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The principal aim of the SITCON 2021 conference is to provide a significant scientific 
contribution in the field of Spa&Wellness tourism as an important and prospective product 
of a contemporary tourism destination. The basic idea of the conference is to draw attention 
to the basics for further expanding of the knowledge, which is necessary to better 
understand the concept of Spa&Wellness tourism. Therefore, it is crucial to study 
contemporary trends in the tourism market which, among other things, point to the 
necessity of creating various Spa&Wellness tourism products (tourism industry and tourism 
destination products), especially having in mind the COVID-19 and post COVID-19 era. 
Therefore, it is necessary to draw attention to Spa&Wellness tourism and its importance for 
improving the overall competitive position of the tourism industry and tourism destination 
on the modern market.

The conference provides an ideal platform for the exchange of ideas and dissemination of 
best practices among the scientists and experts from various fields (travel agencies, tour 
operators, hotel enterprises and other segments of accommodation offer, transportation 
companies and companies related to other complementary activities, as well as 
representatives of tourism organisations and public sector) in relation to the SITCON 2021 
topics.
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It is our great pleasure to present the Proceedings of the VI International Scientific Conference in the field 
of tourism and hospitality - SITCON 2021 (Singidunum International Tourism Conference), held online on 
October 08, 2021, at Singidunum University in Belgrade, Serbia.

The principal aim of the SITCON 2021 conference is to provide a significant scientific contribution in the 
field of Spa&Wellness tourism as an important and prospective product of a contemporary tourism destination. 
The basic idea of the conference is to draw attention to the basics for further expanding of the knowledge, 
which is necessary to better understand the concept of Spa&Wellness tourism. Therefore, it is crucial to study 
contemporary trends in the tourism market which, among other things, point to the necessity of creating various 
Spa&Wellness tourism products (tourism industry and tourism destination products), especially having in 
mind the COVID-19 and post COVID-19 era. Therefore, it is necessary to draw attention to Spa&Wellness 
tourism and its importance for improving the overall competitive position of the tourism industry and tourism 
destination on the modern market.

Introductory speaker at the plenary session was:

• Prof. Goranka Knežević, Ph.D., Acting Rector of Singidunum University;

Key plenary speakers at the conference were:

• Prof. Melanie Kay Smith, Ph.D., Budapest Metropolitan University:

“Opportunities and Challenges for Visegrad 4 and Balkan Spas”

• László Puczkó, Ph.D., Health, Tourism Worldwide (HTWW):

“Wellbeing Experience Engineering (WX) in Travel”

SITCON 2021 extensive team of reviewers has rather successfully handled the entire review process. The 
Scientific Committee, which consists of 31 professor from Singidunum University and 23 professors from the 
same number of reputable universities, scientific and professional institutions both from the country and the 
world, were involved in reviewing scientific papers.

The overall statistics on the conference are the following:

• The total number of submitted papers/abstracts: 30

• The total number of accepted papers/abstracts for presentation at the Conference: 17

• The total number of rejected papers: 13

• The total number of accepted papers/extended abstracts for publication in the Conference Proceedings: 14

As in previous years, the sixth SITCON conference attracted many participants. The conference was 
attended by more than 100 authors and participants from the country and abroad, including university professors 
and scientists, tourism experts, industry representatives, but also numerous students who expressed great 
interest in attending the conference.

All accepted papers are published in the Conference Proceedings and are publicly available on the Conference 
website. Conference Proceedings have an ISBN number. Each paper, excluding Extended Abstracts, is assigned 
its DOI number and a reference on Google Scholar.

ABOUT THE CONFERENCE SITCON 2021
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Esteemed readers, on behalf of the Scientific and Organizing Committee of SITCON 2021 Conference, we 
would like to express our deepest gratitude and appreciation to all participants for their valuable contributions.

We sincerely hope that you shall take part in our future conferences, which are to be held at Singidunum 
University, with new themes and innovative scientific papers.

Belgrade, December 2021
Organizing Committee of the International Scientific Conference SITCON 2021
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OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES FOR V4 AND BALKAN 
SPAS

INVITED PAPER

Abstract: 
This paper provides some reflections on the development of spas in the Visegrád 
4 (V4) and Balkan countries based on two research projects conducted with 
spa experts that highlighted a number of opportunities and challenges. These 
include challenges relating to funding, infrastructural development, delivering 
quality customer service, lack of staff or the need for employee training. 
Opportunities include the attraction of international tourists, the transition 
towards wellness services, sustainable development and increased digitalization. 
However, it is argued that some international trends are difficult to operationalize 
or implement in spas within these regions because of the aforementioned 
challenges. Nevertheless, recommendations will be made for future development 
especially for improving customer satisfaction and experience.

Keywords: 
Spas, balneology, health tourism, wellness, customer satisfaction, customer 
experience.

Sitcon 2021
www.sitcon.singidunum.ac.rs

DOI: 10.15308/Sitcon-2021-3-8

INTRODUCTION

This paper introduces data that were collected from two projects 
in eleven Balkan countries in 2015 and from the four Visegrád 4 (V4) 
countries in 2020 The studies focused on the opportunities and chal-
lenges of developing spas in the context of health tourism. Both pro-
jects used a Delphi Study methodology which involved two rounds of 
interviews with spa, wellness and health tourism experts. Respondents 
were asked about their views on the changing nature of spas in the 
post-socialist period, including the decrease in funding for domestic 
stays. The questions addressed the challenges of transition from 
domestic tourism to international tourism and from medical reha-
bilitation to wellness services. Interviewees were asked to reflect on 
the nature of the markets for spas and health tourism, as well as com-
menting on issues relating to customer services, satisfaction and expe-
rience. A frequently occurring challenge related to employee recruit-
ment, retention and training, especially in countryside spas. Although 
many Balkan and V4 spas are already transitioning towards wellness 
services and international tourism, some future developments may 
be thwarted by a lack of funding, low salaries, inadequate disposable 
incomes and the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Challenges

Although research studies on spas and health tourism have been relatively few in the Balkan and V4 region, 
many of those that do exist have focused on some of the challenges identified in this research too, as well as 
the opportunities that wellness tourism represents. For example, Dimitrovski and Todorović (2015:264) state 
in their research on Serbian spas that “wellness tourism is an effective strategy for revitalizing spas which have 
been facing serious structural and economic problems in order to survive on the limited market where global 
competition depends on the accurate strategies for spa tourism development”. Common challenges include the 
reduction in state funding which has affected length of stay (Derco and Pavlisinova, 2017) as well as retention 
of staff (Trnka, 2017). Some studies highlighted the gap between customer expectations and their perceptions, 
e.g. in Serbian spa hotels (Blešić et al., 2011). Smith et al., 2021., summarized literature about customer 
service in spas and highlighted the importance of quality of environment and facilities, staff attitude, as well as 
hygiene and cleanliness. Smith and Wallace’s (2020) interviews with spa managers (many of whom were from 
the Balkan and V4 regions) also emphasized the need for staff training and for continual monitoring of quality. 
Strack and Raffay-Danyi’s (2021) research in Hungary confirmed that cleanliness and staff were important 
aspects in customer satisfaction along with value for money and a quality experience. They highlighted the 
common challenge of spas being unable to employ a properly trained workforce. 

Opportunities

Dryglas and Różycki (2017) advocated adapting services and facilities to the increasing number of 
commercial tourists, which could benefit domestic and state-funded guests too. They argued that this might 
include improving the thermal infrastructure, creating healthy food centres, developing entertainment and 
cultural facilities, as well as new spa and wellness services. It is often the case that wellness tourists are premium 
category guests who spend more than the average domestic or foreign tourist even if they do not stay as long. 
This might have negative implications in some countries where pensioners or other social groups do not have 
enough income to afford such services. Indeed, many wellness treatments are being undertaken in spa hotels 
rather than traditional balneotherapy facilities, especially in the case of foreign tourists (Derco and Pavlisinova, 
2017). Motivations differ too, as noted by Dimitrovski and Todorović (2015) whose research suggested that 
wellness tourists are primarily motivated by socialization, excitement and relaxation. These motivations clearly 
differ considerably frommedical or health needs. The shift to wellness treatments has already affected the length 
of stay with wellness stays being considerably shorter than medical ones (Speier, 2011), but Marcekova et al. 
(2016) suggest that short medical wellness or active ageing packages could be offered to guests aged 45+ for 
which recreational vouchers could be used. One positive aspect is that spa visits do not seem to be affected too 
negatively by seasonality, even though there are peak periods (Marton et al., 2019). 

Trends

It is important to mention here that there are a number of international trends in health tourism, spa develop-
ment and wellness that could influence the future direction of spa development in these regions. Although the 
budgets of the spas and the disposable income of residents may not allow for significant developments, it is 
certainly important to incorporate principles of sustainability as well as digitalization and these approaches 
might actually save money in the long term. Digital tools enable spas to promote their services to younger 
guests as well as to monitor customer satisfaction through reviews and feedback (see e.g. Smith et al., 2020, 
who analyse customer satisfaction using TripAdvisor reviews of a Budapest spa). The challenge of recruiting 
and adequately remunerating well-trained staff depends very much on the salary structure in the given country 
and the availability of workers in a given region. There is no lack of spa and health tourism education in these 
regions, but unfortunately, many well qualified students migrate or choose alternative professions. 
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The opportunity of developing wellness services for domestic as well as international tourists can be some-
what challenging, as it is hard to offer customized, personal services within public thermal baths (with the 
exception of individual massages). There can also be space restrictions, which mean that the spa areas are 
used by different guest types simultaneously (e.g. wellness and medical guests or elderly health tourists and 
fun-loving children). However, in wellness hotels and resorts, it might be possible to create separate spaces 
and to move towards customer journey creation. Good practice suggests that spas should consider every point 
of the customer experience to create a seamless journey (Lagrosen and Lagrosen, 2016). Ferrari et al. (2014) 
emphasise the importance of the whole servicescape when developing customer services, including the 
aesthetics, design and layout (Buxton, 2018) and sensory experiences can contribute to memorability (Loureiro 
et al., 2013). Many spas in the region have already met some of these standards with recreational pools with 
coloured lights and water jets, aroma steam rooms and saunas, night-time events and parties and separate 
rooms for individual or group experiences (e.g. exotic massages or beer spas). However, these experiences can 
be undermined by basic customer satisfaction issues like lack of information in other languages, unfriendly 
staff, unclean facilities, unpleasant smells or overcrowding (Smith et al., 2021). 

METHODS

The chosen method for collecting data for both research projects was a Delphi Study, which can be 
described as “a group communication process that aims at conducting detailed examinations and discussions 
of a specific issue for the purpose of goal setting, policy investigation, or predicting the occurrence of future 
events” (Hsu and Sandford, 2007, p. 1). It is undertaken with a group of carefully selected experts in a specific 
field. Delphi studies are used when addressing complex issues (Donohoe and Needham, 2009). Other researchers 
have successfully used Delphi Studies in health and wellness studies (e.g. Lee and King, 2009; Smith, 2015). 
Experts receive a first round of questions based on specific issues which the researchers then analyse. They 
send a second round of questions to the same respondents based on the analysis of their first round responses. 
Best practice for the method includes using a minimum of 10 expert participants and at least two rounds of 
questions (Gordon, 1994), however, it is most common for Delphi studies to use Panels of 15-35 (Miller, 
2001). The aim is to reach a consensus of opinion, so a third round of questions might be needed if adequate 
consensus is not reached. However, it is common for respondents to drop out of subsequent rounds known 
as an ‘attrition rate’. An acceptable attrition rate is ideally between 20% and 25%, but can even be as high as 
45–50% (Miller, 2001).

For the Balkan project, a Delphi Study was undertaken with 33 expert researchers and practitioners from 
seventeen countries who were working within the region (Smith et al., 2016). The aim was to understand their 
opinions about the main resources, attractions and products which exist in health tourism, as well as some of 
the opportunities and challenges for development. The second round was answered by twenty two respondents 
from eleven countries, an attrition rate of 33%, which was somewhat high, but adequate data was still collected. 
In the V4 project, the Delphi Study was based around 28 interviewees from Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic 
and Slovakia. In the second round, 22 participants responded, an acceptable attrition rate of 21%. Respondents 
were asked questions about main challenges for spas in the post-Socialist era; government support and funding; 
factors affecting spa development; the role of wellness activities; customer profiles and satisfaction; growth of 
tourism; and the impacts of COVID-19. A third round was not included in either study because it was realized 
that it was not possible to reach further consensus on some of the issues raised (i.e. some points could not easily 
be ranked by respondents and differences of opinion were expected, especially as they work in countries and 
contexts with different priorities).
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FINDINGS

It was suggested by the majority of the respondents in the Balkan project that although the region has 
traditionally served a domestic market with balneology and rehabilitation treatments, the potential for health 
and wellness tourism is considerable. Much of the use is still predominantly by local residents, but this is 
declining with the decrease in state subsidies. Disposable income in the region tends to be quite low, therefore 
residents might be unable to pay for expensive spas and wellness services. As a consequence, most of the Balkan 
countries are hoping to renovate and promote their thermal baths to foreign tourists as well. However, it was 
also thought that some countries have more potential than others depending on their resources and the state 
of their infrastructure. For example, Greece and Croatia are focusing more on seaside tourism, whereas 
Bulgaria and Romania are continuing with their tradition of geothermal tourism. Serbia has started to develop 
forest therapy and Turkey has concentrated more efforts on medical tourism. Slovenia is perhaps the most 
advanced in developing wellness spas for international tourists, although there were some challenges during 
the transition period (Lebe, 2013). 

The main challenges for development in the region were identified as improvements to infrastructure, 
especially accessibility and transport. Service development is also necessary, as respondents agreed that services 
could be friendlier and of higher quality. For this, education and training for employees is required in order 
to understand how to cater for international tourists as well as domestic tourists and local residents. Although 
many employees in rehabilitation spas are well trained in providing medical services, the delivery of wellness 
services to foreign guests requires some different skills. The need for stakeholders to work together more closely 
was also emphasized by respondents, especially governments and the private sector. It was noted that private 
companies work faster and with more flexibility and innovation. However, many thermal baths or spas are 
still in the hands of the public sector. 

Respondents also highlighted the need for more focus on sustainable tourism development and management 
in order to create maximum benefits for the Balkan countries and their economies. Research and data are 
generally lacking on health and wellness tourism markets, as well as the evidence needed to promote the health 
benefits of thermal waters more widely. Outside the region, such benefits are not always known about 
or understood, but the potential could be considerable for new international markets. In addition, the infra-
structure and facilities need to be upgraded and improved to suit the needs of new markets who are likely to 
be more demanding and experienced. Although the need for better marketing was also noted, the point was 
made that the products and services needed to be made more attractive and of higher quality first. 

The Visegrád 4 study echoed many of these concerns even though it took place a few years later. The results 
show that spas mainly need to focus on improving their infrastructure further and creating higher quality 
services for specific target segments. This included the problems of meeting quality standards for paying and 
international guests, but not being able to fund this through state or health insurance funds; low salaries and 
lack of education for employees and the difficulties of recruiting a qualified workforce; as well as addressing 
special needs of different segments of guests. There was a consensus that the main priorities should be infra-
structural improvements followed by creating quality services for new, often self-paying or international guests. 
In all countries, state funding has been reduced since 1990 and the number of self-paying guests is slowly rising. 
EU funds have mainly helped with renovation and infrastructural developments rather than operational issues. 
Wellness treatments are growing in popularity especially among younger and foreign guests, but emphasis is 
still placed firstly on physical health restoration. Medical wellness, preventative care and healthy lifestyle advice 
is growing but is not yet well established. The main future challenges are connected to further infrastructure, 
service and quality improvements, for which constant monitoring is required, better segmentation as well as 
increasing digitalization. Sustainable development was not cited as a priority by most respondents, but it is also 
an important area to focus on. This includes making the most of the natural landscapes that often surround 
spas in the region but which are often under-used, especially for active recreation. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The most important challenges for spas in the region according to the Delphi Studies include improving 
infrastructure and creating high enough quality services for the target segments. Spas in both regions clearly 
need to focus on the development of new products, staff education and training, as well as better marketing. 
Interviewee responses from the V4 study suggest that the demand for leisure and wellness services is growing, 
including among domestic tourists who are starting to be able to afford such services. Even though respondents 
agree that wellness is mainly about leisure and recreation, future developments might focus on improving 
knowledge of preventative healthcare and healthy lifestyles possibly using a medical wellness or active ageing 
approach. There is arguably scope for creating more innovative products and services that address lifestyle 
problems like stress and burnout, technology addiction (i.e. digital detox) or post-COVID-19 recovery 
programs. Younger people might respond well to novelty products like beer or wine treatments or spa parties. 
Interviewees also suggest that future developments should take into consideration the needs of different user 
groups and consider separating spaces or targeting specific groups (e.g. younger international wellness tourists 
compared to older domestic tourists who have medical needs). Segmented packages could be created that are 
age and lifestage appropriate (e.g. for families or romantic couples). Monitoring of quality and customer 
satisfaction should be undertaken on an ongoing basis and ideally through online questionnaires or social 
media. Recommendations for the post-COVID-19 period should be based on international examples of sus-
tainable good practice and it is hoped that most of the spas in these regions will not only survive, but also thrive 
in this most challenging of times for both business and health.
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Abstract: 
The aim of this research is to find out whether leaders with emotional intel-
ligence competences have influence on the motivation of the employees in 
spa and wellness centers, as well as on the team spirit and sense of belonging 
which makes them devoted to the company’s goals. Motivated and devoted 
employees are one of the key factors for the successful development of spa 
and wellness tourism, along with natural resources, developed infrastructure, 
and hotel capacities. Data was collected by distributing questionnaires to 116 
respondents among employees in spa and wellness centers within city hotels, 
as well as mountain and spa resorts. According to this study, managers with 
emotional intelligence competences have a direct impact on the motivation and 
devotion of their employees. Therefore, managers should constantly develop 
their leadership competences and adapt their leadership styles according to 
the different personality profiles of employees. Emotionally intelligent leaders 
are emphatic, they have a better understanding of their own and other people’s 
emotions, and they adapt to changes more easily.
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ligence, leadership styles, employees in spa and wellness. 
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INTRODUCTION

In these modern times, when changes occur rapidly, leadership is 
one of the key elements of success. Leaders possess strategy, vision, 
and ideas. Their role is to motivate people to adapt to changes easily 
and to follow their vision and ideas. Leaders should be aware of the 
fact that talented people are valuable for companies, and that they have 
to be motivated and inspired by their leaders in order to reach their 
full potential at work. 

Leaders should be connected to their followers on a personal and 
emotional level by adapting their leadership styles to them according 
to their personalities, as well as the situation. In that way, they build 
enthusiasm and positive energy among their employees, which leads 
to them becoming devoted to mutual goals.

Leaders in tourism in general, and in spa and wellness centers in 
particular, should delegate tasks and responsibilities to employees in 
lower positions and line staff. They should be role models to the line 
staff, which is in direct contact with the customers. In the hospitality 
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industry, employees are crucial for the service quality offered by the company. That is why it is very important 
that leaders have strong personal communication with their employees. The human factor is specifically 
important in hospitality because the overall customer satisfaction depends on the quality of the customer 
service. The personal values of employees are key factors for their job satisfaction and performance levels. 
(Montes et al., 2016.)

Employee satisfaction is undoubtedly crucial to the hospitality industry. Satisfied employees are hard-working, 
loyal to the company, and able to provide exceptional service experience for customers who will find such 
experience valuable. Furthermore, studies suggest that employee satisfaction impacts a company’s financial goals. 
This argument is based on the assumption that if a company cares about its employees, it will care about its 
customers. Over time, the customers will become loyal, which will generate profit for the company. Although 
indirectly, employee satisfaction significantly influences financial performance. This relationship is mediated 
by customer satisfaction. (Chi and Gursoy, 2009)

In the literature review in this paper, different definitions of leadership are presented, as well as different 
approaches to leadership research. New approaches to leadership point out that personal characteristics, such 
as a leader’s charisma, enthusiasm, and emotional intelligence competences are essential for employees’ 
commitment to an organization. This research is meant to examine the influence of leaders’ emotional intel-
ligence on employees’ motivation and devotion. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
Many definitions of leadership exist. According to Yukl (1989), different authors provide different defini-

tions in accordance with their individual perspective and point of interest. Leadership can be defined as the 
behavior of an individual when he is directing the activities of a group. Leadership is the process during which 
an organized group is influenced towards the achievement of goals. 

Leadership has been studied in different ways. Almost all leadership research can be classified into one of 
the following approaches: 

 ◆ Power-influence approach
 ◆ Trait approach
 ◆ Behavior approach
 ◆ Situational approach (Yukl, 1989, p. 7)

Power-influence approach implies that leadership is researched in terms of the power that a leader possesses.
Power is the ability to influence other people and the ability to change the attitude or behavior of an indi-

vidual or a group. There are different types of power: reward power, coercive power, legitimate power, expert 
power, referent power. The leaders who have self-control over the use of power are more efficient than those 
who use power for dominance. (Čerović, 2009, pp. 326-327)

Trait approach implies that the personal characteristics of leaders, such as energy, persuasive power, intuition, 
self-confidence, or intelligence are important for leadership effectiveness.  However, there is no strong evidence 
that any of these characteristics guarantee effective leadership. The focus in recent years has been more on 
specific leadership skills rather than personal attributes.

Behavior approach implies that leaders’ behavior is examined in research (their roles, functions, and practices 
in daily activities, such as delegating tasks, motivating employees, managing people and tasks). Methods that 
are used include descriptive methods, such as direct observations of their behavior and information from 
interviews. Numerous studies examine the correlation between the measures of leadership behavior and the 
measures of employee satisfaction and performance. A smaller number of studies investigate how leader 
behavior influences employees’ satisfaction and performance. 

Successful leaders are able to perform two important leadership functions: the function of problem solving 
and the function of keeping the group united. 
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In performing these two leadership functions, leaders apply two different leadership styles: task-orientation 
and people-orientation. Leaders who are task-oriented care more about performing tasks than about people 
motivation, satisfaction, and development. On the other hand, people-oriented leaders care more about their 
employees’ satisfaction and motivation. They want to create a friendly and respectful relationship, without 
much control over their employees. Employees participate in making decisions. (Stoner, et al., 2002, p.434)

Situational approach examines the extent to which different situations influence leaders’ behavior (for 
example, the level of leaders’ authority, the type of work they do, the ability and motivation of employees). 

A subcategory of the situational approach is the contingency approach. It assumes that different behavior 
or trait patterns will be effective in various situations, and that the same behavior is not the most effective in 
every situation. (Yukl, 1989)

There are four contingency models that attempt to define a leader in different situations: 
 ◆ Fiedler’s model
 ◆ The path-goal theory
 ◆ Hersey and Blanchard’s theory
 ◆ Vroom and Yetton model (Robbins and Coulter, 2005)

NEW APPROACHES TO LEADERSHIP

In recent years, companies and organizations have been faced with changes that happen rapidly. At the 
same time, those changes should represent motivation and inspiration for managers and leaders. Leaders must 
be flexible and adaptable to new paradigms and apply new ways of thinking and working in order to respond 
adequately to constant market changes.

Recent research is more interested in charismatic leadership, transformational leadership, and the relationship 
between leadership and the creation of culture in organizations.

Charismatic leadership implies that charisma is a positive personal characteristic and a personal quality 
that makes people want to follow a person possessing such a quality as their leader. The most frequent definition 
of charisma is that it is the perception of a leader’s attributes as viewed by his/her followers. (Vlahović, 2008, 
p.114)

Charismatic leadership is determined by the employees’ trust in the correctness of their leader’s vision and 
mission; strong acceptance of the leader’s values by followers and their emotional engagement and commit-
ment to the organizational goals.

According to Milisavljević (2008), charisma is the ability of leaders to use, expand, and intensify impact 
on the beliefs, values, behavior and performance of others through their own behavior, beliefs and personal 
example. The relationship between leaders and their followers is crucial. Charismatic leadership is the inter-
action between leaders and followers. Charismatic leaders create visions for the future of organizations, and 
they transform their followers’ needs, values, preferences, and aspirations from personal interests into group 
interests. They make their followers willing to show personal commitment and sacrifice for their mission. 

Transformational leadership is similar to charismatic leadership. According to Yukl (1981), Burns (1978) 
stated that transactional leadership is a process in which leaders and their followers raise one another to higher 
levels of motivation and morality, while Bass (1981) stated that when employees show trust, respect, and 
admiration towards their leader, they are motivated to do more than their leaders expect them to do. A leader 
can transform employees by explaining the importance of task outcomes to them and by making them willing 
to place their personal interests behind the interests of the team and the company.

Transformational leadership drives organizational commitment. Supervisors and line managers have the 
most interactions with employees. The way they practice their leadership influences employees’ attitudes and 
behavior. Higher motivation and work effectiveness are identified. Leaders can affect their employees’ self-
identity, behavior social identity. Moreover, they can enhance their employees’ collective identity and organi-
zational commitment. (Luo, Z. et al., 2016) 
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Charisma is necessary, but not sufficient for transformational leadership. Apart from influencing their 
followers by provoking strong emotions, transformational leaders may transform their followers by acting as 
coaches, teachers, and mentors. (Yukl, 1989, pp. 210-211) 

Transformational leaders are coachers who teach and advice their followers according to their individual 
needs. Verbal and non-verbal communication are important for transformational leaders. Through inspiring 
communication, leaders pass on positive and encouraging messages to their followers. Moreover, they use 
emotional language effectively to change the values of their followers. Supportive and empathic communication is 
related to emotions, which connects leaders and followers on an emotional level. (Rabiul, and Fee Yean, 2021)

Managers committed to service quality can create a transformational climate in the manner in which they 
pass on their commitment and dedication to their followers. The followers become more likely to share the 
values of the organization as they become aware of their roles and perform a higher level of service quality. 
(Clark and Jones, 2009)

Leadership and organization culture can be examined from two aspects: leadership as intercultural, which 
implies adapting the leadership style to a specific culture (national culture, industry/business culture, organiza-
tional history); and leadership as a crucial factor for creating a certain culture in the organization.  (Vlahović, 
2008)

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

One of the key elements of leadership is the relationship between leaders and their followers. Emotions are 
important for building and developing any relationship, including that between leaders and followers. Great 
leaders have great ideas, strategies, visions. However, there is one more crucial characteristic- they are able to 
trigger emotions. If leaders can find the best possible way to manage their emotions and those of their followers 
and adapt their leadership styles according to this, the result can include better results, as well as increase 
motivation and devotion. Positive emotions, such as enthusiasm, lead to better performance. On the other 
hand, if the leader provokes negative feelings, the performance is lower, since the followers are unable to give 
their maximum effort and to demonstrate full commitment to the leader’s vision. 

Positive atmosphere in the organization is important for every company, especially for service-oriented 
companies in the hospitality industry, such as hotels and spa and wellness centers. Enthusiastic employees 
naturally devote extra effort to make sure their customers are satisfied. In providing services, it is of vital 
importance that employees share a positive atmosphere with their customers. Strong emotions, both positive 
and negative, can be easily transferred from employees to customers. The leader’s role is to use emotions to 
create a positive atmosphere, and such an emotional climate in the company that leaves the employees optimistic, 
enthusiastic, self-confident, and empowered to provide extraordinary service.

According to Goleman et al. (2006), emotions are enormously important for leadership, while emotionally 
intelligent leadership is the most important dimension which determines whether the other efforts of the 
leader are ultimately successful or not. If leaders are able to share their enthusiasm and optimism with their 
followers, and to provoke their best abilities and positive emotions, it means that those leaders are resonant. On 
the other hand, dissonant leaders provoke destructive and toxic emotions, such as fear, hate, apathy, and worry.

Emotionally intelligent leaders are resonant leaders, which means that their energy, passion, and enthu-
siasm easily find their way to the emotions of all group members. Team members feel good because they feel 
a strong emotional connection to one another, they are empathetic to each other and feel empathy, support, 
and understanding for their leader, which makes them secure and self-confident.

