use of
online tools also has its drawbacks, such as the exclusion of individuals who have no
access to or have difficulties with internet use which may provide different results [42].
As there is no research that compares the use of online and offline tools either in
hospitality markets or in P2P markets, one can only speculate about the potential bias
with the use of either method.

2. All 19 contributions are based on Airbnb data, and in 13 contributions the name of
Airbnb is even present in the article’s title. In three studies, Airbnb is compared with
traditional hospitality [40,43,44], while in one paper, Airbnb data are compared with
another sharing economy platform [15]. Drawing conclusions from Airbnb data for
the whole P2P accommodation market is warranted in the case of urban destinations
where this market has surged after the introduction of this sharing economy platform.
Tourists who use Airbnb and other sharing economy platforms are usually innovative,
highly educated, and have a higher income than average [45]. Conversely, in leisure
destinations, which have a higher share of repeat visitors and longer average lengths of
stay, other more traditional distribution channels are used more often [46]. Therefore,
research results regarding Airbnb users cannot always be generalized to the whole
P2P market.

2.4. Conceptual Model and Hypothesis Development

As shown in the systematic literature review SLR analysis, the link between service
quality and consumer satisfaction is easy to observe, as the latter is defined as the difference
between product performance and an evaluative standard [47]. In the realm of the P2P ac-
commodation market, the SLR shows that service quality is divided into various constructs
that are related to the social interactions between host and guest (empathy, experience,
social value, cocreation), the hospitality product (amenities quality, information quality, lo-
cation, cleanliness, price/value, financial info security, internet capability, location, safety),
and other factors, such as platform service quality.

In order to understand and compare the findings of previous studies, it is essential
to analyze the measurement items, as, in many cases, constructs of similar names consist
of very different data. For example, the construct “service quality” can be related to
host behavior [9], the quality of intermediary services provided by a sharing economy
platform [15], or both the tangible and intangible aspects of P2P service [30].

2.4.1. Host Service Quality

According to Airbnb and many other intermediaries, an authentic experience is one of
the key advantages of P2P accommodation. A taste of local culture, interaction with local
life, and a personal relationship with hosts are often said to be key factors in determining
customer satisfaction [40].

Hosting behavior was added by C. V. Priporas, Stylos, Rahimi, et al. [34] to the
construct “understanding and caring”, which comprises flexibility, friendliness, individual
attention, and assistance. In their I-P analysis, they also included hosting area, in addition
to check-in flexibility, response speed, helpfulness, extra help, and friendliness. The same
approach was adopted by Ranjbari et al. [30]. In this vein, Ju et al. [12] found that host
service quality had a high impact on customer satisfaction based on both tourist review
analysis and an econometric model. In the construct “host service quality”, they included
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hosts’ friendliness, helpfulness, ability to make guests feel at home, and ability to address
the guests’ interests. Two constructs in the field of host service quality were adopted by
Lalicic & Weismayer [9], one being related to social interactions between host and guest
(“hospitality hosting behavior”) and the other (“service quality”) to hosts’ responsiveness,
assurance, empathy, and reliability. Tajeddini et al. [44] adopted a very similar approach.

Another group of contributions emphasized the importance of social interactions
between host and guest. For example, Lee & Kim [48] stated that product involvement
plays a moderating role between hedonic value and CS. In this vein, Sthapit et al. [39]
identified a “co-creation” construct that involved the measurement of interactions between
hosts and guests, while Thaichon et al. [35] and Moon et al. [29] proved that human
interaction was beneficial for both guests and hosts. A slightly different approach was
adopted by Kreeger et al. [38], who were able to prove that “empathy” shown by personnel
has a positive effect on business travelers’ satisfaction.

Ding et al. [36] were the first to observe that different types of Airbnb properties are
associated with different satisfaction components. Importantly, they showed that “home-
like experience” and “help from hosts” are valued mostly by visitors of shared rooms and
private rooms, whereas guests renting an entire property or hotel rooms tend to value
“room size” and “amenities” much more. This leads us to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Host service quality has a positive impact on overall customer satisfaction.

2.4.2. Facility Service Quality

Facility service quality refers mostly to the tangible elements of an accommodation
product. The connection between a guest’s opinion of an apartment’s amenities, space
and appearance, and consumer satisfaction has a long history in hospitality. The very
foundation of major hotel classification schemes is based on the availability of services, size
of a room, and room amenities, as these are factors that can be objectively assessed by a
committee that grants the hotel the right to use stars in their marketing. The importance
of these elements to customer satisfaction has already been widely analyzed in general
hospitality research [49]. In the P2P hospitality market, these elements are depicted and
photographed on intermediaries’ platforms and widely covered providers’ websites in
order to inform clients and create corresponding expectations.

In our SLR, the tangible elements of a hospitality product are featured in almost all
research contributions that are related to a particular hospitality experience. Similar to
the host service quality discussion above, the names of the construct in SEM research and
the collections of items vary across the examined research papers. The constructs were
named “Lodging service quality” [14] and “Tangibles” in [13,34]. Ranjbari et al. [30] used
two constructs: “Accommodation and facilities” and “Neighborhood”, while Kreeger et.
al. [38] used three constructs, “Amenities”, “Location”, and “Cleanliness”. In our research,
we followed the approach of Ju et. al. [12] and adopted “Facility service quality” in order
to avoid creating more academic confusion in P2P research. Factors often included in those
constructs were the following: “Location” [12,38], "Furnishings and equipment” [30,38],
“Unit security” [30], “Cleanliness” [12,30,38] “Decoration” and “View” [30]. A different
approach was observed in [13,34], who mentioned tangibles where they asked about
food and beverages, adequacy of capacity, equipment, materials, and atmosphere. The
contributions that were based on sentiment analysis, i.e., the results of which were based on
the review analysis, identified other factors as well that could be added to this list: “sleep
disturbance” [31,36] and “thermal management” [31]. All these contributions proved that
facility service quality impacts consumer satisfaction. Hence, the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Facility service quality has a positive impact on overall customer satisfaction.
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This study argues that service quality measured by two independent variables: host
service quality and facility service quality has a positive impact on tourist satisfaction
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. A framework of the determinants of consumer satisfaction in P2P accommodation.

3. Research Design
3.1. Data

The research was conducted in Croatia, more specifically in 10 Croatian counties,
covering both coastal and mainland regions of the country as part of the project Focus on
Quality in Household Accommodation—Guest Perspective. In Croatia, the majority of
overnights and arrivals are realized in the coastal regions, but the mainland regions were
also included in this research in order to take into account the diversity of the sample. When
observing the accommodation capacity in Croatia, the importance of P2P accommodation
becomes clear. This type of accommodation accounted for 60.9% of beds offered to tourists
in all accommodations in Croatia in 2020. A comparison was made with Italy, Spain,
Greece, France, and Portugal, the competitive tourism countries in the Mediterranean. The
percentage of beds in P2P accommodation is the highest in Italy (34.9%), Greece (27.9%),
and Spain (24.6%), followed by France (19.0%) and Portugal (15.7%) [50]. According to
Eurostat data for 2019, the most overnights in P2P accommodation were recorded in Croatia
(50%), France (25.8%), Greece (24.9%), Italy (22.3%), Spain (17.5%) and Portugal (13.9%) [50].

3.2. Variables and Measures

The research focused on the development of a measurement tool, a structural ques-
tionnaire that can be used to measure service quality in P2P accommodations. The target
population of this study were guests staying in P2P accommodation, which, according to
Eurostat category 55.2, includes four categories: rooms, apartments, studio-type suites,
and holiday homes [50]. This classification was chosen to make the data comparable with
other EU countries. In this study, all P2P accommodation platforms such as Airbnb, Book-
ing.com, and Expedia, direct contact with the host, or booking through travel agencies
were considered.

Given the specificity of the 2020 tourist season and the unfavorable epidemiological
situation, the sample in this study is somewhat smaller than in previous studies. Hair
et al. [51] indicate that the sample should include 100 or more respondents and note that the
recommended sample size should be at least five times the number of variables analyzed.
Another suggestion for sample size is at least 10 cases for each item, and the ratio of subjects
to variables [STV] should not be lower than 5 [52]. The study was conducted using an
offline questionnaire provided in four languages (Croatian, English, German, and Italian).
The sample included tourists from 17 countries. Multiple choice questions were used to
rate overall satisfaction and service quality on a Likert scale from 1 to 5. A protest was
conducted on a sample of 10 respondents, including hosts and people who have used P2P
accommodations in the past. The questionnaire was corrected based on the suggestions.

A tourist survey was conducted during the summer months of 2020 (from July to
September). The questionnaires were distributed to interviewers who were in contact
with private owners and guests who chose this segment of the offering. The research
was conducted in collaboration with seven interviewers, previously educated in the re-
sponsible conduct of research and in relation to the objectives and purpose of the study.

375



Sustainability 2022, 14, 10734

Renters/hosts from all over the country, providing different types of facilities, were in-
cluded in the research. The analysis was conducted on a sample of 168 tourists who stayed
in P2P accommodations.

4. Results
4.1. Survey Participants

Descriptive statistics used to examine the demographic and travel characteristics of
the sample are shown in Supplementary Table S2.

Most of the respondents who participated in the study and stayed in P2P accommo-
dation were women (53.7%). The sample indicates that over 50% of the respondents were
between the ages of 20 and 39. The majority of respondents were from Croatia and other
nearby countries accessible by car (Germany, Italy, Austria, and Slovenia). As the study was
conducted during the pandemic tourism season of 2020, the share of domestic overnights in
Croatia increased at the expense of foreign tourists due to the unfavorable epidemiological
situation and travel threats during this period. A similar situation is observed in the sample
of our study.

Examining the travel characteristics of the sample, it is possible to observe that guests
mostly stayed in apartments (58.9%) and rooms (19.0%) and booked their vacations largely
using platforms such as Booking.com (29.5%), Airbnb (20.1%), and Expedia (1.9%). A third
of the guests (32.7%) booked their accommodation through direct contact with the host, a
possible reason for this being the current epidemiological situation related to COVID-19
and the interest of guests to obtain comprehensive information about epidemiological
conditions at the destination in direct contact with the host. Overall, the 2020 tourism
season was specific because of COVID-19. The safety and health of guests are paramount.
P2P accommodation, unlike other tourist facilities, offers absolute privacy and a home-like
atmosphere, which was a great advantage of this type of accommodation during COVID-19.

4.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis

Factor analysis was performed to define the variables in the model by extracting the
factors. The analysis resulted in three factors extracted from 18 items. The Kaiser–Meyer–
Olkin measure is 0.874, which indicates that the excluded factors contain enough variables.
A strong correlation between variables and factors was demonstrated by the significance
of Bartlett’s test (p < 0.01). A rotated component version was used to provide a reliable
content interpretation. Of the three factors that resulted from the factor analysis, two factors
were interpreted and later used in the research, and one factor was excluded from further
analysis. Since the third factor, which contained six items, could not be interpreted in
theory or practice, and had no meaningful relationship within the extracted items or to this
or previous research, it was decided to exclude it from further analysis. Factor analysis is a
cyclical process in which solutions are continuously refined and compared until the most
meaningful solution is reached [53,54]. The following factors were deleted from the matrix
within the third factor: “I am well informed about the services”, “I am well informed about
the offering in the destination (info map)”, “Internet connection in this property is free,
Internet connection in this property is fast”, “The property is clean and tidy”, and “The
property has a landscaped natural environment”.

The remaining two factors explained about 55.5% of the variance. Most factor loadings
were higher than 0.50, indicating a high correlation between the extracted factors and their
items. Tabachnick and Fidell [53] suggest that correlations greater than 0.30 are sufficient to
justify the formation of factors. The factors were named according to the characteristics
of the variables that compose them, as follows: Factor #1: host service quality, Factor #2:
facility service quality (Table 3).
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Table 3. Factor analysis and reliability analysis results of service quality in P2P accommodation.

Items (n = 10)
Factors

1 2 Communalities

The host responds promptly to the guest’s inquiries and is always ready to assist the guest 0.769 0.714
The host has an individual approach to the guests 0.768 0.699

The renter/host has the necessary knowledge to fulfill the requirements of the guest 0.739 0.765
The host is always ready to help the guest 0.584 0.606

The property is well equipped 0.774 0.706
The property has a modern and attractive appearance 0.757 0.690

The location of the property is good 0.564 0.414
The property retained its authenticity 0.554 0.658

The contents and appearance of the property correspond to the information on the
sales channels 0.547 0.669

The property is spacious/comfortable 0.481 0.449

Eigenvalue 6.594 1.507 8.101
% of variance 38.790 8.864 55.553

Cronbach’s alpha 0.831 0.807 0.897
Number of items 4 6 10

The results of the reliability analysis showed good internal consistency of the factors,
as Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the exchanged factors were 0.807 and 0.831, well above
the minimum value of 0.60 [49]. The Cronbach’s alpha for the scale showed high reliability
of 0.897.

To determine the relationship between the dimensions of service quality and overall
customer satisfaction, a correlation analysis was performed.

The Spearman coefficient was used to show the relationship between the correlations
of the two variables with the one dependent variable (Table 4). The value of this test is
in the interval −1 ≤ r ≤ +1, where the - sign indicates a negative (inverse) correlation,
while the + sign indicates a positive correlation [55]. The higher the value of the Spearman
correlation coefficient, the stronger the correlation between the variables (more significant).

Table 4. Spearman’s correlation coefficients between independent (Host service quality and Facility
service quality) and dependent variables (Satisfaction).

Independent
Variables

Satisfaction
(Dependent Variable)

Host service quality Correlation Coefficient 0.602 **
Significance 0.000

Facility service quality Correlation Coefficient 0.582 **
Significance 0.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Spearman correlation analysis was used to sufficiently confirm the relationship be-
tween the two variables. There is a positive correlation between facility service quality and
satisfaction (r = 0.582, p < 0.001) and between host service quality and satisfaction (r = 0.602,
p < 0.001). Both correlation coefficients show a moderate positive relationship.

To test the main research hypothesis, a multiple regression analysis was performed to
determine the influence of the independent variables (two dimensions extracted in factor
analysis) on the dependent variable (overall customer satisfaction). Overall satisfaction
with the service provided was measured with two variables: “How satisfied are you with
your stay?” and “Compared to the money you have spent, how satisfied you are with
your stay”.

The coefficient of determination (R2) represents the proportion of variance explained
by the regression model [51]. It can take values between 0 and 1. The higher its value, the
better the regression model predicts the dependent variable (Table 5).
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Table 5. Multiple regression analysis.

Model Fit

Multiple R 0.676
R2 0.457

Adjusted R2 0.451
Standard error 0.49008

F ratio 65.769
Significance 0.000

Independent variable b Beta t Sig.
Constant 1.100 3.644 0.000

Host service quality 0.331 0.330 4.299 0.000
Facility service quality 0.459 0.416 5.430 0.000

Predictors: (Constant) Facility service quality, Host service quality; Dependent Variable: Customer Satisfaction.

