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Abstract 

Until 2019, tourism was one of the most dynamic economic activities in the world, holding 

the third place in the world for exports, after fuels and chemicals. In 2019, tourism registered 

a number of 1.460 million tourist arrivals and 1.481 USD billion tourism receipts, according 

to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). At the same time, tourism is 

a very sensitive activity to the occurrence of unforeseen factors, which can strongly affect 

this activity. The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the factors with a major impact on economic 

activity in general and on the tourism activity in particular. The negative effect of this 

unprecedented health crisis on tourism has been noticed from the very beginning. The 

pandemic has affected tourism worldwide, with major losses in tourist arrivals of 74% in 

2020 compared to 2019. Despite all these difficulties, tourism is looking for solutions to 

resume business, and the administration of anti-COVID-19 vaccines offers a chance for 

economic recovery, some countries offering a new "all inclusive" package that includes the 

anti-COVID-19 vaccine. The paper aims to analyse how countries in which tourism plays an 

important role in the economy manage to find solutions for tourism recovery, sometimes 

using newer, atypical solutions. 

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, domestic tourism, medical tourism, resilience, 
vaccine. 
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1. Introduction

The tourism industry is one of the most important and dynamic industries, but in
2020, it was among the most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, 2020 was 
the worst year in tourism history, with 1 billion fewer international tourists, down 
74% from 2019, and losses were estimated at 1.3 trillion USD in export revenue 
(UNWTO, 2021). On the European continent, the total share of travel and tourism 
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in GDP in 2020 decreased dramatically compared to 2019 due to the pandemic, from 
2.191 billion USD to 1.065 billion USD (Statista, 2021a). The speed with which the 
virus spread led to a dramatic decrease in tourism activity, especially after the 
declaration of the pandemic by the World Health Organisation (WHO), on March 
11, 2020. International tourism has been particularly affected, but in many countries 
domestic tourism has also suffered especially during the lockdown (WTTC, 2020). 

The tourism industry is highly vulnerable to many factors, including natural 
disasters, pandemics, terrorist attacks and more (Yeh, 2020). Pandemics are not new 
to human history, and the twentieth century has been repeatedly affected by the 
spread of dangerous viruses, which have manifested themselves more regionally, 
with varying intensities. Influenza pandemics are not only unpredictable, but also 
periodic events that can have serious consequences both for human health and 
economically (Del Rio & Hernandez-Avila, 2009).  

Although in the 1970s it was believed that infectious diseases were defeated 
and remained a thing of the past, the early 21st century was marked by such epidemics 
as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and avian influenza A (H5N1) in 
the 2000s, as well as Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) and Zika virus 
disease (ZVD) in the 2010s (Hall, Scott & Gössling, 2020; Yang et al., 2020). The 
COVID-19 Pandemic (Yeh, 2020) is also one of them, but much more threatening. 

Countries that have gone through various epidemics have mastered some personal 
hygiene practices, such as hand washing, as a measure to stop the spread of the virus 
but also as a necessary first step in health education (Chia & Oyeniran, 2020). After 
all, in the absence of specific medical treatments for coronavirus dysfunction, 
prevention is the first course of action (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020; Oyeniran & Chia, 
2020) and citizens should be informed so that they are aware of the importance of 
prevention. In addition, first aid kits have been devised to restrict the spread of the 
virus, and intensive training of medical staff in using appropriate infrastructure and 
specific equipment in the fight against the disease has been performed.  

China’s case for fighting infectious diseases (Liang et al., 2012) is worth 
mentioning in this respect. There has been remarkable progress in building a national 
public health system and hospitals for infectious diseases in China since the country 
faced the SARS epidemic in 2003. Even techniques of traditional Chinese medicine 
have been put into practice. Traditional Chinese medicine is attracting more and 
more tourists (many of them being Russians) who come for treatment. Traditional 
Chinese medicine can also make a difference for domestic tourism, to restore post-
COVID-19 health, to former COVID patients (Wen, Wang & Kozak, 2021). 