There are four domains that compose the structure of emotional intelligence:
 ◆ Self-awareness
 ◆ Self-management
 ◆ Social-awareness
 ◆ Relationship management (Goleman et al., 2006)
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Self-awareness:
Emotional self-awareness means that leaders possessing it recognize the impact of their feelings on their 
performance. Emotionally self-aware leaders are able to speak openly about their emotions.
Accurate self-assessment means that leaders are aware of their limitations and strengths.
Self-confidence is the ability to help leaders welcome challenging assignments.

Self-management:
Self-control: leaders find a way to manage their disruptive feelings and disturbing emotions. They stay 
calm when they are under stress or in a crisis.
Transparency-an authentic openness to others in their feelings, beliefs, and actions.
Adaptability- adaptable leaders are flexible in adapting to changes.
Achievement- leaders set measurable and challenging goals. They have high personal standards and seek 
performance improvement both for themselves and the people they lead.
Initiative- initiative leaders do not just wait for the right opportunity; they seize the opportunity or create 
it, and they take control over it.
Optimism- optimistic leaders see others positively, expecting the best of them.

Social-awareness:
Empathy- empathetic leaders can view things from others’ perspective; they are able to listen attentively.
Organizational-awareness- such leaders can understand unspoken rules and guiding values of an 
organization.
Service- oriented leaders carefully monitor customer satisfaction to ensure they get what they need, 
making themselves available.
Relationship management:
Inspiration- leaders are able to inspire their followers. 
Influence- leaders able to influence and persuade their followers.
Developing others- leaders able to develop others are natural coaches and mentors who give constructive 
feedback.
Change catalyst- leaders recognize the need for change. They provide practical solutions to overcoming 
barriers for change.
Conflict management- leaders acknowledge the feelings and views of all sides and find solutions that 
would satisfy all sides.
Teamwork and collaboration- leaders create a friendly atmosphere and are respectful, helpful, and 
cooperative. (Goleman, 2011)

METHODOLOGY 

The aim of this study was to investigate the correlation between the emotional intelligence of leaders and 
employees’ commitment and motivation. Data was collected from 116 front-line employees from ten spa and 
wellness centers (four in city hotels, one in a mountain resort, and five in spa resorts). 

The questionnaires were designed to collect data from employees. They were sent by e-mail to human 
resource managers and spa managers, who distributed them to the line staff employees who were directly in 
contact with clients. The questionnaires were anonymous, and consisted of 18 questions: 3 general questions 
about employees’ age, gender, and the time period spent in the company, and 15 pairs of questions about 
their supervisor’s or manager’s characteristics and their motivation in relation to those characteristics. For the 
first question in each pair, their task was to choose one of the three given answers (Yes; No; I do not know) 
in order to assess whether their supervisors or managers possessed certain characteristics, qualities, or ways 
of behavior typical for emotionally intelligent leaders. Every question about the leaders’ characteristics and 
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behavior was followed by another question in the pair. The respondents could choose one of the answers (Yes; 
No; I do not know) to the question whether that leader’s characteristics and behavior made them feel motivated 
and devoted.

Data description is shown as n (%). The proportion of agreement between categories of paired answers 
was assessed. 

Fisher’s exact test was used to test the differences between the nominal data. Statistical hypotheses were 
tested on the level of statistical significance (alpha level) of 0.05. The results are shown in charts. All data were 
analyzed in IBM SPSS Statistics 22 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA) software package.

RESULTS

Among the total number of participants in this study, there were 39 % of male respondents and 61 % of 
female respondents.

22% of them were between 18 and 25 years old; 38% were between 25 and 34 years old; 28% were between 
35 and 44 years old; 10% were between 45 and 54 years old; and 3% were between 55 and 64 years old.

37% of the respondents had worked in the company for less than 1 year; 39% of them had worked between 
1 and 3 years in the company; 20% between 3 and 10 years; and 4 % over 10 years.

There were 15 pairs of questions, where the first question in every pair was related to the employee’s 
perception of his/her manager’s characteristics, followed by the second question in the pair, which was the 
same for all questions- Does that make you motivated and devoted?

The following charts (author’s analyses) show the results obtained by the statistical analyses of these 15 
pairs of questions from the questionnaire.
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Source: Authors’ analysis

As can be seen from these charts, statistically significant correlation can be found between the same 
answers to both questions (Yes; No; I do not know) for each of these 15 pairs of questions. In each of the 15 
pairs of questions, employees who responded positively the first question concerning their managers’ emo-
tional intelligence characteristics (being adaptable and flexible, being optimistic, empathetic, service-oriented,  
taking initiative, being able to speak openly about their emotions, to recognize their limitations and strengths, 
to manage disturbing emotions, to set measurable goals, to inspire, influence, and develop people, to recognize 
the need for change, to manage conflicts and to create friendly atmosphere), also answered the second question 
positively concerning their motivation in relation to those characteristics. Significant correlation was also 
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found between the other two categories of answers- negative answers and answers where employees were not 
able to define whether their managers possessed certain characteristics or not.

The total correlation between the categories of leaders’ characteristics typical for emotionally intelligent 
leaders recognized by employees and employees’ motivation and devotion is shown in the chart below 
(author’s analysis).

Fisher’s exact test was p<0.001 for all categories.  

4 . D oes  y ou r m an ag er sp eak  op en ly  ab ou t h is/h er em otion s?

5 . D o y ou  th in k  y ou r m an ag er k n ow s  h is/h er lim itation s  an d  s tren g th s?

6 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to m an ag e h is/h er d is tu rb in g  em otion s?

7 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ad ap tab le an d  f lex ib le?

8 . D oes  y ou r m an ag er set m easu rab le an d  c h allen g in g  g oa ls? 

9 . Is  y ou r m an ag er in itiativ e? 

1 0 . Is  y ou r m an ag er op tim istic  an d  d oes  h e/sh e see oth ers  p os itiv ely ?

1 1 . Is  y ou r m an ag er em p ath ic ?

1 2 . Is  y ou r m an ag er serv ic e-orien ted ?

1 3 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to in sp ire an d  m ov e p eop le? 

1 4 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to in f lu en c e an d  is  h e/ sh e p ersu as iv e?

1 5 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to d ev elop  oth ers?

1 6 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to rec og n ize th e n eed  for c h an g e?

1 7 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to m an ag e th e c on f lic t?

1 8 . Is  y ou r m an ag er ab le to c reate frien d ly  atm osp h ere?
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DISCUSSION

This study enables leaders to gain a new way of looking at their employees’ attitude, especially their 
motivation and commitment to the company. According to the study, leaders with emotional intelligence 
competences (being able to speak openly about their emotions, being aware of their limitations and strengths, 
being able to manage disruptive emotions and to stay calm under stress, being adaptable and flexible and able 
to recognize the need for change, being able to set measurable and challenging goals, taking initiative, being 
optimistic, empathetic, service oriented, being able to influence, inspire, and move people, being able to 
develop people, being able to manage conflicts and to create friendly atmosphere, being a role model for respect 
and helpfulness) have a direct impact on the motivation and devotion of their employees. According to the 
study, if when employees recognize that their managers possess some of these competences, this makes them 
motivated and devoted. Therefore, leaders should work on these competencies, and use them for promoting 
a sense of belonging to the company among their employees. This is the simplest way of gaining the commitment 
of their employees and boosting their motivation. Only motivated and devoted employees can produce the 
best possible service to the customers. However, this study is based on employees’ personal perception of their 
managers, as well as of their own motivation and devotion, so the level of service provided and customer 
satisfaction were not analyzed and they could be subject of further researches. On the other hand, if employees 
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do not think their managers have emotional intelligence competences, that does not make them motivated 
and devoted. There is no evidence whether this lack of motivation and devotion leads to the opposite feelings, 
such as frustration and job dissatisfaction, hence it could be investigated in some future researches. Another 
limitation of this study is the fact that only employees from spa and wellness centers on similar positions 
participated. Future studies could be expanded to other service industries, or different departments within hotels.

CONCLUSION

Emotional intelligence of leaders has a strong correlation with employees’ commitment and motivation. 
The above results show that a leader with emotional intelligence can enhance commitment from his/her followers. 
These findings may be applied in the hospitality industry in general and specifically in spa centers. Leaders 
who are trained regarding the emotional intelligence competencies, can bring higher commitment among 
their followers. The emotional attachment of employees to the company may be attributed to the leadership 
style of the supervisor and his/her emotional intelligence and the way they use these skills and competencies. 
This study has provided a better understanding of emotional intelligence and its role in relation to different 
attitudes among employees, like motivation and devotion.

There can be concluded according to results that a leader with a high level of emotional intelligence can play 
a vital role in enhancing his/her employees’ commitment and motivation, due to the level of understanding of 
the employees’ emotions, needs and demands. Motivated and satisfied employees are more flexible, they take 
initiative in the dynamic surrounding and make decisions promptly. Leaders should aim to get to know their 
employees well and to understand them. Their role should be to develop themselves, as well as their employees 
and to empower them so they can provide extraordinary service.
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THE ROLE OF A CLUSTER IN CREATING THE COMPETITIVE 
SPA  AND WELLNESS TOURISM PRODUCTS ON THE GLOBAL 
MARKET IN A TIME OF CRISIS 

CONFERENCE PAPERS

Abstract: 
In a time when the world is faced with the global COVID-19 pandemic, tourism, 
as an important vehicle in regional economic development and growth, has 
been one of the most affected sectors. For an efficient and effective social 
and economic recovery, it is necessary to focus on small and medium sized 
enterprises (hereinafter SMEs) that play a leading role in most economies,  
especially in developing countries, and on a cluster, as a way to achieve sustainable 
economic development based on generation and efficient coordination of inter-
action between the government, SMEs, and academia, directly contributing to 
employment creation and poverty reduction, creativity, and innovation. Due to 
the small number of studies that address the problem of understanding the role 
of a cluster in the regions’ spa and wellness tourism development and growth, 
this research paper aims to propose a spa and wellness tourism cluster model 
and to consider how it can stimulate creating the competitive spa and wellness 
tourism products, and contributes to the regional development, networking, 
and internationalization of SMEs in the spa and wellness tourism industry.

Keywords: 
SMEs, Spa and Wellness Tourism Cluster Model, Regional Development, 
Networking, Internationalization.

INTRODUCTION

Due to its specific role in the cross-sectoral connection of the 
economy of a country or region, tourism is an important sector of 
economic development at both the national and the regional level, 
as it contributes to the economic and regional development, direct 
inflows, economic diversification, local community and environmental 
sustainability. Clusters contribute to geographically concentrated 
companies to operate more competitively as companies in the cluster 
are better informed and more productive due to their easier access to 
new knowledge, techniques, technologies, specialized workforce and 
innovation, and their entrepreneurial willingness to improve existing 
business or start a new business idea.

The tourism sector has shown a high degree of sensitivity to the 
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, while in the period of the 
global financial and economic crisis, in the second year of the crisis 
impact, it has continually recorded development and growth in the 
world. 
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In order to prevent the impact of future pandemics on the sustainability of the tourism sector, and especially 
the negative impact of this type of crisis on spa and wellness tourism, this research aims to propose a spa and 
wellness tourism cluster model and present the power of cluster to stimulate the creation of the competitive 
spa and wellness tourism products, as well as to contribute to the regional development, networking, and 
internationalization of SMEs in the spa and wellness tourism industry. 

The content of this research paper is the following: a literature review provides an outline of impacts of 
global crisis on the tourism sector, describes the role of SMEs and clusters in sustainable economic and tourism 
development, focuses on spa and wellness tourism as an important segment of modern tourism, and offers an 
overview of tourism cluster models, in particular health, spa and wellness; a cross-case research methodology 
identifies and discusses the numerous models and concepts presented in the research papers, as well as profes-
sional articles and extended academic research in this area; in the results a spa and wellness tourism cluster 
model is proposed; finally, conclusions and discussions summarize the role of a cluster in creating competitive 
spa and wellness tourism products in the global market, especially in a time of crisis, proposing at the same 
time investigation ideas for future research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Impacts of global crisis

The financial and economic crisis in the United States in 2007 took on global proportions the following 
year, which led to a decline in economic activity in all countries in the world (Rakić et al., 2009; Kabok, 2010). 
Despite the impact of the global financial and economic crisis culminating in 2009, world tourism had been 
growing steadily since 2010, accounting for 10% of global GDP in 2018; moreover, in the service sector 21.7% 
of employees were in the tourism sector, while tourism-related industries employed about 9.5% of the total 
number of employees in the non-financial sector (Ardeljan et al., 2020). The continuous, accelerated development 
and growth of tourism was halted and aggravated by the global COVID-19 pandemic from 2020. The virus 
that spread rapidly to all parts of the world was followed by restrictions on the movement and application of 
emergency protection measures in almost all countries of the world, which caused drastic changes in all spheres 
of human life, including the way of doing business. As tourism trends are one of the main factors influencing 
the speed of the virus, there is a need to develop a model of sustainable tourism development that is resilient 
to pandemic crises, so that global pandemics in the future would not threaten the survival of the tourism sector. 
In order to overcome the consequences of the global pandemic COVID-19 and prevent the impact of new 
pandemics on economic development, especially on the tourism sector which proved to be most vulnerable 
to pandemic impacts, it is necessary to base national economic development on a balanced regional development 
(Čolović et al., 2021) using the cluster-based approach of gathering and synergetic networking among academia, 
public and private sector. Research has shown that 71% of companies grouped in clusters have improved 
competitiveness, that greater cluster specialization has the effect of increasing employment rates in the region, 
as well as that companies in the cluster are four times more willing to cooperate on research and development 
projects and commercialize innovations (Milojković & Stojković, 2012).

SMEs and clusters

According to the World Bank, in developed countries, small and medium enterprises make up 90% of 
the economy, employ as many as 60-70% of workers and participate with 55% in GDP, pointing out the 
importance of the role of small and medium enterprises in modern economy (Bayraktar & Algan, 2019). “In 
transitioning and post-conflict Balkan countries, small and medium size enterprises (further referred to as 
SME) play the essential role in the development of market economy with only a few big successful companies 
present, whereas former big socially-owned enterprises are slowly disappearing. SME are therefore considered 
the prime movers in creating new jobs and ensuring significant impulses for the economy. Additionally, SME 
play an important role in poverty reduction and vulnerable groups integration such as refugees, internally 
displaced persons and other socially vulnerable groups of people” (Milojković, 2013, p. 223). Although the 
most numerous in the global business population, SMEs, if not united, represent statistical data without the 
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possibility of influencing the creation of a business environment according to business needs and an entity 
latently exposed to business threats due to lack of financial and human resources, information and contacts. 
This inevitably leads to the inability to meet the sophisticated needs and expectations of modern customers, 
which is manifested by a decline in competitiveness and liquidation. “In the 1930s, when the co-operative 
farmers of the Southern Serbian village of Sićevo built a new assembly hall, they chose for it a motto for it that 
has remained relevant to this day: Co-operation is the principle that all progress is founded upon” (Cooperative  
Union of Serbia, 2020). Large multinational companies have a dominant position in the global market, which 
makes it difficult for SMEs to access the markets. With the individual appearance of SMEs on the global 
market, in addition to the difficulties in achieving competitiveness, it is even more demanding to maintain 
continuous, well-targeted and highly professional promotion, which should result in retaining existing and 
attracting new customers. One way for a micro, small or medium enterprise to operate individually in the 
global market is to be in supply chain of a large enterprise, which has both the positive and negative effects on 
the SMEs performance: on the one hand, this could lead to quality improvement, cost rationalization, customer 
service providing, leverage and risk reduction benefits for the SMEs, whereas, on the other hand, SMEs have 
to accept control and command of large companies, reducing their differentiation advantage (having several 
products, several customers, being technologically focused, lack of marketing skills and strategic planning 
which are based on perception instead of market research), and losing their negotiating positions (Trung & 
Belihu, 2010). The emergence of the cluster concept is a synergistic effect of cooperation between academicians 
and practitioners, who recognized the SME sector as a key driver of sustainable local socio-economic development, 
and thus sustainable development nationally and globally (Stojanović & Travar, 2013). The term cluster is a 
word in the English language that means a group, a flock, a pile; a word which is globally recognized and widely 
used and defined as “a group of companies closely cooperating in order to achieve strategic collaboration 
with other companies, public sector and educational R&D institutions, since that kind of cooperation enables 
achieving of some competitive advantages that cannot be achieved independently by individual companies” 
(Milojković & Stojković, 2012, p. 329). The emergence of cluster initiatives and cluster organizations is a kind 
of response of the SME sector to modern global market challenges. In developing countries, cluster initia-
tives are mainly created in basic industries such as agriculture and capital intensive manufacturing, while in 
advanced economies the focus of cluster initiatives is on the “high-tech” industries (Ketels et al., 2006). SMEs, 
gathered on the principles of the cluster concept, can compete with large companies because they meet the 
law of supply and demand, they have more efficient access to available business development funds, flows of 
knowledge, techniques and technology, innovation, new business contacts for networking and internationali-
zation, as well as to market and other information relevant to the development and growth of entrepreneurially 
based individual and collective businesses. It has been proven that entrepreneurial orientation and collective 
entrepreneurship, contrary to centralized decision-making that has a negative influence on communication 
and collective entrepreneurship and a weak positive impact on collaboration, have straight impact on inno-
vation in SMEs (Makhdoom, et al., 2019). Cluster represents a significant tool for achieving the sustainable 
economic development in developing/emerging countries, and a tool for achieving the economic growth in 
developed countries. However, despite having the same meaning and understanding in the world as a term, 
there are differences between the cluster development implementation in developing and developed countries 
(Milojković & Stojković, 2012).

Legal regulations for the establishment and development of business clusters, and thus spa and wellness 
tourism cluster, regulated property-legal relations on real estate, established and improved infrastructure in the 
tourism sector and education of cluster managers are a necessary platform for cluster-approach to sustainable 
tourism destination management. Without the mentioned platform, the cluster approach to managing the 
development of a tourism destination is based on personal motivation and knowledge of individuals, i.e. cluster 
managers (in practice we can find other names for this profession: director, facilitator or cluster agent) and the 
awareness of the benefits of private sector pooling, and it depends on the ability of a cluster organization to ac-
cess available business development funds through project proposals. In this case, managing the development 
of a tourism destination takes place ad-hoc, on a project basis, and will hardly contribute to achieving sustain-
able development. Sustainable development contributes to the achievement of the basic strategic goals of tour-
ism development of most countries, which are “stimulating economic and regional development, increasing 
foreign exchange inflows and increasing employment” (Popesku, 2016, p. ix). In developing countries, where 
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tourism destinations are introduced to the market, more intensive state involvement is needed (infrastructure 
projects, development projects, marketing, etc.), whereas, in developed countries, where tourism destinations 
are in the maturity phase, what is needed is, firstly, the harmonization of public and private and, secondly, 
the support to the private sector to take more initiatives in managing a tourism destination (Popesku, 2016). 

Tourism destination is a rounded geographical unit characterized by attractiveness, communicativeness 
and receptivity. Cluster is “a geographically close group of interconnected companies, suppliers, service provid-
ers, and associated institutions in a particular field, linked by analogy and complementary” (Estevao & Ferreira, 
2009). Observed from the aspect of geographical location and concentration of SMEs at the location, the appli-
cation of the cluster development approach in the tourism destination management contributes to sustainable 
local economic development and growth. “Tourism cluster is a geographic concentration of companies and 
institutions interconnected in tourism activities“(Estevao & Ferreira, 2009, p. 129). The differences between 
a tourism cluster and an industrial cluster are reflected in the fact that clients of a tourism cluster (tourists), 
during one week stay in the tourism destination to which the tourism cluster gravitates, make direct contacts 
with 30 to 50 actors of the tourism cluster (tour operator, insurance company, tourism organization, hotel, 
restaurant, spa and wellness centre, health and medical practice, cultural goods, museums, exchange office, 
taxi-driver, souvenir shop, etc.), which directly contributes to the creation of a value chain in the observed 
locality, the improvement of tourism destination attractiveness, and the enrichment of tourist offer (Yalçınkaya 
& Güzel, 2019). Traditional tourist capacities and comparative advantages of a tourist destination, such as 
climate and culture, are less important in modern tourism. In the modern global market, as opposed to mass 
tourism, thematic tourism is a new tourist product based on diverse and attractive natural and anthropogenic 
resources (Jovanović, 2020). 

Spa and wellness tourism

One of the fastest growing segments of modern tourism is spa and wellness tourism. Spa and wellness tourism 
is a service-driven segment, based on the need to maintain and improve the health of people.  In times of crisis, 
humans are more exposed to higher and continuous stress. The midlife period is a very turbulent period of 
life for most people and many of them, especially those who strive to face and overcome the crisis creatively, 
turn to tourism as one of the possible ways out (Čolović et al., 2020, Čolović & Stojković, 2017, Čolović, 2017, 
Pavlović, 2015). The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed people into depression. Spa and wellness tourism is 
one of tourism segments that contributes to the overall and long-term improvement of human potentials and 
capacities in times of crisis.

Spa and wellness tourism is classified as health tourism and yet it differs from spa health tourism. Namely, 
spa and wellness clients are people in good health, mainly midlife people, who want to maintain and improve 
their health.  Hotels, villas, lodgings and similar restaurants in the world have expanded their portfolio of 
services so as to, in addition to full accommodation and food, they offer spa and wellness services such as: 
sauna, massage, swimming pool, beauty treatments, etc. Spa centres provide spa and wellness services in 
addition to health tourism. On the mountains and lakes, but also in the urban centres, spa and wellness 
services complete the tourist offer of a destination. Therefore, the development of spa and wellness tourism 
can make a significant contribution to the faster development of innovative tourism products, to efficient 
transfer of modern management practices, and to greater specialization of knowledge and skills of employees, 
and that way increase the employability in the tourism sector, related industries, and services, encouraging the 
entrepreneurship, the business development initiatives, and the overall regional economic development. In 
support of the above mentioned, the results of the survey of cluster characteristics conducted in four regions 
in Australia, indicated that the tourism development strategy within the cluster contributes to maximizing the 
value created among cluster actors, and that tourism cluster development should focus on marketing, promotion, 
distribution and information with the aim of reducing individual costs and increasing the income of cluster 
actors, and that the cluster is a platform for establishing dialogue between the public sector, academia, industry 
representatives, tourism enterprises, and information services (Yalçınkaya & Güzel, 2019).
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Tourism cluster models

Starting from the fact that “a tourism cluster is associated with a tourism product and a touristic destination” 
(Estevao & Ferreira, 2009, p. 129), the three models of tourism cluster organizations, based in Europe, are 
identified and selected for the analysis. All identified clusters have the same overall goals, which are concerned 
with achieving the sustainable local economic development and growth. There is a difference in the definition 
of specific goals of the analysed clusters, which was influenced by macro-environmental factors and relations 
between the actors of the tourist destination. The impacts of national strategic documents in the field of tourist 
destination development, existence of the SME and cluster development policy, availability of development 
funds, and condition of infrastructure and suprastructures are of particular importance to the formulation of 
specific objectives of the cluster organizations. Activities are directed so as to achieve the goals of each tourism 
cluster organization that was analysed.

The South-West Oltenia region, as one of the eight development regions in Romania, a country with emerg-
ing economy and a member of the European Union, is a tourism destination with a myriad of natural potentials 
such as a variety of plains, hills and mountains (Marcu & Meghisan, 2011), the historical and cultural tradi-
tions, as well as the human tourism capacities, but, unfortunately, with the poorly developed infrastructure 
(Fundeanu, 2015). The “Oltenia Tourism Competitiveness Pole – Innovation and Tradition in Tourism – 
TurOlt InTT” cluster is developed in collaboration between the tourism-oriented public and private sector 
representatives: tour operators, marketing agencies, artisans, academia, museums, management organizations 
of national and cultural resources, public institutions, business membership organizations, and business sup-
port organizations. Furthermore, it is structured on four pillars: business tourism, education and research, 
government and catalyst broker (i.e. the Danish model of cluster broker, an association established by local 
government, chamber of commerce and industry), and regional development agency (Fig. 1.) (Fundeanu, 2015). 

 
Figure 1. Model of tourism cluster in the South-West Oltenia 

Source: Fundeanu, 2015, p. 748

Due to the fact that the Oltenia region identifies a large number of SMEs in tourism and related industries 
and has the intention of being a tourist destination developed in accordance with modern integrated tourism 
development approach, the role of a cluster is in: planning the regional development and having access to 
business-development and innovation funds; supporting mediation with the aim of establishing trust and 
cooperation between SMEs and public sector  (Fundeanu, 2015) ; and contributing to the promotion of the 
region as an attractive tourist destination in the country, which leads to the improvement of the overall 
competitiveness of tourism enterprises and related industries.
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The Kvarner region, as part of the Republic of Croatia, a country with developing/emerging economy and 
a member of the European Union, is a tourism destination with natural and infrastructural capabilities, as well 
as with networking between the stakeholders in different fields of health-tourism services, where the Kvarner 
Health Tourism Cluster activities are based on collaboration with specific associations, including different 
players in health, economic, tourism and public sector (Fig. 2.) (Peršić et al., 2018). 

Figure 2. Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster Model 

Source: Franković, 2021, p. 6

The Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster model consists of four main fields of activity: Hospitality and Tourism  
(hotels/resorts, tourist attractions/destinations, restaurants, retails), Health (hospitals, integrative health 
centres, computer-added manufacturing centres, insurance providers), Spa and Wellness (spas, hot/mineral 
springs, gyms/fitness centres, salons, retreats), Government (Ministry of Tourism, tourism promotion 
organizations, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Economic Development), and two intermediary fields: Education 
and Destination Management Company & Destination Marketing Organization (Fig. 3.) (Peršić et al., 2018). 

Figure 3. Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster Members 

Source: Franković, 2021, p. 16
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The Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster model, including the spa and wellness as one of the four main fields 
of activity, indicates that spa and wellness tourism represents a very important part of tourism destination 
products. The Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster pays a special attention on the development of innovation-
based and demand-driven health tourism services, using the advantage of natural and heritage resources of 
the Kvarner region, as a tourism destination, and adding the spa and wellness services to enrich its offer. In 
this way, the Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster model contributes to the development of a specialized market, 
which further contributes to the sustainable development of the tourist destination (Fig. 4.).

Figure 4. Kvarner Health Tourism Cluster Contribution 

Source: Franković, 2021, p. 21

Finland, a country with a very long history, is well-known worldwide for its saunas, and the Finnish sauna 
culture was placed on the UNESCO intangible cultural heritage list in 2020 (Sauna from Finland, 2021), The 
“Sauna Concept” initiative was introduced by Jyväskylä Regional Development Company Jykes, Ltd to the 
URBACT Creative Clusters partners during their study visit to Jyväskylä, with the aim of presenting the pure 
traditional sauna culture of Finland following the global market trends. Located in the Lake district of Central 
Finland, about 250 km from Helsinki, Jyväskylä is one of the Finnish growth centres with 130.000 inhabitants 
(URBACT Creative Clusters, 2009). The city of Jyväskylä, well known around the globe as the “Athens of 
Finland” due to a rich variety of culture, museums, art exhibitions, concerts, events, and theatre performances, 
is a sporting paradise for all generations interested in an active lifestyle as it offers a great number of disci-
plines for competing or exercising, numerous sports facilities and hiking trails around the lakes and inside 
the forests for enjoying the outdoors (Korhonen, 2009). Since 2010, the “Sauna from Finland” concept has 
been a cluster of different sauna expertise, providing services to companies, professionals and individuals, 
and a platform for business networking and education of existing and potential customers on how to use the 
products designed and developed by cluster members (Sauna from Finland, 2021). The “Sauna from Finland” 
is an excellent business concept for public saunas and a competitive advantage and an additional service for 
sauna service providers such as hotels, spas, and health clubs (Sauna from Finland, 2021). The “Sauna from 
Finland” is developed on eight core values of the original product, i.e. sauna: authenticity, meaning that the 
product is designed according to the Finish building standards, both traditional and modern kind of sauna 
experience, including parts and equipment from Finland; multisensory, explaining that the product is created 
balancing the following five senses - vision, smell, touch, taste, and hearing, adding an after-sauna snack; 
presence and relaxation, meaning that beneficiary can forget about time and focus on the moment; wellbeing 
and health, taking the following aspects into account – it’s safe, clean, high-quality and properly constructed; 
contrast, meaning that the product offers something unique and outstanding, to stand out from competitors; 
cleanliness, referring to cleaning the sauna area between user groups; safety, meaning that the materials which 
are installed in the product, i.e. sauna, are intended to prevent the risk of sliding; responsibility, taking into 
account economic, environmental, and social impacts of the sauna experience (Sauna from Finland, 2021). 