The results show a strong relationship (R = 0.676) within the model. According to
the coefficient of determination (R2 = 0.457) and the adjusted coefficient of determina-
tion (adjusted R2 = 0.451), 45.7% of the variance for achieving guest satisfaction in P2P
accommodations can be explained by the variables “Host service quality” and “Facility
service quality”.

In addition, the F ratio (F = 65.769, p < 0.001) indicates that the regression model statis-
tically significantly predicts guest satisfaction in P2P accommodations. This means that
this combination of independent variables significantly predicts the dependent variable,
i.e., “Facility service quality” and “Host service quality” successfully explain "Customer
Satisfaction”. The predictive power of the two independent variables of the multiple re-
gression model analyzed is justified since the independent variables contribute statistically
significantly to the model. The variable Facility service quality has visibly higher predictive
power in explaining the dependent variable “Customer satisfaction” (b2 = 0.416, t = 5.430,
p < 0.001) followed by Host service quality (b1 = 0.330, t = 4.299, p < 0.001) (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Multiple regression analysis results.

Since facility service quality has been shown to have a greater impact on guest satis-
faction, hosts should focus on improving this segment of the offering. Although the host’s
service quality had a somewhat smaller impact in this study, it has been shown to still have
an impact on guest satisfaction, and for this reason, this aspect of service should also be
taken into consideration.

As a majority of previous contributions were based on Airbnb data, we decided to
conduct a multigroup analysis between respondents that booked the property through
the Airbnb application (20.1%) and those that used other P2P accommodation platforms
(Booking.com, Expedia, direct contact with the host or travel agents) (79.9%). A multigroup
analysis was performed using the Mann–Whitney test, and it was found that there was no
statistically significant difference (U = 1874, p = 0.932) in the satisfaction of guests staying
in Airbnb accommodation and guests staying in other types of P2P accommodation. The
observed difference in average ranks (Airbnb= 77.55, Other P2P = 76.86) is considered
random; that is, its statistical significance was not demonstrated. Furthermore, to compare
the differences between two groups in independent variables, the Mann–Whitney test
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was used. Based on the test results, it was found that there was no statistically significant
difference in the perception of host service quality (U = 1755, p = 0.520) and facility service
quality (U = 1836, p = 0.801).

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

In view of the rapid growth of P2P tourism that has only been temporarily impeded
by COVID-19, this study conducted a systematic literature review to identify the research
gaps in the service quality research in this field. Previous research on service quality in the
P2P hospitality market was conducted based almost exclusively on Airbnb data and data
collected online. Moreover, a vast majority of contributions were based on pre-pandemic
data. To address these research gaps, we conducted offline research with 168 questionnaires
collected in the first year of the pandemic. As questionnaires were collected onsite, we were
able to measure customer perception of service quality not only from Airbnb users but also
from those who used other distribution channels in the P2P accommodation market.

This study articulates two major dimensions of service quality (host and facility) that
determine consumer satisfaction. Although our research does not determine new service
quality attributes, it validates existing dimensions in an offline pandemic environment. We
were able to confirm a positive relationship between both host and facility service quality
and customer satisfaction, which was also observed in previous studies [13,31,34]. Our
findings are also in line with the work of Lalicic and Weismayer [9], where a relationship
between satisfaction and loyalty has been established. We demonstrated that the importance
of service quality attributes in the P2P accommodation market is in line with previous
research based only on Airbnb data alone. Moreover, this study contributes to the existing
literature by testing a relationship between service quality and consumer satisfaction in
the P2P accommodation market in an offline environment. Therefore, our findings are
instrumental in facilitating future P2P quantitative research applications.

5.2. Practical Implications

Our findings may assist industry practitioners in prioritizing service attributes for
P2P strategic accommodation management, as shown in Table 3. Both facility and host
service quality impact the overall customer satisfaction, but each service quality dimen-
sion contributes differently to the overall satisfaction, which may later affect future post-
consumption behavior and word-of-mouth. The findings are also vital for the entire
hospitality industry, as they delineate the differences between the distribution channels.
More importantly, there are no differences between factors that impact satisfaction between
guests that use Airbnb and those who do not use them to purchase a hospitality service.
Our research was based on data from questionnaires handed out to guests after their visit
to accommodation establishments, and the results are in line with previous studies based
on online research tools. As a result, building a market segmentation based on distribution
channels is ineffective, which might be of paramount importance to small providers with
a very limited marketing budget. Furthermore, we found that the relationship between
service quality and customer satisfaction in the P2P accommodation market did not change
during the recent COVID-19 pandemic, as our results are consistent with findings from
previous research.

6. Conclusions

It was found that host service quality and facility service quality significantly influence
the guests’ satisfaction with the service offered in P2P accommodations. The host service
quality dimension is specific to P2P accommodations because hotels, hostels, camps, and
other types of accommodations have trained staff who perform their work in contact with
the guest. In P2P accommodation, the host is the person who most commonly performs
all of the above tasks. Hosts should be available to the guest before, during, and after the
stay; they should have a personal approach, possess the necessary knowledge and skills,
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and always be at the guest’s disposal. This dimension has been shown to have a significant
impact on guest satisfaction. Facility service quality has a stronger influence on guest
satisfaction. In P2P accommodations, it is particularly important to consider the quality
of the service provided, taking into account national criteria and additionally introducing
quality label criteria that can improve the service delivery process.

7. Limitations

This study encounters a number of limitations, most notably the sample size. The
study was conducted with offline surveys in the wake of a global pandemic caused by the
Coronavirus. This type of accommodation was of particular interest to tourists during this
period due to its remoteness, privacy, and accessibility. Because of the situation and the
advantages of this type of accommodation at the time of the pandemic, it is possible that
guests who would not otherwise choose this type of accommodation did so. The location is
also one of the limitations of the study, as the survey was conducted in only one country,
which may mean that the results cannot be generalized to other countries. We believe that
the study should be expanded in theoretical and practical terms by focusing on the process
of service delivery and guest satisfaction.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
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(SQ) and consumer satisfaction (CS) in sharing economy accommodation quantitative research. Table
S2. Demographic and travel characteristics of the sample.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization A.-M.V.H. and A.P.; data curation, A.-M.V.H. and E.P.;
methodology, A.-M.V.H. and E.P.; supervision, A.P. and A.-M.V.H.; writing—original draft, E.P. and
A.P.; writing—review & editing, E.P. and A.P.; funding acquisition, A.-M.V.H. and E.P. All authors
have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This paper was funded under the project line ZIP UNIRI of the University of Rijeka for the
project ZIP-UNIRI-116-3-19.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: The data used for the analysis could not be shared publicly.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Camilleri, M.A. The Planning and Development of the Tourism Product. In Tourism Planning and Destination Marketing; Emerald

Group Publishing Ltd.: Bingley, UK, 2018; pp. 1–23, ISBN 9781787562912.
2. Guttentag, D. Progress on Airbnb: A literature review. J. Hosp. Tour. Technol. 2019, 10, 814–844. [CrossRef]
3. Gyódi, K. Airbnb and hotels during COVID-19: Different strategies to survive. Int. J. Cult. Tour. Hosp. Res. 2021, 16, 168–192.

[CrossRef]
4. Medeiros, M.; Xie, J.; Severt, D. Exploring relative resilience of Airbnb and hotel industry to risks and external shocks. Scand. J.

Hosp. Tour. 2022, 22, 274–283. [CrossRef]
5. Adamiak, C. Current state and development of Airbnb accommodation offer in 167 countries. Curr. Issues Tour. 2019, 1–19.

[CrossRef]
6. Medina-Hernandez, V.C.; Marine-Roig, E.; Ferrer-Rosell, B. Accommodation sharing: A look beyond Airbnb’s literature. Int. J.

Cult. Tour. Hosp. Res. 2020, 14, 21–33. [CrossRef]
7. Kuhzady, S.; Seyfi, S.; Béal, L. Peer-to-peer (P2P) accommodation in the sharing economy: A review. Curr. Issues Tour. 2020, 1–16.

[CrossRef]
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Abstract: After the first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak, many tourist destinations promoted a safe,
COVID-free image to attract tourists. The main purpose of this paper is to examine and analyze the
effect that the image of a place as a safe tourist destination (STD)—in our case, Greece—can have on
the decision-making processes of tourists who were willing to take summer holidays in 2020 amid the
COVID-19 pandemic. We examined the relationships between destination safety perceptions, trust,
attractive attributes of destinations, travel intentions, and health-protective behavior for domestic
and inbound tourists from Spain. This study confirms differences in destination safety perceptions
among domestic and inbound tourists from countries that have suffered significant negative impacts
due to the novel coronavirus.

Keywords: COVID-19; safety; tourism branding; health-protective behavior; Greece–Spain

1. Introduction

After the travel restrictions imposed by several national authorities worldwide because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the reopening of the tourism sector was accompanied by a
reduced willingness to travel on the part of tourists [1]. Given the threat of COVID-19
infection, health-related risks were highly evaluated among other travel risks, e.g., crime
or terrorism [2]. The increasing number of COVID-19 cases and mortality rates affect
humans’ anxiety and fear levels, leading to contact- and travel-avoidance [3]. These
psychological reactions motivate travel fear, which stems from tourists’ perceptions of
the possibility of being affected by COVID-19 while traveling and the severity of the
effects [4]. The alleviation of fears and increased travel motivation may be achieved
by the successful management of COVID-19 and the efficient implementation of health
measures [3]. However, any unconditional lifting of travel restrictions combined with a
poor epidemiological picture may negatively affect the image of a destination [5].

This study was conducted when the vaccines against COVID-19 had not been used and
local authorities used non-pharmaceutical interventions to manage the current pandemic
successfully. Thus, it aims to provide valuable insights regarding the differences in health-
safety perceptions, travel intentions, and health-protective behaviors between domestic
and international tourists who intended to travel during the summer after the first wave of
the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Case of COVID-19

On 11 March 2020, the WHO declared a pandemic caused by a new virus originating
from China. Despite experts’ warnings, the novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, was largely
disregarded by national authorities worldwide, and it spread to over 146 countries [6].
Most countries responded to the emergency with several non-pharmaceutical methods,
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such as social distancing, voluntary or required home isolation, and obligatory wearing
of mouth and nose coverings. However, the daily growing number of COVID-19 cases in
many countries obligated their respective authorities to implement additional measures,
such as closing schools, restaurants, bars, and hotels, imposing travel restrictions, and
closing borders, among other steps taken in the implementation of general lockdowns.

The apprehension among the public created by the rapid transmission of the COVID-
19 virus and the imposed travel restrictions affected the tourism and travel sector more than
any other. After the first wave of the pandemic, many countries reopened their economies
and simultaneously ensured health-safety conditions. Over the last twenty years, global
tourism has faced various crises. Still, none of them, not even the 2008 economic crisis,
affected the growth of the tourism sector as much as COVID-19 has [7].

2.2. The COVID-19 Pandemic in Greece and Spain

In Greece, the first COVID-19 case was reported on 26 February 2020. A month
later, Greece had 93 cases and 12 deaths. As a result, the prime minister announced a
total ban on public movement, the closure of almost all businesses, including hotels, and
the closure of the Greek borders. On 15 June, Greece reopened its borders and the first
foreign tourists arrived. Authorities were optimistic about reopening the tourism and
hospitality sector due to the successful management of the COVID-19 pandemic [8]. In
Spain, the first confirmed COVID-19 case was reported on 31 January 2020. On 13 March,
the Spanish government announced a total lockdown. The first day without a reported
death by COVID-19 was 1 June 2020, and on 21 June the Spanish government ended the
alarm. As of 1 July 2020, Spain had reported over 255,000 confirmed COVID-19 cases and
almost 30,000 deaths [9]. The first wave of COVID-19 affected Spain and Greece differently.
Spain was one of the most affected countries in Europe, while Greece was less affected.
Therefore, it is interesting to investigate how the advertisement of a place as a health-safe
tourist destination (STD)—in our case, Greece—affects the decision-making processes of
tourists who experienced the COVID-19 pandemic differently.

2.3. Health-Safety as a Criterion of Choosing a Tourist Destination

The COVID-19 pandemic has proved tourism’s vulnerability to crises that threaten
tourists’ sense of safety [10]. Tourists’ safety primarily refers to the safety of their persons
and their property. Reisinger and Movondo [11] pointed out that ensuring safety is the
primary condition of normal tourism development. However, nowadays, tourists are more
mobile than ever, and failing to make them feel safe may change their choice of destination,
leading to long-term impacts on tourist destinations and their economies [12].

Over recent decades, health crises have been accelerated by tourist movements. In
Singapore, the SARS outbreak deterred overseas tourists from visiting the country, with
significant negative impacts on the country’s economy [13]. Moreover, travelers considered
Ebola a severe health risk, and this also increased travel avoidance [14]. South Korea
estimated the loss of tourism due to the MERS outbreak at USD 3.1 billion [15]. COVID-19
has created international anxiety among travelers. As long as traveling is considered unsafe,
tourism will decline [10]. Once tourists perceive a destination as risky, the growth and
development of the tourism industry in question will be negatively affected [16]. Therefore,
understanding tourists’ decision-making processes is critical to explaining and predicting
their travel intentions and behavior.

2.4. Previous Studies and Hypothesis Development

Tourists’ perceptions of risk and uncertainty are significantly correlated with their
decision-making processes regarding travel destinations [17]. Similar to Crompton’s [18]
definition, destination health-safety perception can be defined as a set of beliefs, ideas, and
impressions that tourists have regarding the health-safety of a destination. Based on this
assumption, it is likely that an attractive health-safety image will increase the probability of
a destination to be chosen [19].
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As concerns the attractiveness of destinations, Hu and Ritchie [20] claimed that the
combination of the tourism facilities and services motivates tourists to visit a destination.
Similarly, Kim and Perdue [19] argued that the attractiveness of destinations is determined
by both their physical attributes and the internal psychological factors of tourists. Floyd
and Pennington-Gray [21] included safety as one of the most important characteristics of
destinations. Especially nowadays, tourists’ perceptions regarding the safety and security
of destinations are positively related to their travel decision-making process [22]. Tourists
are expected to be attracted by destinations with appealing natural environments and
therapeutic activities that will assist them in improving their psychology after the lockdown
period [23]. Thus, a positive relationship between destination safety image perception
(DSIP) and destinations’ attractive attributes might occur.

Hypothesis 1-1(a). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and the
attractive destination attributes for Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 1-1(b). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and attractive
destination attributes for Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 1-2. The positive relation between tourists’ health-safety perceptions and destinations’
attractive attributes will be stronger for Greeks than for Spaniards.

