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Abstract: Sustainable economic growth can be achieved through tourism by protecting the envi-
ronment, maintaining natural resources, creating employment, improving cultural diversity, and
recognizing cultural heritage values. The concept of tourism sustainability is gradually growing glob-
ally and becoming a dominant aspect in modern business, as companies need to meet stakeholders’
demands regarding environmental management. Sustainable tourism incorporates environmen-
tal, social, economic, and cultural issues into operations. The demand for green tourism, ethical
consumption, protection of natural resources, and living close to nature is expected to increase. In
particular, the latter gains more and more popularity due to the stress caused by the global pandemic
and also because values have been re-evaluated at every level of society. In this paper, we explore
sustainability in the tourism industry within the international context during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, with a specific focus on tourism in 35 European countries for the period between January
2020 and September 2021. We aimed to study the impact of tourism on sustainability based on the
Eurostat database, using cluster analysis and descriptive statistics. The results indicate that tourism
will recover slightly, even though the pandemic will continue, recording different effects in European
countries. Furthermore, we highlight the relationship between income and tourism, the clusters
on tourism being significantly different according to income. The results also identify potential
recovery options to align this business area with global sustainable development goals, generate
effective transformational change, and suggest how to create a viable growth process pushed by a
glocal perspective.

Keywords: sustainable tourism; sustainability; pandemic crisis; sustainable development goals; local
tourism; glocal tourism

1. Introduction

The global pandemic has caused economic crises around the world [1,2], and the
tourism sector has been damaged severely [3,4]. The hospitality and tourism industry
suffered from total travel bans, strict restrictions, lockdowns, and new health and safety
regulations aimed at preventing the spread of the new coronavirus and managing the
pandemic crisis [5]. Studies indicate the impact of perceived risks on travel behaviour and
tourism decision making during and after the COVID-19 pandemic [3,4,6].

Lately, attention has been shifted towards sustainability, as new generations are more
concerned about sustainable society, environmental issues; hence, consumption behaviours
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have become increasingly sustainable [7]. Sustainability is about consuming resources
in such a way that leaves sufficient resources for future generations [8]. Sustainable
development means meeting the needs of the present generation “without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [9]. The concept includes social,
economic, and natural resources being available to secure sources of livelihood.

Seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (including 169 specific targets and 232 indi-
cators) adopted by all United Nations Member States aim to achieve a sustainable future by
protecting the planet, ending poverty, and ensuring prosperity [10]. Therefore, the present
challenge is to consume and manage existing resources on the planet, not solely for the
short term, but also taking into consideration the long-term effects and keeping in mind
the potential needs of future generations.

According to the World Tourism Organization, sustainable tourism development is
relevant to all types of tourism, including mass tourism and niche tourism [11]. Sustainable
tourism uses environmental resources optimally, maintains ecological processes, and helps
to conserve natural heritage and biodiversity. It respects the sociocultural authenticity and
traditional values of host communities as well as ensures long-term operations, provides
socioeconomic benefits to all stakeholders, creating income-earning opportunities, and
contributes to poverty mitigation [12].

The concept of tourism sustainability is becoming a dominant aspect in modern
business as companies need to meet stakeholders’ demands regarding environmental
management [13,14]. Specifically, the tourism sector is shifting towards green, ethical,
and cause-related tourism; hence, tourism accountability is gradually growing globally.
Sustainable tourism incorporates environmental, social, economic, and cultural issues
into operations. Moreover, awareness of the natural environment, water, wildlife, climate
change, and pollution caused by tourism activities has been raised. Consequently, the
demand for green tourism, ethical consumption, protection of natural resources, and living
close to nature is expected to increase, especially because the latter gains more and more
popularity due to the stress caused by the global pandemic and also because values have
been re-evaluated on every level of society.

Sustainable development in tourism addresses economic, environmental, and social
aspects through policies and strategies [15]. Stakeholder engagement is an important
tool to have a dialogue with local communities, indigenous people, visitors, and the
government [16]. Their involvement ensures ethical and responsible behaviour in the
tourism sector [17–19]. Sustainable economic growth can be achieved through tourism by
protecting the environment, maintaining natural resources, creating employment, reducing
poverty, sustaining cultural diversity, and recognizing cultural heritage values [20–23]. The
COVID-19 crisis has brought to the attention of stakeholders the major contribution that
tourism can have in the human race for sustainable development. Closure of borders and
the cessation of economic activity has raised questions about the need and opportunity for
national and international tourist flows. Additionally, both specialists and companies in
the field have tried to find alternatives to traditional tourism that meet people’s need to
explore new places and experience other cultures while respecting the restrictions imposed
by the COVID-19 crisis and protect the environment.

Therefore, our research purpose was to explore sustainability in the tourism industry
within the international context during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this paper, we discuss
how the tourism sector is affected by the health crisis, how it will recover after the pandemic,
and if it can reinvent itself to become more sustainable and align with the global Sustainable
Development Goals to generate transformational change.