29
Conference papers  

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

The “Sauna from Finland” services include different types of consultations for sauna service providers, public 
saunas, home sauna builders, retailers, and distributors: (1) products such as “The Authentic Finnish Sauna 
Experience Quality Handbook” and sauna symbols and instructions made especially for sauna service providers, 
and public sauna; (2) The Authentic Finnish Sauna Experience Quality Certificate, such as a marketing and 
communication tool confirming the high quality of the sauna service; (3) sauna inspiration in terms of providing 
methods and technics to incorporate sauna in lifestyle, as well as touristic programs such as outdoor sauna 
experience and sauna touring in Finland; (4) tasteful by sauna from Finland expanding the sauna services 
adding a special offer of food and beverage contributing to the positioning of Finland as an attractive tourism 
destination in the global market (Sauna from Finland, 2021). The “Sauna from Finland” gathers businesses in 
the following fields: sauna manufacturing, sauna and interior furnaces, pools and wet area equipment, sauna 
food and drinks, Finnish sauna experience providers outside of Finland, sauna destinations in Finland, and 
sauna destinations outside of Finland (Sauna from Finland, 2021).

METHODOLOGY

In accordance with both the Porter’s Diamond model (Fundeanu, 2015), determined by the “factor condi-
tions, demand conditions, related and supporting industries, firm strategy, structure, and rivalry” (Manideep 
et al., 2018, p. 8), and the Cluster House model, “based on a comprehensive model, methodology and global 
practice framework“  (Milojković, 2013, p. 230), which served as a theoretical framework for researching the 
potentials of SMEs competitiveness in  the tourism sector, and starting from a cluster as “a model of small 
and medium size enterprises association driven by innovativeness, productivity, competitiveness through col-
laboration between business societies, education and research institutions and the public sector” (Milojković, 
2013), this research paper employs a cross-case research methodology that identifies and discusses the various 
models and concepts presented in the research and professional papers, and “focuses on analysis of empirical 
data to generalize the analysis” (Roig-Tierno et al., 2017, p. 16), extending the scope of academic investiga-
tion related to tourism cluster models, in particular health and wellness tourism. Furthermore, the research 
paper proposes a spa and wellness tourism cluster model and demonstrates how it can stimulate creating the 
competitive spa and wellness tourism products, and thus contributes to the regional development, networking, 
and internationalization of SMEs in the spa and wellness tourism industry.

RESULTS

A spa and wellness tourism cluster model proposal

Within the existing tourism cluster, a spa and wellness tourism cluster can be initiated in the form of a 
“branch” or completely separately.  The authors propose establishing an independently spa and wellness tourism 
cluster with the aim of developing and promoting an integrated spa and wellness tourism offer, as well as 
providing spa and wellness services and selling spa and wellness industry products. A spa and wellness tourism 
cluster can be established in urban and rural areas, and its success directly depends on the state policy towards 
tourism development (legislation, infrastructure, availability of funds for tourism development), the role of 
universities in developing innovative tourism products and training, as well as human resource education in 
the tourism sector. One of the key stakeholders in economic development are the media, which, with their 
timely, professional and affirmative information based on knowledge and facts, can contribute to preserving 
tradition and culture and raising public awareness, and thus faster development of the country. Business 
organizations and networks represent stakeholders whose significance for the cluster internationalization and 
globalization is immense. 

A spa and wellness tourism cluster model proposal (Fig. 5.) is designed in accordance with the Porter’s 
Diamond model, as a foundation and the Cluster House model, as a construction. The Porter’s Diamond 
model is a flat structure of determinants of national competitive advantage, which contributes to the creation 
of the national environment in which companies once established start to compete, due to the recognition 
of the central role of innovation, as well as the role of government as a catalyst and challenge (Porter, 1990). 
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The Cluster House model is structured in accordance with the concept of the triple helix, which assumes that 
transfer of knowledge is one of the most important determinants of socio-economic development and growth 
(Lewandowska & Janiec, 2013).

Figure 5. The Spa and Wellness Tourism Cluster Model 
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When a spa and wellness tourism cluster sets up, all businesses become mutually supporting, as they 
recognise a new understanding of competition, as well as business challenges and opportunities. A spa and 
wellness tourism cluster contributes to the creation of the business environment that supports linking physical 
activity and mental wellness. Domestic demand accelerates innovation and gaining a competitive advantage 
over international competition. Especially in the post-COVID crisis period, when a medical system is poorly 
prepared to use movement as an act which helps with mental wellbeing, a spa and wellness tourism cluster  
should play  a vital role in building a new culture of whole-person mental health and  in contributing to the 
socio-economic well-being of the tourist destination and beyond.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The modern business environment is based on the knowledge economy where clusters are a platform for 
innovation and economic growth, instead of factories in the industrial economy. The concept of cluster, despite 
decades of use in academia and profession, is not adequately understood, and thus the concept of cluster devel-
opment is not used to the extent that it could be. Models of tourism clusters should be improved by specializing 
in tourism products. A spa and wellness tourism cluster is one of the specializations of the tourism cluster 
model. The spa and wellness tourism cluster contributes to the development of spa and wellness products and 
services, within the spa and wellness industry and cross-industries cooperation in the tourism destination.

Due to the lack of cluster policy in most countries in the world, clustering mostly takes place on its own, 
guided by international development programs, the private sector and locally through public-private partner-
ships. Governments can regulate investment in modern technologies and innovative tourism products, which 
would lead to the automation of certain tourism services and which would reduce the need for labour force, 
as well as the cost of services. With modernized legal regulations, cluster development policies and smart 
specialization programs, governmental institutions will be able to support public private partnerships in the 
tourism sector. Infrastructure, including the tourism suprastructure, is a long-term investment and after the 
legislation, it is the second pre-condition for achieving sustainable economic and tourism development and 
growth. Tourism development should be implemented around leading research universities related to the 
tourism sector, tourism clusters and networks, and tourism organizations funded by the national government 
through the public-private partnership-based agency or foundation for the development of tourism.
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Spa and wellness tourist products contribute to greater attractiveness and better recognition of the tourist 
destination. Spa and wellness cluster stimulates commercialization of traditional products and services in the 
spa and wellness industry, and, in that way, the preservation of cultural heritage, as well as commercializa-
tion of the latest scientific achievements in this field, which follow modern trends in health, good shape and 
beauty. The spa and wellness tourism cluster is a platform for: the design of the “tailor-made” spa and wellness 
products linked to the events of tourism destination (providing the special spa and wellness branded packages 
during the manifestation; distributing the branded wellness food and beverages, outfit, equipment, cosmetics, 
etc.); the creation of “demand driven” products developed in collaboration with related industries (wellness 
accessories, furniture, equipment, etc.); the production of specialized publications and audio-video materials 
(manuals, magazines, books, movies, tutorials, etc.); the organization, branding and global positioning of its 
own specialized event (conference, festival, fair, exhibition, etc.); the preparation of the spa and well-
ness national and cross-border twinning programs (Milojković, 2016a; Milojković, 2016b) with the aim of 
enriching the offer of tourism products and services, particularly the spa and wellness products and services, 
thus ensuring a longer stay of tourists in both tourism destinations. Intellectual property rights for spa and 
wellness products and services, such as geographical indicators, trademarks, copyright, patents and designs, 
are helpful for the improvement of positioning in the market, protection of the competitive advantage, promo-
tion of the national culture and heritage, and increase in profits. The spa and wellness tourism cluster, in the 
legal form of a non-governmental and non-profit business development organization, through initiation or 
participation in twinning programs, international projects, B2B matchmaking events, professional literature, 
global marketing and promotion strategy, supports business networking and internationalization of SMEs in 
the spa and wellness tourism industry (support for the establishment of project and strategic partnerships, 
easier access to funds, attracting investments, exports/imports promotion, etc.). Through the cross-cluster and 
the cross-industry collaboration in the field of urban planning and construction (reconstruction of buildings 
under the protection of monuments, arrangement of facades, sidewalks, modernization of signalization, paint-
ing of murals, urban furniture, etc.), agriculture and food production (organic since “consumers worldwide 
are increasingly choosing to buy organic agricultural products although they are usually more expensive“ 
(Stojanović et al., 2018, p. 1401), traditional, indigenous varieties, medicinal herbs, mushrooms, etc.), textile 
industry (traditional pattern, cloths, fabric, weaving, etc.), and information and communication technologies 
(“modern technologies can help companies gathering information from customers and offering services and 
products” (Becić et al., 2018, p. 79), a spa and wellness tourism cluster contributes to the overall local economic 
development. In the post-COVID crisis period, a spa and wellness tourism cluster will play an important role 
in building a new culture of mental health that may contribute to the socio-economic well-being of the tourist 
destination. The commitment of cluster actors from the business sector directly depends on the ability to make 
or increase profits as a result of belonging to a cluster organization. Therefore, it is recommended that spa and 
wellness tourism cluster specialize in offering traditional or modern science-based products or services and 
strategically work on the commercialization of these products or services both in domestic and targeted global 
markets. The advantages of the SMEs in the spa and wellness tourism cluster are: the possibility of meeting 
increasingly high tourist expectations; keeping control of the costs especially those related to promoting a 
tourist destination, logistics and transportation, and channels for distributing tourism products; identifying 
and managing risks; developing and maintaining supply chains and partner relationships; keeping up-to-date 
with technical and technological development, and targeting domestic and international markets.

The crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus pandemic has affected the tourism sector due to the measures 
related to movement, which included transport, closing of catering facilities and ban on gatherings, i.e. 
organization of business events - congresses, conferences, seminars, fairs, exhibitions, and cultural, sports and 
tourist events. The COVID-19 crisis has contributed to the growth of domestic demand for tourism products. 
Domestic customers, with their specific demand, can help to create globally attractive tourism products. 
Especially in times of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus pandemic, the role of spa and wellness services 
in spa centres, mountains, lakes, and urban areas has been crucial for domestic and cross-border customers, 
and thus for the positioning and branding of a tourism destination in the market. Therefore, the support to 
spa and wellness tourism should be a strategic priority for the government, as well as the local and tourism 
authorities.
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Establishing and developing a cluster is a demanding and time-consuming process, the successful outcome 
of which is particularly influenced by a strong economy, security and human capital. In order to overcome 
interregional unbalanced development, especially in developing countries, it is recommended to employ the 
concept of clusters in the tourism sector so as to use tourism potentials and resources more efficiently and ef-
fectively and thus benefit from tourism activities that contribute to sustainable local economic development. 
Clusters contribute to attracting foreign investment and funds and, like export businesses, they also contribute 
to foreign currency inflows.

Cluster organizations can be created naturally on a “bottom-up“ basis, by connecting SMEs - members of 
the cluster with the aim of working together to expand their share in existing markets and enter new markets, 
but also with government support, on a “top-down“ basis, in accordance with the strategic plans of local au-
thorities. It is recommended that a spa and wellness tourism cluster model be designed in the form of a network 
of cluster actors aimed at the internationalization of business: tourism companies, related industries (providers 
of specialized services “tailor-made” cluster members such as marketing, promotion, transport and logistics, 
information, training, finance etc., modern and innovative materials components, and equipment in accord-
ance with the principles of circular economy and human health), educational and research institutes in the 
field of spa and wellness industry, with the support of local authorities through local action plans of tourism 
and media development strategy, as key drivers of national and local economic development.

One of the limitations of this research was a small number of studies that address the problem of under-
standing the role of a cluster in the regions’ spa and wellness tourism development and growth, as well as lack 
of a global database of clusters in the tourism sector, especially lack of a unique register of specialized tour-
ism clusters, such as health, spa and wellness, cultural, city break, business, educational, event, sports, rural, 
religious, eco, adventure tourism, etc. with emphasis on the characteristics of cluster excellence in each of the 
mentioned segments of the tourism sector.

The proposed spa and wellness tourism cluster model is a general cluster approach aimed at effectively 
overcoming the impact of the crisis caused by the COVID-19 virus pandemic and the innovative development 
of spa and wellness tourism as a fast growing segment in modern directions of development and growth of 
the tourism sector. Further directions of research should be focused on: firstly, a comparative analysis of the 
application of the proposed model in several regions; secondly, research indicators for measuring competitive-
ness in a spa and wellness tourism cluster; and, thirdly, the development of methodology for establishing and 
developing a spa and wellness clusters from various factors: sociological, geographical, historical, managerial, 
and economic. In addition, a special attention of the future research should be paid to new types of tourists, like 
digital nomads, especially to their influence not only on local communities through consumption of goods and 
services, but also on new social values they create through their influence on travel design and lifestyle tourism.
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COST-EFFECTIVENESS ANALYSIS OF SOLAR SYSTEMS 
INTRODUCTION IN HOTEL WELLNESS CASE STUDY: 
SARUNA WELLNESS CENTER AT CROWNE PLAZA HOTEL

CONFERENCE PAPERS

Abstract: 
The hotel industry is currently facing numerous challenges. Although the 
COVID-19 pandemic is the current top priority, when business starts reopening, 
hotels will still have to face familiar challenges such as increased competition, 
sustainability, and energy efficiency. Media reports of frequent natural disasters 
which are a direct or indirect consequence of climate change affect the public 
awareness and need for change, especially in reducing energy consumption and 
choosing new energy sources. It became clear to hotel managers that efficiency 
must be achieved at every turn and in every area. In this paper, we are arguing 
that the benefits of investment in heating sanitary hot water and pool water in 
hotel wellness and SPA centers create savings over an extended period of time. 
In addition, it supports brand positioning related to renewable energy sources 
(RES). The paper is using a case study of a wellness center in an upscale hotel 
in Belgrade, Serbia.

Keywords: 
Economic analysis, energy efficiency, renewable energy sources, solar systems, 
investment profitability

INTRODUCTION

InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG) was one of the first hotel 
chains that started implementing the latest technological solutions, 
modern technologies and programs based on environmental pro-
tection and implementation of RES. Some of the activities this hotel 
group applies in the field of environmental responsibility are as fol-
lows: a) green roofs – roofs covered with low plants, thereby improving 
thermal characteristics and sound barriers; b) green facades – the fa-
cade is usually covered by ivy, which grows along the surface or with 
special supports while purifying the air, ensuring cooling and looking 
good; c) solar systems – installing solar panels on hotel buildings in 
most cases for providing hot water; d) Rainwater collection system – 
rainwater collection tanks are located on the roof or the ground and 
in areas with a large amount of precipitation in these hotels rainwater 
is used to wash toilets and floors (IHG, 2008; Bradić et al., 2014) A 
dozen of other similar programs and systems are used in InterConti-
nental Hotels Group, very successfully. Therefore, the idea for further 
improvement of energy efficiency and the introduction of renewable 
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energy sources at Crowne Plaza Belgrade came as a natural continuation of the group’s philosophy. Given 
the number of energy efficiency areas applied at Crowne Plaza Belgrade, it was not easy to find a system that 
would be of great benefit to both the hotel and the community and all with the idea of economic profitability 
that both the management of the company and IHG would accept.

ENERGY EFFICIENCY AND RENEWABLE ENERGY SOURCES

The Industrial Revolution and rapid scientific and technological development gave humanity significant 
prosperity and progress and enabled easier life for a large number of people on the planet. However, it must 
be noted that this prosperity came with a high price. At the end of the 20th century, limitations and exhaustion 
of classic energy sources were discovered, on the one hand, and on the other hand, all the limitations of energy 
supply from renewable sources were discovered as well (Marković, 2010, pp.1 -2). Energy efficiency involves 
the use of a small amount of energy for different purposes (heating or cooling of space and/or water, lighting, 
product production, vehicle propulsion, etc.). Energy efficiency should not be presented and seen as energy 
savings, because savings always involve certain waivers, while efficient use of energy should not impair com-
fort in work, rest or daily life. In order to improve more efficient energy consumption, we should not only 
work on technical solutions but also educate people who use these solutions in a conscious and efficient way 
(Marković, 2010, p.5).

We call renewable energy sources because they are (relatively) inexhaustible, ie. they’re being recreated just 
as quickly as we’re using them. Their most important characteristic is that they are “clean”, i.e. significantly 
reduce water pollution of air and soil. RES has a deficiency in terms of usage intensity, but the technology for 
their use has been significantly improved worldwide in recent years. RES systems used in the entire tourism 
infrastructure have also been improved.

The term renewable energy (RES) often refers to:
- Sun energy;
- Wind energy;
- Water energy (hydropower - small power plants);
- Geothermal energy;
- Biomass energy;
- Tide and wave energy (Maksin, 2009, p.99).

Solar energy is the most intensively studied type of all types of RES, and today the technologies that enable 
the use of this form of energy have advanced the most (Maksin, 2009, p. 100).

The notion of insolation (INcoming SOLar radiation) represents the energy of total radiation obtained from 
the sun (directly and diffusely) and which, when it passes through the atmosphere in a unit of time, reaches 
the earth’s surface (Ilić and Lepotić, 2013, p.19).

As Ilić and Lepotić say and according to the principle of operation and use of the spectrum of solar electro-
magnetic radiation, two types of devices that convert the energy of the sun into other types of energy can be 
extracted. The first type is a device that collects and converts the thermal energy of the sun’s radiation (infrared 
spectrum) into thermal energy for heating water or other mediums. These devices are called solar thermal 
collectors (STC). The second type is a device that collects the light energy of the sun’s radiation (ultraviolet 
and visible spectrum) and that device converts the energy of light directly into electricity by the photovoltaic 
effect. These devices are called solar cells, where groups of cells are connected in solar modules (panels) also 
called solar panel receivers (Ilić and Lepotić, 2013, p.24).
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Figure 1. Solar panels 

Source: http://www.bbsolar.me/index.php/o-nama/ponuda/solarni-paneli

It should be noted that there is a possibility of using solar energy in all tourist facilities in general. In 
particular, in hotel facilities, it is most commonly used to heat water for showering, cooking, laundry and sports 
recreational and wellness facilities.

The sun is an energy source that has the greatest energy potential and is a reservoir of both light and thermal 
energy. The power of the sun’s radiation is:

            (Radičević et al., 2009) 

and this power the sun will have for around             years or 5 billion years (Radičević et al., 2009). Serbia is in 
such a position that the values of the intensity of solar radiation are among the most important in Europe, and 
in the most favourable areas of our country, a really large number of sunny hours have been recorded. Cities 
in southern Serbia such as Niš, Vranje, Kuršumlija and Priština have the greatest opportunities for benefiting 
from solar energy. On average in Serbia, solar radiation is 1,1 kWh/m2 per day in the north of the country (in 
Vršac) up to 1,85 kWh/m2 per day in the south (in Priština) – during the winter period, where January is most 
critical. Average sun radiation is 5,90 kWh/m2 per day on Zlatibor up to 6,35 kWh/m2 per day in Vranje – during 
the summer period, where the sunniest month is Jjuly (Marković, 2010, p.184).

Figure 2. Daily global solar radiation 

Source: Potić, I., Golić, R., & Joksimović, T. (2016). Analysis of insolation potential of Knjaževac Municipality 
(Serbia) using multi-criteria approach. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 56, 235-245.

P(S)= 3,83∙1026W= 3,83∙1014TW

5∙109
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If we look at solar radiation annually, the values ranges are from 1200 kWh/m2 per year in northwestern 
Serbia to 1550 kWh/m2 per year in southeastern Serbia. It should be noted that the level of solar radiation use 
depends on multiple parameters and one of the key is receivers of thermal energy. For Serbia, the average value 
of available useful energy is 700 kWh/m2 per year (Marković, 2010, p.184).

It can be said that the interesting fact that the energy emitted by the sun on 1 m2 roof surfaces of houses 
and buildings in Serbia is equal to the energy that can be obtained by consuming 130 liters of oil (Maksin, 
2009, p.115). How favourably the sun’s energy can be is clear from the fact that the price of solar energy is 
incomparably lower than the price of oil, not to mention the ecological dimension.

In Serbia, the largest number of spa settlements is located in zones that are very favourable when it comes 
to the intensity of sunlight. Another positive fact remains that spas have still low population density and 
individual facilities suitable for the installation of equipment for the exploitation of energy of the sun for both 
heating and hot water production (Maksin, 2009, p.116).

INVESTMENT ACTIVITIES IN HOTEL FACILITIES

According to the United Nations Organisation’s definition, investment represents only one part of the 
social income that remains when all personal and general spending is met (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, p. 7). 
That part can be used to replace everything that has been spent and exploited, as well as to build new potentials. 
If we look more closely at tourism and hotel management, investments are most commonly used for replace-
ments, expansions, adaptation and modernization of existing buildings and construction of new facilities, 
trades and roads, as well as in the construction of facilities that do not belong to these activities but participate 
in the formation of the entire service. 

OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), according to Čerović and Čomić 
(2020, p.8) classifies all investments in tourism into three groups:

 ◆ Investments in accommodation facilities;
 ◆ Investments in a sub-sector different than the hotel;
 ◆ Investments in building or expanding infrastructure 

The same authors (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, p.10) emphasize that the main economic indicators of the 
success of certain investments are:

 ◆ Efficiency coefficient;
 ◆ Profitability ratio;
 ◆ Reproduction coefficient.

The efficiency ratio of an investment is calculated (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, p.11) :

 
where E – efficiency ratio, I – investment rate and D –rate of income increase.
The authors further explain the calculation of profitability ratio of an investment using the formula:  

 
where is R – profitability ratio. (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, p.11)

The reproduction coefficient of an investment is actually the time it takes to return the investment to the 
community as income (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, pp.10-11).

Investments in contemporary hotels often involve investments in recreational facilities, regardless of hotel 
type or tourist destination. Looking at the size and category of the hotel, it’s fair to say that low-quality hotels 
and motels and middle-class hotels generally feature a small pool or a small fitness center. Larger hotels, 
with higher categorization, are mostly adjusted for business guests and often operate with a swimming pool 
and wellness and fitness center. Hotels in resorts, where guests stay for an extended period and where fewer 
resources are used for land and construction, have a lot of additional outdoor facilities (Čerović and Čomić, 
2020, pp.269-270).

E= I
D

R= D
I
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The pool at Crowne Plaza hotel Belgrade is 17 x 7 m in size, with a depth range from 1,25 m to 2,4 m. The 
pool has a system that performs automatic water filtration and the water is heated up to 28 °C. Investments 
in wellness and fitness centres in hotels are just as important as investments in the pool. Very often business 
people don’t have the time for swimming pool recreation, but they are making sure to take time out on the 
treadmill, a short stay in the sauna or a relaxing massage after a hard day’s work. When planning and designing 
wellness and fitness centers hotel developers are paying special attention to the:

a) Position – that guests in bathrobes and bathing suits do not pass through the lobby of the hotel and 
that members of the wellness and fitness club, who are not guests of the hotel, can pass directly to 
desired facilities;

b) Service facilities – reception of the wellness center, locker rooms, showers, toilets, exercise rooms, 
sauna, steam bath, jacuzzi, tepidarium, massage and facial and body treatment rooms, etc.; 

c) Space – there must be a complex that has a control position (Čerović and Čomić, 2020, p.274).

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS OF INVESTMENTS IN SOLAR SYSTEMS: CASE STUDY OF CROWNE PLAZA 
HOTEL BELGRADE

Disposable hot water, whether it’s the residential buildings or hotels, requires a relatively low temperature 
(40-60°C), so the system that uses the energy of the sun’s radiation is perfectly suitable for these needs. This 
analysis of the solar heat system is calculated on the case of Crowne Plaza Hotel Belgrade. The hotel itself has 
420 rooms and 14 apartments. The hotel has eight floors and a total area of 37.000 m2, and the large spa & 
wellness center “Saruna” with 1.650 m2 and the largest hotel indoor pool in Belgrade. Heating of sanitary hot 
water in the hotel is done in two zones:

a) Low-pressure zone – water heats in two boilers volume 8.000 liters;
b) High-pressure zone – water is also heated in two boilers with a volume of 8.000 liters.

Hot water heating is done through heat exchangers of 232 kW and 103 kW, which use thermal energy from 
a plant for energy production. The heating of the pool is done via a heat exchanger of 180 kW, where warming 
is also made from the plant for energy production. In the plant for energy production there are 2 x 3,7 MW gas 
boilers that have very low efficiency levels. The level of consumption of sanitary hot water  varies throughout 
the period: due to different levels of hotel occupancy, season, etc.

Table 1 provides sanitary water consumption per month in hotel during 2016. Because it is taken as repre-
sentative and this year the average consumption is 793,30 m3 of waters (Pištinjat, 2017).

Table 1. Consumption of sanitary hot water during 2016.

Month January February March April May June

sanitary water 
consumption 

(m³)
880,26 739,79 747,28 659,75 716,90 907,50

Month July August September October November December

sanitary water 
consumption 

(m³)
687,83 591,66 715,14 920,91 1052,65 899,89

Source: Pištinjat, 2017
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Table 2. provides a view of the necessary thermal energy and the actual energy that is consumed (Pištinjat, 2017).

Table 2. The necessary and actual energy consumed for the specified quantities

Month r
sanitary 

water con-
sumption

C T1 T2 Qswc ( 
required)

Qswc  
(used)

Q  
(Losses)

(measures) (kg/m³) (m³) (kJ/kgK) (°C) (°C) (kWh) (kWh) (kWh)

January 1000 880,26 4,186 10 60 51.177,34 101.550,00 50.372,66

February 1000 739,79 4,186 10 60 43.010,57 90.840,00 47.829,43

March 1000 747,28 4,186 10 60 43.446,03 92.500,00 49.053,97

April 1000 659,75 4,186 10 60 38.357,13 82.070,00 43.712,87

May 1000 716,90 4,186 10 60 41.679,77 83.670,00 41.990,23

Juni 1000 907,50 4,186 10 60 52.761,04 76.570,00 23.808,96

July 1000 687,83 4,186 10 60 39.989,67 67.030,00 27.040,33

August 1000 591,66 4,186 10 60 34.398,46 61.430,00 27.031,54

September 1000 715,14 4,186 10 60 41.577,45 65.100,00 23.522,55

October 1000 920,91 4,186 10 60 53.540,68 88.320,00 34.779,32

November 1000 1.052,65 4,186 10 60 61.199,90 99.650,00 38.450,10

December 1000 899,89 4,186 10 60 52.318,60 96.890,00 44.571,40

Pros./
Pickup 1000 793,30 4,186 10 60 553.456,64 1.005.620,00 452.163,36

Source: Pištinjat, 2017

From this table, you can see that the actual thermal energy consumed (Qused) is almost twice the amount 
of heat needed to heat these amounts of water (Qrequired). It is clear that the losses are enormous, and they arise 
not only because of the branched network of hot sanitary water but also because of the power production 
plant and the substation. Namely, gas boilers are of high power, but their level of utilization is extremely small. 
The thermal energy consumption for pool heating at the year level (2016) can be seen in the following table 
(Pištinjat, 2017).