Ajzen [24] pointed out that attitudes toward a behavior, subjective norms, and per-
ceived behavioral controls are the antecedents of a person’s intention to engage in a partic-
ular behavior. In the tourism literature, behavioral intentions refer to tourists’ willingness
to visit, revisit, or recommend a tourist destination [25]. The vast body of tourism literature
supports this direct and positive relationship [26–28]. For example, Stylidis et al. [28] argued
that overall destination image, perceived quality, and satisfaction are positively related to
the behavioral intentions of domestic tourists in Israel. Additionally, Khan et al. [27] re-
vealed that cognitive and psychological perceptions influenced young women’s intentions
to visit India. Finally, Caber et al. [26] examined the German tourists’ perceptions of Greece
and Spain and they claimed that the low-risk perceptions of both countries positively
influenced their destination selection behavior and travel intentions. Thus, we can claim
that a positive relationship between DSIP and tourists’ travel intentions might occur during
a pandemic outbreak.

Hypothesis 2-1(a). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and travel
intentions for Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 2-1(b). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and travel
intentions for Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 2-2. The positive correlation between tourists’ health-safety perceptions and their
travel intentions will be higher for Spaniards than for Greeks.

The relationship between tourists’ perceptions and trust has recently attracted the
attention of researchers. Chung and Kwon [29] defined trust as the personal feeling of
security and the intention to rely on others. According to Artigas et al. [30], trust is a
multidimensional construct that includes the tourists, the locals, and the public and private
institutions of a destination that are expected to be honest, benevolent, and competent.
One of our aims is to explore the relationship between the tourists’ safety perceptions
and trust. Loureiro and González [31] revealed that, in rural destinations, the image
perceptions directly affect tourists’ perceived quality, satisfaction, and trust. Additionally,
Artigas et al. [30] claimed that tourists’ cognitive perceptions and affective evaluations for a
destination are positively related to their trust. Thus, a positive relationship between DSIP
and trust might occur.
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Hypothesis 3-1(a). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and trust for
Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 3-1(b). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and trust for
Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 3-2. The positive relation between tourists’ health-safety perceptions and trust will be
stronger for Greeks than for Spaniards.

As mentioned before, health risks are one of the higher-ranked travel risks. Chien et al. [32]
claimed that health risks increase tourists’ worries and motivate their health-protective be-
havior. Li et al. [33] argued that crisis-sensitive tourists might shorten their holidays in the
post-pandemic era. However, destination managers could use mass media, social media,
and destination websites to influence and manipulate the destination image and tourists’
behavior [34]. Thus, a positive relationship between DSIP and tourist health-protective
behavior could be configurated.

Hypothesis 4-1(a). There is a positive association between health-safety perceptions and health-
protective behavior of Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 4-1(b). There is a positive association between the health-safety perceptions and the
health-protective behavior of Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 4-2. The positive relation between tourists’ health-safety perceptions and their health-
protective behavior will be stronger for Greeks than for Spaniards.

The relationship between tourists’ trust and destinations’ attractive attributes has
attracted limited research interest. Research interest on tourists’ trust focuses on its relation-
ship with eWOM [35], travel avoidance [36], and loyalty [31]. However, according to Jensen
and Svendsen [37], destination attractiveness is improved if tourists’ social trust increases.
Artigas et al. [30] also revealed that destinations’ attractive attributes are useless if tourists
do not trust the destination. Tourists’ trust in the government pandemic management
influences their travel intentions [36]. Thus, the following hypothesis may be formulated:

Hypothesis 5-1(a). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the attractive
destination attributes for Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 5-1(b). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the attractive
destination attributes for Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 5-2. The positive relation between tourists’ trust and the attractive destination
attributes will be stronger for Greeks than for Spaniards.

In the post-COVID-19 era, fear may increase travel avoidance. Nevertheless,
Zheng et al. [36] argued that trust in the government’s effective management of the
pandemic significantly influences tourists’ travel intentions. Likewise, Jensen and Svend-
sen [37] claimed that social trust motivates tourists’ visit intentions on destinations and
contributes to the destinations’ safety perceptions. However, Abraham et al. [38] argued
that domestic tourists might lose their trust and avoid local destinations if their government
fails to manage the pandemic. Thus, a positive relationship between trust and tourists’
travel intentions may occur when a destination is perceived as safe.

Hypothesis 6-1(a). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the travel intentions
of Greek tourists.
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Hypothesis 6-1(b). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the travel intentions
of Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 6-2. The positive relationship between tourists’ trust and travel intentions will be
stronger for Greeks than for Spaniards.

Previous studies have explored the relationship between tourists’ trust and their
behavior intentions [35]. However, few studies have examined the impact of trust on
tourists’ health-protective behavior. For example, Bish and Michie [39] revealed that high
trust levels in authorities are associated with the personal protective behavior of tourists
during a pandemic. Similarly, Liao et al. [40] argued that during the spread of H1N1
influenza, high trust levels in formal education messages increased the personal health-
protective behavior of tourists. Although limited attention has been given to understanding
how tourists’ trust beliefs affect their health-protective behavior during the COVID-19 [41],
the following hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 7-1(a). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the health-protective
behavior of Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 7-1(b). There is a positive association between tourists’ trust and the health-protective
behavior of Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 7-2. The positive relationship between tourists’ trust and health-protective behavior
will be higher for Greeks than for Spaniards.

Tourists’ intentions to travel depend on their past travel experiences or their per-
ceptions regarding their safety. Studies have confirmed that health-protective measures
mitigate the reduced travel intentions during health crises [42]. Travel restrictions and
tourists’ anxiety decreased travel intentions during the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
researchers claimed that people coming from highly exposed countries (as concerns as
the first wave of coronavirus) are expected to travel immediately after the lifting of travel
restrictions. These tourists may develop health-protective behaviors, and safe tourist desti-
nations could attract them [43]. Thus, a positive relationship between travel intentions and
tourist health-protective behavior may occur.

Hypothesis 8-1(a). There is a positive association between tourists’ travel intentions and the
health-protective behavior of Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 8-1(b). There is a positive association between tourists’ travel intentions and the
health-protective behavior of Spanish tourists.

Hypothesis 8-2. The positive relation between tourists’ travel intentions and health-protective
behavior will be stronger for Spaniards than for Greeks.

Attractiveness plays a vital role in destination–choice processes, and avoidance behav-
ior may influence tourists’ decision-making [44]. During an outbreak, health and safety are
featured as the most essential destination attributes over other attributes, such as gastron-
omy and natural environment. Moreover, tourists’ behavior is expected to be shifted to a
more health-protective behavior [45]. Before the pandemic, the negative impact of over-
tourism on destinations received much attention [46]. Destinations attract high tourists flow,
leading to crowded places. Nowadays, tourists develop a more health-protective behavior
when they visit crowded attractions under the fear of the COVID-19 infection [47]. Thus, a
positive relationship between attractive destinations attributes and tourist health-protective
behavior may occur.

387



Sustainability 2022, 14, 4440

Hypothesis 9-1(a). There is a positive association between the destinations’ attractive attributes
and the health-protective behavior of the Greek tourists.

Hypothesis 9-1(b). There is a positive association between the destinations’ attractive attributes
and the health-protective behavior of the Spanish tourists,

Hypothesis 9-2. The positive relation between the destinations’ attractive attributes and the
health-protective behavior will be stronger for Spaniards than for Greek tourists.

Figure 1 summarizes the hypothesized model.
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3. Methods
3.1. Research Design

A questionnaire was developed consisting of 23 grounded-in-theory questions, and
an online survey was conducted between 1 June 2020 and 31 July 2020. Participants were
recruited through LinkedIn from users who were willing to take summer holidays after
the first wave of COVID-19. The questionnaire was designed to measure how tourists
perceive Greece as a safe destination. Greek tourists were chosen as a sample because they
are part of the domestic tourism market of a country that had successfully managed the
first wave of COVID-19. Spaniards were selected as a sample because they are part of the
inbound tourism market; additionally, the first wave of the COVID-19 had severely hit
their country. The questionnaire was developed in Greek, English, and Spanish in order to
manage cross-country issues. Two academics revised it, and it was then shared on social
media along with the purpose of the study.

The first section of the questionnaire was focused on the participants’ sociodemo-
graphics. The second section consisted of questions regarding the participants’ safety
perceptions, Greece’s attractive attributes, trust in the destination, travel intentions, and
health-protective behavior. Four items were used to measure the participants’ percep-
tions regarding Greece’s image as a safe destination. Tourists’ trust consisted of nine
measurement items [30]. Attractive destination attributes were measured using four mea-
surement items [48]. Three measurement items were used regarding the participants’ travel
intentions [49], and three measurement items regarding participants’ health-protective
behavior [42]. All items were measured with a 7-point Likert scale.
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3.2. Sociodemographic Profile

In total, 951 respondents participated in the survey; 551 were Greeks and 400 were
Spaniards. No missing data was observed, and further analysis was conducted. SPSS
v.23 was used to extract the respondents’ profiles from each country. Table 1 summarizes
sample characteristics. Females represented 51.5% of the Greek respondents and 57.5% of
the Spaniards. Regarding the annual personal income, 54.3% of Greeks declared an annual
income less than €15,000, and 67.5% of Spaniards stated an annual income between €15,001
and €30,000. These differences may be explained by looking at the Worlds’ Bank data on
both countries’ per capita income (Greece = €14,170 and Spain = €21,440). The income
results were translated into the results regarding the travel spending in both countries.
Greeks spent under €1000 and Spaniards €1501 to 2000 on vacations when they travel.
Regarding the current pandemic, the majority of respondents from both countries were not
infected by COVID-19. However, only 5.8% of Greeks declared a family member infected
by the novel coronavirus, while 53% of Spaniards had an infected family member.

Table 1. Sociodemographic Profile.

Variable Category

Country Greece Spain

N. Percentage % Percentage %

Gender Male 48.5% 42.5%
Female 51.1% 57.5%

Age 18–24 16.0% 20.5%
25–34 19.6% 26.0%
35–49 39.9% 30.3%
50–65 23.4% 14.0%
>65 1.1% 9.3%

Education Level Primary School 0.4% 1.8%
High School 12.3% 34.3%

Graduated Degree 48.6% 45.5%
Postgraduate Degree 38.7% 18.5%

Annual Income <10,000€ 31.8% 6.3%
10,001–15,000€ 22.5% 5.0%
15,001–20,000€ 12.9% 28%
20,001–30,000€ 15.8% 39.5%
30,001–45,000€ 8.0% 12.5%

>45,000€ 9.1% 8.8%

Travel Spending <1000€ 50.8% 10.3%
1001–1500€ 21.1% 20.0%
1501–2000€ 12.9% 40.0%
2001–3000€ 8.9% 19,5%
3001–4500€ 5.3% 7.0%

>4500€ 1.1% 3.3%

Sicked yourself by
COVID-19 Yes 5.8% 5.3%

No 94.2% 94.8%

Sicked family
member by
COVID-19

Yes 5.8% 53.0%

No 94.2% 47.0%

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), Multi-Groups Confirmatory Factor Analysis (MGCFA),
and Multi-Groups Structural Equitation Model (MGSEM) were performed in the further
analysis. The EFA was conducted to transform the large datasets into smaller ones that
contained the majority of the information that could be used in the subsequent analy-
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sis [50]. Next, a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) tested the goodness of fit of our model.
Finally, to identify any cross-cultural differences between the groups, an MGCFA was
conducted [51].

3.3. Analysis

A maximum-likelihood factor analysis with Promax rotation was used to examine the
simplicity and clarity of factor loadings and structure. To extract the number of factors,
the criteria we applied included a minimum eigenvalues of 1.0 and a factor loading of
individual items with a minimum loading of 0.5 or higher, and the total item variance
explained by the retained factors should be high, with 60% as a minimum target [52]. KMO
was 0.908, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity p-value was <0.05, indicating that EFA could be
pursued [53]. Eventually, internal reliability was estimated for all factors, and it exceeded
the minimum desired reliability of 0.70 [52], while the total variance was 76.45%.

In the next step we tested the hypothesized model (Figure 1) in two stages. First,
CFA was performed to validate the measurement model using the five latent constructs
identified by the EFA. All constructs were correlated to estimate each construct’s overall fit,
validity, and reliability. Next, Multi-Group CFA was performed using SPSS Amos v.23, and
several fit indices were examined to support the model goodness of fit. As recommended in
the literature, when performing CFA analysis for the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the
Goodness of Fitness Index (GFI), values from 0.90 and above generally represents a good
fit. For the Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA), values < 0.08 suggest
an acceptable fit [53]. While, the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) is an
absolute measure of fit, and values < 0.08 generally indicate a good fit [54]. Finally, the
χ2/df ratio values less than 5 show a good fit [55].

Initially, the hypothesized model was tested in the multi-group to examine model fit
per group. In the multi-group model fit indices, values were χ2/df = 4.694, CFI = 0.956,
GFI = 0.922, RMSEA = 0.062, and SRMR = 0.063. The results support that the model
achieved the recommended values and was accepted. Table 2 summarizes the goodness-of-
fitness results from the CFA of the multi-group model, Greeks, and Spaniard groups.

Table 2. Measurement Model for Constructs.

Variable Item
Factor

Loading
Cronbachs’

α
CR AVE

Trust 0.950 0.954 0.656

. . . in the implementation of health
protocols by C-level
tourism executives

0.859

. . . in the implementation of health
protocols by business 0.864

. . . in good cooperation between
business and health system 0.885

. . . in good cooperation between
business and the general secretariat

for civil protection
0.869

. . . in the implementation of health
protocols in transport and transport

infrastructure
0.830

. . . in safe, well-organized, and
modern tourism infrastructure 0.759
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Table 2. Cont.

Variable Item
Factor

Loading
Cronbachs’

α
CR AVE

Greece is a safe European country in
full compliance with the health

protocols set out in the
European Union

0.784

. . . in the safety and precautionary
measures introduced by the

Greek government
0.742

. . . in the policies and measures
introduced by the European Union 0.671

Destination
Safety

Perception
0.893 0.869 0.686

Low rates of coronavirus infections
across the county 0.957

Low coronavirus death rate across
the county 0.885

Successful management of the
COVID-19 0.821

Greece is a Safe Tourist Destination
for 2020 0.619

Attractive
Attributes 0.867 0.870 0.629

The uniqueness/distinctiveness of
the destination 0.867

The historical/cultural character of
the destination 0.834

Natural environment of
the destination 0.801

Traditional cuisine/food products 0.645

Health-
Protective
Behavior

0.905 0.911 0.774

I will comply with the health
protocols of my planned

destination country
0.970

I will comply with the health
protocols of my planned vacation

accommodation
0.885

I will comply with applicable safety
and precautionary measures 0.801

Travel
Intentions 0.852 0.853 0.660

I will go on vacation as long as there
is access to accurate information

and news
0.830
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Table 2. Cont.