Another important lesson learned from the experience of states that have gone 
through flu epidemics has been communication (Liang et al., 2012), delivering 
information about the latest findings and preventive measures, which can be applied 
in potential pandemics or emergencies of the public health system. The resumption 
of safe tourist activities in tourist destinations, took into account, among other things, 
the request for negative Polymerasen Chain Reaction (PCR) tests. On November 1, 
2020, 126 destinations, or 58% of the total, requested such a test from international 
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tourists, and 10 destinations required tourists to be quarantined on arrival (UNWTO, 
2020). 

This article aims to contribute to the burgeoning literature on tourism and health 
threats, especially infectious diseases that are spreading rapidly, affecting more and 
more large spaces and their longer-term implications. Since the Spanish flu, in the 
last century, until the current COVID-19 pandemic, there were no manifestations of 
such a great impact on a global scale on the conditions of modern medicine and 
advanced research in the field. - 

2. Problem Statement

Sharma, Thomas and Paul (2021) propose a framework based on resilience for
the revitalization of tourism, identifying four essential factors. Domestic tourism is 
a solution for resuming tourism activity and contributes to restoring the physical and 
mental health of COVID-19 patients (Osadchuk et al., 2020). Restoring domestic 
tourism through the development of traditional Chinese medicine is addressed by 
Wen, Wang and Kozak (2021). The need for patient rehabilitation for a shorter or 
longer period of time is particularly important (Amatya & Khan, 2020), in addition 
to health protection (Chhabra, 2020) and orientation towards therapeutic tourism. 
Last but not least, several authors present the vaccine as the best solution to travel 
with the lowest possible risk (Dubé & MacDonald, 2020; Liang et al., 2012; Loss, 
2021; Martinez-Rodriguez, Gonzalez-Parra & Villanueva, 2021). 

3. Aim of the Research

The research aims to highlight the way in which tourism identifies resilient
solutions through the development of a tourism oriented towards health care, through 
medical spa or spa and wellness tourism, but also through safe travel conditions, 
based on vaccines.

4. Research Methods

To highlight how tourism has been affected by the pandemic, both the
quantitative and qualitative methods – can help us  make a comparison between the 
relevant data for 2019 and 2020. For tourism it is important to analyse the number 
of international and domestic arrivals, tourism revenues and the contribution of 
tourism to GDP. In order to carry out this research, data provided by WTTC, 
UNWTO, INS and Statista were used. 

5. Findings

5.1. Domestic Tourism 

Domestic tourism decreased globally, in 2020, by 45%, compared to 2019, 
achieving revenues of 2.36 trillion USD in 2020, compared to 4.29 trillion USD in 
2019 (Statista, 2021b). 



Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Economics and Social Sciences (2021), ISSN 2704-6524, pp. 128-138 

131 

As travel restrictions began to rise, it was noticed that during the summer season, 
domestic tourism enjoyed more and more attention. Governments in several 
countries have encouraged this by providing aid in the form of vouchers (Poland, 
Croatia, Slovenia), tax breaks or other ways to support tourism in times of crisis 
(ETC, 2020; Osadchuk et al., 2020). 

In Europe, in 2020, more tourists chose domestic tourism, which accounted 
for 73% of the total contribution to European GDP, compared to 2019, when 
participation was 66% (Statista, 2021c). However, spending by domestic travellers 
in Europe reached almost 631 billion USD in 2020, whereas it peaked at over 
1.222 billion USD in 2019. Domestic tourism expenditure in Europe decreased by 
roughly 48 percent in 2020 over the previous year (Statista, 2021d). Among 
European Union (EU) member states, the highest spending on domestic tourism is 
recorded in Germany (54 billion euros on overnights trips, in 2019), followed by 
France, Spain, Italy, Sweden, Poland and others (Statista, 2020). 