Table 3. Heat energy used to heat the pool

Month January February March April May June

thermal 
en.consumation 

(kWh)
17.140,00 18.960,00 15.150,00 13.170,00 13.580,00 8.640,00

Month July August September October November December

thermal 
en.consumation 

(kWh)
5.480,00 8.000,00 10.850,00 14.020,00 16.060,00 20.050,00

Source: Pištinjat, 2017
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The actual heat energy needed to heat the water in the pool is smaller than the thermal energy shown 
because there are losses on the heating pipes and the boiler has a very low level of efficiency. The actual value 
was calculated with a ratio of 0,6. Thus, the final heat energy consumption Q (total) will look like in the 
following Table 4:

Table 4. Total actual thermal energy

Month Qswc (required) Qpool (required) Q (total)

(measures) (kWh) (kWh) (kWh)

January 51.177,34 10.284,00 61.461,34

February 43.010,57 11.376,00 54.386,57

March 43.446,03 9.090,00 52.536,03

April 38.357,13 7.902,00 46.259,13

May 41.679,77 8.148,00 49.827,77

June 52.761,04 5.184,00 57.945,04

July 39.989,67 3.288,00 43.277,67

August 34.398,46 4.800,00 39.198,46

September 41.577,45 6.510,00 48.087,45

October 53.540,68 8.412,00 61.952,68

November 61.199,90 9.636,00 70.835,90

December 52.318,60 12.030,00 64.348,60

Annually 553.456,64 96.660,00 650.116,64

Source: Pištinjat, 2017

The solar collectors adopted in this calculation are plated thermal collectors of horizontal type. Collectors 
are oriented directly to the south and with a tilt of 40°. The total area on which collectors can be installed is 
418,32 m2. Since the gross area of a collector is 3,312 m2, a total of 126 collectors can be installed. Based on the 
thermal energy generated by sunlight, the number of collectors needed for heat energy needs can be determined 
to heat the sanitary consumable water and water in the pool (Pištinjat, 2017).
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Table 5. Ratio of the number of needed collectors according to the adopted number of collectors

Month Q (Total) Q (collector 
daily unit)

Q (collector 
unit)

collector  
surface 

required

collector 
surface unit

collector 
number 
required

number of 
collectors 
adopted

(measures) (kWh) (kWh) (kWh) (m²) (m²) (com) (com)

January 61.461,34 1.215,94 37,69 1.630,71 3,15 517,7 126,00

February 54.386,57 1.813,84 54,42 999,39 3,15 317,3 126,00

March 52.536,03 3.070,08 95,17 552,02 3,15 175,2 126,00

April 46.259,13 3.573,93 107,22 431,44 3,15 137,0 126,00

May 49.827,77 3.782,18 117,25 424,97 3,15 134,9 126,00

June 57.945,04 3.929,98 117,90 491,48 3,15 156,0 126,00

July 43.277,67 4.111,36 127,45 339,57 3,15 107,8 126,00

August 39.198,46 4.064,34 125,99 311,12 3,15 98,8 126,00

September 48.087,45 3.338,80 100,16 480,11 3,15 152,4 126,00

October 61.952,68 2.740,91 84,97 729,11 3,15 231,5 126,00

November 70.835,90 1.760,09 52,80 1.341,59 3,15 425,9 126,00

December 64.348,60 1.021,12 31,65 2.033,13 3,15 645,4 126,00

Pros./Pickup 650.116,64 2.868,55 1052,67 813,72 3,15 258,3 126,00

Source: Pištinjat, 2017

From Table 5,. it can be clearly seen that the number of collectors that can be placed on the available surface 
of the hotel is not sufficient for all energy required. This calculation showed that the physical predispositions of 
an already built hotel cannot always satisfy all the needs when it comes to installing solar collectors. It should 
be noted that the use of RES is very important and that such calculations are always better performed at the 
beginning of planning and design and building of the hotel and all systems in it. Based on the necessary total 
energy for heating sanitary hot water and water in the pool and the total available energy from collectors, one 
can determine for every month of the year the share that the solar system can provide, as well as the share of 
the annual level.

Table 6. The share of the solar system in total energy needs

Month Q (Total) Q (availability) solar system share

(measures) (kWh) (kWh) (%)

January 61.461,34 14.959,16 24,34

February 54.386,57 21.599,30 39,71

March 52.536,03 37.772,97 71,90

April 46.259,13 42.555,62 91,99

June 57.945,04 46.794,51 80,76

July 43.277,67 50.584,91 116,88

August 39.198,46 50.005,43 127,57

September 48.087,45 39.753,50 82,67

October 61.952,68 33.724,59 54,44

November 70.835,90 20.956,32 29,58

December 64.348,60 12.561,89 19,52

Pros./Pickup 650.116,64 417.804,72 64,27

Annually 553.456,64 96.660,00 650.116,64

Source: Pištinjat, 2017
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From the table it is clear that the smallest share of the solar system is in meeting energy needs in December 
and January (19,52% and 24,34%), while in July and August it is over 100% which means that the solar system can 
provide more energy than necessary. April and May are also very efficient because the solar system provides 
more than 90% of the needs. On an annual basis, the share of the solar system would be 64,27% (Pištinjat, 2017).

Based on the monthly consumption of gas in the gas boilers, the savings in gas used in gas boilers, both in 
volume (m3) and in currency (RSD), were calculated after the installation of solar collectors. It is important 
to note that the current price of gas in 2021 has been taken. Savings based on the access to the gas system and 
access fees are also current in 2021 (Srbijagas, 2019).

Based on the average monthly consumption of electricity to power high-temperature pumps of RSD 
40.000,00 savings were calculated after the installation of solar collectors and the share of the solar system.

Table 7. Partial and total savings from introduction of solar system

Month
solar  

system 
share

L gas
gas saving 

by solar 
system

gas price
gas saving 

by solar 
system

price of  
access to 

the system

price of  
access  
saving 

by solar 
system

saving 
electricity 
for pumps

total  
savings

(measures) (%) (m³) (m³) (RSD/m³) (RSD) (RSD/m³) (RSD) (RSD) (RSD)

January 24,34 17.880,80 4.352,03 35,50 154.479,76 3,04 13.212,77 9.735,66 177.428,18

February 39,71 19.032,45 7.558,62 35,50 268.300,87 3,04 22.947,98 15.885,76 307.134,61

March 71,9 19.185,90 13.794,50 35,50 489.649,72 3,04 41.880,11 28.759,67 560.289,50

April 91,99 19.282,00 17.738,28 35,50 629.638,01 3,04 53.853,42 36.797,59 720.289,02

June 80,76 12.393,61 10.008,67 35,50 355.267,83 3,04 30.386,33 32.302,69 417.956,84

July 116,88 10.539,54 10.539,54 35,50 374.111,51 3,04 31.998,04 40.000,00 446.109,56

August 127,57 10.147,27 10.147,27 35,50 360.187,50 3,04 30.807,11 40.000,00 430.994,61

September 82,67 11.111,02 9.185,39 35,50 326.044,60 3,04 27.886,84 33.067,67 386.999,12

October 54,44 15.083,69 8.210,97 35,50 291.456,42 3,04 24.928,49 21.774,42 338.159,34

November 29,58 14.673,85 4.341,16 35,50 154.093,78 3,04 13.179,76 11.833,73 179.107,26

December 19,52 16.688,85 3.257,93 35,50 115.643,58 3,04 9.891,08 7.808,65 133.343,31

Pros./
Pickup 64,27 15.328,56 115.874,17 35,50 4.113.069,70 3,04 351.793,99 315.323,74 4.780.187,43

Source: Pištinjat, 2017

Based on Table 7, you can see how much gas and electricity are saved annually and that the amount to the 
total of RSD 4,780,187.43.

First, we will evaluate the profitability of the investment through a static method:

        ; (Spasić and Čerović, 2019, p.276)

In our case, the initial investment is I = 30.126.113,50 RSD and cash flow, i.e. savings achieved within one 
year amount to CF = 4.780.187,43 RSD, so the return period is:

For investments of this type, the expected return period is 5 to 7 years, so for this investment we can say 
it is profitable.

Another static method is the accounting rate of yield:

             ; (Spasić and Čerović, 2019, p.278)

In our case, the average annual profit is = RSD 4,780,187.43 and the average annual investment is 
= 30,126,113,50/6 = RSD 5,021,018.92, so the accounting rate of the yield is:

P= I
CF

P= I
CF

= 30.126.113,50RSD
4.780.187,43RSD

= 6,3 years

ARR= ANP
AI

ARR= ANP
AI

= 4.780.187,43RSD
5.021.018,92RSD

= 0,952
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 For a company that invests, the time value of money is important, so it can be calculated with a formula:
                  ; (Spasić and Čerović, 2019, p.281)

where: Vn – value of money at the end of the period, Vs – value of money at the beginning (present value), 
and – annual interest rate, n – length of period

(1)  

(2)  

(3)  

It should be noted that the formulas (1), (2) and (3) used an annual interest rate of 3,5%, obtained by 
specialists of Komercijalna Banka. Formula (1) looks at the value of money after 6,3 years or 74 months of 
repayment with an interest rate of 3,5%, because the return period method determined that the investment 
pays out in 6,3 years. However, since such loan repayment times are unrealistic, i.e. loans are not approved 
for the specified period in formulas (2) and (3) you can see the value of the money after five or eight years.1

For the Crowne Plaza Hotel, a bank loan repayment plan, or an Annuity Plan, as it is otherwise called, has 
been designed. According to the offer of Komercijalna banka a.d. Belgrade’s interest rate for Crowne Plaza 
hotel is 3,5%, the loan processing and release fee is 0,5%, the mortgage registration fee is € 510,38 the cost of 
assessing the value of the property is RSD 65.000 and the annual insurance premium is RSD 40.000. The basic 
assumption that has been made is that the hotel can settle costs exceeding € 250.000,00 which are: 

 ◆ € 6.248,52 for the entire investment;
 ◆ € 1.250,00 amounting to 0,5% of the total loan amount for the loan processing;
 ◆ € 510,38 mortgage fee;
 ◆ RSD 65.000;
 ◆ 5 (8) x RSD 40.000 annual insurance premium that is advocated (for 5 years or 8 years).

The first example is the repayment of a loan for a period of five years with all the conditions specified. The 
annuity plan will then look:

Table 8. An annuity plan for a loan for five years or 60 months

due date payment of loans annuity principal payment interest payment

01.08.2021. 250.000,00    

01.09.2021.  4.547,94 3.818,77 729,17

01.10.2021.  4.547,94 3.829,91 718,03

01.11.2021.  4.547,94 3.841,08 706,86

01.12.2021.  4.547,94 3.852,29 695,65

01.01.2022.  4.547,94 3.863,52 684,42

01.02.2022.  4.547,94 3.874,79 673,15

...  ... ... ...

01.05.2026.  4.547,94 4.495,27 52,67

01.06.2026.  4.547,94 4.508,38 39,58

01.07.2026.  4.547,94 4.521,53 26,41

01.08.2026  4.547,70 4.534,47 13,23

Total 250.000,00 272.876,16 250.000,00 22.876,16

Source: Komercijalna banka a.d. Belgrade, 2021

1 Data related to interest rate and loan repayment plans for 60 or 96 months were obtained by specialists in the credit risk analysis 
department of Komercijalna banka.

Vn=Vs× (1+i)n

Vn= 250.000€× (1+3,5%)6,3= 250.000€× 1,2420074= 310.501,86€

Vn= 250.000€× (1+3,5%)5= 250.000€× 1,1876863= 296.921,58€

( ) €=€=+€=Vn 329.902,261,3168090250.0003,5%1250.000 8 ××
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The annuity plan was calculated in euros and with complex discounted net cash flow, in which case the 
total or aggregate annuity is € 272.876,16. The total principal payment, of course, matches the total loan paid 
out at €250.000 and the total interest paid is € 22.876,16 (Petrović and Straživuk, 2021).

The value of the aggregate annuity according to the bank’s repayment plan for a period of five years differs 
from the value of the money calculated at the end of the five-year period, because the bank calculates with a 
complex interest rate.

The monthly annuity, as seen from the table, is € 4.547,94 and the average monthly saving is € 3.388,30. 
Based on this, we conclude that an average of € 1.159,64 is required per month for annuity costs. Another 
simulation was designed for a loan for an eight-year period with all the conditions listed. The annuity plan 
would then look as follows:

Table 9. An annuity plan for loan for eight years or 96 months

due date payment of loans annuity principal payment interest payment

01.08.2021. 250.000,00    

01.09.2021.  2.989,51 2.260,34 729,17

01.10.2021.  2.989,51 2.266,94 722,57

01.11.2021.  2.989,51 2.273,55 715,96

01.12.2021.  2.989,51 2.280,18 709,33

01.01.2022.  2.989,51 2.286,83 702,68

01.02.2022.  2.989,51 2.293,50 696,01

...  ... ... ...

01.05.2029.  2.989,51 2.954,88 34,63

01.06.2029.  2.989,51 2.963,50 26,01

01.07.2029.  2.989,51 2.972,15 17,36

01.08.2029.  2.989,86 2.981,16 8,70

Total 250.000,00 286.993,31 250.000,00 36.993,31

Source: Komercijalna banka a.d. Belgrade, 2021

The annuity plan was calculated in euros and with discounted net cash flow, in which case the total or 
aggregate annuity is € 286.993,31. The total principal payment, of course, matches the total loan paid out at € 
250.000 and the total interest paid is € 36.993,31 (Petrović and Straživuk, 2021).

The value of the aggregate annuity according to the bank’s repayment plan for an eight-year period differs 
from the value of the value calculated at the end of the eight-year period, as the bank calculates at the complex 
interest rate.

The monthly annuity, as seen from the table, is € 2.989,51 and the average monthly saving is € 3.388,30. 
Based on this, we conclude that on average, more is saved monthly by installing the solar system than is necessary 
for annuity costs. If we look in detail for months of the year only during four months, the annuity costs are 
greater than the savings.

CONCLUSION

It should be noted that the electro-mechanical project for the construction of the solar system was done 
by the renowned company Master Solar Ltd in cooperation with Misteco ltd. The equipment provided in the 
project is of the highest quality. Solar collectors have a Solar Keymark certificate with a report and an addition 
to the report according to EN ISO 9806:2013. The manufacturers of all equipment are certified according to 
ISO 9000 and ISO 14001 and originate from Austria, Germany and Italy.
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Economic analysis of investments in this system has shown that installing solar systems for water heating 
is cost-effective in a short period of time because the method of the return period shows that the investment is 
cost-effective after 6.3 years. If we look at dynamic methods or include a time dimension of money, it is clear 
that based on an offer from one of the banks in Serbia for such an investment, one can talk about a period of 
five or eight years. It is important to say that each of these offers has its advantages and that it is always up to 
hotel management to make a final estimation.

The first offer for a five-year loan shows that, as we have already argued, the monthly annuity is € 4.547,94 
and the average monthly saving is €3.388,30. In this case, it is clear that an average of € 1.159,64 (RSD 
136.334,24) for annuity costs should be added on average. For a hotel with capacities such as Crowne Plaza 
Belgrade, a specific amount can be provided from the current business cash flow. On the other hand, the 
investment will be disbursed in just five years and the total interest payment for that period will be € 22.876,16.

In addition, a different eight-year loan simulation shows that, as we have already argued, the monthly 
annuity is € 2.989,51 and the average monthly saving is €3.388,30. In this case, it is clear that on average, more 
is saved per month by installing the solar system than is necessary for annuity costs. On the other hand, the 
investment will be disbursed in eight years and the total interest payment for that period will be € 36.993,31, 
up about 60% from the interest paid over a period of five years. The advantage of an eight-year loan decision 
is that the monthly difference between annuity and savings can be used for other investments.

We conclude by arguing that investments as such are more than favorable for hotels for a number of 
reasons:

1. IHG brand reputation related to RES is supported;
2. Sustainable social practice is supported;
3. Acceptable investments stimulate substantial savings of funds for a long period of time.
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POSSIBILITY OF APPLICATION OF GEOTHERMAL ENERGY 
IN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF SPA TOURISM IN 
SERBIA

CONFERENCE PAPERS

Abstract: 
The issue of environmental protection and the use of renewable energy sources 
in order to achieve environmentally sustainable business, is becoming an 
unavoidable topic today. Geothermal energy is one of the most promising 
forms of renewable energy sources whose use dates back to the distant past. 
The existence of the possibility of using the mentioned renewable sources, especially 
within the framework of spa tourism, represents the basis of sustainable business. 
The Republic of Serbia has a huge potential for the use of geothermal energy, 
especially when it comes to the tourism sector. The Republic of Serbia has a 
large number of geothermal mineral springs, but they are insufficiently used. 
The largest consumers of geothermal sources are the industrial sector and 
agriculture, while in tourism these resources are barely used. In recent decades, 
health, wellness and spa tourism have become one of the fastest growing tourism 
sectors globally. Tourism based on the use of geothermal energy represents a 
development opportunity which is in line with the Tourism Development Strategy 
of the Republic of Serbia for the period 2016 - 2025. The aim of this paper is 
to explore the potential and current application of geothermal energy in spa 
tourism in the Republic of Serbia. For this purpose, the authors will consider 
two distinct locations the Jokin Grab Spa and Vranjska Banja.

Keywords: 
spa tourism, geothermal energy, sustainable tourism, Jokin Grab Spa, Vranjska 
Banja.

INTRODUCTION

World population growth, modernization and application of high 
technologies in the everyday and business world, leads to increased 
demand for energy, which amounts to about 1.5% annually, with the 
prediction that by 2055 the process will accelerate 3 times (Dražić, 
2020). Increased energy needs cause the irrational use of energy sources 
that are on the verge of extinction, directly endangering the planet 
Earth. One way to reduce the use of non-renewable energy sources 
is to gradually switch to the use of renewable “new” energy sources. 
The term renewable energy sources (RES) refers to the rate of their 
consumption that is less than or equal to the rate of recovery, so their 
reserves are estimated over a long period, and these types of energy 
include: solar energy, wind energy, water energy, biodegradable waste, 
geothermal energy and biomass. In contrast, traditional, non-renewable 
energy sources are found in limited quantities and are prone to 
complete depletion (Dražić, 2020).
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The use of RES represents a large financial investment in the process of formation and implementation, 
their use in production is significantly more expensive than fossil fuels, and this is one of the reasons why 
their application is at a very low level. Research has shown that only 18% of the world’s energy comes from 
RES Figure 1.

Figure 1. Global energy consumption by sources

Source: https://greenrhinoenergy.com/renewable/context/uses_and_sources.php 

The use of RES has numerous benefits, less negative effect of the “greenhouse” and it stimulates the devel-
opment of local areas and the economy, which is directly related to the reduction of the unemployment rate 
(Riznić et al., 2013).

Valorisation of RES in Serbia is in the initial phase, although the estimated potential is significant. Until 
recently, the use of these sources was at a minimal level, but by participating in activities and projects designed 
and financed by the EU, ratification of numerous agreements, both internationally and nationally in this area, 
Serbia achieves a higher percentage of use of these types of energy.

Figure 2. Structure of the estimated RES potential in Serbia

Source - Adjusted accoriding to: http://indicator.sepa.gov.rs/pretrazivanje-indikatora/indikatorilat/allfindr/2edb
a915e97b466aab3bb6581e2db228 



49
Conference papers  

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

GEOTHERMAL ENERGY 

Renewable energy sources (RES) in their various forms are all around us, and a very important source is 
geothermal energy. The term geothermal energy comes from the Greek words geo (earth) and therme (heat) 
and is most often defined in the literature as heat obtained from the Earth’s core. It represents the natural 
energy accumulated in the fluids and rock masses in the Earth’s crust (Nenković & Pucar, 2019). Below the 
Earth’s surface there are a large number of thermal springs, hot rocks and magma. As the depth increases, the 
temperature rises and ranges from 17 °C to 30 °C (Andrić, 2015). The geothermal potential at the global level is 
very high, especially if we take into account that with a decrease in the temperature of the Earth’s crust by only 
0.1 °C, the heat of the Earth’s crust would be enough to supply electricity for the next 15,000 years (Nenković 
& Pucar, 2019). Geysers are one of the most recognizable ways for hot water to come from the depths to the 
Earth’s surface. For their formation, the so-called “storage” of water is needed, a heat source that turns water 
into steam and an opening on the earth’s surface through which high-temperature water and water vapor 
come out under pressure. Rainfall in the form of rainwater penetrates through cracks in the earth’s crust and 
accumulates there. Then, hot volcanic rocks heat that accumulated water and turn it into steam, which results 
in the eruption of steam or hot water through the opening of the geyser. Not to be overlooked is the fact that, 
after the eruption, the geyser calms down and shrinks, and after a certain period of time the eruption occurs 
again (Center for Energy Efficiency, 2021).

The greatest potential of geothermal energy is in the areas that are geologically very active i.e. areas that have 
a large number of active volcanoes such as the Pacific Ocean (the so-called Pacific Fire Belt), New Zealand, the 
Philippines, Japan, the Alps and the Himalayas. 

The basic ways of using geothermal energy listed in (Nenković & Pucar, 2019) are:

 ◆ Heating of buildings
 ◆ Spa tourism
 ◆ Greenhouse
 ◆ Application in aquaculture
 ◆ Industry and application in agriculture

The use of geothermal energy sources achieves numerous benefits, environmental, social, economic, both 
in individual application and for business purposes, which imply sustainable development and operations. 
When applying geothermal energy, it is important to:

1. achieve minimal pollution, as well as low emissions, therefore it is one of the cleanest energy sources; 
2. to have facilities that use geothermal resources mainly located in rural areas where, in most cases, the 

unemployment rate is higher than in urban areas, and thus greatly affect the increase in the employment 
rate per megawatt in comparison to facilities that use natural gas (Kostić & Vukadinović, 2014);

3. by implementing and valorising geothermal energy, economic entities, as well as individual households, 
achieve significant savings in terms of costs, e.g. heating or cooling of hotel facilities, valorisation of hot 
water in spa centres, in processing facilities, in heating of households, greenhouses, etc. 

GEOTHERMAL ENERGY IN SERBIA AND ITS APPLICATION IN SPA TOURISM 

The European Union has defined the term geothermal energy in the RES Directive as “any type of energy 
stored in the form of heat below the surface of the terrain” (European Parliament & Council of the European 
Union, 2018). The geothermal potential of an area is estimated based on the geothermal flow density, which is 
the amount of geothermal heat that comes to the Earth’s surface every second through an area of 1 m2.

The use of geothermal energy in Serbia is at a very low level, despite the fact that our country has great potential, 
as well as the possibility for its use. Serbia could produce 55% of electricity when using geothermal energy, while 
unfortunately only 86 MW is used. It should be noted that the geothermal flow density in most parts of the 
Republic of Serbia is higher than the average value of the rest of Europe, which is 60 MW/m2 (Andrić, 2015).
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The use and application of thermo-mineral healing waters in health prevention dates back to the Roman 
period, as evidenced by numerous remains of Roman baths on the territory of our country (Vrnjačka Banja, 
Sokobanja, Sijarinska Banja, Niška Banja, Ribarska Banja). At the end of the 19th century, Baron Sigmund 
A. Herder analysed the water of the former spas and the degree of their healing properties. The existence of 
thermo-mineral springs and the development of mass tourism condition the appearance of the so-called spa 
tourism, which is becoming increasingly popular type of tourism in today’s modern age. According to the 
definition of the International Spa Association, ISPA, a spa is “a place dedicated to improving overall well-
being through a variety of professional services that encourage the renewal of body, mind and spirit.” (Inter-
nacionalna Spa Asocijacija, 2021).

The Republic of Serbia has a great potential for the use of geothermal energy, which is mostly used for space 
heating, in spas (balneology) and in agriculture. Table 1 shows final consumption of geothermal energy by 
consumption sectors.  Geothermal resources of the Republic of Serbia are quantified according to the following 
subgroups (Chamber of Commerce of Serbia, 2021):

 ◆ Subgeothermal resources with the temperature up to 30 °C (subhydrogeothermal and subpetrogeo-
thermal resources),

 ◆ Geothermal resources in the narrow sense, with the temperatures from 30 °C to 100 °C,
 ◆ Geothermal resources with the temperature over 100 °C (hydrogeothermal resources and dry rock 

energy (hot dry rock systems - HDR)

The areas of Vojvodina, Mačva, Stiga, Pomoravlje, as well as the Toplica and Vranje areas are the richest 
in geothermal waters, which indicates the great exploitation potential of geothermal energy in our country. 

Table 1. Final consumption of geothermal energy by consumption sectors

Final consumption of geothermal energy 
by consumption sectors 2019. 2018. 2017. 2016. 2015. 2014.

Industry 0 0 0 0 0 0

Traffic 0 0 0 0 0 0

Households 0 0 0 0 0 0

Agriculture 132 131 132 132 167 149

Public commercial activities 88 87 82 82 89 85

TOTAL: 220 218 214 214 256 234

Source: Republički zavod za statistiku, 2021

CASE STUDY OF HYPERTHERMAL SPA - “JOKIN GRAB” SPA IN BOGATIĆ AND VRANJSKA BANJA

Jokin grab spa is located in Bogatić, in the Mačva district, occupying the area between the rivers Drina 
and Sava. Hydrogeothermal exploration of Mačva began in 1982 after the discovery of a large conductive 
geothermal anomaly in Neogene sediments in Dublje. Based on the chemical analysis of the thermal waters 
of Mačva, it is concluded that these are waters of good quality and chemical composition. The density of 
terrestrial heat flow in the area of Mačva is very high and in the well in Bogatić it is 120 mW/m2 (Matić, 2018 ). 
The temperature of water in the pool is 39°C. The potential of the spa water has been fully used for balneological  
purposes. It helps in the treatment of many diseases and together with its chemical composition it has a 
significant hydrothermal, hydro-chemical and hydromechanical effect on visitors. “Termalna Rivijera” aqua 
park with healing thermal waters and its own wells with a temperature of 70 °C offers various types of services, 
outdoor and indoor pools, hydro-massage pools, pool bars, restaurants and many other facilities making it an 
ideal place for couples and families with children.
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Given the geothermal potential, good transport infrastructure, proximity to neighbouring countries (Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Croatia) in the coming period more intensive development of spa tourism in this part of 
Serbia can be expected, as well as the expansion of the existing tourist offer. The use and utilization of thermo-
mineral resources is a safe, guaranteed and inexpensive source that is not subject to numerous economic and 
environmental accidents.

Vranjska Banja encompasses the Vranjska valley, and tectonically it belongs to the Serbian-Macedonian 
mass, being located at an altitude of 380 m. One of the greatest potentials of the Vranjska valley are geothermal 
springs whose use dates back to ancient times. Numerous archaeological excavations as well as archaeological 
artefacts found there, testify to the existence of Roman baths in this area. Thermo-mineral water was used for 
healing purposes in the Middle Ages, but only after the liberation from the Turks did it gain importance as a 
health and tourist centre.

According to the richness of geothermal resources, Vranjska Banja is one of the warmest spas in Europe 
with a water temperature of 96 °C, while in some places the water temperature is 111 °C, recording a capacity 
of 140 litres per second. On account of the water temperature, Vranjska Banja together with Jošanička Banja 
belongs to the group of hyper thermal sources. The importance of this water, in addition to temperature, is also 
reflected in its noticeable healing properties: the water is mineral, has a large amount of sulphur, it is slightly 
alkaline. The water temperature at the iron spring is 61 °C, while at the sulphur spring it is higher and reaches 
84 °C (Predlog programa razvoja gradske opštine Vranjska Banja 2012-2017, 2021). It is used in the treatment 
of a large number of diseases such as: various forms of rheumatism, post-traumatic conditions, gynaecological 
and skin diseases, diseases of the digestive organs and many others. It has a wide range of medical services: 
kinesitherapy, massage, sonotherapy, laser therapy, hydrotherapy and many others. The healing power of water 
is influenced by the healing gas sulphur-hydrogen, which records a quantity of 1.9 mg/l, which is twice as 
much as the defined 1 mg/l required for the healing properties. The water temperature at the sulphur spring 
averages 90 °C and has a great balneotherapeutic value in combination with various possibilities of therapy, 
exercises and the like. In addition to the mentioned minerals, the water is rich in fluoride (8-8.5 mg/l), which 
is another benefit of water in Vranjska Banja compared to spas in the rest of the Republic of Serbia. (https://
vranjska-banja.rs/). According to the latest available data, 10 springs have been recorded in the spa, the most 
significant of which are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. The most important geothermal springs in Vranjska Banja

No. Source name Quantity of water (l/s) Depth (m) Temperature (°C)

1. Upper source 1,2 l/s 78 °C

2. Source B1 2,0 l/s 26m 92 °C

3. Source A1 0,5 l/s 25m 91 °C

4. VG-2 27,0 l/s 1063m 111 °C

5. Source A3 2,1 l/s 20m 91 °C

6. Source B2 1,0 l/s 7m 96 °C

7. Source B1 1,5 l/s 12m 87 °C

8. Collection channel 50-70 l/s 84 °C

9. Source A2 1,0 l/s 25m 84 °C

10. VG-3 21,5 l/s 1600m 120 °C

Source: Gradska opština Vranjska Banja, 2021



52
Conference papers

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

Geothermal energy is used to heat accommodation facilities, kindergartens, schools and the “Železničar” 
hotel. The amount of energy in thermal water is directly correlated with the water temperature at the beginning 
of the process and with the leaving water temperature. Growing and production of flowers in Simpo-cveće 
and Rasadnici is based on the use of geothermal springs (Kostić & Vukadinović, 2014). Geothermal waters in 
Vranjska Banja have sufficient temperature for installation and application in the industrial process and greater 
application in the tourism sector in the future.