Variable Item
Factor

Loading
Cronbachs’

α
CR AVE

I will go on vacation as long as health
infrastructures and health care

services can be found
0.800

I will go on vacation to a
promiscuous and unforgettable travel
destination offering at the same time

a high level of safety

0.821

Furthermore, we examined the composite reliability and discriminant validity (Table 2).
Cronbach’s α and composite reliability (CR) values surpassed the 0.7 criteria, and the lowest
average variance extracted (AVE) values were greater than 0.5, as suggested [53]. As a final
step, values of skewness and kurtosis were estimated to examine the normality of our data.
Our results showed that skewness values were between −1.784 and −0.406, and kurtosis
values ranged from −0.803 to 3.639 (Table 2). According to Kline [56], normality values for
skewness range, ±2, and kurtosis values, ±7, vary. Thus, we can support that our results
fall into normal ranges.

Finally, Table 3 shows all the square roots of AVE for each latent construct greater
than their correlations with other constructs, indicating the discriminant validity of the
constructs [57].

Table 3. Discriminant validity.

Construct DSP TR ADA HSB TI

Destination Safety Perception 0.830
Trust 0.486 *** 0.810

Attractive Destination Attributes 0.362 *** 0.273 *** 0.793
Health-Safety Behavior 0.360 *** 0.273 *** 0.108 *** 0.880

Travel Intention 0.220 *** 0.356 *** 0.333 *** 0.339 *** 0.812
Note: DSP = Destination Safety Perception, TR = Trust, ADA = Attractive Attributes, HSB = Health-Safety
Behavior, TI = Travel Intentions, Square Root of AVE values. *** Denotes p < 0.001.

Because all scales in this study were assessed and determined to have appropriate
measurement characteristics, testing hypotheses was the next stage in the analysis. We
subsequently conduct the multi-group analysis to examine the hypothesized relationships
proposed in the conceptual model and test the differences between notions. Table 4
highlights the results from analyzing the model’s fitness to each sample’s data and the
multi-group analysis.

Table 4. Goodness of fitness of the models.

Model CMIN df CMIN/df CFI GFI RMSEA SRMR

Unconstrained model 1432.33 418 3.427 0.946 0.887 0.051 0.071
Constrained model 1610.99 445 3.620 0.938 0.874 0.053 0.073

Source: AMOS output.

As shown in Table 4, the significant difference (p < 0.001) in chi-square statistic
∆χ2 = 178.66 and ∆df = 27 shows that the structural relationships are significantly different
between the two segments. Thus, as is recommended, we examined scalar invariance by
comparing the latent constructs’ means. The z-score method (z = mean difference/standard
error) was employed to compare the means of parameters between Greek and Spanish
tourists. According to theory, when |z| > 1.645 and the p-value is less than 0.05, there is a
substantial difference between the two groups [58].
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4. Results

Table 5 shows the comparisons of results by country. We utilized unstandardized
coefficient estimates to analyze differences and similarities because the variances differed
between groups [59].

Table 5. Significant results of comparisons of the path coefficients between Greek and Spanish group.

Unconstrained Model

Hypothesis Greeks Estimates Spaniards Estimates Z-Score

H1: Destination Safety Perception→Attractive Attributes 0.102 0.969 *** 8.358 ***
H2: Destination Safety Perception→Travel Intention 0.159 * 0.514 *** 3.671 ***

H3: Destination Safety Perception→Trust 0.597 *** 0.568 *** −0.425
H4: Destination Safety Perception→Health Protective Behavior 0.150 *** 0.170 * 0.191

H5: Trust→Attractive Attributes 0.165 *** −0.054 −2.194 *
H6: Trust→Travel Intention 0.323 *** 0.014 −3.371 ***

H7: Trust→Health Protective Behavior −0.052 −0.257 *** −3.184 ***
H8: Travel Intention→Health Protective Behavior 0.315 *** 0.519 *** 2.808 ***

H9: Attractive Attributes→Health Protective Behavior 0.052 0.215 *** 2.347 *

Note: *** denotes p-value < 0.001, * denote p-value < 0.05.

Accordingly, the relationship between safety perception and attractive destination
attributes between groups was partially confirmed. A positive and strong coefficient was
revealed only for Spaniards (β = 0.969, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 1-1(a) was rejected,
hypothesis 1-1(b) was confirmed, and Hypothesis 1-2 was rejected.

In the next hypothesis, safety perception significantly affected tourists’ travel inten-
tions in both groups. According to our results, significant differences among groups re-
vealed that the Spaniards’ coefficient is higher. Thus, Hypothesis 2-1(a), Hypothesis 2-1(b),
and Hypothesis 2-2 were confirmed.

A strong relationship between tourists’ safety perceptions and trusts was revealed
for both nationalities. Thus, Hypothesis 3-1(a) and Hypothesis 3-1(b) were confirmed. No
significant differences were observed between groups, indicating homogeneity in tourists’
perceptions. Thus, Hypothesis 3-2 was rejected.

A positive relationship between tourists’ safety perceptions and their health-protective
behavior was revealed for both nationalities. Thus, Hypothesis 4-1(a) and Hypothesis 4-1(b)
were confirmed. No significant differences were observed between groups, indicating
homogeneity in tourists’ perceptions. Thus, hypothesis 4-2 was rejected.

Next, we assumed a positive connection between tourists’ trust and attractive desti-
nation attributes. Only Hypothesis 5-1(a) was confirmed (Greek: β = 0.165, p < 0.001). A
non-significant relationship was revealed for Spanish tourists. Thus, Hypothesis 5-1(b) and
Hypothesis 5-2 were rejected.

Additionally, a positive relation between tourists’ trust and their travel intention
was proposed. Only in the case of Greek tourists was the relationship supported. Thus
hypothesis 6-1(a) was confirmed (Greek: β = 0.323, p < 0.001) and Hypothesis 6-1(b) and
Hypothesis 6-2 were rejected.

We examined the relationship between tourists’ trust and their health-protective be-
havior. A positive significant relationship was revealed only in the case of Spanish tourists
(Spaniards β = 0.215, p < 0.001). Thus, Hypothesis 7-1(a) was rejected, hypothesis 7-1(b)
was confirmed, and Hypothesis 7-2 was rejected.

A positive relationship was revealed between tourists’ travel intentions and their health-
protective behavior for both nationalities. Thus, Hypothesis 8-1(a) and Hypothesis 8-1(b)
were confirmed. However, a stronger relationship was revealed for Spanish tourists (Greek:
β = 0.315, p < 0.001; Spaniards β = 0.519, p < 0.001) which provides support in our hypothesis
(Hypothesis 8-2).

Finally, the positive relationship between destination attractive attributes and tourists’
health-protective behavior was not confirmed for either nationality. Thus, Hypothesis 9-1(a),
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Hypothesis 9-1(b), and hypothesis 9-2 were rejected. Nevertheless, a negative relationship is
revealed for Spanish tourists (Spaniards β = −0.257, p < 0.001). The results are represented
graphically in Figure 2.
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5. Discussion

After the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, a cross-country study was performed
to examine similarities and variations in the perceptions of local and foreign visitors
about Greece. The present study aims to explore the effect of Greece’s image as a Safe
Tourist Destination on tourists who were willing to take summer holidays in 2020. Greeks
were selected because they constitute the domestic tourism market, and according to the
literature, they should be the primary target market in the early post-pandemic recovery
period [60,61]. Spaniards were selected because they come from a country with one
of the highest COVID-19 infections and mortality rates in Europe, but still, they show
interest in travel [43,61]. Unlike most of the previous studies, which are mainly focused on
risk perceptions provoked by COVID-19, the present study is focused on tourists’ safety
perceptions. Nine hypotheses were developed based on the literature review, and valuable
theoretical and managerial insights were revealed.

The present study provides valuable insights into the importance of the health-safety
destination’s image in the recovery period after a health crisis. Moreover, differences in
the perceptions between domestic and inbound tourists are revealed. Several theoretical
implications can be derived from our findings. Health-safety perceptions of Greeks, who
represent the domestic tourism market, are positively related to their trust, travel intentions,
and health-protective behavior. For Spaniards, who represent the inbound tourism market,
their health-safety perceptions are additionally positive related to Greece’s attractiveness
as tourism destination. Our findings reinforce the findings of previous studies. For ex-
ample, Kim and Perdue [19] claimed that the destinations’ cognitive image influences its
attractiveness and improves tourists’ experience. According to Hsu et al. [62], destination
safety and security are positively related to attributes such as its natural scenery and local
cuisine. Wen et al. [63] argued that safety became essential in tourists’ travel decisions after
the SARS outbreak. During the COVID-19 pandemic, studies also confirmed the significant
relationship between safety perceptions and travel intentions [64]. Our results are also
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in accordance with Artigas et al. [30], who proposed that trust in a destination is related
to its reputation, tourists’ cognitive perceptions, and their affective evaluations. In our
case, tourists’ trust toward Greece, especially regarding implementing the health protocols
by local authorities and businesses, was empowered because it was perceived as a safe
tourist destination.

According to our model, tourists’ perceptions regarding Greece as a health-safe desti-
nation positively influenced their health-protective behavior. Likewise, Rončák et al. [65]
claimed that tourists are willing to choose their destination based on possible health risks in
the early pandemic period. Caber et al. [26] revealed that Greece’s safety image positively
influences tourists’ choices. However, during the summer vacations after the first wave
of the coronavirus in Europe, the lack of a vaccine against COVID-19 made tourists more
cautious about possible infection and more willing to comply with all the health protocols.
Thus, we can claim that tourists are eager to choose Greece as a health-safe destination for
their vacation during a pandemic. Still, the lack of pharmaceutical interventions increases
their health-protective behavior when they travel. Our result reinforces Orîndaru et al. [61]
regarding tourists’ priority on the appropriate implementation of health protocols in their
decision-making process. Additionally, a stronger and more positive relationship between
travel intention and health-protective behavior for international than domestic tourists is
revealed. It seems that tourists intend to travel soon after the travel restrictions are lifted.
However, as Zheng et al. [36] claimed, tourists’ fear of being infected by COVID-19 when
traveling makes them seek destinations that apply strict measures against the coronavirus
spread. Tourists’ fears of infection may also motivate them to develop health-protective
behaviors when traveling [66].

However, differences are observed between domestic and inbound tourists, highlight-
ing the importance of using different strategies to attract different segments of tourists. On
the one hand, tourists’ trust positively influences their travel intentions and Greece’s attrac-
tiveness only for the domestic tourism market. Similarly, Moreno-Luna et al. [67] have also
pointed out that destination recovery strategies should be focused on the domestic tourism
market by strengthening and developing experiential, active, and rural tourism. On the
other hand, only inbound tourists’ trust is positively related to their health-protective be-
havior. Our findings reinforce previous studies [68,69], which suggest that tourists develop
more health-safety behaviors during a pandemic, and they choose a destination they trust
regarding the implementation of health protocols. Thus, we argue that tourists’ confidence
in local authorities in managing a health crisis may motivate them to comply with the
destination’s rules and health protocols to reduce health risks. Contrary to other studies,
which argue that tourists are not hesitating to visit events or crowded places as long as the
health protocols are observed [65], Greece’s attractive attributes were negatively related to
the Spaniards’ health-protective behavior. Our findings may be justified by the fact that,
in the early post-coronavirus days, travel was still limited, and popular attractions (e.g.,
historical sites) were less crowded. Thus, tourists adopt a less health-protective behavior
that offers the opportunity of escaping from the “new” social distancing norm because they
feel less at risk.

Some practical implications can arise from the present study that can assist destination
policy-makers and tourism businesses in the post-COVID-19 recovery period. The tourism
sector experiences an unprecedented period due to the travel bans imposed by many
countries to prevent the spread of the novel coronavirus. According to the World Tourism
Organization [70], the COVID-19 pandemic caused a 74% reduction in tourist arrivals
worldwide. To limit all the negative impacts, policy-makers should apply effective recovery
plans with respect to the health-safety conditions in the destinations. Promoting a health-
safe destination image affects the psychology of domestic and inbound tourists differently.
Thus, different methods are required to approach these two market segments.

Ensuring a destination’s health-safety conditions during the pandemic and promoting
a safe image may increase tourist flows. Domestic tourists should be the target tourism
market in the short-term period. However, inbound tourists are also willing to visit health-
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safe destinations when travel restrictions are lifted. Tourists trust social media more than
other sources for information about a destinations’ safety conditions [69]. Thus, destinations
should use social media to provide transparent information about their current pandemic
situation and the health measures taken to ensure visitors safety and to promote their
health-safety image. Nevertheless, tourists intend to travel to safe destinations, but their
perceived severity regarding the pandemic’s impact increases their protective behaviors [43].
However, it is also essential that tourism authorities pay attention when promoting their
destination’s health-safety condition because COVID-19 deniers may also be attracted,
leading to a spiking infection rate within the destination [71].

Tourists are expected to use the internet more frequently to access information about
tourism destinations’ health situation and make reservations remotely [72]. Tourism busi-
nesses should invest in technological innovations. Thus, we suggest that businesses invest
in their presence on the internet by developing or upgrading their websites, to provide
helpful information and links regarding the health measures they take against the spread of
the coronavirus on their websites, to provide mobile-friendly reservations systems on their
websites, and to offer contactless check-in systems through mobile apps. Such approaches
may increase tourists’ trust and help businesses to attract their target markets.

Our findings provide empirical evidence to destinations’ policy-makers who are will-
ing to increase their share in the domestic tourism market in the post-pandemic period.
Strategies to enhance tourists’ trust in their hygiene environment and improve their attrac-
tiveness should be developed. Recreation, gastronomic, and rural tourism are expected
to be favorable among tourists in the post-pandemic period, which offers destinations the
opportunity to reposition themselves to internal tourists. By ensuring health conditions
and providing less crowded places, tourism destinations may moderate the negative ef-
fects on their economies by increasing the numbers of domestic tourists. Additionally,
more crowded destinations may use the post-pandemic period to redesign their tourism
development model to reduce mass tourism, increase other types of tourism, and improve
their sustainability.

Less crowded destinations are also expected to attract international tourists. Based
on the results obtained in the present research, inbound tourists may see those places as
an opportunity to feel more released and to develop a less health-protective behavior and
escape from the “new” normality of social distancing caused by the novel coronavirus.
Health protocols should be followed to ensure destinations’ and tourists’ safety. Tourism
businesses should use clear information about the health protocols that tourists should
follow. However, tourism businesses should redesign their environment or develop new
services (e.g., health retreat centers, recreation activities) in respect of the need of tourists to
escape from a stressful quarantine period they may have lived in their countries.

6. Conclusions

The negative impacts of COVID-19 on the tourism sector have attracted research
interest. This paper contributes to research on destination safety, tourists’ perceptions,
and tourists’ protective behavior. Our findings highlight the critical impact of tourists’
safety perceptions regarding the destination on their travel intention and their health-
protective behavior and the cross-cultural differences regarding the role of tourists’ trust
and destinations’ attractiveness. The study highlights the preference of tourists towards
destinations that provide a health-safety environment. Results suggest that during a health
crisis, tourism policy-makers should use all possible tools to analyze and profile their
potential tourists to attract them to the destination.