In this paper, we describe the important elements of sustainable tourism as well as
relations between human development and the environment. We examined sustainable
tourism strategies during the global pandemic crisis and analysed the preferences of young
consumers regarding sustainable tourism initiatives. Thus, the main aim of the study
was to identify how the coronavirus pandemic affected tourism in European countries.
Furthermore, we grouped the countries and identified if there are differences between the
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clusters in terms of income, highlighting if country resilience and recovery are dependent
on income. For this, we used descriptive statistics, cluster analysis, and differences between
cluster means. According to the empirical results, the tourism sector registered a decreasing
trend in 2020, and a slightly increasing trend in 2021. The countries were grouped into five
different clusters depending on the intensity with which they have been affected by the
pandemic. In 2020, due to similar restrictions, there were no differences between countries
according to income, but in 2021, significant differences were recorded according to income,
concluding that country resilience and recovery in the event of a crisis is influenced by
development level. Our research contributes to theoretical and managerial advances in
sustainable tourism, suggesting how to reach improved performance and competitive
advantage in this sector after the pandemic crisis, and leveraging the innovative topic of
glocal tourism.

This paper is structured as follows. The relevant literature is reviewed in the next
section, outlining challenges to address after the pandemic and highlighting the main
issues of sustainable tourism. This is followed by a description of our research methods
and procedures. Section 4 presents our research results with a specific focus on tourism
data from Eurostat for 35 European countries for the period January 2020 and September
2021, and is followed by a discussion of the main findings. The paper ends with our
conclusions, theoretical and managerial implications, the study’s limitations, and future
research directions.

2. Literature Review

Academic research has been interested in the field of sustainable tourism, especially
during the pandemic, to emphasize recovery strategies and underline the future devel-
opment of the industry. A review of the literature outlines the current challenges to be
addressed and the imperative of adopting sustainable approaches in this field.

2.1. The Impact of the Pandemic Crisis on Tourism

COVID-19 has a significant impact on business, globally ranging from disrupted value
chains to decreased international trade; however, it has also stimulated innovations [24,25].
Tourism was considered an important tool to develop economies and decrease poverty.
Before the outbreak of the pandemic, the tourism sector was responsible for 10% of global
GDP and created about 320 million jobs around the world [26]. The travel and tourism
sector had been growing, and the economics of many countries were exclusively depen-
dent on it [16,27]. Tourism generates a series of positive effects on regional development
and, implicitly, on the development of the national economy through local employment,
development of local communities, training of companies in related fields, and devel-
opment of transport infrastructures world [17,22,23,28]. In some countries, tourism is
considered a strategic field and even a national priority, with special economic policies
being implemented to amplify the positive effects that this branch has on the development
of the national economy [18,21,29] or to reduce negative externalities generated by the
environment [30–32]. The negative effects of the pandemic crisis on those countries will
last much longer after the pandemic until people feel safe to travel again [26].

The pandemic has also changed consumer behaviour in favour of more ethical deci-
sions and a slow decision-making process before making a purchase, as well as expecting
companies to contribute to solving the problems society is facing [33–35]. The pandemic
severely impacted tourism businesses worldwide, owing to the global measures introduced
to prevent the spread of the virus, and the sector seems to be one of the last to restore as
travel restrictions and global recession are continuing [36].

Tourism is not anticipated to recover until 2023 [26]. International tourism has de-
clined by 74%, airplane travel by 60%, and due to this, CO2 also fell by 6% in 2020 [37].
UNWTO [38] estimated international tourism arrivals decreased around 85% in 2021, in
comparison with 2019. According to the Office for National Statistics [39], monthly air
passenger arrivals to the United Kingdom declined by 98%. Furthermore, accommodation
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and travel agency businesses reported a turnover decline to 9.3%, and employment in
accommodation went down by 21.5%.

Tourism as an important driver of economic activities contributes to the GDP of many
European countries, for instance: Greece, about 7%; France, more than 7%; Portugal, 8%;
and Spain, about 12% [36]. It should be noted that accommodation and food services
provided employment for 144 million people, including 44 million own-account workers
and 7 million employers [40]. Additionally, the travel sector in G20 countries accounts for
10% of employment and about 9.5% of the GDP, and a 6-month disruption reduced 2.5% to
3.5% of the GPD in G20 countries [26].

Georgia, as a tourism-dependent country, generated 11% of the GDP from tourism [41].
In August 2019, about 1.1 million tourists visited Georgia, while their number dramatically
decreased to 44 000 during the same period in 2020. In general, international visits declined
by 90% [42]. Thus, the tourism industry has been deteriorating. However, countries
including Georgia decided to offer long-term permits to foreign remote workers if they bring
their virtual offices, hoping to benefit from their spending in local economies. Moreover,
the government policy in Georgia regarding the use of hotels as quarantine zones and
so-called COVID hotels has partially helped them to survive. For this purpose, more than
100 million GEL was paid by the government to hotels in Georgia [42].

The dramatic decline in the tourism sector was noted in Poland as well, while the
accommodation occupancy rate reduced by 70% and international flights by 80–90% in
2020 [43]. The annual contribution of these to the country’s economy was between 4% and
5% before the pandemic [43].

As international tourism dropped by about 80%, domestic tourism has facilitated
in softening the problem [36]. For this reason, the tourism economy needs to rethink
its future, move to digital transition, and use green, resilient, and sustainable strategies
to recover [36]. OECD recommends governmental support to improve tourism, restore
travellers’ confidence, encourage the sector to adapt, promote domestic travel, strengthen
international cooperation, and build sustainable tourism [36]. Furthermore, domestic
tourism can motivate survival and recovery when international travel has been restricted,
as it enables companies to maintain some tourism destinations [36].

The recent studies highlight a radical shift from globalization to regionalization as
a distinctive characteristic of the current and post-pandemic period that is changing the
nature of business on an international level [25].