In the case of Russia, tourism is slowly recovering as a result of reduced 
restrictions and the possibility of domestic travel, and resorts in Crimea, the Baltic 
Sea, the North Caucasus and the Altai (Osadchuk et al., 2020). 

In the United States, another country where domestic tourism has a very high 
share, various initiatives have been launched, such as "NYC-Cation", to encourage 
locals and regional visitors to stay and support the revitalization of New York 
exploration in these difficult times (WTTC, 2020). 

Domestic tourism is a first step towards the resumption of tourist activity. It is 
deemed safer, from a health point of view, because it allows travel with the tourists’ 
own means of transport, in a restricted environment, usually with family, thus 
avoiding congestion and enclosed spaces. Also, the fear of being quarantined has 
determined tourists to be more reserved in choosing remote destinations and to prefer 
destinations closer to home, which gives them more security. In Romania, 
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a preference for more isolated, 
smaller accommodations, which involve smaller groups of tourists (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Establishments of tourists’ reception with functions 

of tourist accommodation, 2019-2020 (%) 

Source: The authors, using INS data (2021). 
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 This tendency to choose domestic tourism has also been observed in China, 
which even before the pandemic practiced this form of tourism (WTTC, 2020). 
Among the preferences of tourists are outdoor destinations, less crowded, rural areas, 
or small towns, special attention being devoted to exercise and outdoor sports, 
activities that are also promoted by the European Travel Commission (ETC) (ETC, 
2020). 

5.2. Medical Tourism 

The increasing susceptibility to the threat of pandemics at the beginning of the 
21st century can be attributed to several reasons, such as increasing global mobility 
and numerical population growth worldwide; increasing population density in urban 
areas, more dependent on supply chains with food; and the nature of global transport 
networks (Hall, Scott & Gössling, 2020; Labonté, Mohindra & Schrecker, 2011), 
which have played an important role in the spread of the virus. Therefore, there is a 
need for a therapeutic oriented tourism, which has an important role in the recovery 
of patients or people affected by the restriction period. Restoring health can be quite 
expensive and time consuming (Amatya & Khan, 2020). Medical tourism, within 
the medical services provided, usually includes the diagnosis, treatment, cure, 
prevention and rehabilitation of the person traveling for this purpose (WTTC, 2020), 
and the purpose is to improve or rehabilitate health through medical interventions. 

Health care abroad has grown rapidly, especially in the early 21st century, 
although medical tourism has been gaining ground since the 1980s, when several 
Latin American countries offered dental procedures, cosmetics and various surgeries 
to patients in the US and Europe, at cheap prices. The increase of the interest for 
medical interventions performed in another country that offers such medical services 
was possible also against the background of economic development, the increase of 
the population income from the countries that provide patients such procedures, and 
easier communication facilities. Among the main interventions are organ 
transplantation, cardiac and reproductive operations, but also cosmetic and dental 
procedures (Chen and Wilson, 2013). Health care abroad is associated with various 
issues, of a financial, legal, ethical nature and is closely linked to the process of 
globalization. Among the factors that determine patients to opt for medical 
interventions abroad are the type of medical intervention, infrastructure, modern 
equipment, the attention paid by medical staff and finally yet importantly the 
availability of medical service and especially lower costs (Mutalib et al., 2016). To 
these are added privacy and the opportunity to recover away from home, which 
combines an exotic vacation with a medical procedure (Chen & Wilson, 2013). 

Nearby tourist attractions increase the decision, because many interventions 
involve spending more time in the area, and the natural setting facilitates the patient’s 
recovery faster after a medical intervention. Countries that have turned to this form 
of tourism are located especially in Asia, such as India, Thailand, South Korea, 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Philippines; but there are also Latin American countries 



Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Economics and Social Sciences (2021), ISSN 2704-6524, pp. 128-138 

133 

that are practicing medical tourism, such as Argentina, Brazil, Costa Rica, Cuba, and 
the Dominican Republic.  