The study presents some limitations. The exploratory nature and the specificities of
the sample suggest caution in the generalization of the findings. In addition, we must note
that the present study was conducted after the first wave of the novel coronavirus. After
the summer vacations, countries experienced a second and a third wave of COVID-19.
During this period, people may have lived under extended lockdowns, which could have
caused changes in their safety perceptions and travel intentions. Vaccinations from the
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end of 2020 reduced peoples’ health concerns, increased their willingness to travel, and
decreased their health-protective behavior.
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Abstract: The rebirth of global tourism with a massive rebound is anticipated due to an emerging
touristic behavior coined as vaxication (i.e., post-vaccination travel). Despite the ongoing fatigue
triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, travelers’ fear of missing out (FOMO), and destination crisis
marketing (DCM) can further accelerate travelers’ momentum towards vaxication. To address this
critical knowledge gap in COVID-19 tourism, the present study aimed to examine the effect of
pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention for the greatest of all trips (GOAT) under the moderating
influence of travel FOMO and destination crisis marketing. Drawing on data of international expatri-
ates in the United Arab Emirates (N = 356) and using covariance-based structural equation modeling
with Mplus, the findings provide new evidence supporting a positive impact of international expat’s
pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention for GOAT. Interestingly, this relationship is significantly
reinforced by the international expat’s travel FOMO as well as tourism destinations switching gears
from ‘managing crisis’ to ‘marketing crisis’. Based on prominent theories (i.e., theory of planned
behavior, cognitive load theory, and protection motivation theory) and newly developed scales (i.e.,
travel FOMO and destination crisis marketing), the study implications are directed towards an out-
pacing trajectory of global tourism return prompted by pandemic fatigue, travel FOMO, destination
crisis marketing, and vaxication intention for the greatest of all trips.

Keywords: pandemic fatigue; travelers’ fear of missing out (FOMO); destination crisis marketing;
post-COVID-19 tourism; vaxication intention; greatest of all trips (GOAT); international expats; theory
of planned behavior; cognitive load theory; protection motivation theory

1. Introduction

The growing travel optimism (e.g., travelers’ belief that the worst of the pandemic is
behind us) may still be premature, owing to the existent gap between travelers’ expectations
and the host destinations’ restricted realities [1,2]. Reckless crisis marketing by destinations
could create an inevitable risk even for the vaccinated travelers (including those who
received their third/booster dose), as they might not be fully immune to the latest twist in
the COVID-19 outbreaks (e.g., surge of omicron among the fully vaccinated) [3,4]. Despite
the uncontrolled and chaotic outbreak of new COVID-19 variants (e.g., delta and omicron),
the desire to travel remains significant across the globe [1–3]. The global tourism in the
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midst of the pandemic mirrored a USD 4.5 trillion loss in tourism revenues, including
a massive decline of 74 percent in international arrivals, an unconditional halt on mass
gatherings (e.g., festivals, music concerts, and sporting events), closure of public facilities
(e.g., gyms and museums), and restrained leisure activities (e.g., highly restrictive travel
and tourism) [1–4]. The induction of COVID-19 restrictions and forced lockdowns made
the situation worse for everyone posing severe threats to psychological and cognitive
health [2]. Among various types of psychological distress, pandemic fatigue is one of the
alarming consequences triggered by the prolonged COVID-19 pandemic. The constant
fear of being infected, the continuous press and public discussions about COVID-19, the
uncertain and evolving circumstances, and last but not least, forced lockdowns for an
unknown period caused emotional exhaustion and mental fatigue across the globe [3].
The antecedents and outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic fatigue have been recently
explored [4–6]. Travel and tourism (being a constitutive force in everyday life) offer an
escape from daily routine to refresh the mental state and uplift the subconscious morale [7].
However, travel closure has left emotionally exhausted and fatigued individuals with no
obvious choices to escape the lockdowns and restrictions of the pandemic. As soon as the
COVID-19 vaccines became a reality (e.g., the arrival of Pfizer, AstraZeneca, and Moderna
vaccines), the idea of relaxing travel restrictions (subject to COVID-19 vaccination) became
more viable [8,9], hence signaling a beacon of hope to kickstart global travel.

Fully vaccinated travelers are expected to face lesser barriers (e.g., facilitated and/or
smooth entry at host destinations) as compared to unvaccinated (or partially vaccinated)
travelers, who are obligated to undergo mandatory quarantines and have a negative PCR
COVID-19 test [8–10]. These explicit conditions gave birth to a new phenomenon of “vaxi-
cation” (“vaxi-” from “vaccination” and “-cation” from “vacation”) [9,10]. Vaxication
(referred to as the first vacation after vaccination) also commemorates special offers and
incentives from tourism destinations to fully vaccinated travelers [9]. Consequently, in-
dividuals experiencing pandemic fatigue are incited to get fully vaccinated to resurrect
their long-awaited travel. The emerging vaxication trend in response to the pandemic
fatigue indicates a possible connection between the two tenets of tourism under (and after)
COVID-19 [3,9]. Travel planners are stimulated to deploy crisis marketing campaigns
using vaccine and vacation advertising bundles to encourage immunization among wishful
travelers [10,11].

The COVID-19 pandemic has not reached its endgame yet, whereas the global vaxica-
tion drive is still on the move. Hence, the influential role (and repercussions) of touristic
behaviors toward vaxication requires immediate scholarly attention [9]. Vaxication has
emerged as a promising touristic behavior with the ability to resurrect global tourism by
ensuring the required healthcare and protective measures (e.g., vaccine passports) to visit a
preferred destination [12,13]. However, the concept of vaxication remains largely ignored
and under-investigated in the COVID tourism and consumer behavior research [9]. The
underlying relationship between pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention could possibly
be influenced by multiple cognitive states and real-world iterations as a consequence of the
various phases (and conditions) of the COVID-19 pandemic [4]. Relating to the cognitive
phenomenon, travelers’ fear of missing out (FOMO) is a psychological state of anxiety
and over-concern of missing out on the chance of traveling to a favorable destination [14].
FOMO has been explored in different domains of consumer behavior (e.g., educational
activities and sporting events) [15–20]; however, the role of travel FOMO within the dis-
crete and complex choices of tourism products and services remains largely unknown. In
order to experience vaxication, travelers experiencing FOMO might be more willing to
get vaccinated, as they are overly concerned with missing out on a travel opportunity just
because of non-vaccination [21].

Similarly, destination crisis marketing can mobilize travelers towards vaxication in-
tention while they find ways to overcome their pandemic fatigue [4,11]. Destination crisis
marketing refers to a set of communications aligned with the travelers’ unwavering expecta-
tions about destinations (e.g., authenticity, transparency, empathy, humility, creativity, and
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optimism) during a crisis (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic) [11]. By enduring crisis marketing
strategies, tourism destinations can generate high appeal among travelers for their first
trip after vaccination [11,22]. Alternatively, ignorance of destination crisis marketing can
impose a lack of destination visibility and preparedness for hosting a safe tourism experi-
ence [23]. Consequently, travelers in search of vaxication for the greatest of all trips (i.e., first
mega trip after vaccination) are inclined to cancel their plans for a destination that seems
insensitive and/or irresponsible in dealing with the pandemic crisis. The travel presence
and perspectives of international expatriates play an influential role in the development
and restoration of global tourism. The international expats’ community serves as a critical
foundation in reframing destinations as worldwide centers of tourism attractiveness [24,25].
Moreover, expats are regarded as trustworthy information hubs, as they become vital
collaborators in destination marketing initiatives across the globe [4,26]. The significance
of international expats’ is particularly heightened in developing nations, which are fre-
quently exposed to socio-political unrest and violent conflicts [27,28]. Given the growing
importance of expats in branding nations as safe, popular, and attractive destinations for
tourism [4,26], the present study aimed to unfold the effect of expats’ pandemic fatigue
on their vaxication intention for the greatest of all trips (GOAT), under the moderating
influence of travel FOMO and destination crisis marketing.

2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development
2.1. International Expat’s Pandemic Fatigue

To assess the repercussions of the COVID-19 outbreak, a lot of focus has been put into
its health and psychological effects on the thinking, decisions, and actions of individuals
undergoing the pandemic’s adverse experiences [4]. Pandemic fatigue is one of the most
notable and persistent impacts of COVID restrictions, regulations, and lockdowns on human
psychology. The World Health Organization described it as a set of rational and predictable
behaviors of humans in response to long-term, unsettled disasters and crises [4,29]. It is a
psychological state of extensively feeling isolated, tense, and demotivated that develops over
time as a result of a variety of circumstances, notably drastic changes in personal experiences,
surrounding and environment, community interactions, and social systems. Pandemic fatigue
has been studied in different contexts and focus groups. MacIntyre et al. [30] studied the
induction and intensity of this psychological phenomenon in different age groups. The authors
concluded that young individuals are more likely to experience pandemic fatigue due to
decreased opportunities for socializing and traveling. Focusing on the expat community,
Zaman et al. [4] investigated the effects of pandemic fatigue (PF) in the travel and tourism
context, where PF was found to stimulate revenge travel behavior among the expat community.
Speaking of expats, their role as a strategic partner and vital stakeholder for tourism marketing
has been well recognized, especially due to their deeper and superior knowledge about
destinations [4,26].

In contrast to occasional travelers who likely suffer from stereotypes and first-time
expressions, expats can be deemed as long-term tourists who have literally built their lives
in a foreign land, therefore being immersed in the local culture and traditions. In essence,
expats are always reliable sources of information for their fellow homeland citizens as well
as for international travelers, especially when destinations go through major crises, such as
the COVID-19 global pandemic [4,26]. As previously said, PF affects people’s state of mind
and psychological wellbeing, leading to behavioral acclimatization in order to adjust to the
“new reality”. As a result, the pandemic has resulted in long-term changes in consumer
purchasing habits, consumer preferences, and business strategies [31]. Consumers have
evolved various behaviors to govern their sentiments and well-being caused by appar-
ent uncertainty and protracted lockdowns. For example, most customers are aware of
emerging e-commerce platforms, have switched from their once famous supermarkets,
and have adopted alternate consumption behaviors and platforms [32,33]. PF has caused
economic and social instability in the tourism sector. People perceive travel as an escape
from everyday routines and the psychological load of the epidemic during continuous
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lockdowns [34]. As a result of the epidemic, many individuals have adjusted their travel
plans, flocking to remote and rural regions to avoid the virus and enjoy time in the natural
world [35]. With the urge to escape from this captivity, people are inclined to make such
bold decisions that were unlikely to be considered in normal conditions. For example, some
people may hesitate to take vaccination for COVID-19, but due to its imperative status for
traveling, they are likely to pursue it [9]. Pandemic fatigue can be best explained from the
lens of cognitive load theory (CLT) by Sweller [36]. The theory provides a fundamental
paradigm for comprehending how the outbreak may be affecting people’s psychological
performance in many ways. The COVID-19 pandemic has also introduced new modes of
performing routine tasks, which require additional information and resources, thus adding
to the overall stress level. Secondly, the dynamic and uncertain conditions distracting from
daily life add to the extraneous cognitive load [34–36].

2.2. Vaxication Intention for “Greatest of All Trips”

The travel trend report recently released by Expedia highlighted a dominant touristic
mindset that seeks the “greatest of all trips” (referred to as GOAT) involving unique
tourism aspirations, including (1) scrapping the schedule, (2) splurge-cation, (3) immersive
discovery, (4) sensation seeking, and (5) unfiltered enjoyment [37]. In addition, a new
concept (“vaxication”) has also emerged in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic by
blending two desirable practices—vaccination and vacation. Vaxication intention refers to
an individual’s desire to go on a vacation after being fully vaccinated for COVID-19 [9]. As
vaccination is more of a necessity than a choice for vacation travel, the surge in the trend
of vaxication is an indicator of a much-needed boost in reviving the travel and tourism
industry [4,9].

In the seemingly post-acceleration phase of COVID-19, when the pandemic spread
is either in the stationary or decline phase, the lockdowns and regulations are becoming
relaxed gradually. Additionally, owing to the advent of multiple immunization options (e.g.,
types of COVID-19 vaccines), the situation has been eased out to some extent; therefore,
everyday life is expected to return to normalcy [4,9]. The general practices of social freedom,
tourism, and traveling are also anticipated to rejuvenate as soon as the majority of the
global population is immunized against COVID-19. Hence, immunity from COVID-19 is
becoming a mandatory status for multiple social activities and, more specifically, tourism
activities such as traveling from one country to another, vacation traveling, and even
inter-city/state traveling in some countries [9]. In the case of global tourism, although
vaccination for COVID-19 has been regulated as a requirement, it is regarded more as a
social need than legal binding [10].

Being a newly emerging concept, vaxication has yet to be extensively examined in
post-COVID tourism research. Zaman et al. [9] empirically validated that COVID-19
branded destination safety (CBDS) boosts vaxication intention while travel shaming and
travel incentives act as significant moderators of the relationship. Theoretically, vaxication
intention can be explained by some of the prominent theories related to psychology, human
behavior, and healthcare. The theory of planned behaviors [38] provides a justification
for the health and well-being concerns of travelers dictating their decision of pre-travel
vaccination (vaxication) and choice of safer/COVID-free destination [39]. Similarly, the
protection motivation theory [40] also provides theoretical reinforcement to the concept
of vaxication. The theory proposes that the two factors, i.e., an apparent threat (i.e.,
COVID-19 exposure) and a possible enduring measure (i.e., vaccination), are the direct
influencers of people’s decision-making process when facing protection and safety concerns
(i.e., when planning for tours or vacations). Wang et al. [41] also highlighted the health-
related choices of travelers under the influence of the protection motivation theory. An
individual’s vaxication drive can be better explained through the theoretical lens of planned
behavior [42]. The theory of planned behavior defines human actions as an outcome of
the association between one’s attitude, perceived control over his/her behavior, and social
norms. Therefore, one’s vaxication behavior can be justified by his/her positive attitude
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toward traveling during the pandemic and the vaccine’s perceived benefit in the prevention
of the infection. Although the concept of vaxication is still evolving, it shows promise in
boosting post-COVID tourism [9].

2.3. Travel Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)

Travel FOMO refers to the individual’s fear of missing out on travel opportunities and
experiences, especially when others (e.g., friends and family) are (or may be suspected of)
traveling [14,43,44]. FOMO can be conceptualized by the self-determination theory [45],
which explains the three inherent psychological needs of humans: relatedness, autonomy,
and competence. Individuals who are less satisfied with their psychological needs have
evidenced higher FOMO [14], and according to the theory, if these needs are satisfied, indi-
viduals are capable of self-determination and thus have less FOMO. Among several generic
psychological impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the fear of missing out (FOMO) is one
of the most visible and influential psychological phenomena. Although the FOMO concept
was originally introduced in a completely different domain [14], it perfectly synchronizes
with the COVID-19 (and post-COVID) tourism industry when considering the traveler’s
fear of missing out on opportunities of socializing, traveling, and adventure [4,14].