2.2. Tourism Sustainability

Although the term sustainability is broadly used and prevalent in policy, business,
and non-profit contexts, environmental destruction is continuing to reach unprecedented
levels [44–48]. Sustainable tourism leads to the achievement of a positive economic impact
without the negative effects of human activities on natural resources [49]. Even though it is
a voluntary involvement, as members of our society, companies are called upon to respond
to global challenges and contribute to the increase in societal wellbeing in a broader sense,
instead of exclusively “producing economic profits for only a privileged few” [45]. Scholars
emphasize the need to focus on sustainability issues while developing strategies in tourism,
which includes environmental protection, stakeholder engagement, and an integrated
approach that links natural, environmental, and historical resources [50]. Based on the
SDGs, companies can clearly see where actions and changes are needed to move towards a
sustainable perspective [45]. The SDGs and targets are interconnected and influence each
other so that achieving a target contributes to accomplishing other goals [45,48].

On the one hand, tourism contributes to the economy, especially when a country
depends on the sector; on the other hand, it puts pressure on the environment and natural
resources of a particular region [51,52]. Since the demand for fresh food, freshwater, hotel
gardens, catering, showers, laundries, etc., is growing and goods need to be provided
through global supply chains, freight emissions are increasing [52], not to mention the
ecological damage from cruise tourism and waste. For example, the landfill in Malta has a
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height of 60 m [52], and on the artificial island Thilafushi in the Maldives, about 500 tonnes
of rubbish is brought every day [53], associated with tourism activities. In Georgia, tons of
waste is accumulated every year in the Kazbegi mountains that are located 3653 m above
sea level, its surrounding territories, the path leading to it, and the national park located
1400 m above sea level, as a result of mass tourism activities. To mitigate this problem, hotel
Altihut has been founded in this area to clean up the territory, host tourists, and increase
their environmental awareness to reduce producing or storing of waste there.

Additionally, scientists confirm the negative effects of environmental pollutants on the
health of the ecosystem [54]. Mass tourism can (1) increase the demand for water in a region
with scarce water resources; (2) generate large amounts of waste; (3) increase pollution
by using various transport means, especially when roads are not built and every car
raises dust; (4) produce visual pollution because construction companies build high rises,
hotels, and houses inappropriately located for the landscape and environment; (5) damage
ecology because tourists and travel with a car or bicycle can disrupt birds, mammals, and
plants, causing the loss of biodiversity; and (6) negatively affect the wildlife for which
tourists are visiting a region due to more new hydroelectric power stations being built,
since the development of the tourism industry requires more electricity and improved
infrastructure [55].

Researchers suggest that sustainable tourism can be created by local communities
while protecting the environment and managing a social project to improve the ecosystem
and attract tourists [52]. Moreover, the tourism sector needs to take into account a relatively
new paradigm, rights of nature. This means to recognize and honour that nature and its
ecosystems, including animals, trees, oceans, rivers, and mountains, have rights as human
beings have rights [56]. This holistic view suggests acknowledging that “nature in all
its forms has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles”, instead
of treating it as a property under the law [56]. In this regard, sustainable tourism takes
responsibility for protecting ecosystems while generating income by producing services to
tourists. In connection with sustainability, the rights of nature paradigm aims to prohibit
mitigations for financial gain, hinders overconsumption and creates a sustainable level of
human use, reduces human footprints on the Earth to progress in line with developments
in population and technologies, and preserves nature despite the dynamic changes in
ecological processes [57].

Another concept aligned with sustainable tourism is the Blue Zone (BZ), that is,
a geographical area where a great number of older people live. They are an isolated
population “sharing homogeneous genetic background, traditional lifestyle and dietary
habits” [58]. At present, there are four such regions identified in Okinawa, Sardinia, Costa
Rica, and Greece [58]. The scientific community considers them to be effective models
of healthy ageing that can be transferred. As a result, wellness and wellbeing tourism is
expanding towards the Blue Zone concept to provide guests with healthy living in a more
sustainable way [59].

2.3. Tourism Recovery after the Pandemic Crisis

Considering the contribution of the tourism industry to the economy, it is necessary
to restore the industry, especially in those countries heavily dependent on tourism as a
main or even only source of income [60]. In addition to that, shorter travel distances lead
to lower environmental impact; the regional or local destination can lead to stimulating
restoration of the sector [36]. Moreover, during the pandemic, people have tended to stay
local and travel to their own countries, which is inexpensive and affordable compared to
international visits.

Furthermore, digitalization is another trend towards recovery with contactless pay-
ments, services, automation, and virtual experiences [36]. As the service sector has severely
suffered during pandemic lockdowns, digital transformation is seen as a promising means,
based on which a sustainability framework for business model modification can be cre-
ated [61]. The research results show that recovery strategies should be based on technologi-



Sustainability 2022, 14, 3844 6 of 21

cal advances and digitalization with a focus on developing sustainable business models in
accordance with SDGs [61].

It is worth noting that the concept of ownership of sustainability, argued by Bhat-
tacharya [62], can create a company’s quick development towards a more sustainable
business. Sustainable tourism should ensure a balance between economic, environmental,
and social dimensions in a destination, which is possible by preventing “excess tourists, the
degradation of natural and cultural resources, and the dissatisfaction of the citizens” [63].