Malaysia was poised to receive an estimated 2 million tourists for medical 
treatment in early 2020, but the onset of the pandemic has hit medical tourism and 
tourism in general. The number of tourists who chose Malaysia for medical tourism 
doubled in 2011-2018, from 643,000 USD to 1.2 million USD, most coming from 
countries such as China, the United Kingdom and the United States. Worldwide, the 
tourism market reached 87.5 billion USD annually. The same drastic decline hit 
Thailand in 2020 (Tatum, 2020). 

One of the countries recognized for practicing medical tourism is Cuba. This 
activity has been supported by the Cuban government since the 1990s, when tourist 
packages accompanied by medical treatments were offered under the name of "sun 
and surgery", a package intended especially for cardiac and transplant operations 
(Mutalib et al., 2016).  In the new pandemic context, Cuba is trying to expand its 
medical program by offering the COVID vaccine, Soberana-2, still in testing, which 
it wants to produce and which will be offered to foreigners who want to be vaccinated 
(Yaffe, 2021). 

In medical tourism, India is one of the countries that receive a number of patients 
coming for health care, many of them patients from the UK, and one of the dilemmas 
is whether it is ethical to treat patients from another country rather than the country’s 
own patients (Meghani, 2013). 

Until the COVID-19 pandemic, medical tourism has migrated from developed 
countries to developing countries, especially to avoid high costs or to reduce 
the waiting period. However, in the context of the pandemic generated by 
SARS-CoV-2 virus, a change of direction has taken place, i.e. from developing 
countries to developed countries and especially to countries that are the main 
producers of vaccines, with the hope of obtaining faster anti-COVID-19 serum, 
shortening the waiting period in the country of origin. 

In the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism takes place in specific 
conditions of social distancing and self-protection, so that a new tourist model is 
required, based on wellness that facilitates the healing process, exploiting the overall 
therapeutic potential of tourism. Once a patient is cured of COVID-19, the recovery 
process should continue to regain lung health. In almost all cases, a complex 
recovery program based on movement and the practice of light exercises to 
strengthen the muscles, sufficient rest and a balanced diet are recommended. 

Depending on the severity of the impact of COVID-19, patients may suffer a 
number of functional and psychological disorders in both acute and subacute stages, 
especially respiratory failure, dyskinesia, neuromuscular and cognitive disorders and 
stress, etc. (Khan & Amathya, 2020).  

5.3. Spa Treatment and Medical Centres 

In the new conditions created by the pandemic, the development of forms of 
tourism that can take place throughout the year becomes more and more attractive, 
which reduces the imbalances created by seasonality,. This is the case of medical 
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and spa tourism. Not only do COVID-19 patients require post-COVID recovery, but 
so do other people who have had to spend more time at home, in solitary 
confinement, or working from home. All these people need to restore their physical 
and mental capacity, and the treatments offered in the spa and wellness centres help 
to relax, together with the natural resources in the area (baths, mineral water cures, 
mud cures, etc.).  

In different countries, several spas have prepared tourist packages especially for 
patients who have suffered from COVID-19, for a faster and total recovery. Thus, 
based on medical recommendations from the treatment bases, tourists benefit from 
various procedures designed to help them regain their basic functions, such as 
restoring lung capacity, blood oxygen saturation levels, muscle strength, tolerance 
to stress, but also a normal diet and a restful sleep (Osadchuk et al., 2020; WHO, 
2020). 

Natural resources are very important for the development of health tourism.  
Romania, for instance, has mineral springs, hydrothermal springs, and healing mud, 
among other. At Băile Govora, a resort with a respiratory and rheumatic profile, 
approximately 30% of the tourists who currently arrive in the accommodation units 
come for recovery after COVID (Ziarul Financiar, 2021). Băile Govora offers a post-
COVID-19 treatment package, based on a recommendation from a pulmonologist, 
for a spa treatment for post-COVID-19 recovery which is 100%, naturally, through 
the power of healing factors and spa treatment, followed by respiratory gymnastics. 
One of the procedures followed by patients who have had COVID is performed in 
the area of inhalation therapy. Another procedure is ultrasonic aerosol. Characteristic 
for this area is the presence of mineral waters, which are natural therapeutic factors 
used in the treatment of various respiratory diseases. Very useful in treating 
respiratory diseases are sulphurous waters, with a very high concentration, but also 
iodized and brominated waters found in the area. Also, in post-COVID recovery, 
breathing exercises are very important, because they help to clear the airways and in 
a short time, significant improvements in the patient's condition can be noticed. 
Similar packages are to be found in other Romanian resorts such as Băile 
Herculane and Geoagiu Băi.  