FOMO is a feeling of anxiety and apprehension of an individual (e.g., prospective
travelers) who experience the fear of missing out on a chance of any event of satisfaction,
social interaction, or something that satisfies their personal needs. The FOMO concept has
been applied to different contexts in previous studies [14,19,20,43,44]. Initially, Przybylski
et al. [14] explained FOMO in a psychological context and developed the construct to measure
FOMO. Alt [20] explored FOMO among adolescents and its connection with their learning
approach. In another study, Alt et al. [19] explored the FOMO effect on college student’s social
media engagement [19]. Abel et al. [43] concentrated their research on the relationship between
the degree of social media consumption and levels of FOMO. Similarly, this psychological
concept has been studied in different contextual settings [15–18]; however, it has not been
particularly applied in the travel and tourism context. The present study is the first effort of
integrating fear of missing out (FOMO) in the domain of travel and tourism, thus forming a
new concept of travel FOMO [43].

2.4. Destination Crisis Marketing

Crisis marketing is a set of marketing strategies to successfully lead a business out
of a crisis while securing its strong and long-term future [11]. Integrated into the tourism
industry, crisis marketing is the use of marketing strategies by tourism destinations as
measures of survival (and subsequent revival) when faced with a crisis [11,46]. The fusion
of crisis marketing with destination marketing gives birth to destination crisis marketing—a
useful business tool for the revival of tourism and attracting prospective travelers during
(and after) a crisis [11]. The concept of crisis marketing in the era of COVID-19 tourism
relates to the efforts of travel and hospitality businesses as well as governments to promote
their destinations in a way that travelers are fully aware of the pandemic conditions,
availability of services, and responsiveness of the host destinations (e.g., authenticity,
transparency, empathy, humility, creativity, and optimism) during the crisis [11,47]. For
example, if a country plans to re-open tourism for locals as well as global travelers, then the
government and tourism planners should devise effective crisis marketing strategies (e.g.,
digital online campaigns) to promote their destination as safe and responsive during the
crisis [11,48]. Although the strategies adopted during crisis marketing mainly depend on
the nature of the disaster or crisis, the prime purpose remains the same that is, to ensure the
survival of a business during a crisis and revival after it, instead of making massive profits
on the cost of people’s life and healthcare risk. Several studies have focused on finding the
pathways for the revival of global tourism by marketing destinations as safe during the
COVID-19 crisis [11,46–48].

Glyptou [46] focused on the restoration and co-creation of destination image in re-
covery from the COVID-19 crisis. Similarly, Ahmad et al. [47] empirically highlighted the
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positive effect of destination image and visit intentions of the travelers in the post-pandemic
tourism industry. A recent study by Singh et al. [48] emphasized the availability of COVID-
related information, staff vaccination details, outdoor spaces show-off, and post-pandemic
schedules as a key factor to attract travelers in the recovery phase. In post-COVID-19
tourism, when the indicators of business revival start to shine and the industry begins
to bloom once again, different marketing practices can be used to influence the decision-
making of travelers while selecting a tourism destination. In another study, Iso-Ahola’s
theory of motivation was employed in the context of the tourism industry, highlighting
a higher level of motivation was desirable for thrilling tourism experiences [49]. More-
over, the authors also argued that recreational events and tourism are driven by personal
getaways, individual striving, social retreat, and interpersonal relationships.

2.5. International Expat’s Pandemic Fatigue and Vaxication Intention for GOAT

The restrictions and lockdown during COVID-19 posed several adverse impacts on
the psychological health of the people. The new routines, economic uncertainty, unsteady
pandemic situations, and continuous risk of being exposed to the pandemic caused anxiety
and unrestful state of mind in the general masses [4]. Considering the expats’ community,
the situation becomes worse as it is difficult for even natives to stay at home for an extended
period. With the relaxation in lockdowns and travel restrictions, people with traveling
interests are more eager to plan vacations and tours to make up for the lost time [4,9]. As
studied by Zaman et al. [4], pandemic fatigue has a significant positive effect on revenge
travel among the expat community, where revenge travel refers to planning tours and
vacations in response to COVID-19 lockdowns to escape from the exhausting routine.

The theory of planned behavior asserts that human behavior is the product of one’s
perception of the current conditions and one’s response to those conditions [50]. The severe
conditions caused by the pandemic initially had an adverse psychological impact on global
tourism. However, the advent of vaccines has eased travel restrictions, hence contributing
to the normalization of the tourism industry along with other aspects of our daily lives [9].
In other words, the vaccines helped in reducing people’s health risk perceptions, and
subsequently, intentions to make up for the lost time during the pandemic were increased.
This phenomenon could also be explained by the protection motivation theory, which
posits that human actions and decisions are affected by their perceived threats and coping
capabilities against those threats [9,40]. The fact that global vaccination campaigns have
reduced the individuals’ health risk perceptions while increasing their perceived coping
abilities (i.e., behavioral control), many people have started to plan their very next vacations
to immerse themselves in new and meaningful experiences. Since vaccination has become
a legal requirement and a prerequisite for traveling, people are also left no choice but to get
vaccinated in order to travel again to global tourism destinations [9]. Therefore, one can
argue that once being suffered from the pandemic, individuals (e.g., expats experiencing the
pandemic fatigue more than natives) will practice vaxication (i.e., take vaccination before
vacation) to be able to set out on their greatest trip ever [4,9]. Based on these theoretical
arguments, the first hypothesis is generated as:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). International expats’ pandemic fatigue has a significant positive effect on the
vaxication intention for GOAT.

2.6. Moderating Influence of Travel FOMO

The psychological concept of FOMO, when applied to the tourism industry, relates to the
irrational anxiety of travelers missing opportunities for vacation travel and socializing [4,14,43].
Having already been exhausted from lockdowns and restrictions, people desire to avenge
their lost time and engage in tourism activities [4,14,51]. However, international traveling can
only occur when the travelers have received the required dosage of vaccines before traveling.
In context, the anxiety and fear of missing out on the chance to travel are expected to fuel the
individuals’ desire to and willingness for vaxication. In a previous study, Bright and Logan [17]
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asserted that FOMO has a significant influence on the feeling of deprivation; therefore, this
cognitive appeal is expected to influence the decision-making process of travelers regarding
vacation planning and destination selection (i.e., moderating the effects of pandemic fatigue
on vaxication intentions for GOAT) [4]. In other words, despite experiencing pandemic
fatigue, if a traveler does not feel much anxiety about missing out on travel opportunities,
then he or she may postpone or even cancel the vacation travel plans, which ultimately avoids
vaxication [4,9]. In contrast, if a person feels travel FOMO extensively, he or she may be
more urged to practice vaxication, thus, affecting the relationship between expat’s pandemic
fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT. This cognitive appeal, therefore, could act as a
moderator on the relationship between expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for
GOAT [4,9,14].

Applying the theoretical lens of stimulus-organism-response (SOR) theory [52], the
proposed moderating impact of travel FOMO on the relationship between expat’s pan-
demic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT can be substantiated. The SOR theory
postulates that a stimulus event causes an emotional reaction, which subsequently induces
a behavioral response. Furthermore, recent evidence has demonstrated that consumers’
decision-making and purchasing behavior are significantly correlated to the extent of fear
and greed emotions as a consequence of COVID-19 [21]. In a similar vein, Yan et al. [53]
validated the role of psychological or emotional state in determining the effect of a stimulus
on consumer behavior of either selection or rejection. Having discussed the theoretical
explanations above, one could possibly argue that pandemic fatigue results in an emotional
reaction (i.e., the fear of missing out on traveling opportunities), which will stimulate the
behavioral response (i.e., the willingness to get vaccinated before traveling). Therefore, the
second hypothesis for the present study is framed as follows.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Travel FOMO significantly and positively moderates the effects of interna-
tional expats’ pandemic fatigue on the vaxication intention for GOAT.

2.7. Moderating Effects of Destination Crisis Marketing

Crisis marketing is a combination of business marketing strategies to ensure brand
visibility and responsiveness during any crisis (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic) [11]. Destination
crisis marketing in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic would boost the visibility of
vacation and travel locations for those who want to revenge travel [4,9,11]. Marketing
destinations as “safe from COVID-19”, “re-opened after the pandemic”, or “first post-
lockdown trip” and implementing travel incentives will most likely enhance people’s
travel intentions and, therefore, willingness to vaxication [4,9]. A positive destination
image has been evidenced to have a positive link with a traveler’s intention to visit, even
in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic [47]. For instance, if a person plans to refresh
his/her mental health by traveling but cannot find a suitable location abroad due to the
crisis mismanagement at those destinations, he/she could consider postponing or even
canceling her/his travel plan, which eventually diminishes vaxication intention. Likewise,
having been deprived of leisure activities (due to the ongoing pandemic), the destination
choices during (and after) COVID-19, combined with effective destination crisis marketing
strategies, could create greater interest for vaxication [9,11]. The destination marketing
efforts during the COVID-19 crisis seem to have a direct influence on the relationship
between expats’ pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT [9,11].

Destination crisis marketing in an influential moderating mechanism can also be
theoretically explained by the psychological reactance theory [54], which highlights the con-
sumption behaviors and purchasing patterns in uncertain (e.g., COVID-19) conditions [21].
According to the psychological reactance theory, the consumers will continue their first-
choice behaviors if they feel the freedom of decision-making, whereas they will intend to
do the opposite if they perceive threats to their freedom of choice [55]. Additionally, for
pandemic tourism, an adverse consumption behavior such as “canceling or postponing a
travel plan” arises when travelers face hindrance (i.e., poor destination crisis marketing) in
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performing their first-choice behavior (selecting a good location/destination for vacation).
This phenomenon can also be described by the popular theory of planned behavior [38],
which asserts that the extent of people’s perceived control will induce positive attitudes
and behavior. Therefore, being able to find multiple destinations and feeling free to choose
among them (i.e., belief part of the theory), travelers are motivated to choose the finest
destination and go for the greatest of all trips (i.e., behavior part of the theory) [9,11,38]. In
light of the above arguments, the third hypothesis of the research is framed as follows.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Destination crisis marketing significantly and positively moderates the effects
of international expats’ pandemic fatigue on the vaxication intention for GOAT.

Based on the theoretical underpinning and scholarly evidence from prior research, the
conceptualized model for the present study is graphically presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Conceptual model of Expats’ Vaxication Intention for GOAT.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Sampling and Procedure

The intended research objective of the present study was to investigate the conceptual
model of vaxication intention for GOAT and its relationship with international expats’
pandemic fatigue, travel fear of missing out (FOMO), and destination crisis marketing.
The research population comprised members of the international expat’s communities
in United Arab Emirates (UAE), which provided the respondent’s pool of volunteering
participants (N = 450). Pilot testing was conducted with a subset of the initial pool (N = 60)
to assess the understandability of the survey and included questions. The final pool of
acceptable, adequate, and error-free surveys consisted of 356 responses. Owing to the
rigorous COVID-19 regulations, data relevant to the international expats’ community
was obtained through direct emails, which involved the distribution of online surveys
individually. We also included expats’ social media groups, which limited face-to-face
interactions. The volunteering international expats were searched and approached through
different social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp, etc.), including
NGO’s and organizations working for foreigners in UAE, during mid-December 2021
(when the daily reported new cases of COVID-19 were less than 1000). In addition, the
foreign embassies and permanent missions, as well as the international business community,
were also contacted through emails. These selective strategies of accessing the initial pool
of international expats and then selecting the final research sample were a combination of
non-probability sampling methods, including purposive sampling and snowball sampling.
Non-probability sampling has been extensively employed in earlier studies, and it has
proven useful in similar contexts, especially when undertaken during a crisis [4,9]. The
informed consent of volunteering expats was taken before the research, and their personal
information was kept confidential throughout the research process. Moreover, sample
coding was to avoid any chances of partiality in information handling or analysis.
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3.2. Measures

The conceptual model of this study included a total of four latent constructs, namely
expat’s pandemic fatigue (independent variable), vaxication intention for greatest of all trips
“GOAT” (dependent variable), travel fear of missing out “FOMO” (moderating variable),
and destination crisis marketing (moderating variable), respectively. To measure these
latent constructs, two scales were carefully developed (i.e., travel FOMO and DCM), while
two scales were selectively adapted (i.e., expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention
for GOAT). Importantly, the psychometric scale properties were well established after
review and constructive feedback taken from senior academics (n = 5) and tourism industry
practitioners (n = 4). The “expat’s pandemic fatigue” was measured with the help of a
9-item construct adapted from Zaman et al. [4], which inquired the expats about the level
of tiredness and fatigue as a result of COVID-19 restrictions and bans, their constant dread
of contagion, and the detrimental psychological impact of COVID-19 media and social
conversations. The items were coded as EPF1-EPF9 and were set on a 5-point Likert scale
where 1 represented strong disagreement and 5 indicated strong agreement. Similarly,
vaxication intention for GOAT was measured using an adapted scale (including 7 items
coded as VGOAT1-VGOAT7) from Zaman et al. [4] as well as guidance from prominent
literature [9,37,56]. A 10-item construct was developed to measure Travel FOMO [15,16,20].
The items were designed on a 5-point Likert scale and were coded as TFOMO1-TFOMO10.
Lastly, the destination crisis marketing construct (including 7-items coded as DCM1-DCM7)
was also developed after an extensive literature review and guidance from seminal research
on crisis communication, crisis marketing, destination crisis management, and tourism
crisis communication, respectively [57–68].

3.3. Data Analysis

For a quantitative investigation of the formulated conceptual model, the covariance-
based structural equation modeling (CB-SEM) approach was used [69]. The SEM method
and its greatest applications have received a lot of scholarly attention across disciplines
(e.g., tourism marketing, technology management, construction management, and project
management). However, various studies have recommended the SEM approach depending
on the type of variables and gathered data, while emphasizing the benefits of SEM over
other techniques (e.g., higher reliability of path coefficients) [70,71]. SEM has been widely
employed in cognitive and social studies [4,9], whereas CB-SEM is one of the dominant
SEM methods that offers more reliable statistical estimations for model fitness, in contrast
to the partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) [9]. Using the Mplus
statistical program, the CB-SEM approach was applied to the study data (N = 356). Mplus
provides a variety of time-saving, and convenient (user-friendly) statistical simulations
for analytical solutions. In a simple layout, the Mplus software provides a number of
techniques, simulations, and built-in programs. The use of diagrammatic forms to illustrate
analyses and outcomes aids in the better presentation of work [72].