The research results demonstrate that turbulent times, such as the COVID-19 crisis,
are also opportunities to develop new behaviours by re-evaluating consumption values,
perceptions, and consumption choices as consumers have undergone changes in almost
every aspect of their life, from professional to financial areas [64]. Moreover, tourists are
rethinking their behaviour as a result of the current pandemic shifting their preferences
towards sustainable tourism, choosing short destinations to avoid air travel, and mass
tourism [65]. Recent studies show that tourists collect information about environmental
issues and sustainable tourism, and they are aware of their potential influence on economic,
social, and ecologically sustainable tourism [65]. Regarding tourist attractions, festivals,
museums, and events, scholars suggest rethinking management approaches and looking
for new models of participation while focusing on digital or smaller formats of tourism [66].

The trends of academic studies on digital technologies in tourism focus on the vir-
tual environment, aimed at motivating consumers to visit a destination, and augmented
reality relates mainly to cultural and heritage tourism [67]. The digital and virtual reality
technologies seek to change the setup of the tourism industry, as digital tourism enables
collaboration among nations and can extend across borders [67]. These tendencies are
expected to be further developed especially after the pandemic.

Acknowledging the important role of tourism in the economy and how much it has
been affected by the coronavirus crisis, the following hypotheses were formalized in order
to highlight the main factors related to the tourism status:

Hypothesis 0 (H0). H0: µ1 = µ2 = µ3 = µ4 = µ5

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Tourism will recover in Europe, even as the pandemic continues.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The European countries are not equally affected by the COVID-19 crisis
regarding tourism.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There are significant differences between clusters related to tourism status ac-
cording to the level of development, concluding that the level of development significantly influences
the tourism sector.

3. Research Methods and Data Analysis

To analyse the most common words used in regard to sustainable tourism on the
pandemic crisis, we used bibliometric analysis. Bibliometric analysis investigates the
content in a systemic and systematic process, structuring and ordering the results obtained,
converted from qualitative to quantitative.

Bibliometric methods provide quantitative analysis in the case of written publications,
being related to the terms “infometrics” [68,69] and “scientometrics” [70]. This analysis
involves the identification of the literature’s content, i.e., within a given subject area.
Therefore, the scientific production is evaluated, the results being of major importance to
policy makers, scientists, or other stakeholders [71]. Bibliometric analysis is considered a
state of the art methodology, including components from all scientific domains [72].

To identify the main topic of the content, we used word clouds to find the words with
the highest frequency. The relationships between words can be determined by investigating
which words tend to follow others immediately, or that tend to co-occur within the same
documents. Both types of analyses are complementary. If the word network reveals the
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word pairs that co-occur most often, the correlation network reveals which words appear
more often.

In order to clusterize the countries according to the indicators reflecting the tourism
status, we used cluster analysis. Cluster analysis can be very meaningful for grouping a set
of objects, where the objects in the same group are more similar to each other than to those
in other groups, or clusters. Hierarchical cluster analysis produces a set of categories or
clusters by sequentially grouping the variables, clusters, or variables and clusters [73]. Thus,
the similarity between objects is evaluated using a remote function and a wide variety
of grouping algorithms [74]. The first step is represented by calculating the similarity
measures between observations and between clusters after the observations are grouped
into clusters [75].

The similarities between groups are identified using [76]:

1. Single-linkage clustering or the similarity of the closest pair:

dSL(A, B) = mini ∈ A, j ∈ Bdi, j (1)

This method is known also as nearest neighbour or minimum method, and implies
the minimum distance between clusters or objects [77,78], its disadvantage being that the
only value considered is the smallest distance between pairs [79].

2. Complete-linkage clustering or the similarity of the furthest pair:

dCL(A, B) = maxi ∈ A, j ∈ Bdi, j (2)

This method is also referred to as furthest neighbour or maximum method; its principle
is that it considers the furthest distance between pairs of cases [80].

3. Group-average clustering or the average similarity between groups:

dGA = 1NANB∑I ∈ A∑j ∈ Bdi, j (3)

This method, also called unweighted pair group, used arithmetic averages. As an
improvement to the first two methods, Sokal and Michener [81] considered the average
of the distance values between pairs of cases. Its advantage is providing a more accurate
evaluation of the distance between clusters [79].

For testing, if there are differences between clusters created according to tourism status
regarding the country level of development, we used mean comparison.

The most common analytical method used for such determinations is analysis of
variance (ANOVA). The null hypothesis (H0) implies all averages are not different:

H0: µ1 = µ2 = µ3 = µ4 = µ5. In case the null hypothesis (H0) is rejected in the ANOVA
for the five groups, the alternative hypothesis implies that at least one average is different
(H1). The disadvantage of this method that it does not provide detailed information
regarding the differences among various combinations of groups [82].

The variables used in the analysis are arrivals at tourist accommodation establishments
per capita and nights spent at tourist accommodation establishments per capita—reflecting
tourism status and GDP per capita—reflecting the level of development. The data were
collected since the pandemic appeared in Europe, i.e., 2020 until September 2021, for
35 European countries in Europe, the data source being Eurostat [83]. The analysis was
realized using SPSS, Tableau, and VOS programme.