CONCLUSION 

The use of geothermal energy has long-term benefits that are reflected in the saving of energy, capital and 
natural resources. In addition to the economic benefits due to the reduced need to import fossil fuels, 
geothermal energy has environmental benefits by contributing to the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions 
into the atmosphere. The introduction of green, cleaner technologies reduces the greenhouse effect and 
increases care and awareness of environmental protection. RES in Serbia are underused despite their great 
potential. The Municipality of Bogatić is a good example of the use of geothermal energy for balneological, 
tourist and agricultural purposes, and the Jokin Grab Spa near Bogatić, as one of the warmest spas, uses natural 
resources at its disposal and whose more intensive use is planned in the coming period.

Thanks to its unique capacity of hyperthermal water in this part of Europe, Vranjska Banja represents the 
greatest potential for the development of the abovementioned segment of tourism. The company Millennium 
Resorts in cooperation with the American company Marriott International is in the process of realizing the 
project in Vranjska Banja, construction of two hotels of different categorization, Westin hotel and Autograph 
Collection hotel. The project represents the largest investment in Serbian tourism, especially when it comes to 
the Pčinjski district. It is planned that the Westin hotel is categorized with 4*, that it has a congress centre, a spa 
centre of 4000m2, as well as a special area for children, fitness and business centre. Autograph Collection hotel 
should be categorized with 5*, and located where the former special hospital for rehabilitation was. It should 
be noted that both hotels will be a part of the hotel complex, which will include the Sofka Medical Centre as 
well as numerous bungalows and apartments. With an investment of 90 million euros, Vranjska Banja gets 
the most modern medical centre and the opportunity to position itself on the tourist market as a destination 
of high international quality standards when it comes to spa & wellness tourism.

In 2014, the Assembly of the Republic of Serbia adopted the “Energy Development Strategy of the Republic 
of Serbia until 2025 with projections until 2030”. Based on the mentioned Strategy, it is noticed that the esti-
mated amount of geothermal energy is higher than the total amount of natural resources, which indicates the 
importance of the application of the mentioned energy. Also, the Strategy defines and analyses the key elements 
in the goal of developing the energy sectors of the Republic of Serbia by 2025. One of the key goals of the issued 
document is more intensive use of RES in all economic activities, with special reference to the tourism sector, 
and that can certainly improve Serbia’s positioning on the tourism market, with a larger number of tour-
ists and revenue growth. Hopefully this strategy will also boost research in the field of RES making available  
additional data on the geothermal potential of the Republic of Serbia which were at the time of writing of this 
paper sparsely available.

Due to the sparsity of the data about the geothermal potential of the Republic of Serbia this paper focuses 
on two polar examples of utilization of geothermal resources in the Republic of Serbia for which the data is 
available. In future research the authors plan to extend their analysis to all of the geothermal resources on the 
territory of the Republic of Serbia as well as to the region of Southeastern Europe with inclusion of countries 
such as Slovenia and Hungry which have a highly developed utilization of their geothermal resources.
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EXPLORING THE BRAND OF VRDNIK SPA: TOURISTS’ 
PERSPECTIVE

CONFERENCE PAPERS

Abstract: 
With the primary goal of exploring the brand of Vrdnik Spa from tourists’ 
perspective, research with the target group of tourists was conducted in the 
form of a semi-structured face-to-face interview. The interviews were conducted 
during April and May 2019. A total of 30 domestic and foreign tourists were 
interviewed during their stay at destination. Apart from tourists’ opinion about 
Vrdnik brand, the interview intended to reveal the main motivation, sources 
of information about destination, as well as tourists’ opinion about pros and 
cons of destination. The results indicated three main motives of visit: rest and 
relaxation, enjoying the nature and thermal water. The main advantage of 
Vrdnik as a spa destination, as the study revealed, is unspoiled nature, tran-
quility and hospitable local people. The main disadvantages can be summed 
up as the lack of tourist infrastructure, signalization and target marketing. 
Finally, the study revealed that the potential future brand of Vrdnik Spa should 
be based on:  thermal water, unspoiled natural surroundings, local food and 
drink (honey, cheese, rakija) as well as cultural heritage. The paper provides 
discussion and some basic steps of building the future brand of Vrdnik Spa 
based on the given results.

Keywords: 
brand, spa destination, tourists, Vrdnik, Fruška Gora Mountain.

INTRODUCTION

Destination branding as a broader concept than destination 
marketing, encompasses the overall image of the place seen by different 
target groups (Ruiz - Real et al., 2020). Destination branding enhances 
destination image, which is an important factor in tourists’ travel deci-
sion making (Lee et al., 2002). This is why studying the perception of 
destination brand is so important for tourism marketing. 

A brand is a set of all tangible and intangible characteristics 
that distinguishes one product or service from competition (Aaker, 
1996; (Kovačić et al., 2020). In accordance with this, Keller (1993) 
and Aaker (1996) define destination branding as a multidimensional 
concept consisting of functional, emotional, relational, and strate-
gic elements. Thus, in order to build a solid and clear brand iden-
tity, it is necessary to scratch beneath the surface and explore what 
other characteristics make this destination unique and recognizable.  
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The power of the brand is that it contains a multitude of associations that are not obvious at first glance, but 
have a strong effect on the consciousness of customers (Motta-Filho, 2021). For example, the Vrdnik logo 
consists of three elements: forest, water and mountain. This logo carries with it a multitude of associations that 
form a link with the essential meaning of the place (Kovačić et al., 2019) - a spa located in preserved nature, on 
a mountain, with a pleasant climate. Thus, symbols serve as a basis for the formation of what is visible and what 
people will recognize and associate with a given brand. What is of key importance is to make a difference and 
delve into the invisible part of the brand, which is essential for a tourist destination. Given that today there are 
many similar but also more developed destinations in the region, it is important to explore and emphasize the 
destination uniqueness that differentiates it from the other spa destinations in Serbia and other countries in the 
region. Thus, the primary goal of the paper was to explore the brand of Vrdnik Spa from tourists’ perspective, 
in order to define the basic characteristics that make this destination unique, and that will provide a basis for 
building a strong destination brand. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Destination branding literature began in the early 1970s with Hunt (1975), who provided one of 
the first definitions of destination image as the “perceptions held by potential visitors about an area”, 
(p.1). Today, more than 40 years later, destination branding remains an important research topic due to 
its great role in creating the tourist destination position (Ruiz - Real et al., 2020). Destination branding  
can have so powerful effect that it can even greatly improve a long-lasting, negative destination’s image 
(Currie, 2020), making a significant contribution to destination’s competitive advantage (Che‐Ha et al., 2016). 
A systematic literature review on this topic identified several main research areas: destination strategy, experience, 
customer-based brand equity, place attachment, destination loyalty, word-of mouth, and social media (Ruiz - 
Real et al., 2020). Almeyda-Ibáñez & George (2017) argues that in the past years, destinations have realized how 
important destination branding is, and thus, they actively apply it in their destination management process. 

Kotler et al. (1993) has defined the main target groups in branding indicating that those are 1) visitors; 2) 
residents and workers and 3) business and industry. Hultman et al. (2016) argues that each of those target 
groups in branding can have different brand vision. Tourists are customers who do not pay for services but 
for the service brands (de Chernatony & Harris, 2010; Ezeuduji et al., 2014). Destinations with strong brand 
will perform better than destinations with unbranded offerings, as tourist’s awareness of the brand and their 
perception of the image of the brand (Kapferer, 1997). This is why exploring the destination brand perception 
from tourist’s perspective is of a great importance (Ezeuduji & Nkosi, 2017; Kovačić et al., 2019; Šagovnović 
& Kovačić, 2020; Soundari, & Shankar, 2020; Chen et al., 2021).  

That Brands are a network of associations in consumers’ minds (Keller, 1993), which depend on how 
different target groups perceive the brand. Place branding is a wider and more complex concept than destination 
branding. While place branding means branding places for residents, companies and tourists (Zenker & 
Petersen, 2014), destination branding refers to branding places exclusively for tourists. Target groups do not 
only differ in their perceptions of a place but foremost in their place needs and demands, which is why studying 
the perception, motives and needs of different target groups is essential for the branding process (Kovačić et 
al., 2019). Hence, branding strategies should be based on brand perception by different target groups, as well 
as their needs and preferences while staying at tourist destination. Literature review on this topic indicates 
plenty of studies focusing on different target groups for destination branding, with majority of them focusing 
on tourists (Zhang & Zhao, 2009; Ezeuduji et al., 2016; Kovačić et al., 2019). Based on this, the current study 
is based on the believe belief that tourists are important target group in destination branding, so studying 
their perception is taken as a basis for deriving some unique points of destination that will serve as a basis for 
branding strategy. 
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METHODOLOGY

The research with the target group of tourists was conducted in the form of a semi-structured face-to-face 
interview. Interviews were conducted during April and May 2019. A total of 30 domestic and foreign tourists 
were interviewed during their stay at destination in the various accommodation facilities (Hotel Premier Aqua 
(8), Hotel Termal (6) and private accommodation (16). The sample was convenient and included tourists at 
destination who were willing to participate but who adhered to the following criteria: were older than 18 years 
old, did not reside in Vrdnik and had been in Vrdnik at least one night. From the total of 30 participants, 18 
were female and 12 were male. Average age of the sample was 39.65. The research has included only tourists 
older than 18. Domestic tourists were dominant (21), while foreign tourists were from Russia, Ukraine, 
Slovenia, Germany and Bosnia and Hercegovina. 

Interviews were conducted by trained researchers with the help of accommodation managers who provided 
access to the properties and gave permission to interview the guests. The interviews have lasted from 20 minutes 
to one hour. Participants were informed about the purpose of the research and that their participation is 
voluntarily. Apart from the tourists’ opinion about the brand of Vrdnik Spa, the interview included six more 
questions to reveal the main motivation, sources of information about the destination, as well as the tourists’ 
opinion about pros and cons of the destination. These questions were open-ended in order to generate more 
diverse answers. 

RESULTS

The first question was aimed to investigate the main motivation to visit Vrdnik Spa. The participants were 
asked to state their main motivation to visit, with possibility to state more than one motive. The results show 
that the most dominant motive for the visit of Vrdnik Spa is rest and relaxation, as well as enjoying / staying 
in nature, while on the third place is the treatment with thermo-mineral water (Table 1). This confirmed that 
special position of Vrdnik Spa (natural setting of National Park) is a very valuable destination element in tourists’ 
decision making process, and thus should have important role in destination branding. 

Table 1. Motives for visit of vrdnik spa

Motives Frequencies

Rest and relaxation 16

Enjoying nature 12

Thermal water treatment 8

Fresh air 6

Tour of the monastery 3

Tour of the Vrdnik Tower 3

Visit of friends, relatives 1

Source: Authors’ analysis

The research also shows that cultural motives are present with a smaller number of visitors. Although they 
may not be a dominant motive of visit, they should be used to enrich the tourist offer and prolong the tourists’ 
stay at destination. 

After that, the dominant sources of information about the Vrdnik Spa were investigated. Most respondents 
were informed about Vrdnik through: Family, partners and friends (18), via the Internet (9), and TV (3). 
This findings suggest that word-of-mouth promotion is still dominant, while online promotion is in its initial 
phase, indicating the need to invest in digital marketing and brand development. Thus, tourist offer of Vrdnik 
is not enough marketed via commercial promotional channels, which may affect creation of destination brand 
awareness. 
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When asked what they like the most about Vrdnik (what are its main advantages), respondents stated the 
following: preserved nature, greenery, peace and quiet, cordial people, hospitality, thermal water, vicinity of 
the monastery, good food and fresh air. Thus, the natural surrounding and the people are the basis of future 
destination brand development. 

Table 2. Basic advantages of vrdnik as a tourist destination

Advantages Frequencies

Preserved nature, greenery 15

Peace and quiet 9

Cordial people, hospitality 6

Thermal water 5

Vicinity of the monastery 4

Great food 3

Fresh air 3

Swimming pools 2

Location in the National Park 2

Source: Authors’ analysis

When asked about what they did not like about the Vrdnik Spa (what are its main disadvantages), respondents 
stated the following:

Table 3. Basic disadvantages of vrdnik as a tourist destination

Disadvantages Frequencies

Lack of marked paths and trails 7

Lack of information on forest trails (length and severity) 6

Inadequate infrastructure 5

There is a lack of shops, restaurants, cafes, pastry shops, cinema 5

Lack of destination information on the internet 4

Poor connections with cities in Serbia 5

Poor connection with Novi Sad (expensive taxi, no public transport) 5

Organized walks are missing 3

There is no footpath from the center to the old colony 3

Unplanned construction 3

Lack of landscaped footpaths 1

Source: Authors’ analysis

These results indicate that Vrdnik Spa still lacks the adequate infrastructure for the pleasant stay of tourists, 
so new investments are needed. In connection to this, a good destination branding process should certainly 
lead to attracting new investors to the destination. 

After that, the respondents were asked what the brand of Vrdnik could be. Various answers to this question 
were obtained, and they are summarized in the table 4:
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Table 4. Potential brand of vrdnik

Potential brand of Vrdnik Frequences

Thermal water 16

Nature and air 14

Products like “rakija” and honey 13

Vrdnik tower 12

Festivals such as “Days of miners” 3

Milica Stojadinović Srpskinja 3

Ravanica monastery 2

Walking tours 3

Fresh air 1

Coal mine 1

Zip line and adrenaline park 1

Source: Authors’ analysis

The results showed ones once again that thermal water and natural surroundings are the most important 
elements in branding Vrdnik Spa as a tourist destination. Local people as well as local products are also 
important elements to be considered in the branding process. 

The last question was about visitors’ satisfaction with the stay in Vrdnik Spa. Respondents were supposed 
to rate their satisfaction with their stay in Vrdnik on a scale from 1 - completely dissatisfied, to 5 - completely 
satisfied. The average grade of the answers is 4.6, and none of the respondents have given a grade less than 4. 
This indicates that tourists are quite satisfied with Vrdnik as tourist destination. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The paper provides some insights into the tourists’ opinion about Vrdnik Spa brand, which revealed some 
basis for the future brand building. This study is a part of a greater research project on destination branding 
which included all important target groups: tourists, local community and potential visitors-general public. 
This research, focusing on tourists’ perceptions, revealed that thermal water, nature and air and domestic 
local products like rakija and honey are the most important visible parts of the brand. On one hand, tourists 
consider preserved nature, peace and quiet and cordial people as major strong points of destination, while 
on the other, the destination infrastructure is the major drawback which negatively affects the overall satisfaction. 
Moreover, the research indicates that Vrdnik should tend to build its brand as a recognizable spa tourist 
destination which, in addition to thermal springs, bases its offer on preserved nature, active vacation and the 
cultural heritage of the former mine. Creating the international brand of Vrdnik as an unusual spa destination 
in the National Park which, due to the natural conditions unique in this part of Europe and the history of the 
former mining place, provides visitors and residents with peace and enjoyment, but also desire to explore. 
The current research is a basis for defining destination brand values, capabilities and personality, which are 
essential for successful brand development. 
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Abstract: 
Wellness and spa tourism have been growing rapidly in recent years on the 
global level, with Europe as a key player. This paperwork focuses on the planning 
and development of wellness and spa resorts and tourism, placing great value 
on strategic management and marketing in the process of creating unique 
and relaxing client experiences amplified by authentic connection to nature. 
Furthermore, the study explores steady growth of wellness and spa tourism in 
Europe, with special attention to particular countries that have a major role 
in its constant development. Data obtained in research indicate that wellness 
concept will be much needed in post-Covid era.
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INTRODUCTION

Wellness has been emerging in recent years on the world tourism 
market as one of the important hotel products. The word „wellness“ 
stands for healthy state of spirit, mind, and body. In alternative medicine, 
the term was first used by Halbert L. Dunn, in the mid-1950s. The term 
wellness became popular in the 1970s, when the American National 
Wellness Institute in Wisconsin defined it as an active process essential in 
making decisions towards successful existence (Zimmer, 2010). Well-
ness focuses on minimizing three aspects of stressors: physical (which 
damages nerves), chemical (creating toxins), and mental (hormone 
problems). The same thing claims Vitner et al. (2012) that wellness is a 
complex concept, which includes few elements of life such as: physical, 
mental and spiritual well-being. Based on facts, wellness can have very 
useful effect for human mind and body; it ensures the preservation of 
health and a higher quality of life of the population (Kasagranda and 
Gurňák, 2017). 

The term “wellness” actually represents a certain way of life, in 
which people, through their own choices and decisions, contribute 
to the development of their health and overall life (Rančić, 2019). By 
embarking on a wellness (healthy) lifestyle, where harmony of body, 
spirit and mind is achieved, and the experiences gained in wellness 
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tourism represent much more than just a trip, they contribute to self-satisfaction in self-awareness (Ceder-
ström and Spicer, 2015). Wellness tourism, therefore, provides opportunities for a variety of activities, which 
can be realized in everyday life and during tourist trips (Kirkland, 2014). This, of course, applies not only to 
spa and health resorts, but also include coastal, mountain and city centers (Hoeger et al., 2018).

Also, wellness programs are an essential segment of wellness tourism. The goal of a wellness program is for 
people to have enough energy for daily life activities to generally feel good (Edlin and Golanty, 2015). Well-
ness programs also allow individuals to take greater responsibility for their health (Mattke et al., 2013). Private 
wellness programs exist to improve the rate of health, reduce and eliminate smoking, and regulate body weight. 
Furthermore, wellness programs, nowadays, are recognized by an increasing number of companies, in order 
to improve the morale, loyalty and productivity of their employees (Jones et al., 2019). Programs in wellness 
tourism are primarily related to beauty programs, which is a very broad concept, as well as the availability 
and use of swimming pools, saunas, gyms, relaxation and consumption of healthy food and drinks (Cvikl and 
Meknic, 2011).

Wellness concept is closely related to spa. The term “spa” derives from the abbreviation “salus per aquam” 
which means “water to health”. This term is used in most definitions with the term water, according to the 
above abbreviation (Cristian-Constantin et al., 2015). Out of the many definitions of this term, it is necessary 
to single out the one of the International Spa Association (ISPA) which describes spas as “places focused on 
improving well-being, providing professional services aimed at rejuvenating the body, mind and spirit” (ISPA, 2013).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Wellness tourism, as an essential segment of health tourism, came to life in Europe in 1989, when the Austrian 
spa Bad Hofgastein used the term “magic wellness” in its brochure. In Europe, wellness tourism began to 
develop rapidly in the 1990s, especially in Austria, Germany and Switzerland. Then, health insurance began to 
cancel the financing of health-tourist stays in health resorts. In order to survive on the market, spa and health 
facilities had to introduce changes in their offer, in order to satisfy the requirements of the guests, who paid 
for their stay (Csirmaz and Pető, 2015). Guests began to expect a higher level of hedonism and individual 
attention, in addition to the classic medical and hotel services (Voigt and Pforr, 2013). It is for this reason that 
the concept of wellness tourism appeared, which soon expanded beyond the classic health resorts, because in 
a way it became a trend (Heung and Kucukusta, 2013).

Mueller and Kaufmann (2001) believe that “wellness tourism is a set of all associations and phenomena, 
resulting from travel and stay of people, whose main motive for travel is maintaining and promoting health”. 
According to Vitner et al. (2012) wellness tourism simply implies as a universal offer of conditions and 
procedures for achieving the excellent spiritual and physical maturity of an individual, for which the term 
wellness is commonly used. Ivandić et al. (2016) have similar opinion that wellness tourism refers to tourist 
trips motivated by the desire to achieve physical and spiritual balance through the organized application of 
energy and health programs, preventing possible diseases. 

Wellness tourism, as a part of health tourism, nowadays records vigorous growth in Europe (Gudelj, 2019). 
It is inevitable that good health is necessary aspect (or a prerequisite instead of necessary aspect) for normal 
human function and thus normal life activities (Rančić et al., 2014), therefore there is a more pronounced 
concern about appearance, diet, exercise, etc. Because of previous-mentioned reasons, many tourist facilities 
and destinations provide conditions for preserving and improving health (Ivandić et al., 2016). 

Health tourism as an indispensable sector of tourism, aims to advocate, sustain and accomplish physical-
mental state, using healing elements, health-sport services, where these visitors-guests stay outside their place 
of residence (Jovičić and Hrabovski- Tomić, 2009; Gligorijević and Novović (2014)). Additionally, health tourism 
includes medical and wellness tourism (Muić, 2019). Medical tourism consists of people who travel to a desti-
nation for the treatment of a certain disease, undergoing some medical treatment or surgery, then because of 
the need for dental services, etc. According to Racz et al. (2021) health tourism consists of five elements: sun 
and fun movements, interesting activities such as: sports, gym, biking, running etc.; travel for health motive; 
travel for spa enjoyment- massages, pool activities combined with other fun elements. 
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Next to wellness tourism, the modern concept of a spa center includes a diverse offer of its services, which 
positively affect the psychophysical health of its consumers. This can be done by various recreational 
programs, cosmetic treatments, medical services, counseling on nutrition and other topics, stress management 
techniques, spiritual and educational upliftment, etc (Ashton and Klinhom, 2020). Spa centers are created and 
opened in various places, such as mountains, coastal places, cities, rural areas, islands, etc., which generally 
have the potential to meet all the needs and requirements that affect the achievement of general well-being 
(clean air and natural environment, healthy diet, etc.) (Smith and Puczkó, 2014).

Some of them specialize in a certain type of services, but all spas are connected to wellness, ie. support the 
main idea of wellness, the idea of achieving balance of body-mind-spirit, through healthy life choices (Berber 
et al., 2010). Many authors researched spa tourism topics: Han et al. (2020) researched quality of wellness 
tourism in Thailand; Hashim et al. (2019) researched what motivated tourists to visit wellness and spa desti-
nation; Csirmaz and Pető (2015) wrote about global trends in recreational, spas and wellness tourism; Voigt 
and Pforr (2013) discussed wellness tourism in general; Milicevic et al. (2013) researched topics on wellness 
tourism in Serbian spa tourism; Beganović et al. (2021) addressed the topic about medical spas and modern 
spa facilities in Bosnia and Herzegovina; Jakšić Stojanović et al. (2019) researched trends in health tourism 
trends in Montenegro.

Authors Smith and Puczko (2009) are predicting further development of health-spa-wellness tourism 
industry, which will be based on the following concepts: 

 ◆ Wellpitals - a mixture of hospital and wellness;
 ◆ Spa Living Environment – more and more spas are developing around urban centers, allowing people 

to use spa services (Csirmaz and Pető, 2015); 
 ◆ Eco-Fit Resorts – relaxation and improvement of physical-mental state health through activities in the 

natural environment (Quintela et al., 2010) 
 ◆ Dreamscapes – Bright future of health-wellness tourism will be very attractive for visitors who are 

attracted by a completely different world, with a fantastic and beautiful spa architecture and a suitable 
location. (Kazakov and Oyner, 2020)

 ◆ My Spa - this is more about lifestyle than tourism (Nair, 2020)
 ◆ Hol-Life Retreats - wellness and spa facilities, where people go for a short break, where they are away 

from the stressful life and workplace, in order to relax, recharge and enjoy themselves. (Silva and Mayer, 
2021)

 ◆ Well Working - Business wellness is already familiar concept for the majority of companies (Bushueva, 
2020); 

 ◆ BudgetSpas – Creating a “budget” for the service (i.e., fleets, hotels or cruises), i.e., budget spas, which 
will provide services to everyone, where people will pay only those programs they use at low prices 
(Sawicki, 2014).

Selfness is a new variant of wellness where, in addition to caring for the body and physical well-being, the 
emphasis is placed on the inner fulfillment of guests, i.e., the establishment of a balance between life and work. 
The most important goal of the selfness program is for people to improve their quality of life by using some of 
the services offered to them (Smith and Puczko, 2009). 

Wellness tourism industry is in close correlation with health and spa facilities, along with outdoor activities 
(Kulczycki and Lück, 2009). Location for the development of wellness tourism should be special, with natural 
environment setting and easy way to access (Moscardo, 2011).  It is particularly important for creating unique, 
relaxing, multi-sensory experience also known as a customer journey, which is according to Haven et al. 
(2018), the key to success for spas. Moreover, management should bear in mind that all spa activities, spa pack-
ages (including healthy quality food and drinks), products and services need to be priced differently in regard 
to size group, length of visitors stay, etc. (Masiero and Nicolau, 2012). In addition to this, spas should retain 
their authenticity, which is very important for the value of wellness tourism. For wellness experts, authentic-
ity is not only about facility size, fitness offering, treatment menus or interior design - additional components 
such as food should also be given close attention. According to Zrnić et al. (2021), authenticity of food, par-
ticularly traditional food, should be preserved as it helps positioning the destination on global tourist map.  
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Planning and development of spas and wellness tourism destinations must be clearly organized and in 
accordance with the latest clients demands, which include modern development of spa facilities andpatterns 
specifically designed for spa centers (Sibinović and Belij, 2010). Also, best tool for wellness destination planning 
and development is promotion alongside with information channels (Sharifpour et al., 2014).  Among the first 
steps that the developer of a new spa center or wellness resort has to take is preparation of market study and 
financial projections, which is most likely to be created by a consulting firm and further refined by the manage-
ment of the company. Many consulting companies agree that when it comes to spa and wellness development, 
strategic planning, clear vision, identification of customers and competitors and creating value proposition 
would be the most important steps. In addition to this, throughout all phases of planning and development,  
following three pillars are crucial: business and financial planning, human resources management (recruitment, 
trainings, handbooks and manuals), and site development. As globalization has intensified competitiveness 
between tourism regions and destinations, Gross (2015) claims that strategic management is one of the key 
factors to secure competitive advantage on the market. According to Stanković and Đoković (2019), strategic 
management is often replaced by strategic planning, but planning is the very first step of the process in which 
goals and objectives are defined. Robbins and Coulter (2012) listed all the activities of strategic managements, 
as follows: vision, mission and goals identification, external and internal environment analysis, strategy defining, 
implementation and control. In opinion of Schweder and Leung (2016) who researched wellness resorts 
opposed to traditional ones, these are four important aspects when planning wellness resorts:

 ◆ It has to provide alluring experience to guests, by integrating facilities, service platform and design;
 ◆ All services need to capture rate of guests;
 ◆ Design of resort needs to be in harmony with nature, to provide authenticity and local culture (includ-

ing sustainable design);
 ◆ It differentiates from traditional resorts in terms that investment at the beginning will certainly lead to 

greater loyalty rate and bigger average spending.