4. Results
4.1. Demographic Outcomes

The demographic classification of the respondent’s final pool (N = 356) was carried
out before the in-depth analysis of the conceptualized model of the study. Table 1 presents
the summary of the demographic profiles of the respondents. It can be observed that the
gender split of the sample is almost even with an exact 50% of the respondents belonging
to the male gender, 46.3% as female, while 3.7% preferring not to disclose their gender.
Further classification indicated that most of the respondents belonged to the age bracket of
31 to 35 years (31.5%), while 25–30 years had a second majority with 26.1% respondents. A
total of 105 respondents (29.5%) had an annual income ranging from USD 50,001 to USD
75,000, and 23.9% respondents belonged to USD 25,001 to USD 50,000 group. The majority
(i.e., 52.8%) of the respondents had a traveling frequency of one to two times per year, while
26.4% of respondents traveled around three to five times each year (before the COVID-19
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pandemic). The research sample is a fine mix of multidimensional demographics; therefore,
evenly distributed and impartial data can be expected from this sample. Moreover, the
sample also represents the general population demographics of expats in the UAE [73], so
the findings of this study can be expected to have a good generalization potential.

Table 1. Demographic Profiles of International Expats (N = 356).

Items Frequency Percentage

Gender
Male 178 50.0%

Female 165 46.3%
Prefer not to say 13 3.7%

Age

18–24 years 57 16.0%
25–30 years 93 26.1%
31–35 years 112 31.5%
36–40 years 59 16.6%
41–45 years 27 7.6%

46 years and above 8 2.2%

Annual Income
(equivalent in USD)

USD 25,000 or less 59 16.6%
USD 25,001–USD 50,000 85 23.9%
USD 50,001–USD 75,000 105 29.5%
USD 75,001–USD 100,000 65 18.3%

USD 100,001–USD 150,000 32 8.9%
USD 150,001 and above 10 2.8%

Frequency of
vacation travel

before COVID-19

Once or twice per year 188 52.8%
Three to five times per year 94 26.4%

Six to eight times a year 59 16.6%
More than nine times a year 15 4.2%

4.2. Data Normality

After demographic classification, the initial analysis included tests for data normality
and common method bias. The presence of outliers, normality, missing values, and multi-
collinearity was assessed in the initial part of the analysis. Table 2 provides the outcomes
of the data normality test and descriptive statistics. The observed minimum and maximum
values for each construct were the extreme points of the Likert scale included in the study,
whereas the mean values indicated the average of the response given on the scale of 1 to 5.
The standard deviation, kurtosis, and kurtosis of each latent construct of the study were
found in-between the acceptable ranges of “−2 and +2”, “−3 and +3”, and “−1 and +1”, re-
spectively. Therefore, these estimations (within their threshold limits) justify the normality
of each construct included in the conceptualized model of the study. Thus, the assumption
of data normality for structural equation modeling is empirically reinforced [9,72,74].

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and data normality (N = 356).

Variables
N Min Mean Max SD Skewness Kurtosis

Stats Stats Stats Stats Stats Stats Std. Error Stats Std. Error

VGOAT 356 1.00 4.0253 5.00 0.61773 −0.690 0.129 1.464 0.258
TFOMO 356 1.00 3.3904 5.00 0.78974 0.648 0.129 0.486 0.258

EPF 356 1.00 3.7360 5.00 0.64118 −0.736 0.129 1.742 0.258
DCM 356 1.00 3.5983 5.00 0.75442 −0.412 0.129 0.288 0.258

Harman’s single factor test [75], i.e., a widely employed test for assessing common
method bias (CMB), was conducted after ensuring the normal distribution of the study
data (N = 356). The extraction method used in this analysis was the principal component
analysis (PCF). The PCF evaluation of all the latent constructs revealed that the maximum
variance extracted was around 33%, which is well below the upper threshold limit of
50%. The extracted variance lies within the acceptable range; hence, CMB-related issues or
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concerns are deemed non-existent in the present study [72]. Table 3 provides the summary
of Harman’s single factor test outcomes.

Table 3. Common Method Bias (N = 356).

Component Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings
Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative %

1 10.817 32.779 32.779 10.817 32.779 32.779
2 5.399 16.359 49.139
3 3.041 9.217 58.355
4 2.551 7.729 66.085
5 0.941 2.852 68.936
6 0.923 2.796 71.732
7 0.821 2.489 74.221
8 0.791 2.398 76.618
9 0.767 2.323 78.941

10 0.650 1.969 80.910
11 0.615 1.864 82.774
12 0.607 1.839 84.614
13 0.485 1.471 86.084
14 0.469 1.420 87.504
15 0.420 1.272 88.777
16 0.399 1.209 89.985
17 0.381 1.154 91.139
18 0.369 1.119 92.258
19 0.329 0.998 93.256
20 0.272 0.826 94.081
21 0.267 0.809 94.890
22 0.258 0.782 95.672
23 0.224 0.680 96.352
24 0.204 0.619 96.971
25 0.172 0.521 97.492
26 0.150 0.456 97.948
27 0.131 0.396 98.344
28 0.125 0.380 98.724
29 0.106 0.322 99.046
30 0.092 0.279 99.325
31 0.084 0.255 99.580
32 0.079 0.240 99.820
33 0.059 0.180 100.000

Note: Extraction Method—Principal Component Analysis.

4.3. Measurement Model

After assessing the data normality, the evaluation further proceeded to exploratory
factor analysis (EFA). The EFA was conducted for all variables, and consequently, each
item of the included constructs yielded sufficient factor loadings (ρ > 0.40). Similarly, in
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) graphically presented as Figure 2, the items of each
construct yielded sufficient standardized factor loading (λ > 0.30, as the cut-off value
and/or recommended threshold). The findings from EFA and CFA indicate that the
observed data and the theoretical model of the study were a good fit for each other. To
assess the internal reliability of the constructs, Cronbach’s alpha, average variance extracted
(AVE), and composite reliability (CR) values for each latent construct were calculated. The
observed AVE, CR, and Cronbach’s alpha values, as reported in Table 4, surpassed the
cut-off values for each construct, thus confirming the internal/convergent reliability [76].
Table 4 further presents the summary of goodness of fit indices (χ2 = 1008.437, df = 483,
p = 0.01, χ2/df = 2.088, SRMR = 0.035, RMSEA = 0.055), which assures a very good fit
between the study data and measurement model and thus justifies the findings of EFA and
CFA. Moreover, the study data were also subjected to multicollinearity and discriminant
validity tests. As mentioned in previous studies, the absence of multicollinearity across
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constructs is thought to be crucial for SEM outcomes to be accurate [9,74,77]. Therefore,
the square root of AVE values was matched with the inter-correlation values between each
construct, as shown in Table 5. Greater AVE square root values indicated the presence
of adequate discriminant validities (and the absence of multicollinearity issues) in the
measurement model [4].

Figure 2. CFA Model of Expats’ Vaxication Intention for GOAT.

4.4. Structural Model

In the final step of the analysis, the path coefficients (with t-statistics) were assessed
to test the hypothesized relationships, as the data normality, goodness of fit indices, con-
vergent and discriminant validities, and non-existent multicollinearity were well estab-
lished. The structural model assessment included conventional statistics (beta-coefficients,
t-statistics, and p-values), as reported in previous studies [4,9,74,77]. The outcomes of
t-stats, p-values, and path coefficient tests are summarized in Table 6 and graphically pre-
sented in Figure 3. The positive values of inter-construct correlations (reported in Table 5)
confirm the positive association between expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention
for GOAT. Moreover, the positive value of the path coefficient (β = 0.487) reinforces this
evidence. The higher values of t-stats (t = 12.81) and lesser p-value (p < 0.01) confirmed the
statistically significant and positive influence of expat’s pandemic fatigue on vaxication
intention for GOAT. Consequently, hypothesis 1 (H1) is accepted. In contrast, hypothesis 2
(H2), which tested the moderating influence of travel FOMO (on the relationship between
expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT), is also accepted due to the
positive and statistically significant interaction (β = 0.383, t = 9.119, and p < 0.01). Likewise,
hypothesis 3 which theorized the moderating influence of destination crisis marketing on
the relationship between expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT is
also accepted on similar grounds (β = 0.560, t = 16.47, and p < 0.01). In summary, all the
three hypotheses offered in the conceptual model are accepted based on empirical evidence.
This implies that the pandemic fatigue in expats fosters their intentions to go on vacations
(after receiving mandatory vaccination shots), whereas their fear of missing out on travel
opportunities and the effective destination crisis marketing campaigns can significantly
reinforce their vaxication intention.
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Table 4. Measurement Model (N = 356).

Constructs and Items Label ρ λ

Expat’s Pandemic Fatigue (EPF) (CR = 0.899; AVE = 0.594; Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.897)
I worry a lot about my personal and family’s safety during this pandemic. EPF1 0.714 0.727
I have felt sad and depressed as a result of the pandemic. EPF2 0.802 0.858
I am tired of all the COVID-19 discussions in TV shows, newspapers, and radio
programs, etc. EPF3 0.731 0.727

I am sick of hearing about COVID-19. EPF4 0.855 0.789
When friends or family members talk about COVID-19, I try to change the subject
because I do not want to talk about it anymore. EPF5 0.530 0.653

I feel strained from following all of the behavioral regulations and recommendations
around COVID-19. EPF6 0.741 0.707

I am tired of restraining myself from saving those who are most vulnerable to COVID-19. EPF7 0.695 0.637
I am losing my spirit to fight against COVID-19. EPF8 0.511 0.476
I have thoughts that this pandemic will never end soon. EPF9 0.774 0.685
Traveler’s Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) (CR = 0.937; AVE = 0.601; Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.931)
I fear others have more rewarding travel experiences than me. TFOMO1 0.836 0.810
I fear my friends have more rewarding travel experiences than me. TFOMO 2 0.774 0.733
I get worried when I find out my friends are having fun traveling without me. TFOMO 3 0.866 0.857
I get anxious when I do not know about my friends’ travel plans and/or travel activities. TFOMO 4 0.636 0.632
It is important that I know where my friends are traveling. TFOMO 5 0.910 0.924
Sometimes, I wonder if I spend too much time keeping up with my friends’ travel plans and/or
travel activities. TFOMO 6 0.661 0.675

It bothers me when I miss an opportunity to travel with friends. TFOMO 7 0.848 0.865
Whenever I have a good travel experience, it is important for me to share details online (e.g.,
updating status on social media). TFOMO 8 0.881 0.869

Whenever I miss out on planned travel, it bothers me. TFOMO 9 0.609 0.610
Whenever I cannot travel, I continue to keep track of my friends, whether they are traveling or
staying at home. TFOMO 10 0.751 0.706

Destination Crisis Marketing (DCM) (CR = 0.926; AVE = 0.644; Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.920)
At times of crisis (e.g., COVID-19 pandemic) . . . .
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that conveys authenticity. DCM1 0.619 0.760
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that ensures honesty and transparency. DCM2 0.768 0.844
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that communicates with empathy. DCM3 0.707 0.838
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that reflects optimism (e.g., staying positive
and hopeful). DCM4 0.792 0.885

I prefer to choose a tourism destination that offers supportiveness. DCM5 0.867 0.803
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that displays humility. DCM6 0.932 0.784
I prefer to choose a tourism destination that displays a spirit of creativity. DCM7 0.864 0.689
Vaxication Intention for GOAT (CR = 0.932; AVE = 0.665; Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.928)
As I am fully vaccinated for COVID-19, I plan to go on a special trip . . .
To prioritize my enjoyment and experiences. VGOAT1 0.778 0.793
To immerse myself in new experiences that are completely different from the past. VGOAT2 0.653 0.721
To fully embrace the freedom to do whatever I want. VGOAT3 0.903 0.919
To somewhere new with a flexible schedule. VGOAT4 0.881 0.823
To treat myself even if it is over my budget. VGOAT5 0.928 0.941
To seek out excitement with no regrets. VGOAT6 0.817 0.766
To experience the “greatest of all trips” that I completely deserve. VGOAT7 0.792 0.717

Measurement model fit statistics:
a. Absolute fit indices
χ2 = 1008.437, df = 483, p < 0.001, χ2/df = 2.088, SRMR = 0.035, RMSEA = 0.055
b. Incremental fit indices
TLI = 0.943, and CFI = 0.948

Notes; ρ = Factor loadings at ≥ 0.40 using EFA; λ = Standardized factors loadings using CFA; CR = Composite
Reliability; AVE = Average variance extracted.

412



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2312

Table 5. Multicollinearity and Discriminant Validity (N = 356).

TFO EPF VGOAT DCM

TFOMO 0.775
EPF 0.193 0.703

VGOAT 0.241 0.538 0.816
DCM 0.272 0.409 0.507 0.803

Notes: Bold characters represent the square root of AVE scores for each construct. The number below the
diagonals are the values for measurement adjusted inter-construct correlations.

Table 6. Results of study hypotheses (N = 356).

Hypotheses Relationships Path Coefficients Standard Error
(S.E) t-Stats p-Values Outcomes

H1 EPF→ VGOAT 0.487 ** 0.038 12.81 <0.01 Accepted
H2 EPF* TFOMO→ VGOAT 0.383 ** 0.042 9.119 <0.01 Accepted
H3 EPF* DCM→ VGOAT 0.560 ** 0.034 16.47 <0.01 Accepted

Notes: ** p < 0.01, EFP = Expats Pandemic Fatigues, TFOMO = Traveler’s Fear of Missing Out, DCM = Destination
Crisis Marketing, VGOAT = Vaxication Intention for Greatest of All Trips.

Figure 3. Structural Model.

5. Discussion

Reopening global tourism requires bouncing forward by adopting new business mod-
els (e.g., regenerative travel) instead of bouncing backward to old patterns of pre-pandemic
tourism [4,9,11]. Human behavior, according to the theory of planned behavior [38], is
heavily influenced by beliefs. Employing it to the post-pandemic tourism context, the
utmost desire of staying safe (yet compensating for the time and traveling opportunities
lost during lockdowns and travel bans) drives the traveler’s actions and decision-making
process. Thus, by getting fully vaccinated against COVID-19, travelers become eligible to
travel and then plan for their desired vacation. The present study postulates a novel frame-
work by conceptualizing relationships between expats’ pandemic fatigue and vaxication
intention for GOAT, as well as the moderating effects of travel FOMO and destination crisis
marketing on this relationship. Supported by underpinning theories and empirical evi-
dence on these untested relationships, the present study validated the significant positive
influence of expats’ pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention for GOAT. Pandemic fatigue
has already been discussed in the tourism context in recent studies [4,78]. However, the
present study provides empirical evidence in support of pandemic fatigue fostering the
urge to travel after relaxation of bans (e.g., revenge travel) and optimism for vacation travel
after vaccination (i.e., vaxication). Travelers with revenge travel motives are also inclined to
get fully vaccinated in order to become eligible to travel again. Therefore, the current study
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is in line with observations of recent studies that highlighted the influence of pandemic
fatigue on travel intentions [4]. Chua et al. [78] found that people’s intentions to travel
in the post-pandemic world are heavily influenced by their degree of feeling safe from
COVID-19. Moreover, the healthcare and safety concerns also dictate their travel intentions.