4. Findings

To select the most relevant studies in the field, we used bibliometric analysis. The
principal sources of scientific articles are the academic platforms: Web of Science and
ResearchGate. We explored the content of 139 research articles related to sustainable
tourism in the pandemic crisis. In order to highlight the structure of the scientific field, we
used content analysis, inspecting the most common words and the relationships between
words [84]. Additionally, the network of co-occurrences, with a frequency of at least
12 times, were considered, with a correlation degree greater than 0.5. The analysis was
performed using the VOS programme.
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The valuable information provided by the word clouds offered us the response to the
following main research question: which are the most common words found in the full
scientific articles on sustainable tourism in the pandemic crisis?

The empirical analysis proved that the most common words in the full content of
selected articles (apart from the keywords used) are: “covid”, “crisis”, “development”,
“management”, “country”, “technology”, “wave”, “region”, “nature”, “society”, “diffu-
sion”, “fatality rate”, “performance”, and “source” (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Most common words in scientific publications regarding sustainable tourism in the pan-
demic crisis. Source: authors’ elaboration.

The most common combinations in the most relevant studies in the field are clus-
tered in 6 groups: (i) admission-air-air, pollutant-air, quality-air, pollution-atmosphere-cause-
concentration-confirmed, case-coronavirus-damage-death-diffusion-disease-economic, system-
environment-exposure-human health; (ii) commitment-community-critical, decision-crisis,
management-culture-fear-emergency-governance-future-improvement-resilience-tourism,
industry-uncertainty; (iii) administrative-change-economy-change-evolution-health, policy-
implication-management-measure-new, direction-performance-political, economy-soil-
strategic; (iv) accommodation-alternative, tourism-agricultural tourism-benefit-capital-
business-economy-employment-job-life-opportunity-restaurant-sustainability; (v) faith-
GDP-sustainable, tourism-tourism policy; and (vi) agriculture-economic, engineering-rural,
development (Figure 2). In order to highlight these combinations of words being the most
encountered, the most correlated words were explored within the selection of articles, using
as a threshold the value of 0.5.
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Figure 2. Word network in WOS and ResearchGate publications’ content. Source: authors’ elaboration.

Tourism has been one of the worst affected domains since the outbreak of the pandemic.
As shown in Figures 3 and 4, the nights spent at tourism accommodations registered a
decreased trend until April 2020, increasing until August 2020, followed by a decrease
until the end of the year. In 2021, the dynamic was similar: a decrease until April 2021, an
increase until August, and a decrease.

Figure 3. The dynamic of nights spent at tourist accommodations, 2020–2021, EU27. Source: authors
based on Eurostat data [78].
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Figure 4. The dynamic of arrivals at tourist accommodation establishments, 2020–2021, EU27. Source:
authors based on Eurostat data [78].

This trend is explained by the trend of tourism increasing in the summer, as most of
the population are on vacation; tourism is affected by seasonality but also by the pandemic
context: in the cold months, the number of cases of COVID-19 is increased, leading to the
increase in restrictions, including restrictions regarding travel. This aspect is reflected in
the tourism situation.

In 2021, there was a small increase compared to 2020 (Figure 4), which can be explained
by the appearance of the vaccine and the relatively high vaccination rate in some countries.
However, the differences are not very big; there are still countries where the vaccination
rate is low and the rate of illness and death are still high, although different measures
are being taken. Therefore, we can conclude that the tourism status has improved due
to the slight increase in the number of nights spent at tourism accommodations in 2021,
confirming Hypothesis 1.

To clusterize the European countries according to tourism status (the number of nights
spent by visitors at tourist accommodations and arrivals at tourist accommodations), we
used a hierarchical cluster. Thus, five clusters were created, Cluster 5 registering the biggest
values and Cluster 1 the smallest values according to tourism development. In 2020, the
clusters were:

Cluster 1: Latvia, North Macedonia, Slovakia, Turkey, Romania, Bulgaria, Belgium,
Albania, Poland, and Serbia;

Cluster 2: Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Luxembourg,
Portugal, Liechtenstein, Estonia, Denmark, and Czechia;

Cluster 3: Austria and Croatia;
Cluster 4: Cyprus, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Sweden, and Switzerland;
Cluster 5: Iceland (Figure 5).
In 2021, the clusters were:
Cluster 1: Albania, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Lithuania, Latvia, Ireland, Hungary,

Czechia, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Poland, North Macedonia, Romania, Turkey,
and Serbia;

Cluster 2: Denmark, Greece, Italy, Liechtenstein, Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia,
Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland;

Cluster 3 Croatia;
Cluster 4: Malta;
Cluster 5: Iceland and Austria (Figure 6).
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Figure 5. Cluster analysis, Europe 2020. Source authors’ elaboration.

Figure 6. Cluster analysis, Europe 2021. Source: authors’ elaboration.

In 2021, Austria joined Cluster 5 along with Iceland, registering increases regarding the
number of nights spent at tourist accommodations and arrivals at tourist accommodation
establishments; in 2020, Austria was in Cluster 3. In Cluster 4 in 2021, only Malta remained;
Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Sweden, and Switzerland moved to Cluster 2 due to
decreases regarding the tourist situation. In the case of Cyprus, it moved to Cluster 1, the
cluster with the lowest values.

Croatia remained in Cluster 3, both in 2021 and in 2020. From Cluster 2, Finland,
France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, Portugal, Estonia, Denmark, and Czechia moved to
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Cluster 1 in 2021, registering a downward trend, and Greece, Italy, Spain, and Liechtenstein
kept their place in Cluster 2. Thus, the European countries are affected differently by the
coronavirus crisis from a tourism perspective, confirming Hypothesis 2.