When discussing wellnes centers planning, Čerović and Čomić (2013) make distinction between pools 
and spa facilites, providing clear guideliness for successful planning of both. According to the same authors, 
pools need to be properly positioned, safe and sun-oriented, strictly following standards and current laws in 
relation to their size, depth, temperature and cleaning, while in spa planning, following steps should be taken 
into account: position (guest should be able to get direcly to spa and not by walking through lobby), services 
(reception, showers, lockers, toilettes, gym, jacuzzi, saunas), space planning (visible position, separated from 
other facilities). To become more competitive, spas also need to pay attention to global trends, wishes and 
desires of guests, which requires new directions in strategic marketing and in turn can lead to more guests, 
and thus more profit (Perić et al., 2017). According to Đoković (2018) strategic marketing implies that long-
term marketing decisions are made, arising from vision and mission of the company. With regard to wellness 
and spa marketing efforts, marketing research followed by clear plan and its timely execution is essential. It is 
crucial to go beyond traditional marketing, as it only considers the cognitive aspect and is used to evaluate the 
experience, while expectations as well are being part of the experience (Trisca, 2017). When creating market-
ing plan for spa and wellness resorts, both target audiences are important – internal and external, so different 
tools and channels should be considered such as e-mail marketing (in line with GDPR where applicable), social 
media, review and booking sites such as Trip Advisor and Booking.com, theme event organization, advertise-
ments, advertorials, partnership with tour operators, cooperation with influencers, etc. Internal marketing is 
particularly relevant in creating special offers and packages where spa experience is added to guest’s 
accommodation, which is a way to get guests familiar with spa facilities. The synergy between all the previously 
mentioned elements can greatly help the development of spa and wellness tourism. 
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METHODOLOGY

The main focus of this research is the development of European spa and wellness and its market value and 
share. This study used mixed methods including deduction, to collect, compare and discover data on wellness 
tourism. Also, a qualitative and quantitative approach as well as descriptive statistics, helped the authors to 
obtain the necessary information. Further data were gathered from relevant secondary sources, such as: maga-
zines, journals, books, articles, websites, etc. In general, publications from 2010 onwards have been used as a 
criterion to mitigate the current situation regarding the development of spa and wellness tourism. All collected 
data are presented in the form of tables and text.

RESULTS

Research study by Global Wellness Institute (GWI, 2018) puts Europe as a leading wellness destination 
globally. Table 1 shows the picture of wellness and spa economy for period 2015-2017. According to data in 
Table 1, spa economy in 2015 was close to $99 billion, with 2.65% global wellness share, with worth estimation of 
more than a $3 billion. Furthermore, in 2017, the spa economy worth was estimated at proximately $4,220.2 
billion, with 2.82% global wellness share. Comparing the previously presented data, we can see modest growth 
rate. Further comparison of data shows a bit higher rate 9.8% of global spa economy, and 6.4% global wellness 
growth rate. 

Table 1. Global market scope

Tourism component Market Size 
(Billions of US $)

Average Annual Growth 
Rate

Year 2015 2017 2015-2017

Global Spa market 98.6 118.8 9.8%

Global Wellness market 3,724.4 4,220.2 6.4%

Source: Global Wellness Institute 2018

Table 2 shows data of spa and wellness economy in Europe and the rest of the world. As in the previous 
section, the comparison period is 2015-2017. Presented data show growth and demand for spa industry in 
Europe in comparison to other non-European countries.  

Table 2. Europe market scope

Tourism component Market Size 
(Billions of US $)

Average Annual Growth 
Rate

Year 2015 2017 2015-2017

Spa-wellness market in 
Europe 30.25 33.3 10.1%

Global Spa-Wellness 
market 98.6 118.8 9.8%

Source: Global Wellness Institute 2018

Analyzing the data presented in 2015, we can see that spa tourism in Europe is worth approximately $30 
billion, with an estimated value of $98.6 billion. Furthermore, in 2017, details are slightly better with 33.3 
billion / 28.03% share of global spa economy/118.8 billion estimated market value. These results show that 
Europe spa and wellness economy progress rate was 10.1%, in comparison to the 9.8% global wellness-spa 
economy situation. 



65
Conference papers  

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

According to Mainil et al. (2017), health tourism market share in EU countries is 4.3%. Also, major EU 
leaders in health tourism are Germany, France and Sweden (56% of all arrivals, 58% of all departures). As 
health tourism is the combination of medical, spa & wellness tourism, it is an interesting fact that with 2/3 
to 3/4 of overall market, wellness tourism clearly leads by EU health tourism countries (Mainil et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, health-tourism revenues total $46.9 billion in the EU, and more than three quarters of them are 
generated by five countries: Sweden, Germany, Italy, Poland and France (Mainil et al. 2017). 

These findings are not much surprising, given the fact that wellness tourism development is determined 
culturally and geographically to a great size, and above-mentioned countries are in that sense very specific. 
According to Smith and Puczko (2014), wellness in the south of Europe is closely connected to the sea, a 
moderate life and vibrant Mediterranean nourishment, while wellness in Scandinavia is based on the outdoors 
activities, movements like slow pace walking and relaxing in pool, etc. All of it makes Italy a perfect destina-
tion for sea and wellness enthusiasts, and Sweden a good choice for mountaineers, sport and wellness fans. 
Smith and Puczko (2014) further argue that Germany, Austria and Switzerland, positioned in-between the 
Mediterranean and Scandinavia, practically combine elements specific for northern Europe, such as physical 
health with slower pace that is characteristic of the south of Europe, creating in such a way unique wellness 
tourism. As for Central and Eastern European countries and Baltic States, they are more oriented towards 
medical sources and water, thus attracting a specific group of wellness enthusiasts.

According to Costa et al. (2015), several destinations within Europe are market leaders in thermalism 
(thermal wellness), while Araujo et al. (2015), claim that accompanied industries such as beauty salons are 
also dominant in European countries. In the study conducted by Yeung & Johnston (2017) a number of EU 
countries including Germany, Slovenia, Austria, Spain, Italy, Hungary and Poland are positioned among the 
top ten of the thermal springs market, which comes as no surprise bearing in mind a long-established 
European tradition of wellness and spa tourism. With respect to it, numerous classic wellness/spa resorts such 
as Balkans, have a very big tradition in herbal/plant medicine, beautiful natural environment and favorable 
climate (Kiss, 2015). The Balkans is rich in natural resources (sea coasts, mountains, thermal water, forests), 
but due to low budgeting in the region, new developments such as wellness hotels and leisure spa will likely 
focus on foreigner paying visits, who consider services as cheap and exotic (Kiss, 2015).

Regarding the natural beauties and resources, Perić et al. (2017) have the same opinion about Serbia, stating 
that it has enormous potential in spa tourism, including more than 50 spas and 500 thermal springs, not to 
mention natural gas resources and mineral mud. According to Mainil et al. (2017), in Croatia, an EU member 
state will focus on establishing minimum standards for wellness and health tourism centers, while strategically 
networking with internationally recognized providers of services in health tourism sector.

As Yeung & Johnston (2020) stated in their study, the rapid growth of wellness tourism lately is a proof 
of rising demand for and profitability of healthier travel experiences. Although Covid-19 pandemic heavily 
impacted many industries, particularly tourism, the study argues that in coming years the human desire to 
travel will remain strong, even intensify - specially the desire for wellness-enhancing travels that inspire awe, 
wonder and connection. It is indicated that wellness tourisms in post-Covid era have a bright future ahead.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The world of spas and wellness tourism is growing fast and expanding with new offers every day. Wellness 
tourism has a lot of potentials. Although, last two years were very challenging for every industry, especially 
tourism sector due to pandemic Covid-19, today`s time is very uncertain what needs to change in order to 
continue spa and wellness development. Also, wellness and spa should be in line with global trends and desires 
of current and potential clients, so that they can provide them with authentic client journey that will motivate 
them to repeat the pleasant experience.

According to the available data, Europe is a leading player on the global wellness map, with great contribution of 
Germany, Italy, France, Poland, Slovenia and Sweden. The Balkans is perceived as an area with a lot of wellness 
potential, mostly thanks to its natural beauties.
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In order to progress, spa and wellness facilities need to adapt, change, pause and move quickly with old/
new services and products, new marketing strategy new strategic planning, making sure that guests health 
and safety are on top of their business list. People will need spas and wellness services especially after recovery 
from global situation. 

It is important to note that this study has some limitations, as most of the data presented were collected 
prior to Covid-19 pandemic. With respect to that, it is recommended that future research of the wellness tourism 
focus on current trends and empirical findings related to the post-Covid wellness era.
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Abstract: 
The pandemic caused by the COVID-19 virus reflected significantly on the world 
economy and particularly countries in which tourism is developed strongly. 
Based on the current pandemic situation and consequences that reflected the 
world tourism industry, this paper aims to analyse the implications on Croatian 
wellness tourism. The authors used an epistemological approach in order to form 
a conceptual model whose starting point is from the constructivist approach, 
which emphasises the researchers’ ability to construct new knowledge with the 
use of a conceptual research methodology which includes reviews of the current 
theoretical and empirical findings in wellness tourism and development in the 
post-19 period in Croatia. The conceptual model tried to provide a theoretical 
development framework that stimulates and enables a new construct. This study 
aims to define the impact of a pandemic caused by COVID-19 on the tourism 
and hospitality industry and present strategies that will limit its consequences, 
especially in wellness tourism. Based on the findings, developmental guidelines 
are presented to improve current Croatian wellness tourists’ offers and future 
development in the post-COVID-19.

Keywords: 
wellness tourism, Republic of Croatia, post-COVID-19 period, developmental 
guidelines.  

INTRODUCTION

Tourism is the most developed industry globally, which is wit-
nessed because it has been registering growth in its turnover for the 
tenth year. According to the data from World Tourism Organization, 
a total of 1,460 million tourist arrivals was registered in 2019 (+4% in 
relation to 2018) and 1,481 billion USD in tourism receipts (+3% in 
relation to 2018). (UNWTO, 2021). All this was disturbed with the 
emergence of the pandemic caused by the virus COVID-19. The entire 
world is currently faced with a global health crisis. It can be justifiably 
assumed, as time goes by, that the world economy and tourism as well 
will not reach their full recovery any time soon. World Travel Tourism 
Council has determined that, when discussing epidemics/pandemics 
that have occurred so far (SARS, Ebola, Zika, etc.), the recovery 
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period for the tourism industry to return in the pre-crisis condition was 20 months (Krešić and Mikulić, 
2021, 6 according to World Travel Tourism Council, 2021). Taking all this into consideration, it is manda-
tory to consider how to recuperate the tourism industry and the tourists. The answer needs to be searched in 
further development of wellness tourism, a specific form of tourism that has gained tremendous importance 
and became an inevitable part of a destination’s tourist offer, considering its reflecting changes on tourists’ 
global, social and individual needs. Wellness tourism has played an important role in reducing stress, self-
discovery, personal development, illness prevention, and rejuvenation (Kelly, 2010). The pandemic has greatly 
contributed to raising the awareness of wellness (the state of physical, mental, and social well-being in people’s 
lives) on the world level, and this needs to be used well when rethinking the way of further development and 
adaptations of current wellness tourist offer by world destinations. Successful development will positively 
affect wellness visitors searching for health improvement and relaxation caused by stress during the COVID-19 
pandemic period. In addition to that, it will also bring positive economic effects for the wellness destinations, 
and based on the previous positive trends, the forecasts given by the Global Wellness Institute state that it is 
being expected that by 2022 the worth of wellness tourism will increase from 639 billion USD (registered in 
2017) to 919 billion USD (Choe and Di Giovine, 2021; Global Wellness Institute, n.d.), which is something that 
all tourist destinations need to exploit to the full. One of the countries with a very rich and long-term tradition 
of development of (health) tourism offers the Republic of Croatia, which has been actively developing its well-
ness tourist offer throughout the years. Wellness in Croatia is based on people’s needs for active rest, relaxation, 
healthy nutrition, care and beauty, renewal of each individual’s mental and working abilities, and personal 
development (Bartoluci and Birkić, 2011). Croatia is a country with extremely rich natural resources for developing 
health tourism, from climate to sea and health resorts and has a long tradition of health and tourism. The 
successful development of wellness tourism depends on several factors, including a comprehensive and diverse 
range of body and soul health promotion services, offering programs and products based on natural healing 
environmental factors, efficient work organisation, material and financial resource management and effective 
marketing. People’s perception that they could fall victim to COVID -19 has promoted perceived travel risks 
that could negatively influence future travel decisions. Health and wellness tourism destinations are likely to 
be severely affected. Despite the health appeal of visiting therapeutic landscapes, the perceived risk of a health 
crisis such as COVID -19 may upset the balance between individuals’ preferences, the purpose of visit/re-travel 
(Novelli et al., 2018). The main purpose of this paper is to conceptualise the complex situation of Croatian 
wellness management and its adaptation to the new conditions after COVID-19. Because tourism in Croatia is 
the biggest contributor to the gross domestic product, it is obvious that the pandemic has negatively affected it. 
Therefore, to improve the current state of affairs of Croatian tourism, developing the wellness tourism offer in 
the post-Covid period is necessary. The main question guiding the wellness situation in Croatia as a research 
paradigm is: what are possible elements that can influence Croatian wellness reorganisation and adoption in 
line with the expected development of the industry in the post-Covid period. The paper aims to incorporate 
all relevant wellness issues into a complex theoretical wellness development model post-Covid 19 period. 

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF WELLNESS

The origins of wellness date back to the 1950s, when Dunn (1959) first used wellness, emphasising the close 
connection between body and mind. Since then, the term wellness has described the ideal state of harmony 
of body, mind and well-being. Wellness is a harmonious state of body and mind, based on a person’s self-
responsibility and attitude towards nature and the environment. The word wellness was invented by Dunn and 
is made up of the following words: wellness = which means contentment, well-being Fitness = which means 
ability (McMahon and Fleury, 2012). Church and Robertson (1999) point out that wellness involves many 
things. Church (1993), therefore, defines it broadly as a good state of health, a healthy mind in a healthy body, 
and control over bodily functions. Thus, wellness programs aim to meet all human needs and requirements 
to reduce risk effects, e.g., to create a holistic, healthy environment (Erfurt et al., 1992). The importance of medical 
wellness as a modern form of health tourism should be emphasised. According to Shanahan et al. (2019), the 
medical aspect of wellness focuses on ensuring physical, mental and social well-being and the absence of disease. 
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Thus, medicine helps people live longer, and wellness enables people to live better. Such a medical wellness 
process emphasises the return to nature and the use and sale of natural remedies. Wellness has become a 
way to maintain and improve health (Lyubomirsky and Layous, 2013; Stussman et al., 2015). This awareness 
of people has increased in the last twenty years by visiting quality wellness centres, which has also become 
an enviable trend in the tourism industry (Koncul, 2012). Myers et al. (2000) emphasised the importance of 
wellness as a holistic concept in which wellness centres implement programs that simultaneously activate the 
body, soul, spirit, and environment. In figure the adopted holistic model of wellness dimensions is presented 
(Samshsa.gov., 2015). According to the holistic dimensions of wellness, programs promote physical activities, 
mental activities, healthy nutrition, and personal relaxation according to the components offered by the 
environment in which the guest is located (Fu et al., 2015). The holistic concept must also include the vision, 
relationships, management policies and management of the wellness facility, and the professional orientation 
and knowledge of the staff that takes care of the preparation and implementation of the wellness programs 
(Atkin and Brooks, 2021).  

Figure 1. The holistic model of wellness dimensions

Source: Authors’ adaptation according to Samhsa.gov. 2015

Although generally wellness tourism is defined as a category of spa tourism and both types of tourism are 
very similar, they differ in both purpose and target audience. Spa tourism is the oldest and most stable form 
of tourism, known since Roman times. Spa tourism is important for a person who needs treatment. The purpose 
of spa tourism is both treatment and rehabilitation. In the context of spa tourism, it is the occurrence of 
relationships of events that result from the person’s leisure to relax and strengthen health. Services include 
physical fitness, healthy eating, relaxation, and mental activities. However, their use depends on the type of 
facility and the timing of individuals’ wellness services (Smith and Puczkó, 2008). In the Republic of Croatia, 
the wellness services market is unregulated. Wellness is used very broadly and undefined. It is perceived as a 
trend and something that brings profit. That is why many centres have emerged that have called themselves 
wellness centres, although they do not meet certain criteria. The wellness offer in the Republic of Croatia is 
mostly offered in hotels of higher categories which provide wellness services within their hotel wellness centres. 
However, we are still talking about a classical hotel in which wellness represents an additional element of the 
offer, not the wellness hotel where guests decide to stay specifically due to the use wellness services. If we look 
at the development and importance of wellness in Croatia, we can easily say that wellness still represents a 
small part of Croatian tourism but is recognised as an important part of the offer. It appears as a form that has 
a preventive effect but also improves the health of tourists. It is based on active recreation, healthy nutrition, 
relaxation, and personal classification. 
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The number of wellness centres is constantly increasing, not only in hotels, but also in city centres. As one 
of the most important activities of the Croatian economy, tourism has not defined a development strategy that 
could positively influence wellness tourism, although wellness is the future of tourism, and it is necessary to 
invest in its development. In addition to accommodation in the tourist facility, wellness tourism offers various 
thalassotherapy and balneotherapy, massages, cosmetic care, healing programs, alternative medicine, saunas, 
swimming pools, recreation, healthy nutrition, and programs for mental health or personal growth and 
development. Despite the history of spas in Croatia, wellness arrives late in this area, beginning to spread only 
at the beginning of the 21st century. Wellness tourism in Croatia began in 2000 when Dr Jelica Popić from 
Lovran opened the first wellness centre on the Milenij Hotel in Opatija (Magaš, 2008). As the number of well-
ness centres grows, it is difficult to determine their exact number. According to the National Program-Action 
Plan of Development of Health Tourism, in 2014 there was approximately 60 wellness centres in the coastal 
part of Croatia, mostly in the 4- and 5-star hotels (Ministry of Tourism of the Republic of Croatia, 2014, p. 
12), although over 80 wellness centres are listed today according to brochures and catalogues. A prerequisite 
in health and wellness tourism is certainly the presence in its offer of health prevention programs (massages, 
cosmetic treatments, water programs, healthy nutrition, recreation, mud baths), with specialisation in a 
particular wellness program or theme related to medical factors and specialisation of staff.

A few years ago, the Croatian tourism offer took the foreign trend and demand for wellness facilities more 
seriously, and today wellness is a new form of tourism. It appears as a form of preventive health tourism, which 
has a demanding effect on improving the health of tourists in higher category hotels, while in developed tourism 
countries, it has a leading role in tourism. In order to develop a high-quality wellness offer, the Croatian Chamber 
of Commerce has started to draft guidelines for the development of the strategy and standards of Croatian wellness. 
The Professional Wellness Group was established, whose membership is constantly changing, e.g., growing. 
The group initiated the creation of the “Croatian Wellness” brand, where membership is linked to compliance 
with wellness quality standards, which should stabilise wellness as a driving force for the future growth of 
tourism. The “Croatian Wellness” brand is currently in the registration process. On the Croatian market, 
there are still very few guests who travel exclusively for wellness reasons, and these are guests who stay much 
longer and spend up to 50% more than the average guest, as some studies show. In Croatia, wellness is mainly 
developed within the hotel offer, although there are also urban wellness centres intended for the population 
of cities. Wellness hotels are, as previously mentioned, usually high categories with wellness centres intended 
for guests for the weekend or multi-day wellness arrangements and business people who use their free time to 
relax in wellness centres. The difference between city and hotel centres is that the city area is smaller than the 
hotel, and their offer is focused on shorter and more compact treatments because their customers are mostly 
professionals with little free time, which they want to usefully and efficiently as possible. Gračanin (2010) also 
states that most of the hotel’s wellness offer is located on the Adriatic Sea. Their offer includes facilities such 
as massages, beauty treatments, saunas, swimming pools and fitness. The offer of various wellness packages, 
in which the wellness centres services are combined with diet, exercise, aromatherapy, etc., is very common. 
As elsewhere, Croatian thermal destinations have not become the backbone of wellness tourism but have lost 
their attractiveness due to a lack of investment in facilities. In contrast to the thermal destinations, hotels have 
recognised the potential of wellness, e.g., the possibility of better utilisation of their capacities throughout the 
year and enriching the tourist offer. The wellness industry generates revenue from wellness services both in 
the hotel and in the destination. Therefore, the current level of facilities, the quality of equipment, the content 
of the program and the quality of services in the wellness area are usually of a high standard. In this sense, it 
can be said that the Croatian wellness offer is internationally competitive.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study’s fundamental subject is how the development of Croatian wellness tourism can be adapted in 
the post-Covid-19 period. Based on the epistemological approach to forming a conceptual model that comes 
from the constructivist approach, the paper emphasised the researcher’s ability to construct new knowledge 
(Paavola and Hakkarainen, 2005). This new knowledge is created using a conceptual research methodology 
that involves reviewing existing theoretical knowledge and evidence on a particular topic, in this case, wellness 
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and development in the post-19 period in Croatia. Based on the proposed conceptual model, we attempt to 
provide a theoretical development framework that encourages and enables new constructs (Shapira, 2011). To 
prepare the article, we analysed academic literature and research reports in tourism and wellness and tourism 
association reports, government reports, and media news. In fig. 1 the conceptual research approach based on 
analyses of documents collected from Google scholar is presented (Roblek et al., 2016). The authors conducted 
the process of selection of literature in a three-step screening process. They searched the literature by using 
the following keywords: Croatian wellness tourism, wellness tourism development, wellness service, wellness 
destination and COVID-19. In the second phase the authors removed insignificant literature that was not 
directly connected with the topic of this paper. In the third step the titles of the papers, the abstract content 
as well as conclusions of the papers were reviewed manually. The authors limited the search results only on to 
the papers written in the English language published in reviewed journals. Taking everything previously stated 
into consideration, the authors didn´t intend to evaluate the state in total on state level. This paper applies the 
literature review in order to analyse the actual state of this topic as well as to identify the actual gaps in research 
for preparing future research (Alkier et al., 2021; Evangelista et al. 2018).

Figure 2. Research process
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Source: Authors’ research

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

The focus of the research is the current state of Croatian wellness tourism. The development of wellness 
tourism in Croatia began in 2000 by opening the first wellness centre Ortosan in Lovran in Opatija. In 2011, to 
improve wellness tourism, the Wellness Tourism Association was established, which planned the establishment 
of wellness educational institutions, urban wellness centres, medical wellness, etc., which has not yet been 
achieved. Croatia has unpolluted nature, healing mud, a clear sea with high salinity, healing thermal water, but 
the natural potentials alone are not enough, especially for health tourism, which attracts mainly well-informed 
and demanding guests who expect quality accommodation and service, as well as first-class health services. 
Despite having tremendous developmental perspective, Croatia still hasn´t reached its full developmental 
potential in relation to other world leading wellness destinations like Slovenia, Hungary, etc. Croatian thermal 
destinations are no longer not so much attractive because of insufficient investment in facilities, while some 
hotels have managed to enrich their tourist offer and realise the potential of wellness, but not enough. The 
biggest problem in developing wellness centres in Croatia is very similar and classic services, insufficiently 
profiled and poorly positioned in the global health wellness offer (Rončević et al., 2019) in relation to its true 
potential. However, a positive movement needs to be emphasized; the findings of the recent TOMAS Health 
Tourism 2018 attitudes and consumption of users of health tourism services in Croatia (Institute for Tour-
ism, 2018, 38) indicate a (very) high level of satisfaction of tourists who did chose to visit Croatia due to its 
wellness tourist offer. 

Wellness tourists are showing a significant trust in professionalism (88,3%) and expertise of the staff that 
provides wellness services (86,6%), cleanliness of the space (85,4%), quality of equipment (77,9%), etc., which 
can be considered of significant relevance for wellness tourists in general, but also for the post-COVID19 
period. The only two lacks that were emphasized were the introduction of innovations in wellness tourist offer 
(69,7%) and adaptation of the institution that provides wellness services to the people who have special needs 
(66,8%). 
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The basic subject of this research is how to adapt the development of wellness tourism for the post-COVID19 
period. In doing so, the authors rely on the fact that Croatia has a great potential and rich resources for even 
better development of wellness tourism, but unfortunately, they are still underused in relation to its potential. 
In order to realise this course, it is necessary to analyse the development of supply and demand in wellness 
tourism through global tourism trends, which will influence the preparation of the Croatian strategy for the 
further development of wellness tourism. What is most definitely important to emphasize is that the previously 
presented positive attitudes of wellness tourists show that Croatia has strong potential for further (wellness) 
tourism development in the post-COVID period. 

DISCUSSION

By the end of May 2021, European Union is already swiftly addressing the opening of borders and removing 
restrictions as part of social unbundling and the revival of the tourism industry. It is expected that in the post-
pandemic period, guests will want to spend their holidays in places that offer them personalised and more 
place-based packages of wellness services with an additional offer of the natural and nutritional qualities of the 
environment in which the wellness centre is located. Of course, it will be necessary to provide health care for 
guests in hotel centres and tourist destinations. The question is how the Croatian tourism industry can create 
new wellness offers that will attract guests from the homeland and surrounding countries such as Austria, 
Italy, Slovenia, and especially the German state of Bavaria. These are countries from which guests can travel 
by car in a few hours, which will be especially important in the period after September 19, as it is expected that 
tourists will want to take advantage of a holiday in their own country or neighbouring countries. The Croatian 
tourism industry must consider that the wellness offers ranges from spa services in luxury resorts to offering 
physical activities or leisure in a quiet and peaceful environment provided by oases of tranquillity in rural and 
natural settings. When reopening wellness centres and spas, owners and management will need to ensure that 
safety measures are in place to prevent possible COVID-19 infections in the future. It will also be necessary to 
develop new protocols and procedures for interactions between and with guests. 

One of the most relevant consequences of the COVID-19 will be the acceleration of decrease of mass tourism. 
The period after the COVID-19 will be characterized by the growing demand for individual travel. A decrease 
is expected for the group travel. Also, resilient tourism will be brought in the center, primarily focusing on 
sustainable tourism (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Sharma et al., 2021). People will be seeking personal contact 
more and more, so it can be expected that getting acquainted with the locals and local cultures will not be so 
much visibly staged, and artificial (Romagosa, 2020). 

Špiljak (2021) emphasized a strong and significant increase of care about physical and mental health in 
pandemic period, which confirmed wellness being one of the fastest growing industries in the world, and 
wellness tourism as part of health tourism. It can be expected that in the future it will continue to grow rapidly. 
Everybody is very much aware that the pandemic has blocked the entire world, which resulted in a big 
decrease of tourist turnover as well as the use of wellness services. It is undeniable that there is a big presence 
of change in behavior standards (exchange of handshake, greeting, hospitality and smile with masks). Particular 
attention has been given to the hygiene, change of working hours, wellness services offered in open spaces 
during summer, mobile wellnesses, etc. Pandemic has changed attitudes on travel health in general; there has 
been an increasing interest for programs which are aimed towards strengthening immune system, wellness 
retreat programs (staying in nature, meditating, yoga, etc.), use of local products, natural remedies, etc., use 
of eco-certified products, branding offer. 

The wellness industry in Croatia must develop, together with local providers of crafts, gastronomy and 
drinks, new, more sustainable tourism products. Presumably, Croatia should also perceive this as an advantage 
and offer a sustainably oriented, diverse range of local, domestic products. Food safety and proof of proper 
hygiene will, of course, play an essential role in this (Alkier et al., 2021, p. 113-114). Local communities and 
tourism organisations will also play an important role in supporting collaboration between large tourist hotel 
businesses and smaller local businesses from rural areas close to the tourist (wellness) destination. 
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Municipalities need to support walking trails, bike paths, trim trails, and golf courses near wellness and 
spa providers. When building, it is necessary to consider the ethnological tradition, so it is necessary to use 
materials found in the area, and these are mainly wood and stone. A modern, sustainable tourist who wants 
an individually designed offer is no longer looking for a stay in concreted holiday resorts that distance him 
from nature, the countryside, and the forest. Croatia needs to revitalise both the spa and wellness offer along 
the Adriatic coast and in the continent’s interior. The distributed offer of health and wellness tourism on the 
continent will positively impact reducing socio-economic inequality between parts of the country and enable 
new jobs, especially in rural areas, from where most people emigrate in recent years. In the post-pandemic era, 
wellness consumers will look for quieter, less-visited places recognisable by their program offerings and quality 
services. The resort’s historically unique offerings will likely be one of the most important factors in differenti-
ating between destinations. Guests will focus on local culture, food and natural resources. Table 1 presents 
the factors of the differentiation between the wellness centres demand. 

Table 1. Factors of differentiations

Factors of differentiations Description

Spa experiences Providing different treatments in-house: saunas, sweat lodges, mud ceremonies,  
massage options

Fitness programme Group or private yoga and other relaxation techniques

Luxury services Providing experiences that positively affect both the emotional and mental well-being of 
guests: different events on a beach, yachts, island’s locations

Grand Bathtubs Offer outdoor bathtubs that allow you to enjoy the views

Provide exhilaration
Encourage guests to step out of their comfort zones and experience something new. 
Thus, they can swim in cold lakes or rivers, which has proven health benefits, or free 
diving, which has incredible benefits for human mental strength.