5.4. Vaccine Tourism 

The emergence of COVID-19, as in the past with SARS or Ebola, highlights the 
vulnerability of people to infectious diseases (Dubé & MacDonald, 2020). As the 
very few known medical treatments are fundamentally contested, treatment isolation 
remains essential, until the vaccine is found. The administration of vaccines against 
coronavirus disease began in December 2020. Initially, only a few vaccines were 
approved, with different mechanisms of action (Martinez-Rodriguez, Gonzalez-
Parra & Villanueva, 2021).  

For those who want to receive the COVID-19 vaccine faster, in the hope of 
traveling in safer conditions, since the beginning of the administration of the 
vaccine, in different countries, tourist offers have been prepared, accompanied by 
vaccination. This new tourism concept was launched in some US states, Cuba and 
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the United Arab Emirates, but also by travel agencies, which have prepared luxury 
offers (Loss, 2021).  In Florida, the vaccine was offered free and unconditionally 
to people over the age of 65 who could afford to come for vaccines from abroad, 
or who still had a home in that state. But since January 21, 2021 that opportunity 
has changed, and only those who have been in Florida for at least three months a 
year can enrol in a vaccination centre. Patients who can afford this type of tourism 
package, which includes the vaccine, come from developing countries, or less 
developed, to developed countries, which are also major producers of 
anti-COVID-19 serums. 

The concept of tourism vaccines, which offer services similar to those associated 
with medical tourism, has been promoted since the end of 2020 in India by Gem 
Tours & Travels agency, which offered Indian tourists a four-day stay to receive the 
vaccine from Bombay to New York (Loss, 2021). Shortly afterwards, in January 
2021, India launched the Vaccination Campaign. Travel agencies, such as Gem 
Tours & Travels or Zenith Holidays, offered all-inclusive packages for the United 
States, the United Kingdome or Russia (Loss, 2021). The offer included plane 
tickets, sometimes accommodation and a cultural visit and vaccination. The stay 
varies from 3 to 12 weeks, to receive the second dose, or, two trips, to receive the 
second dose. 

Cuba has even made a new tourist attraction out of vaccination. At the beginning 
of 2021, there were four vaccines in Cuba at an advanced stage of testing, and Cuban 
authorities planned to produce 100 million doses of Soberana 2, more than necessary 
for the total population of the island (Loss, 2021). 

Maldives was one of the countries that opened up completely to visitors, and now 
it wants to be one of the pioneers for vaccination tourism. However, for now, visitors 
who want to "visit and get vaccinated" have to wait a little longer. The scheme will 
start after the country's population of 550,000 is immunized. 

The resumption of international tourism will largely depend on vaccination and 
the vaccination certificate or passport, which will facilitate the access of tourists to 
different destinations and will exempt them from quarantine (European Commission, 
2021). 

6. Conclusions

The tourism industry is highly vulnerable to many factors and is looking for
resilient solutions. Domestic tourism is a first step towards the resumption of tourist 
activity and has become significant in more and more countries worldwide. 

In the new conditions created by the pandemic, the development of new forms 
of tourism that can take place throughout the year, and which reduce the 
imbalances created by seasonality, becomes more and more attractive. This is the 
case of medical, spa or spa and wellness tourism. In various countries, several spas 
have prepared tourist packages especially for patients who have suffered from 
COVID-19, in order to facilitate a faster and total recovery. 
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