As the resilience in crises, especially during coronavirus crisis, is explained by the
level of development of the country [1,24], we performed a comparison between the five
clusters regarding GDP per capita to see if there were differences from this perspective.

As it can be seen in Table 1, the significance is bigger than 0.1; therefore, there are no
significant differences between the five clusters according to GDP per capita. Consequently,
we concluded that the tourism status in 2020 was not the result of the country’s level of
development, surmising that pandemic shock and the restrictions were more powerful
than the economic status. The restrictions affected people’s decisions regarding activities
including travel, either for vacation or work.

Table 1. Differences between cluster means according to GDP per capita, 2020.

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

GDP/capita 2020
Average Linkage
(Between Groups)

Between
Groups

(Combined) 0.090 4 0.023 0.610 0.659

Linearity 0.042 1 0.042 1.145 0.293

Deviation from
Linearity 0.048 3 0.016 0.431 0.732

Within Groups 1.071 29 0.037

Total 1.161 33

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Instead, in 2021 (Table 2), based on a slight recovery and relaxation on restrictions,
between the five clusters are significant differences based on tourism and according to
the GDP reflecting the level of development (considering a 10% significance). The more
developed a country is, the more resilient it is in facing a crisis, consequently registering
better results in terms of tourism. These results confirm Hypothesis 3 only in the case of
2021. In 2020, restrictions exceeded all the dimensions characterizing a country, the tourism
being disrupted regardless of the level of development, compared to Dimian et al. [1,24],
who stated that resilience in European countries is explained by income. In the case of
tourism, the results do not apply to the first period of the pandemic because in 2020, there
was no vaccine or other way to fight against the virus. Instead, since 2021, resilience has
increased, reflected also in tourism. The increased resilience was the result of the increased
income and development, which led to the discovery of the vaccine and other modalities to
fight against the pandemic.

Table 2. Differences between cluster means according to GDP per capita, 2021.

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.

GDP/capita 2021
Average Linkage
(Between Groups)

Between
Groups

(Combined) 1.165 4 0.291 2.462 0.067

Linearity 0.941 1 0.941 7.953 0.009

Deviation from
Linearity 0.224 3 0.075 0.631 0.601

Within Groups 3.430 29 0.118

Total 4.595 33

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Even though the coronavirus crisis has affected the entire world, including Europe
in all domains, there are differences according to the population and the level of devel-
opment. A developed country will always be able to better manage a crisis, affording
the necessary resources. This hypothesis was also confirmed in the case of tourism. The
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level of development of a country significantly influences the tourism status, even in a
pandemic context. Thus, except for the year of 2020, when everything was controlled by
the restrictions, impeding an independent decision on micro or macro level, the tourism
sector functions in relation to the country level of development.

5. Discussion

The COVID-19 crisis has had a devastating impact on the tourism industry worldwide,
the negative effects being felt by companies in the field and their suppliers and employ-
ees [15]. Tourism activity was affected by restrictions imposed by physical distance, health
problems that have an impact on more and more people, and the decline of income due to
the slowdown in economic activity [85,86].

The effects have been limited to local and regional levels because many national
economies are heavily dependent on tourism activity. In Europe, the impact of the COVID-
19 crisis on tourism has been dramatic given Europe’s dependence on European tourism
economies. Europe is the most important tourist destination in the world, and in some coun-
tries tourism is a key sector both in terms of jobs generated and revenue collected [87,88].
Countries such as Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, and Malta have a high degree of dependence
and vulnerability in tourism [89].

The cut in the number of foreign tourists due to the closure of the borders and the
need to maintain physical distance have generated huge losses for tourism and transport
companies, some of them having major financial difficulties or even going bankrupt. The
tourism industry is highly sensitive to significant shocks, due to the characteristics of tourist
services, which are not basic services and which involve the mobility of consumers [90,91].
In addition, the current COVID-19 crisis and measures taken by public authorities have
demonstrated the direct relationship between tourism and international relations, in the
sense that tourism advances the spread of viruses and turns a local epidemic into a pan-
demic crisis. It can be said that tourism has generated the globalization of the health crisis
and the acquisition of a pandemic such as COVID-19 [92–94]. In this context, the tourism
sector registered huge damages in 2020, with 2021 being seen as an improvement, according
to the measures implemented and the development level.

The pandemic might be seen as an opportunity to advance towards sustainable
tourism. Taking into account the Sustainable Development Goals, tourism can make
considerable contributions to the achievement of SDG 1—No poverty, SDG 8—Inclusive
and sustainable economic growth, SDG 12—Sustainable consumption and production, and
SDG 14—Sustainable use of oceans and marine resources [95]. It can be considered that the
COVID-19 crisis has a positive impact on tourism because trends towards more sustainable
business strategies accelerated [15].

One of the methods that will be considered for the development of sustainable tourism
and increasing the resilience of this sector when confronted with black swan events is
community-based tourism and rural tourism. This type of tourism will gain ground as
it is based on the involvement of communities that will provide the necessary input and
a development that takes into account local characteristics. In this way, the intensity of
tourism development can be managed to ensure a balance between the economic, social
and environmental aspects that this activity entails. Therefore, tourism can also be a tool to
reduce poverty, by increasing wellbeing in local communities [96,97].