Events in the natural  
environment Kayaks, bicycles, sups, rafting, swimming with dolphins

Workshops
Encouraging guests to expand their thoughts through learning. In this way, guests can 
be introduced to local culinary delicacies in cooking workshops, they can be taught 
about wine production, workshops on local crafts can be organised, or short forms of 
learning massages can be offered.

Hygiene and  
sanitation

Disinfectants should become a regular part of the offer in wellness centres. Employees  
will be required to wear face masks and gloves. It will be extremely important that 
employers carry out regular inspections of employees so that that better wellness  
centres can be distinguished from others. It will probably also be necessary for guests to 
introduce behavioural requirements in connection with compliance with hygiene rules 
and regulations restricting the transfer of Covid-19.

Digitisation

Wellness centres need to digitise their business. The development of mobile applications 
and digital platforms enables safer and faster interaction with guests. In addition, digital 
marketing is coming to the fore. Thus, the institution informs guests about its services 
and safety measures and maintains the level of hygiene through digital platforms.  
Businesses in tourist and catering facilities must become paperless and contactless.  
Instead of paper menus and service offers, it is necessary to offer digital guest menus 
and offers using QR codes. There will also be more use of robots and artificially intelligent 
solutions in the provision of services.

Focus on mental  
well-being

Wellness centres need to start looking at guests who need programmes related to disorders, 
stress, and poor mental health. Spas can research and focus on mental well-being 
services. Online counselling is a great way to get started, which can gradually move to 
online therapy courses.

Pricing/promotion  
strategy

Introduction of promotional programmes and various coupons that can be redeemed 
in the next 12 months. The centres must ensure that guests also return for reasonable 
offers and programmes of welcome or confidence in loyalty.

Diversification Offering various relaxation and nutrition programmes, including Ayurveda, positively 
affects holistic well-being, emphasising the human immune system.

Source: Authors’ research
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As a country with a long tourist tradition, Croatia is very much aware of the importance of developing a 
competitive tourist offer focused strongly on health. This is in accordance with the findings from the recently 
held 8th Crikvenica International Health Tourism Conference where both scientists and professionals made 
and discussed the future developmental actions. They agreed that strategic focus needs to be made on future 
development of Croatian health tourism due to significant comparative advantages for health tourism 
development and significant excellent potential of reducing seasonality of Croatian tourism. Focus needs to be 
on the effects of the pandemic on health (wellness) tourism (what is the present market situation of wellness 
tourism, what are the new practices that need to be learned and implemented as well as which opportunities 
need to be used, how future promotion activities should be conducted, and what are the future expectations in 
post-COVID period). It is important to work on all levels to wellness tourism, in order to enable for Croatia 
to become even more recognizable as a destination of health. It is necessary to pay attention on the quality 
of services, certification of health institutions in COVID and post-COVID period, branding of Croatia as a 
health tourism destination, etc. (hrturizam.hr tourism news portal, 2020). Crnjak (2021) emphasized a recent 
positive movement that occurred in the county of Primorje-Gorski Kotar, where wellness tourism has been 
registering successful development. An investment was made of 85 million euro in opening a Hilton Rijeka 
Costabella Beach Resort&Spa, a five-star facility which offers a diverse and top-quality wellness offer which is 
based on holistic approach, treatments are based on rejuvenating, revitalizing and renewing body and spirit-
massages, face and body treatments, relaxation activities, etc. All is done under a strict supervision of wellness 
professionals. Also, particular accent is placed on upholding hygiene standards and safety of wellness service 
users in pandemic period.

The future development of the Croatian wellness offer requires a continuous qualitative as well as quan-
titative renewal of the programs. It is necessary to create sustainable oriented programs in which all wellness 
components will be represented (natural environment, healthy local food, personal relaxation, physical 
activities, spiritual activities with education). The program offers must be prepared in advance for the seasonal 
period, which will allow short-term guests (weekend guests) to be informed about events and offers, which will 
positively impact their decision to come more often. An important role will be played by social media, through 
which wellness providers will provide timely information about events and guests’ health policies. 

CONCLUSION

Within this paper, the authors presented the current state of wellness tourism in the Republic of Croatia. 
The findings indicate quite clearly that the current state of wellness tourist offer could be considered satisfactory 
when observing the determined level of satisfaction with the wellness tourist offer elements. Despite this high 
level of satisfaction, it is mandatory to constantly think and plan new ways to remain competitive. It is important 
for wellness service providers to be aware of guests’ travel changes. It is expected that the guest’s locations with 
their vehicle will be most visited in the post-pandemic period. Whether stand-alone or in a hotel or resort, 
wellness and spa facilities will need to target local guests or guests from nearby countries. Finally, the authors 
emphasise that the post-pandemic period will bring new concepts of sustainably oriented tourism, in which 
guests will require more individually oriented programs. Wellness service providers will also have to adapt to 
this and take care of both guests’ and employees’ hygiene and health protection in the long run. In terms of 
future perspectives, if taken into consideration that even before the pandemic occurred, wellness industry was 
one of the most developed industries in the world, it can be justifiably considered that in the post-pandemic 
period the growth for its services will grow, and people will want to travel to other destinations, to rest and 
recuperate their disturbed health. As a tourist destination, Croatia most definitely needs to consider this as an 
opportunity and develop its wellness offer further and better, in order to attract tourists and be profiled as a 
destination of health. The main limitation of this paper is that it is going for abstract text based on an analysis 
of existing primary and secondary sources. In the future, it will be necessary to conduct a survey among the 
managers of wellness centres and health resorts in Croatia and analyse their strategies and views on the further 
development of the industry in the region.
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Abstract: 
The purpose of this paper is to present the relevance and characteristics of 
wellness tourism of the Republic of Croatia, as well as the potential of its further 
development. In terms of methodology, the authors presented the paper contents 
of relevant papers in wellness tourism in order to present the importance of 
wellness tourism as a specific form of tourist offer and the importance of 
conducting research from diverse aspects in order to determine the potential of 
its development, as well as the attitudes of contemporary tourists. To determine 
the state of Croatian wellness tourism, the authors used the selected results of a 
pilot research study TOMAS Health Tourism 2018 attitudes and consumption 
of service users of health tourism in Croatia. Findings in the paper indicate a 
(very) high level of tourists’ satisfaction when it comes to wellness service, and 
the need of introduction of innovations and adaptability of the institution to the 
people with special needs. In order to ensure further success in the development 
of wellness tourist offer and higher satisfaction of wellness tourists, the authors 
proposed developmental guidelines.

Keywords: 
wellness tourism, Republic of Croatia, satisfaction, development, developmental 
guidelines.

INTRODUCTION

The way of life of a contemporary man contributes to the develop-
ment of various illnesses (cardiological, malignant, psychological, 
endocrinological, etc.). In contemporary life conditions people are 
very frequently losing their natural instincts for protection of their 
own health. As a result of that, they are becoming more and more 
aware that they are not as healthy as they used to be, and they are more 
actively rethinking of ways of increasing the care for the protection of 
their own health. Previously mentioned results in the development of a 
cult of health and psychophysical abilities became a synonym of a con-
temporary man, which implies taking care of his own body and health. 
In developed countries, trends that encourage people to care for and 
protect their own health have been present for decades (Bartoluci, 
2007). It all resulted in strong and fast development of wellness industry, 
which has become one of the most developed industries in the world.  
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Wellness became an important element of a contemporary tourist offer considering that more and more tourists 
show interest in travelling and improving damaged or preserving good health. This type of offer is being 
developed by many world destinations, and in particular the ones which already have an established tradition 
of development of health tourism offer. One of these destinations is the Republic of Croatia (further in the 
paper Croatia) which has been developing its wellness tourist offer. The purpose of this paper is to analyse the 
attitudes of wellness visitors and determine potential developmental guidelines based on the findings. 

WELLNESS TOURISM AS A SPECIFIC FORM OF TOURIST OFFER 

Wellness holiday represents a time window which takes away tourists from the routine demands that they 
are experiencing in their daily lives. Their experience of time slows down, and they have the sufficient space 
to reflect on their lives and possibilities they can reach. Travels motivated by wellness enable formation of a 
greater balance and harmony on all levels of tourist´s wisdom, mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually 
(Crites & Crites (2003; cited from Sheldon and Bushell, 2009, p. 3). These advantages significantly influenced 
wellness to become one of the most developed industries in the world. This has been confirmed by the constant 
evaluations and research done by the Global Wellness Institute (n.d.); according to their findings, in 2018 the 
value of the wellness economy reached a high value of 4.5 trillion of U.S. dollars, which amounted to more 
than 50% of total expenditures on health, or 7,8 trillion U.S. dollars according to the data from the World 
Health Organization. In the period 2015-2017 wellness industry registered a 6,4% growth annually (from 3,7 
trillion to 4,2 trillion U.S. dollars) which is almost twice as fast as global economic growth (3.6 percent 
annually, based on the data obtained from the International Monetary Fund). Wellness industry participates in 
the global economic output with 5,3%. The analysis of the ten wellness markets determined that in the period 
2015-2017 the highest revenue growth per year was achieved by spa industry (9,8%), wellness tourism (6,5%) 
and wellness real estate (6,4%). Among the key sectors in wellness industry, Personal Care, Beauty and Anti-
Aging participate with the highest revenue achieved of 1,083 billion U.S. dollars, followed by Healthy Eating, 
Nutrition and Weight Loss (702 billion U.S. dollars), Wellness Tourism (639 billion U.S. dollars), Fitness and 
Mind-Body (595 billion U.S. dollars), Preventative and Personalized Medicine and Public Health (575 billion 
U.S. dollars), Traditional and Complementary Medicine (360 billion U.S. dollars), Wellness Lifestyle Real 
Estate (134 billion U.S. dollars), Spa Economy (119 billion U.S. dollars), Thermal/Mineral Springs (56 billion 
U.S. dollars) and Workplace Wellness (48 billion U.S. dollars). Previously presented information indicated a 
strong development of wellness industry. 

In order to maintain such high position in the world economy, creators of wellness offer need to observe the 
attitudes of service users in order to be able to improve current and develop new and better wellness services 
and products aimed towards satisfying their precise wishes and desires. Such high interest for this type of 
offer resulted in development of wellness tourism as a specific form of tourist offer which has been researched 
from various points of view like determining developmental potential of wellness tourism development in a 
destination (Alkier et al., 2020). Heung´s et al. (2013) research was focused on determining the potential of 
development of Chinese wellness tourism in the sense of resources as well as promotion from the point of 
view of wellness tourism experts. The respondents were professional employees that are working in tourism, 
health, and education. The research results determined that environmental resources such as fresh and clean 
air, clean water and natural characteristics were considered as the most relevant attributes for the development 
of Chinese wellness tourism. Also, the results indicated that the best way of promoting Chinese wellness tourist 
offer could be done through advertising in mass media, using support by the government, and organizing 
appropriate new regional events. 

Also, observation of wellness tourist´s behavioural intentions and the level of satisfaction with the wellness 
tourist offer are of extreme importance. Hudson et al.´s (2017) examined the direct relationships between a 
wellness tourist´s behavioural intentions and factors that are influencing the growth of the American well-
ness tourism industry. They estimated and tested two models by using the Theory of Planned Behaviour, and 
each of them included life stress and involvement in health. Theoretical predecessors of Behavioural Intention 
were determined. The results of the research clearly indicated both constructs being significant predictors of 
behavioural intention, involvement in health being the stronger one in relation to life stress. 
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Based on the findings the authors presented the implications for management and marketing. Thal & Hudson 
(2019) analysed the characteristics of a tourist´s stay in a wellness destination which contribute to their 
psychological well-being. They used the Self-determination theory in order to determine the necessary condi-
tions to promote subjective well-being. Based on the findings the authors were able to propose a conceptual 
model with an emphasis on the external environment and ideal guest experiences which enable an improved 
sense of well-being as a result of staying in a wellness facility. Težak Damjanić´s research (2019) focused her 
research on examining the concept of wellness as a form of healthy lifestyle in tourism. Her findings confirmed 
the connection between the healthy lifestyle and motivation to travel, and established the relevance of the 
social, intellectual, and spiritual dimensions on a tourist´s lifestyle. Valentine´s research (2016) was focused 
on conducting an evaluation of tourists´ wellness preferences in Jamaica since there were very limited findings 
and knowledge about it, which would in the end make wellness tourism segmentation a lot easier. The research 
results indicate strong relevance of wellness. However, young people, retired people as well as people with 
high monthly income were not well represented. The researchers determined the presence of strong interest in 
natural remedies, wellness competencies and mind therapies. Low interest was determined for culinary tours, 
mineral baths, community involvement and nature experiences. Also, the respondents have shown strong 
interest in staying in hotels during their holiday motivated by wellness. All in all, the findings of this research 
indicate that unique wellness preferences could possibly result in formation of new forms of tourism, as well 
as formation of non-seasonal tourism niches for small enterprises, hotels and rural communities. 

Težak et al. (2011) focused on determining the differences among the high-level wellness consumers, 
moderate level wellness and low-level wellness consumers considering the selection of a tourist destination, 
as well as a wellness tourist´s personal characteristics. Research was conducted in the Istrian County. The 
authors determined relevant differences among the three analysed groups from the aspect of characteristics 
of the statistical sample, travelling with a party, use of source of information, travel motives, length of stay in 
a destination, overnight stay in other places, visiting other tourism destinations, priorities in life, influence of 
economic crisis on the perception of vacation and appropriateness of prices in restaurants. Presented findings 
indicate the presence of differences between the groups based on their preferences towards wellness. These 
findings can be used in further development of wellness tourism in Istrian County. 

In Croatia Marković and co-authors have been paying significant attention to measuring attitudes of well-
ness service users. Following the authors we will present some of the most relevant findings. Marković et al. 
(2011) focused in their work on evaluating empirically the expectations of service quality of wellness service 
users in Croatian hotel wellness centres, respectively, precisely determining the main factors which explain 
their expectations regarding the quality of wellness services. Findings indicated a high level of expectations of 
wellness service users, the main dimensions being quality of staff and reliability of services, empathy and 
assurance, and the appearance of facilities and staff. These findings enable wellness managers to get acquainted 
a lot better with a wellness service user´s needs and make it easier for them to meet the user´s expectations to 
enable business success (provision of top quality of services, achieving the highest possible profit and enabling 
e continuous and successful business performance). Marković et al. (2012) focused their research on widening 
both conceptual and empirical knowledge of quality of services in wellness tourism on the example of Republic 
of Croatia. Their primary aim was to empirically evaluate customer´s expectations and perceptions of well-
ness tourist offer, and to evaluate the total quality of Croatian wellness services. Their results indicated that 
wellness service users in Croatia had high overall expectations of quality of services (most important being 
courteous staff and clean equipment) and perceived service quality (highest perception item being courteous 
staff). Regarding wellness service attributes, the main dimensions which concern the customer expectation 
have proven to be quality of staff and reliability of service, empathy and assurance, and appearance of facilities 
and staff. The authors emphasize that these perceptions can be explained in the best possible way with two 
service features: service performance and “appearance of facilities and staff. These findings have confirmed 
that evaluation of quality of wellness services combine both tangible and intangible aspects of provided service. 
Similar research as the one in 2011 was conducted by Marković et al. (2020) who explored the expectations and 
perceptions of wellness service users in Thalasso Wellness Center Opatija in Opatija with the use of modified 
SERVQUAL questionnaire. The results have proven the gap existence between the perception and expectation 
of wellness service users, because the highest average marks for perception were registered for the dimensions 
tangibility and reliability of quality of wellness services, and the lowest was registered for sensitivity or empathy.  
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The authors emphasize in their work that the management of Thalassotherapia Opatija can use these findings 
to justify the constant conduct of the research for measuring the quality of wellness services, satisfaction of 
wellness service users and satisfaction of work staff in wellness centre. Previously presented findings of selected 
research implicate quite clearly the relevance of wellness tourism research and necessity of diverse approaches. 
They are needed because of further developmental actions whose implementation will enable for destinations 
to remain competitive on the tourist market. In the following chapter the authors will present the present state 
of wellness tourism of the Republic of Croatia.

PRESENTATION OF THE WELLNESS TOURISM OFFER OF THE REPUBLIC OF CROATIA 

The Strategy of Tourism Development of the Republic of Croatia until 2020 (Ministry of Tourism of 
Republic of Croatia, 2013, p. 8; Alkier et al., 2018, p. 300) indicates that health tourism belongs to the group 
of tourist products which have an expressive developmental perspective. This form of tourist product grows 
globally between 15-20% per annum. Due to its vicinity to the other large tourist markets, richness of natural 
beauties and appropriate climate, safety in the country, very long tourism tradition, competitive prices and 
in general good reputation for providing health services, Croatia has strong competitive advantages for the 
development of health tourism. Croatian Health tourism products which are of significant relevance are spa 
tourism, medical tourism, and finally wellness tourism.

According to the National Program-Action Plan for the Development of Health Tourism (Ministry of 
Tourism of the Republic of Croatia, 2014, p. 12-13), Croatian wellness tourist offer has been dominated by 
the hotel wellness centres, and in particular in the 4- and 5-star hotels. The most significant part of hotel well-
ness offer is situated in the Adriatic part of Croatia (approximately 60 wellness centres). Their offer is based 
mostly on services such as massages, beauty treatments, saunas, pools and fitness. Also, wellness service users 
are being offered various wellness packages which combine wellness center services with the dietary regime, 
exercise, aromatherapy, etc. Besides hotels, a small number of spa complexes are also strongly oriented to 
offering wellness services. These complexes are situated in the continental part of Croatia, and they are outside 
the system of Croatian Health Insurance Fund. In these spas wellness service users are being offered massages, 
beauty treatments, saunas, pool facilities with the system of open and closed pools, themed pools, etc. Some 
of these pools are being filled with thermal or curative water. Services are usually combined and offered in a 
form of theme packages (i.e. antistress, detox, weight reduction, etc.). Some of these complexes cooperate with 
medical institutions and through that they are expanding their offer to the medical programs. The 
currently reached level of arrangement, quality of equipment, program content and quality of service in well-
ness are mostly on a high level, respectively. Croatian wellness tourism offer could be considered as competitive. 
However, it is necessary to point out some deficiencies:  there is no regulation connected with the medical 
competence of wellness staff on various levels of professionalism; due to legal restrictions, the introduction 
of medical component (frequently in hotel wellnesses) is limited; a small number of objects are being guided 
by the brand standards. Also, wellness tourist turnover is almost impossible to evaluate considering that none 
of the hotels can provide quality data about the percentage of wellness motivated demand in the number of 
total arrivals and overnights. At this stage it is only possible to judge based on the movements of occupancy 
of Croatian hotel offer of higher categories. 

Previous information, despite previously stated deficiencies, indicates a positive developmental direction 
of wellness tourism in Croatia, and future developmental actions need to be made in order to achieve further 
success. Taking this into consideration, the Institute of Tourism in Zagreb decided to undertake the first 
pilot study TOMAS Health Tourism 2018 in order to determine the actual state of health tourism offer of the 
Republic of Croatia. The analysis contains results for Spa tourism, Medical tourism and Wellness tourism. 
The following authors will present the findings for wellness tourism, respectively the profile and attitudes of 
wellness tourists towards Croatian wellness tourist offer (Institute for Tourism, 2018, p. 18-29). According 
to the gender, the respondents were mostly female (53%), from Germany, Slovenia, Austria, Italy, the United 
Kingdom, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, etc. (82%). According to the age group, the majority (29%) was in 
the age group 36-45, followed by 26-35 (22%), 56+ (20%), 46-55 (19%), and up to 25 (9%), average age being 
43. In terms of their education, it has been determined that 53% of the wellness visitors are highly educated 
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(faculty and higher degrees 53%), 27% have a college degree, while 19% have finished high school or lower. 
They have a high purchasing power; 38% of them have a monthly income 3,501+ EUR, followed by the ones 
with the monthly income 2.501-3.000 (12%), 2.001-2.500 (12%), 3.001-3.500 (11%), 1.501-2.000 (10%), 1.001-
1.500 (8%), 501-1.000 (7%), do 500 (1%). In terms of frequency of going on a journey motivated by wellness 
throughout the year, 34% of wellness tourists stated that they do not travel, 27% stated they travel once a year, 
28% two to three times, and 11% travel 4 and more times a year. When observing the duration of their stay in 
a wellness destination, 49,2% of wellness tourists tend to stay 4-7 days, 26,2% 2-3 days, 10,1% 8-10 days, 7,3% 
11-14 days, 4,5% 1 day, and only 2,7% tend to stay 15 days and more. The average number of overnights is 6 
days. In terms of frequency of visits motivated by wellness, it has been determined that most wellness visitors 
(50%) visited Croatia 6+ times due to its wellness offer, 20% visited it for the first time, 19% visited it 3-5 times 
before, and 11% visited it for the second time. Regarding the sources of information on the Croatian wellness 
tourist offer, 29% of respondents prefer the Internet, 26% rely on previous experiences, 23% on the recom-
mendations of friends and relatives (word of mouth marketing), 14% did not need information and 12 % used 
brochures, advertisements, and posters. Other sources (radio, television film or video, tourist agencies, articles 
in newspapers or journals, fairs and exhibitions etc.) were marked low. When it comes to primary motives 
for travelling/using wellness services, 79,3% of visitors stated relaxation/recharging the batteries, followed 
by decreasing and managing stress (27,3%), body detox (17,5%), improving physical fitness (15,9%), Beauty/ 
face/body care (14,9%), something else (12,6%) and alleviation of chronic pain (i.e, allergies, insomnia, pain) 
(8,8%). The observation of wellness guests’ lifestyle indicates that 44% of them are focused on maintaining 
the appropriate body weight, remaining in good physical condition (42%), healthy nutrition (37%), stress 
management in everyday life (34%), the use of natural remedic substances and regular sports recreation activities 
(both 26%), regular going to massages in the place of permanent residence (11%), as well as the regular use of 
wellness facilities in the place of permanent residence and being on special dietary regime (both 10%). 

Table 1. Use of wellness facilities and services during stay in a hotel

Facilities %

Pool 86,6

Massages 64,7

Jacuzzi/whirlpool tubs 60,1

Saunas 54,2

Fitness and/or exercising 34,3

Cosmetic treatments 21,7

Manicure and/or pedicure 19,5

Advice services by therapist/doctor/a professional 11,2

Meditation/yoga 8,3

Specialist services by therapist 7,4

Services of a personal trainer 6,8

Specialist medical services 5,6

“Alternative therapies” (Acupuncture, Ayurveda and similar) 5,1

Something else 0,1

Source: Institute for Tourism (2019, p. 36)

In terms of preferences when using wellness facilities and services during stay in a hotel, the respond-
ents mostly prefer the use of pool (86,6%) followed by the massage services (64,7%), jacuzzi/whirlpool tubs 
(60,1%), saunas (54,2%). Lower interest was expressed for fitness and/or exercising (34,3%), cosmetic treat-
ments (21,7%), and manicure and/or pedicure (19,5%). 
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The lowest interest was expressed for the use of advice services by therapist/doctor/a professional (11,2%), 
meditation/yoga (8,3%), specialist services by therapist (7,4%), personal trainer services (6,8%), specialist medi-
cal services (5,6%) and “alternative therapies” (5,1%). Only 0,1% of total number of respondents stated that 
they used some other services. Also, 87% of the respondents stated that they did not use any theme/specialist 
health packages of services according to the health tourism segment. 

Table 2. Presentation of level of satisfaction with the wellness facilities and services 

Elements %

Staff professionalism 88,3 (VH)

Staff expertise 86,6 (VH)

Space cleanliness 85,4 (VH)

Atmosphere 85,4 (VH)

Completeness of information about individual treatments/procedures 81,9 (VH)

Quality of individual treatments/procedures 81,8 (VH)

Adherence to order of the appointments 84,2 (VH)

Availability of information about the offer 78,7 (H)

Quality of equipment 77,9 (H)

Diversity of offered services 76,9 (H)

Size of space for treatments/procedures (therapeutic facilities, pools, training grounds, etc.) 75,5 (H)

Relation of price and quality of health facilities/services 75,1 (H)

Diversity of equipment/facilities 74,3 (H)

Innovativeness of offer 69,7 (M)

Adaptability of the institution to the people with special needs 66,8 (M)

Source: Institute for Tourism (2019, p. 38)

The results presenting the level of satisfaction with the wellness facilities and services can also be 
considered as relatively satisfactory because most of the elements were marked with a very high and high level 
of satisfaction. The respondents expressed a very high level of satisfaction with the following elements: staff 
professionalism (88,3%), staff expertise (86,6%), space cleanliness (85,4%), atmosphere (85,4%), completeness 
of information about individual treatments/procedures (81,9%), quality of individual treatments/procedures 
(81,8%) and adherence to order of the appointments (84,2%). Also, they expressed a high level of satisfaction 
for availability of information about the offer (78,7%), quality of equipment (77,9%), diversity of offered 
services (76,9%), size of space for treatments/procedures (75,5%), relation of price and quality of health facilities/
services (75,1%) and diversity of equipment/facilities (74,3%). Only two, but very important elements were 
marked with a moderate level of satisfaction, them being innovativeness of offer (69,7%) and adaptability of 
the institution to the people with special needs (66,8%). 
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Table 3. Average daily consumption of users of wellness services on multiple-day/one-day trips (in EURO)

Multiple day One-day

Total 149 48

Accommodation 82 -

Transportation (gas, pay-toll, bus ticket, rent-a-car, taxi, and similar 6 0

Food in restaurants and bars 30 19

Services in stores 12 4

Health services 11 22

Culture, entertainment, sport, recreation, one-day trips and rest 9 4

Source: Institute for Tourism (2019, p. 40)

The data in the previous table present the average daily consumption of users of wellness services both on 
multiple-day and one-day trips in Euro. The respondents who stay multiple days in a destination spend 
approximately 149€ per day, of which 82€ is spent on accommodation, followed by eating in restaurants and 
bars (30€), shopping in stores (12€), health services (11€), culture, entertainment, sport, recreation, one-day 
trips and rest (9€), and finally transportation (6€). One-day visitor´s average consumption amounts to 48€, of 
which 22€ is spent on health services, 19€ on food services in restaurants and bars, as well as services in stores 
(4€) and culture, entertainment, sport, recreation, one-day trips and the rest (4€). Previously presented indicates 
quite clearly that wellness service users are showing a (very) high level of satisfaction with the wellness services. 
However, improvements need to be made in terms of innovation of the offer as well as the adaptability to the 
needs of people who have special needs. Also, it is necessary to emphasize that the innovation of the offer could 
be connected in a way with lower results when observing the use of wellness facilities and services during stay 
in a hotel, respectively.  The introduction of more innovative, diverse and high-quality wellness offer would 
stimulate wellness users to use some of the offer elements which they have been neglecting so far. This would 
most certainly also reflect on higher wellness tourist consumption. Bearing in mind the necessity of achieving 
even better business results, the authors will propose developmental directions for Croatian wellness tourism 
in the following chapter. 

CROATIAN WELLNESS TOURISM OFFER – WHERE TO GO NOW?

Based on the previously presented findings, and at the same time taking into consideration the necessity of 
further development of Croatian wellness tourism, the authors suggest the following guidelines for its development 
(authors´ adaptation according to the Institute for Tourism, 2004; Alkier et al., 2018): 

- Staff professionalism: high quality wellness tourism offer can be provided only by the staff who possess 
top quality knowledge and invest their efforts in participating in lifelong learning programs. Individual 
approach for each wellness service user is also relevant;

- Continuous wellness tourist product development and introduction of innovation according to the good 
practices of competitive wellness destinations;

- Quality of equipment: it is necessary to monitor the development of technological innovations and 
invest in their introduction when possible, to provide high quality wellness services in a much quicker 
and more successful way; 

- monitoring the needs and preferences of wellness tourists and adapting the current wellness tourist offer 
whenever possible;

- ambience in wellness facility needs to be appropriate and enable the users of wellness services to relax 
and reduce stress as much as possible. This significantly influences their satisfaction;

- quality and diversity of wellness tourism offer must be consistent all the time;
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- it is important for marketing activities to be planned and carried out appropriately so they can reach 
wellness tourists fast and in a simple way and to present the wellness tourism offer in a way to intrigue 
wellness tourists and stimulate them to visit Croatia. 