The present study also investigated the moderating influence of travel FOMO on
the relationship between expats’ pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT.
The empirical evidence validated that travel FOMO can significantly increase (through its
positive moderation) the impact of expats’ pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention for
GOAT. Surprisingly, FOMO has not been empirically examined in previous research in the
travel and tourism industry. Existent literature has linked FOMO with opportunities for
recreation, such as using social media [14,16–18], video gaming [79], and sporting activi-
ties [80]. Although previous studies have largely ignored the implications of travel FOMO,
the FOMO concept has been linked with an individual’s recreational drive. Supported by
the self-determination theory [45], the present study’s finding on travel FOMO reinforces
the scholarly knowledge on vaxication intention of travelers troubled with pandemic fa-
tigue. Last but not least, the present study accords that destination crisis marketing has a
significant moderating influence on the relationship between expats’ pandemic fatigue and
vaxication intention for GOAT.

Recent studies in management and marketing research have focused on the identification
of new and effective strategies for destination marketing and image creation in the COVID
crisis scenario, aimed at prospective growth in post-pandemic tourism [11,46–48,81]. Glyp-
tou [46] emphasized that positive image creation of a destination during times of a prolonged
crisis, such as COVID-19, acts as a predictor of tourist intentions for visiting destinations.
Ahmad et al. [47] also argued that the destination image has a significant effect on the travel
intentions of tourists. Moreover, the physical factors of the destinations were found to be
more influential. Similarly, Singh et al. [48] identified marketing methods that can help desti-
nations and tourism businesses to sustain and stand out during a crisis, such as COVID-19.
The authors suggested COVID-related marketing attributes for opening destinations after
the pandemic, vaccinated staff, open and outdoor spaces, and other information to increase
traveler’s engagement and confidence that would consequently affect their visit intentions.
Hence, these aforementioned studies provide sufficient scholarly evidence in support of the
outcomes of the current study.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, the world has seen the emergence of new
concepts and their integration across academic disciplines. Widespread mental distress and
anxiety during the pandemic have led to the birth of the pandemic fatigue concept first in
psychology [3,4,6,30], which was subsequently adopted by tourism and hospitality man-
agement literature [82–86]. The present study developed and validated a comprehensive
model that examined the influence of pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention for GOAT
for the first time in tourism literature. To do so, new scales were developed and statistically
validated to measure expats’ pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT (i.e.,
a concept that refers to the first mega-trip after complete vaccination). As the vaxication
concept is still in its infancy [9,12,23,87–90], the present study extends scholarly knowledge
of vaxication by empirically validating its relationship with expat’s pandemic fatigue. This
outcome can be interpreted through the theory of planned behavior. As having been
psychologically harmed (by curfews and prolonged lockdowns), the fact that restrictions
were subsequently relaxed and large-scale vaccination campaigns were implemented. Con-
sequently, the expats display signs of optimism and developed a positive attitude towards
traveling [4,9,11]. Additionally, expats could feel more power and behavioral control over
their traveling decisions [42]. Based on the protection motivation theory, vaccines could
enhance one’s perception of self-coping abilities while reducing perceived health threats
posed by the pandemic [40].
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The novel framework offered in the present study also integrates the fear of missing out
(FOMO) concept into tourism. Having developed and validated a novel scale to measure
travel FOMO, the present study put forwards empirical evidence for the moderating role
of travel FOMO on the relationship between expats’ pandemic fatigue and vaxication
intention for GOAT. As posited in the self-determination theory, individuals with low self-
determination are likely to have greater FOMO than those capable of self-determination.
Therefore, the present study contributes to the recent and expanding literature on FOMO
in relationship with self-determination theory by depicting expats with higher travel
FOMO tend to display higher intentions for vaxication for GOAT [45]. Moreover, this
study found the moderating effect of destination crisis marketing on the aforementioned
relationship between expat’s pandemic fatigue and vaxication intentions, which is in line
with the recent literature highlighting that COVID-branded destination safety (CBDS)
is the predictor of vaxication intention [9]. The present study offers a novel and inter-
disciplinary conceptual model that unfolds the underlying relationships between these
potential constructs (i.e., pandemic fatigue in expats, vaxication intentions for GOAT, travel
FOMO, and destination crisis marketing) and paves ways for future investigations to
delineate post-pandemic tourism.

5.2. Managerial Implications

The present study has several implications for the decision-making processes of
tourism marketers and practitioners. First and foremost, tourism marketers should be
aware that expat residents in regions under strict lockdowns and pandemic conditions are
likely to experience more severe pandemic fatigue. In particular, as depicted by Zaman
et al. [4], expats experiencing intense pandemic fatigue have stronger motivations to engage
in revenge travel to avenge their lost time due to the pandemic. Therefore, based on the
present study findings, tourism marketers are advised to concentrate on locations that
were worse hit by the pandemic to revive tourism demand in the post-pandemic world.
Furthermore, complete vaccination has already become mandatory for traveling; therefore,
tourism authorities should also work in collaboration with the health care industry to
support mass vaccination campaigns to boost future tourism demand. For instance, travel
companies and agencies can introduce special offers and discounts for travelers who are
getting vaccinated to be eligible to set out on their first trip.

Secondly, the present study empirically illustrated that travel FOMO strengthens
the impact of expat’s pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention. In this regard, tourism
marketers are advised to tap into the emotions of prospective visitors by illustrating that
safe and joyful traveling is possible during the pandemic. Destinations can utilize celebrity
endorsements and seek cooperation with social media influencers to ensure that traveling
is not dangerous anymore, thus provoking fear of missing out to draw tourism demand.
Finally, the present study also found that destination crisis marketing reinforces the impact
of expat’s pandemic fatigue on vaxication intention. In this respect, tourism marketers
are advised to focus on offsetting the damage of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism
(by engaging fully vaccinated travelers) with effective destination crisis marketing com-
munications (e.g., ensuring authenticity, transparency, empathy, humility, creativity, and
optimism), instead of just competing for tourists and tourist dollars. To do so, tourism
marketers should give priority to promoting destinations as safe and COVID-free in their
marketing campaigns [46–48]. Moreover, transformative ways of destination crisis mar-
keting, with coordinated and timely response to online user-generated content (e.g., avoid
alienating prospective travelers by not being insensitive to the crisis), are deemed use-
ful to rebuild destination trust (with good rapport) and increase individuals’ vaxication
intention [9,11,91].

5.3. Limitations and Future Work

This survey-based research gathered information from international expatriates resid-
ing in the United Arab Emirates. In contrast to local residents, the expatriates are more
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prone to travel often, at minimum for individual purposes, to meet their family, friends, and
acquaintances in their home country [92]. As a result, travel bans and pandemic-induced
restrictions may relatively exert a greater influence on expats’ mental health. Expatriates
may also have challenges adjusting to the indigenous lifestyle, such as communication
and language issues [93], which might increase the pandemic’s negative impact. As a
consequence, expatriates may be more stressed to exhibit pandemic fatigue at a larger scale
than the locals. The present study’s initial limitation is the choice of expatriates to examine
the research hypotheses. To circumvent this constraint, future studies should include
local residents and communities to examine any underlying differences in post-pandemic
touristic behavior between expatriates (including their different nationalities) and native
individuals. Future studies must also look at additional elements that might change the
relationship between pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT. For example,
expats’ nationalities, lockdown severity and duration, as well as COVID-19 diagnosis in
close family, friends, and relatives. In addition, future studies can also examine traveling
and vaxication behavior in correlation with soothing techniques, personal-safety motives,
and risk-taking attitudes across traveler’s age groups [94,95].

6. Conclusions

The revival of pre-pandemic tourism seems to be psychologically clouded, owing to
the planned choices of travelers based on health and safety concerns [96]. Hence, tourism
businesses and destinations are inclined to attract travelers who are fully vaccinated [97]
to serve as an icebreaker for post-COVID tourism [4]. The present study proposed and
validated a conceptual model for post-COVID tourism based on relevant underpinning
theories (e.g., theory of planned behavior, self-determination theory and protection motiva-
tion theory). Using data of international expats in the UAE, the present study highlighted
that expats’ pandemic fatigue has a significant positive effect on vaxication intention for
GOAT. Hence, individuals in locations experiencing more rigid restrictions (i.e., prolonged
curfews and lockdowns) could jumpstart tourism demand based on rising vaccination
rates and subsequent vaxication demand. Another interesting finding in the present study
highlighted that travel FOMO significantly moderates the relationship between expats’
pandemic fatigue and vaxication intention for GOAT. Thus, tourism marketers can better
benefit from celebrity endorsements and social media influencers to promote destinations
as safe and reliable, which will eventually incite people’s fear of missing out on travel op-
portunities during (and after) the pandemic. Importantly, destinations that leverage crisis
marketing strategies can minimize their loss (and damage) during and after the COVID-19
pandemic. Hence, destinations should equally emphasize all forms of crisis marketing
channels and communications to overcome the adversities of the pandemic. For instance,
better coordination of destination-owned media, as well as timely responses to online
user-generated content, could contribute to rebuilding destination trust and mobilizing
individuals’ vaxication intention for the greatest of all trips [9,11,91].

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, U.Z.; methodology, U.Z.; software, M.G.K.; validation,
M.G.K.; formal analysis, M.G.K.; investigation, U.Z., M.A. (Mahwish Anjam) and M.G.K.; resources,
U.Z., S.J.B., M.A. (Mahwish Anjam), S.A. and M.G.K.; data curation, U.Z. and M.G.K.; writing—
original draft preparation, U.Z., S.J.B., S.A., M.A. (Mahwish Anjam), M.G.K. and M.A. (Murat Aktan);
writing—review and editing, U.Z., S.J.B., S.A., M.A. (Mahwish Anjam), M.G.K. and M.A. (Murat
Aktan); visualization, M.G.K.; supervision, U.Z. and S.J.B.; project administration, U.Z. and S.J.B. All
authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was initially obtained from all participants who
had volunteered to participate in this study.

Data Availability Statement: The study data are available on special request from the corresponding
author.

416



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2312

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. UNWorld Tourism Organization. 2020: Worst Year in Tourism History with 1 Billion Fewer International Arrivals. UNWTO.

2021. Available online: https://www.unwto.org/news/2020-worst-year-in-tourism-history-with-1-billion-fewer-international-
arrivals (accessed on 23 December 2021).

2. Van Mulukom, V.; Muzzulini, B.; Rutjens, B.T.; van Lissa, C.J.; Farias, M. The psychological impact of threat and lockdowns
during the COVID-19 pandemic: Exacerbating factors and mitigating actions. Transl. Behav. Med. 2021, 11, 1318–1329. [CrossRef]

3. Meichtry, B.S.; Sugden, J.; Barnett, A. Pandemic Fatigue Is Real—And It’s Spreading. Wall Str. J. 2020, 1–9. Available online:
https://jmss.vic.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Pandemic-Fatigue-Is-Real.pdf (accessed on 14 February 2022).

4. Zaman, U.; Raza, S.H.; Abbasi, S.; Aktan, M.; Farías, P. Sustainable or a Butterfly Effect in Global Tourism? Nexus of Pandemic
Fatigue, COVID-19-Branded Destination Safety, Travel Stimulus Incentives, and Post-Pandemic Revenge Travel. Sustainability
2021, 13, 12834. [CrossRef]

5. Zerbe, K.J. Pandemic Fatigue: Facing the Body’s Inexorable Demands in the Time of COVID-19. J. Am. Psychoanal. Assoc. 2020, 68,
475–478. [CrossRef]

6. Reicher, S.; Drury, J. Pandemic fatigue? How adherence to COVID-19 regulations has been misrepresented and why it matters.
BMJ 2021, 372, n137. [CrossRef]

7. Wilson, M.D.; Chen, L.H. Re-starting travel in the era of COVID-19: Preparing anew. J. Travel Med. 2020, 27, taaa108. [CrossRef]
8. Gössling, S.; Scott, D.; Hall, C.M. Pandemics, tourism and global change: A rapid assessment of COVID-19. J. Sustain. Tour. 2021,

29, 1–20. [CrossRef]
9. Zaman, U.; Aktan, M.; Anjam, M.; Agrusa, J.; Khwaja, M.G.; Far, P. Can Post-Vaccine ‘Vaxication’ Rejuvenate Global Tourism ?

Nexus between COVID-19 Branded Destination Safety, Travel Shaming, Incentives and the Rise of Vaxication Travel. Sustainability
2021, 13, 14043. [CrossRef]

10. Reid, C. Travel in 2021 Will Be Better and Worse than You Think. MMYG Global. 2020. Available online: https://www.
mmgyglobal.com/news/travel-in-2021-will-be-better-and-worse-than-you-think/ (accessed on 25 December 2021).

11. Aktan, M.; Zaman, U.; Farías, P.; Raza, S.H.; Ogadimma, E.C. Real Bounce Forward: Experimental Evidence on Destination Crisis
Marketing, Destination Trust, e-WOM and Global Expat’s Willingness to Travel during and after COVID-19. Sustainability 2022,
14, 1111. [CrossRef]

12. Phelan, A.L. COVID-19 immunity passports and vaccination certificates: Scientific, equitable, and legal challenges. Lancet 2020,
395, 1595–1598. [CrossRef]

13. Murphy, J. Celebratory ‘Vaxications’ Are Giving the Travel Industry a Boost; Bloomberg: New York, NY, USA, 2021.
14. Przybylski, A.K.; Murayama, K.; DeHaan, C.R.; Gladwell, V. Motivational, emotional, and behavioral correlates of fear of missing

out. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2013, 29, 1841–1848. [CrossRef]
15. Wang, P.; Xie, X.; Wang, X.; Wang, X.; Zhao, F.; Chu, X.; Nie, J.; Lei, L. The need to belong and adolescent authentic self-presentation

on SNSs: A moderated mediation model involving FoMO and perceived social support. Pers. Individ. Differ. 2018, 128, 133–138.
[CrossRef]

16. Yin, L.; Wang, P.; Nie, J.; Guo, J.; Feng, J.; Lei, L. Social networking sites addiction and FoMO: The mediating role of envy and the
moderating role of need to belong. Curr. Psychol. 2019, 40, 3879–3887. [CrossRef]

17. Bright, L.F.; Logan, K. Is my fear of missing out (FOMO) causing fatigue? Advertising, social media fatigue, and the implications
for consumers and brands. Internet Res. 2018, 28, 1213–1227. [CrossRef]
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