The pandemic might be seen as an opportunity to advance towards sustainable
tourism. The crisis demonstrates the vulnerability of the tourism system and the need for
the resilience of the tourism economy. Therefore, stimulating digitalization and transforma-
tion towards sustainable models are essential for the further development of the tourism
sector worldwide [98,99].

The models suggested by researchers are very different. There are opinions according
to which the COVID-19 crisis should generate a reset of international tourism activity and
a restructuring of the hospitality industry at a macroeconomic level [100], in the sense of
reducing tourism and (aviation) mass transport, with the purpose being the protection of
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the environment. Consumers should all be more responsible and aware of the impact of
their tourism activity and can focus on local destinations [101].

The promotion of localism in tourism can be a new dimension to promote sustainable
development [102]). In addition, virtual tourism can meet the need to meet people, taking
into account that some specialists consider that the need to travel is a “largely artificial
need that has been created by super modern life, exacerbated by the media and stimulated
by travel agencies and tour operators, and it must be revised downwards” [103].

Therefore, digitalization can provide viable solutions not only for the financial sec-
tor [83] but also for tourism. The COVID-19 crisis created an “opportunity to consider
the need for the decrease of tourism” [102]. There are also specialists who draw attention
to the negative impact that COVID-19 has on sustainable tourism from the perspective
of companies in the field redirecting funds from CSR and sustainability programs to the
natural recovery process generated by the dramatic decrease in revenues and profits [104].

This COVID-19 crisis revealed the sensitivity of the tourism sector to the pandemic
crises. Until now, most scientific studies have focused on the vulnerability of tourism
to terrorism, natural disasters, or economic crises. From this perspective, this study is
prominent due to its degree of originality as well as its current consideration of the focus
of scientific research on the impact of the COVID-19 crisis in certain economic sectors,
countries, or regions.

6. Theoretical and Managerial Implications

From a theoretical point of view, the results of this study contribute to the understand-
ing of the challenges the tourism industry is facing due to the pandemic crisis and tries to
provide some insight in order to create the basis for a new era in this field. Over time, in
fact, international tourism has been hit by numerous crises. The September 11th terrorist
attacks, the 2009 financial crisis, and crises caused by medical events, such as the severe
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak (2003), and the 2015 Middle East Respira-
tory Syndrome (MERS), are among the black swan events that have marked international
tourism. The current COVID-19 crisis is distinguished in magnitude and effects, generating
not only challenges but also opportunities for both companies and public authorities. It
contributes to the development of sustainable tourism as a solid solution to overcome the
current crisis. Rural tourism, community-based tourism, and local tourism are intensely
promoted solutions for increasing the resilience of this sector in the face of crises [105].

In this respect, we emphasize that local tourism is one of the strategies that can
be put into practice in order to allow visitors to feel more comfortable when deciding
to travel, spend a night in tourist accommodations, and visit new places. In fact, local
tourism involves avoiding overcrowded locations and events, and permits foreign people
to experience the real life of a country [106].

Given that people over 45 are the most active in terms of tourism but also the most
affected by COVID-19, post-pandemic approaches require a rethinking of national tourism
strategies that involve but are not only based on local tourism [84].

Having said that, nowadays, there is an increase in interest in the existing research
on how it is possible to reinvent tourism [102,107–110], in particular, from stakeholders’
perspectives [86,87] and in different geographical contexts [8,111]. However, there is still
little discussion about how tourist destinations can simultaneously benefit from local, rural,
and regional perspectives and virtual and interactive perspectives.

Therefore, this study has attempted to fill this gap by evaluating the process of
tourism’s reaction to the COVID-19 crisis.

Starting with the results of the bibliometric analysis, our research suggests strategies
and tactics to overcome the negative effects that still affect the sector. Moreover, since
the current pandemic is a prolonged crisis, our results also provide a direction for further
research in the sustainable tourism field. In addition, from a managerial viewpoint, we
highlight that local tourism is a specific strategy useful to destination managers.
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However, sometimes it can be the case that fostering local tourism can have a double-
edged sword effect on the reputation and image of a specific place, as this tourist strategy
can be seen as a way to raise boundaries and to reduce the number of visitors that can
access a geographical area [111].

Hence, the results of this study suggest that local tourism can, of course, be considered
a solution to the existent crisis but there is the necessity to mix it with a new approach to
attract visitors. In order to join the local and the global perspective, a glocal perception of
tourism can be implemented in this peculiar situation: it can involve putting the virtual
side of the business in action, while sustaining regional tourism [112]. For example,
tourist managers and local policy makers can work together and provide customer journey
touchpoints to offer to visitors—those interested in knowing several facets of a place—
different kinds of information that explain culture, biodiversity, and enogastronomy, and
connect these issues with others that could be found in similar locations around the
globe. This glocal approach to tourism will allow for the mixing of local and regional
aspects with the international side of this sector, giving a flavour to visitors of other
places, traditions, cultures, and food specialities. Thus, glocal tourism opens a window
to the world, leveraging digital technologies [105,113]. To spread glocal tourism, policy
makers can decide to sustain it by buying digital technologies and virtual items, investing
public money. These actions will help tourist managers create the right content for the
right visitors, segmenting the public who will approach the new technologies into small
groups characterised by similar features among them. In line with this idea, local policy
makers and managers in the field can revisit and reinvent neglected areas—those that
are not usually appreciated by tourists—adding these locations in the customer journey
touchpoints that are able to provide virtual and interactive tours of the destination and of
other related locations set in other countries. Strategic destination management acquires
new values in the post-COVID-19 period in order to achieve the resumption of international
tourism in safe conditions for national economies but also for tourists who are increasingly
concerned about security measures against viruses. [114–116]. Green tourism or responsible
tourism can be solutions that promote sustainable development in the leisure industry
because economic, social, and environmental issues are balanced in the triple bottom line
sustainability framework [117–121]. Therefore, the metamorphosis of international tourism
must be the responsibility of both consumers and economic operators in a joint effort to
minimize negative externalities and improve social and environmental performance.

7. Conclusions

The econometric analysis showed the complex nature of tourism. Many influential
factors can be mentioned, such as the level of development of the country, the attitude of
consumers toward the risks associated with national and international travel, social distance
measures imposed by the authorities, the existence of the vaccine, and the resilience of
national economies confronted with black swan events such as the COVID-19 crisis.

In this study, we assert that considering globalization, digitalization, and localization
as opposed concepts does not reflect the current circumstances that are affecting contempo-
rary tourism. There is the need to rethink the local and regional perspectives as being a
part of the globalizing process; in fact, both approaches (global and local) can be applied
in order to support the sustainable development of tourism technologies. The COVID-19
crisis has generated multiple direct effects on an economic, social, and environmental
level, and there will certainly be changes in the behaviour of citizens and local companies
towards foreigners given the risks posed by excessive population mobility generated by the
intensification of international tourism. Locals must try to control their phobias caused by
the resumption of international tourism activities, given the positive externalities involved
in carrying out such activities.

For consumers of tourist services, there will be a change in behaviour in the sense
that, at least in the first phase after the pandemic, local destinations will be preferred to
the detriment of international ones. Tourism and airline companies must regain consumer
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confidence by promoting health safety measures in the post-COVID-19 period, with an
assumption of the costs generated by their implementation.

The glocalization viewpoint was not used, until now, to sustain tourism during nor
after the COVID-19 crisis. Nevertheless, today, the concept of glocalization seems to be
useful in understanding the dynamics of tourism, as it can aid managers and policy makers
in realising that it is possible to reach different goals that seem to be unconcealable, such as:

- Preventing people from being in overcrowded places;
- Revitalise and rethink locations that seem to be less appreciated by tourists;
- Sustain the local and regional perspectives in order to find the possibility of integration

between these two tourist points of view in the common target of the visitors;
- Reinvent the use of customer journey touchpoints (offering content linked not only

with the place where they are installed but also with items that explain features of
other international locations thematically similar to the place where local tourism
is developed);

- Sustain the sustainable development.

8. Limitations and Future Research

In this paper, we offer several new insights. However, it should be noted that some
limitations can be found in our study. First, the data were collected during a specific period
of time (after the pandemic crisis); thus, the findings may not be generalizable to different
contexts. Further studies need to explore how glocal tourism can be implemented in
different contexts, in both developing and developed geographical areas. Second, because
the bibliometric analysis studied the specified publications at one point in time, there could
be certain peculiarities, which might have been different if the exploration was completed in
a different period. Third, in this study, time constraints affected the primary and secondary
data collection phases; in fact, we not only proposed the results of the bibliometric analysis
but also presented several secondary data to sustain the research hypotheses. In this
way, we tried to overcome this limitation by applying multiple data collection methods.
Nevertheless, the authors believe that further studies could better explore the selected field
and allow a deeper triangulation of results.

Having said that, in this paper, a research agenda is structured in order to explore and
understand the development of glocal tourism that is seen as a strategy with the ability to
help the spread of sustainability in this field. Thus, there is the need to:

- Explore the link between sustainability and glocal tourism. In fact, this approach to
tourism will allow the development of new experiences that will surround individuals
with digital content, such as communicating with different kinds of devices while
enjoying local tourism. Thus, there is the need to implement glocal tourism in a sus-
tainable way, in order to show that local and global tourism can be successfully mixed.

- Use glocal tourism to sustainably foster economic growth. Economic growth can
be sustained by using digital applications as new virtual changes allow visitors and
destination organisations to benefit from high-value data, content services, and many
other communication items that need to be managed following a sustainable approach.
This relationship between sustainability, glocal tourism, and economic growth was
not yet explored.

- Reinvent local tourism based on sustainable inclusion of different kinds of visitors
and boosted by digital applications. All individuals (with different needs) who
are attracted by thematic tourism will use digital applications as an opportunity to
continue visiting several destinations, using online tools in an effective and efficient
manner, strictly linked to the places where the local tourism is developed.

- Not underestimate the importance of security while exploring new locations. This
involves paying attention to the functions of authorization, encryption, authentication,
and implementation of service policy agreements between various stakeholders of
the destination.
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- Understand the role played by virtual tours in pushing tourists to explore places that
they visited based on customer journey touchpoints. This will allow users to see places
that were difficult to reach before (during the pandemic), and it may also help tourists
acquire wider access to different cultures, heritage, traditions, etc.

- Enhance visitors’ satisfaction, mixing local and virtual sides of tourism. Glocal tourism
will offer users virtual content, images, and videos of places located in different
parts of the globe. People will save time and money by determining whether it is
worth traveling to a destination they never considered before, due to the customer
journey touchpoints.

By following the agenda, further research can address issues related to tourism, and
present its important role in boosting sustainability and coordinating the two sides (local
and global) of the same coin.
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