It is the authors´ opinion that application of previously stated recommendations will contribute to further 
improvement of Croatian wellness tourism. 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, the authors have presented the relevance and characteristics of wellness tourism as a part 
of a contemporary tourist offer, as well as the state of the Croatian wellness tourism. The findings presented 
indicate a (very) high level of satisfaction of users with wellness services. However, it has been pointed out 
that the respondents have shown a moderate level of satisfaction with the innovativeness of offer and adapt-
ability of the institution to the people with special needs. In the future Croatia needs to exploit even more its 
rich tradition in provision of health tourism services and focus even more on wellness tourism development 
considering that precisely wellness industry is one of the most developed industries in the world. Its further 
development will bring numerous advantages for Croatia. In order to achieve that, the authors have proposed 
the developmental guidelines.
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Abstract: 
Today’s modern lifestyle makes people live a fast-paced life, bringing along 
a great deal of stress, so that they do not have much time to devote to their 
needs, and after these difficult times people strive to improve their health in 
every possible way. The unexpected Covid-19 pandemic that struck us about a 
year and a half ago made us set priorities in our lives. People spend more time 
taking care of their health and trying to improve it in various ways, and visiting 
spa & wellness centers is one way. The aim of the research is to point out the 
attitudes of young people towards visiting spa and wellness hotels during the 
pandemic. The results show that most of the respondents visited such hotels 
during the pandemic and felt safe in them, although it did not require mandatory 
Covid-19 testing. Also, they used all the services that were offered, swimming 
pools and massages the most, and although the provision of the service was 
difficult in these pandemic conditions, the clients were still satisfied with the 
service provided in pa and wellness hotels, as well as with the implemented 
safety measures, which made them feel safe. 

Keywords: 
spa & wellness hotels, Covid-19, safety, the young.

INTRODUCTION

The modern way of life can be very exhausting. People are exhausted 
by the lifestyle they lead, a fast, stressful life can have major health 
consequences, people need rest and time to relax. In the modern era, 
relaxation and refreshment of mind and body are becoming a trend. 
The announcement of the World Health Organization1 in March 2020 
about the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has greatly changed 
today’s view of the world, they believe that the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic have had an incredibly negative impact on tourism, and the 
data show that tourism has been backward for three decades due to 
this pandemic, there was a decrease of 73% during 2020, but this also 
brought many changes in people’s lives (UNWTO, 2021).

1 The World Health Organization is a special organization of the United Nations that 
acts as a coordinating body of international public health. It was founded in 1948 
and ambushed in Geneva.
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CHANGES IN TOURISM DUE TO THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

In order to renew tourism, it is necessary for travelers to be able to travel to other countries, but above all 
to feel completely safe and secure to travel in order to fulfil their needs during their traveling.Consequently, 
prior to lifting travel restrictions health criteria needs to be met (European Council, 2020):epidemiological 
criteria, sufficient health system capacity and appropriate monitoring capacity.

Different assumptions have been made based on the implemented measures according to the local devel-
opment and characteristics of tourism, excluding the impact and dissemination of COVID-19; this led to the 
development of the following scenarios (OECD, 2020, pp. 3). The first scenario involves the return of interna-
tional tourism in July with gradual progress (-60%).The second scenario involves the return of international 
tourism in September with gradual progress in the second half of the year (-75%). The last scenario predicts 
that international tourism will begin to recover in December(-80%).

It is assumed that the behavior of tourists will change greatly after the COVID-19 pandemic. Most tourists 
will avoid traveling far from homeand will not cross a large number of international borders, they will not 
travel to distant destinations, as there is a high probability that due to unforeseen circumstances and the spread 
of the epidemic in certain areas, the borders will be closed.It would makereturning home much harder for 
them.There will be a reduction in air travel, as airfare will become much more expensive, due to the reduced 
capacity of passengers, because it is necessary to respect safety measures and it is not possible to fill all the 
seats on the plane.Also, the hotel business will be largely limited, but also to some extent improved. In order 
to avoid crowds at the reception when registering, in a large number of hotels applications will be created, 
which will help guests with checking into the hotel in an easy, fast and safe way.(Luković & Stojković, 2020)

People gathered the courage to travel at the end of 2020, and in slightly larger numbers at the beginning 
of 2021;, until then they had traveled almost exclusively for business reasons, and not for tourism and leisure. 
The necessity to escape from everyday life and the stress it brings with it, brings about the need to relax and 
unwind, and a visit to a spa and wellness hotel is one such option.Spa and wellness tourism is considered one 
of the rapidly growing tourism segments globally and is even expected to reach greater heights post COVID-19 
(Mohan & Lamba, 2021).Very few people have been encouraged to travel and get out of their comfort zone 
over the last year, yet those who had the courage to do so were very pleased with the outcome of their travels.
In the moments of pandemic measures, the number of those who decided to visit some spa and wellness hotels 
is not negligible, and the compliance with safety measures in these hotels was the most important thing for 
their visit.Hotels that continued to operate in these unforeseen circumstances brought by this pandemic had 
to make great efforts to make everything flawless, measures related to protection and prevention, had to be 
met to the last detail. (Jović Bogdanović et al. 2020)

Spa and wellness hotels offer different types of all-inclusive packages to meet the needs of different types 
of guests. Such hotel arrangements include exclusive spa packages that include a sauna, a steam bath, and also 
various types of medical oil treatments and massages for therapeutic purposes.They have achieved remarkable 
success by applying different types of guest segmentation as well as implementing the strategy. (Tran, 2021)

A large number of spa and wellness hotels offer various water treatments from thermal springs, it is possible 
to use them for preventive or curative purposes. Due to the COVID-19 attacks, in most cases on the respiratory 
system, these types of treatments can be very helpful.Various treatments can prepare the human body for the 
possibility of infection with COVID-19, as this would make it easier to fight the infection.Sulfur mineral 
water treatments can be used to strengthen the immune system of people who have faced the COVID-19 or for 
people with weak immunity system as a prevention from the COVID-19 disease (Foundation Bılbilis, 2020).

Due to the large decline in tourist visits during 2020, a large number of destinations have turned their 
attention to domestic tourism, in fact, they were trying to attract domestic tourists, as almost everywhere in 
the world movement between countries was forbidden.Certain countries provided incentive vouchers, which 
would be used to obtain a certain discount on accommodation or on one of the services provided. In this way, 
some destinations in Serbia have increased the number of tourists in 2020, compared to 2019, primarily due 
to domestic tourists (Bošković et al., 2020).
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RESULTS OF CONDUCTED RESEARCH

The research we conducted provided us with an insight into the thoughts of young people and their 
attitudes regarding the visit to the Spa and Wellness Hotel during the Covid-19 pandemic. It was conducted 
on 110 respondents, of which 53% were male and 47% female, the largest number belonged to the age category 
of 25-35 years (37.5%), while there were approximately those in the category of 35-45 years (30.8 ), of these, 
64.4% married or in a relationship, and 59.6% have children.

In these difficult times, which are very unpredictable and bring with them insecurity, there is a large number 
of those who had the courage to spend their vacations somewhere other than at home, as many as 69.2% of 
respondents traveled somewhere during the pandemic.(Table 1)

Table 1. Results to the question number 6 of the conducted research

Did you travel anywhere during the Covid-19 pandemic?

Yes 69.2 %

No 30.8 %

Source: Authors’ analysis

During the pandemic, a large number of countries introduced mandatory tests for coronavirus when entering 
the country. Now this testing has become a daily occurrence not only for entering certain countries but also 
when staying in certain hotels; when visiting various events, 49% of respondents had to be tested during their 
travels, and as many as 34.6% of them stayed in hotels that required a mandatory negative test during their stay 
in the same.At the beginning of 2021, scientists discovered vaccines against the Covid-19, a large number of 
people in our country used this protection option, so in some situations instead of a negative test for the coro-
navirus, it is enough to have a certificate of vaccination for visiting certain destinations. Although this practice 
has not yet been fully implemented in hotels, the respondents had the opportunity to encounter this, 33.7% 
of respondents during their stay had to show a certificate of vaccination to be able to stay in a particular hotel.

As a way to relax after a difficult year caused by the pandemic itself, a large number of people found visiting 
spa and wellness hotels; a large number of respondents visited this type of hotel, 56.7% of them found their 
peace right there, as they thought it was almost completely safe to visit them (75%). Spa and wellness hotels 
offer a variety of services, in addition to accommodation and food services, guests have at their disposal the 
services of a wellness center, such as swimming pools, saunas, various types of massages, gyms, salt rooms. All 
these services in non-pandemic conditions are the reason why guests visit this type of hotel. We tried to explore 
people’s attitudes about using these services during the pandemic, to what extent, and in what conditions they 
feel completely safe to use them.(Table 2)

Table 2. Results to the question number 10 of the conducted research

Do you think it is safe to visit the Spa & Wellness Center in hotels?

Yes 75 %

No 25 %

Source: Authors’ analysis

Pool visit is probably the most visited service of Spa and Wellness hotels, depending on the size of the pool 
and its capacity hotel guests could use these services in a certain number, yet a large number of respondents 
felt completely safe to use it even though there are strangers(Highly-35.6%, Very Good- 15.4%, Good- 26%, 
Not at all – 16.3%).(Table 3)
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Table 3. Results to the question number 13 of the conducted research

Do you think that the obligatory reservation of using a sauna would be a safe option when using it?

Completely safe 44.6 %

Safe enough 26 %

Safe 18.3%

Not safe enough 1.9 %

Not safe 9.6%

Source: Authors’ analysis

This also applied to the visit to the spa center during the stay at the hotel, although saunas are provided for 
a small number of people, this number still had to be revised in accordance with the protection and prevention 
measures of COVID-19, most respondents thought it was completely safe to use this type of service in the 
company of an unknown person, 61.5% of them, but, still, 44.2% believe that the reservation of this service 
would further improve the security of its use.

The service that is most used when visiting a spa and wellness hotel, apart from the spa center, is definitely 
the swimming pool. In most of these hotels, the space where the pool is located is a large space intended for 
a larger number of people, however, during such extraordinary circumstances, it is necessary to take into 
account the number of people who use this space, as well as whether they are completely safe. A large number 
of respondents; however, believe that it is completely safe to use the pools, although before that the hotel did 
not conduct additional tests on COVID-19 or ask for a vaccination certificate. 35.6% of them think that it is 
completely safe, 15.4% think that it is safe enough, 26% of respondents think that it is safe, 6.7% think that it 
is not safe enough, while 1.3% of them think that this way of using services is totally unsafe.(Table 4)

Table 4. Results to the question number 14 of the conducted research

Do you think it is safe to swim in the same pools with other hotel guests, if the hotel has not conducted mandatory 
testing or asked for a negative test upon arrival at the hotel or a vaccination certificate?

Completely safe 35.6 %

Safe enough 15.4 %

Safe 26 %

Not safe enough 6.7 %

Not safe 16.3 %

Source: Authors’ analysis

In addition to the sauna and pool service, spa and wellness hotels have many other services that complement 
their facilities, respondents are of the opinion that they would use other services besides these, 88 respondents 
would use other services, while 16 would not use other services that hotels have in their offer.(Table 5)

Table 5. Results to the question number 16 of the conducted research

What additional services of Spa & Wellness centers would you use?

Massages 51.6 %

Jacuzzi 16.3 %

Salt rooms 15.4 %

Gym 16.3 %

Source: Authors’ analysis
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In the hotel rooms, hotel guests have at their disposal personal hygiene products that they receive when 
using the accommodation services, mainly towels, bathrobes, disposable slippers, disposable toothbrushes. 
Under normal, non-pandemic conditions, guests are happy to use this type of product when staying in hotels 
because it makes them feel at home, they feel relaxed, but it also allows them to pack easily without carry-
ing a large number of things that are heavy and bulky.(Table 6) However, we can conclude that most of the 
respondents have nothing against the use of personal hygiene products that they receive for use during their 
stay in the hotel. 82.7% of them think that it is completely safe to use these things, while only 17.3% consider 
this use unsafe and are not ready for something like this.

Table 6. Results to the question number 17 of the conducted research

During your stay at the hotel, would you use the personal hygiene products that the hotel gives to  
its guests for use (towels / bathrobes)?

Yes 75 %

No 25 %

Source: Authors’ analysis

During the last year and a half, during the pandemic caused by Covid-19, people were forced to pay more 
attention to safety. In order to primarily preserve their health, but also the health of their loved ones, they 
had to worry more about safety and not take unnecessary risks.Hotels had to comply with a large number of 
health and safety measures in order to be allowed to have guests, and that they can use all the services that spa 
and wellness hotels have to offer.However, those who decided to travel and visit this type of hotel during this 
period believe that the conditions in terms of safety and health have been largely met. (Table 7)Most of the 
respondents felt completely safe during their stay in these hotels, as well as using their services, believing that 
all the necessary measures to preserve the health and ensure the safe stay of guests were respected.(Table 8)

Table 7. Results to the question number 18 of the conducted research

How safe did you feel during your stay at the hotel during the pandemic?

Completely safe 48.1 %

Safe enough 23.1 %

Safe 19.2 %

Not safe enough 2.9 %

Not safe 6.7 %

Source: Authors’ analysis

Table 8. Results to the question number 20 of the conducted research

To what extent are you satisfied with the service of the hotel staff, in terms of safety and security, during your stay?

Completely safe 51 %

Safe enough 21.2 %

Safe 20.2 %

Not safe enough 1.9 %

Not safe 5.8 %

Source: Authors’ analysis
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DISCUSION

The research we conducted led us to the results we did not fully expect. The troubles caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic have led to great fear among people, and in the past year and a half, we have had to adhere to limita-
tions that most people have almost never encountered.

The assumptions we had before the research were that people are still in great fear for their health and 
that they do not get involved so easily and decide to travel. However, the results were completely different. 
A large number of young people think that their immune system is stronger and they can pass COVID-19 
disease with mild symptoms and recover faster, they felt free and safe enough to be able to travel without fear 
of endangering people from their close environment. The invention of the vaccine has greatly helped young 
people to move more freely and regain the need to travel as before the pandemic. Most of the respondents felt 
completely free to visit spa and wellness hotels and use the services they offer for relaxation and refreshment. 
The hotels they visited fully complied with the protection measures in place at the time to make guests feel as 
safe and secure as possible during their stay.Hotel guests were willing to fully enjoy the services provided, as 
long as the measures were complied with, and according to their responses, all measures were fully complied 
to provide the safest way to visit.

However, the research itself had some limitations that were not possible to overcome at this time. Primarily, 
it would be ideal if the conducted survey was filled out by a larger number of respondents, in order to have an 
insight into a larger group of people spread over a wider area. It would be ideal if some of the spa and wellness 
hotels could be involved in the survey, so as to gather the necessary data in the best possible way and give us a 
better picture of young people’s current attitudes about visiting spa and wellness hotels during the Covid-19 
pandemic.

CONCLUSION

The news that the virus was transmitted from China to Italy in February 2021 brought significant concern 
to the entire tourism sector, which turned out to be completely justified. As the virus spread extremely fast 
all over the world and across the economies of European countries that have traditionally relied on tourism, 
extremely negative indicators were recorded on tourism.In the following months, tourism in the whole world 
almost completely disappeared, it was almost impossible to travel anywhere outside their city as restrictions on 
movement were in force everywhere.People lived for months in fear of an unusual new virus for which there 
was not a cure, and a large number of people finally lost the battle with this serious disease.

Most people did not have the opportunity to travel for a long period of time, as travelling was forbidden or 
they had to go through certain types of quarantine or testing to be free to move around. When security measures 
were eased a bit, and the epidemic itself was somehow brought under control by the discovery of vaccine in 
January 2021, people dared and were ready to travel and get out of their comfort zone.

Although traveling was not completely safe, but by taking certain safety measures and taking certain steps, 
people felt free enough to engage in something like this.Although spa and wellness tourism has experienced a 
real expansion in recent years, as people have increasingly looked for an escape from everyday life, the stress 
they have experienced in the past few months has been enormous, and many people have sought solace in 
such hotels.What these hotels have to offer to their guests is peace, quiet, relaxation, a way to get away from 
the hectic life of living in cities, to enjoy nature, fresh air, to recover from the accumulated stress and rest from 
all the stresses they have experienced lately.



94
Conference papers

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

REFERENCES 

Bošković, N., Despotović D., Ristić L. (2020).NegativanuticajpandemijeCOVID-19 nameđunarodniturizam, 
ECOLOGICA, Vol. 28, No 102 (2021), 271-276, Retrieved on June 18, 2020, from https://doi.
org/10.18485/ecologica.2021.28.102.19

European Council. (2020). Joint European Roadmap towards lifting COVID-19 containment measures. Fan, Y. 
Y., Jamison, D. T., &Summers, L. H. (2018). Pandemic risk: how large are the expected losses? Bulletin 
of the World Health Organization, 96(2), 129–134

Foundation Bılbilis. (2020). Project Inhalational and hydroponic therapies with sulphurous mineral-medicinal 
waters and respiratory physiotherapeutic intervention against the coronavirus Covid19. Reference 
2020/0345. Retrieved 17 August 2021 from : www.fundacionbilbilis.es/pdf/proy-covid19- bilbilis-isci-
ii-2020.pdf 

FreireMagarinos A. (2020).Utilidadespreventivas y terapeuticas de la terapiatermalrespiratoria, riesgos y 
beneficios. Webinar – Termatalia. Retrieved 17 August 2021 from https://galatermal.es/ webinar-utili-
dades-preventivas-y-terapeuticas-de-la-terapia-termal-respiratoria-riesgos-y-beneficios/ 

IATA. (2020). Restarting aviation following COVID-19 - Medical evidence for various strategies being discussed 
at 09 June 2020 IATA Medical Advisory Group. Retrieved on June 18, 2020, from IATA web site www.
iata.org

Jović Bogdanović A., Pajić S., Janković M. (2020). UTICAJ PANDEMIJE COVID -19 NA TURIZAM U 
EVROPI, Volumen 2 , 247-260

Luković, S., Stojković, D.(2020).Covid-19 pandemic and global tourism – Hotel and Tourism Management, 
Vol. 8, No. 2, 79-88,Retrieved on June 18, 2020, from https://scindeks.ceon.rs/article.aspx?artid=2620-
02792002079L

Mohan, D. &Lamba, S. M. (2021). HVS Monday Musings: Wellness Tourism Will Flourish in the Post COVID 
era. Retrieved 15 August 2021 from https://www.hospitalitynet.org/opinion/4102574.html.

OECD. (2020). Tourism Policy Responses to the coronavirus (COVID-19). Retrieved on June 17, 2020, from 
OECD web site www.oecd.org/coronavirus

Tran, K. U. W. (2021). WELLNESS TRAVEL MOTIVATION POST COVID-19 Case Vietnam, Bachelor Thesis, 
Lapland University of Applied Sciences, Rovaniemi

United Nations World Tourism Organization. (2020). United Nations World Tourism Organization- World 
Tourism Barometer - May 2020 Special focus on the Impact of COVID-19. Retrieved on July 17 2021 
from https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.The impact of Covid-19

World Health Organization  (2021). Coronavirus disease (COVID-19): Vaccines safety- Retrieved on July 18 
2021 from https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/coronavirus-disease-(covid-19)-vaccines-safety

World Health Organization (2020). Coronavirus disease (COVID-19): Vaccine research and development, 
Retrieved on July 18 2021 from https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/coronavirus-disease-
(covid-19)-vaccine-research-and-development 



95

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM – DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES  

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM – DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES  

95

Aleksa Panić*,
Jovan Popesku,

Singidunum University,  
Belgrade, Serbia

Correspondence: 
Aleksa Panić

e-mail: 
apanic@singidunum.ac.rs

PERSPECTIVES ON RURAL WELLBEING TOURISM IN THE 
REGION OF WESTERN SERBIA: TOURISTS’ MOTIVATIONS 
AND EXPECTATIONS 

CONFERENCE PAPERS

Abstract: 
In an era of increasing urbanization with people’s lives becoming faster and 
more stressful, there is a growing desire for relaxation and «escape» from 
their regular lifestyle, as well as a need for clarity of mind. The purpose of 
this study was to look into the potential of applying the idea of rest in a rural 
setting, which is driven by the development of harmony, well-being, and the 
prevention of different health issues that may arise as a result of people living 
in a stressful environment. The research focused on identifying key motivations 
for tourists from Serbia to visit rural areas in this country. The rural wellbeing 
tourism concept, which is most commonly used in Scandinavian countries, 
has shown to be a great model for rural tourist destinations to develop and 
utilize their resources for tourists seeking to improve their health. According 
to the findings of the study, there is interest in this concept among Serbian 
tourists, because their present view of vacationing in a rural setting is primarily 
connected to travel driven by the desire to build mental well-being, calm down 
and recuperate from everyday routines. As an example of a tourist region in 
which it would be possible to implement such a concept, the region of Western 
Serbia was proposed, which with its physical and geographical characteristics, 
but also anthropogenic resources, as well as the existing tourist tradition, has 
the opportunity to implement such a concept and thus further strengthen the 
tourist offer of this region.

Keywords: 
wellbeing tourism, rural tourism, tourist motivation, health, Western Serbia.

INTRODUCTION

Serbia has grown in reputation and popularity as a tourist destination 
in recent years. There are many attractions, but landscape and natural 
phenomena play a significant part in the whole experience. Bearing in 
mind that most of the territory that Serbia occupies is rural, the potentials 
for the development of these parts of the country are significant. Tourism 
is a type of activity that has the potential to change the social, economic, 
environmental, demographic and physiognomic structure of rural regions. 
Rural tourism development is undoubtedly one of the areas that may help 
to ensure the country’s rural areas’ long-term sustainability and strength. 
Rural regions, in addition to their physio-geographical qualities, offer 
potential for the development of many types of tourism due to favorable 
natural and anthropogenic resources. Furthermore, integrating multiple 
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tourist activities is quite simple, allowing more tourists to be reached. Within the region of Western Serbia, the 
development of rural areas is most commonly connected with rural tourism. Rural tourism is a wide term that 
encompasses not only a holiday in the countryside, but also a variety of additional rural tourist activities.  The Master 
Plan for Sustainable Development of Rural Tourism in Serbia (2011, p. 87) identified Western Serbia, along with 
Central Serbia and other regions, as an area where rural tourism development should be encouraged and imple-
mented. This region provides substantial resources for the development of various types of tourism that take place 
in a rural setting.

Thermo-mineral springs are one of Western Serbia’s most distinguishing features. Numerous spa resorts in this 
region primarily serve as health resorts and centers for illness recovery. In this sense, the majority of spa visitors are 
domestic medical tourists who utilize thermal mineral water to treat a health condition. Foreign visitors, despite an 
increase in visits prior to the pandemic, do not arrive in similar proportions to domestic tourists, which might be 
due to a variety of factors ranging from accessibility and content to spa center amenities. Modern types of business 
across many industries, on the other hand, and a very active lifestyle, as a result, produce growing levels of stress 
and psychophysical exhaustion; and modern tourists are more concerned about taking preventative measures to 
protect their own health. In this sense, wellness facilities as a major reason for travel or as complementary activities 
during a stay at a tourist location are becoming a more essential part of the tourist offer. Wellness tourism increa-
singly encompasses a diverse spectrum of tourist motivations and benefits of tourism products. These motives attract 
tourists seeking a break from their daily routines and who understand the importance of spending their vacations 
in quiet environments for their own health and fitness. 

When we discuss such motivations for travel, we must consider the features of rural regions, which are 
increasingly seen as shelters from the hectic and stressful life in cities. The desire for relaxation in a quiet or natural 
setting, as well as a reduction in the impact of stress on overall human health, has prompted new paths in tourism 
product development. Rural wellbeing tourism is a new type of tourism associated to the Scandinavian nations that 
combines activities that may be done in rural areas with holistic activities that have a positive influence on mental 
wellness (Tervo-Kankare & Tuohino, 2016, Aluculesei & Avram, 2020). Specifically, this concept may be related 
to the region of Western Serbia’s potential for developing and enhancing its tourism offer. In this perspective, this 
concept may be particularly essential for the post-COVID revival of tourism in this region. The tourism region of 
Western Serbia, as well as the entire nation, now faces a new problem as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
country’s lockdown during the pandemic in 2020, as well as all following restrictions, resulted in a historic drop in 
tourism flows. Furthermore, foreign visitors are still hesitant to return in larger numbers. The tourism downturn, on 
the other hand, may provide an opportunity for this region to rebuild its tourism strategy and focus on sustainable 
development and new models that will support in the attempt to increase its attractiveness. The rural environment 
of Western Serbia may be used as the required infrastructure for tourist activities that have a strong influence on the 
visitors’ health and the implementation of the new model is an opportunity for this region to enhance its position 
on the tourism market.

LITERATURE REVIEW

To further comprehend the concept of wellbeing tourism, it is necessary to first define the term “wellbeing.” 
Wellbeing is defined by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2017) as “what is non-instrumentally or 
ultimately good for a person” and “how well a person’s life is going for that person.” Even though they agree 
and use the same definition, Smith and Puczkó (2008, p. 41) notice that it is important to distinguish between 
what is good for a person and what appears to be good for a person. Moreover, well-being is a wide notion that 
encompasses a high level of pleasant feelings and moods, a low level of unpleasant emotions and moods, and a 
high degree of life satisfaction. (Diener et al., 2002, p.187) Some authors, including Zou et al. (2013) go further 
with this definition saying that it refers to a person’s actual and ideal lives being synchronized. Well-being in 
achieving an individual’s personal requirements is mainly decided by the degree of congruence, or fit, between 
needs and community resources (Carp, 1988). Some writers, such as Larson (1993), Keyes (1998), and Keyes & 
Shapiro (2019), take a sociological approach to the word “well-being,” highlighting that it may also be defined 
as an individual’s self-declaration of the quality of his or her relationships with others.
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People are increasingly looking for rest and relaxation in rural regions in a period of heightened stress and 
tension generated by ordinary corporate and private pressures and obstacles, particularly in urban regions. 
Such visitors utilize the opportunity to relieve tension and stress that has built up over time while being 
surrounded by natural beauty and relaxing in a healthy atmosphere. Because of the opportunities and impacts 
that staying in such regions provides a relatively new approach in the wellness business has emerged: rural 
wellbeing tourism. The term “rural wellbeing tourism” refers to a combination of wellness and rural tourism 
that focuses on the effects on tourists’ well-being. (Avram, 2020, p. 282) Sheldon and Bushell (2009) see rural 
wellbeing tourism as a link to wellness and health tourism. Other authors, such as Hjalager et al. (2016) define 
rural wellbeing tourism as a type of rural tourism that actively engages with local nature and community 
resources. According to Pesonen & Tuohino (2016), there are fourteen main dimensions of activities that 
visitors might engage in and establish a market for: slow living, workouts, alternative medicine, indigenous 
lifestyle, wilderness, recreational sports, meditation, eco-village, sporting activities, educating about the 
environment, activities such as hiking, exhibitions, and sleeping. Above all, these actions are connected to the 
proposed rules of social distance, which are essential in the current environment of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and would allow tourism operations in the region of western Serbia to continue uninterrupted. 

Tourism is an important source of revenue for local residents in many rural places across the world. Depending 
on the characteristics of the rural area, it is possible to offer different tourist products. Rural tourism integrates 
many types of tourism and so provides a chance for many elements of the local community to participate in the 
development of tourism. It is a comprehensive concept that encompasses not just holidays within rural house-
holds, but also all other rural activities. Wellbeing tourism, which has begun to gain traction in rural regions, is 
one type of tourism that might be pushed further in these places, especially in light of the fact that the growth of 
this concept has already begun in the Baltic Sea countries, i.e. in Nordic countries. (Tervo-Kankare & Tuohino, 
2016) Tourism businesses may use well-being tourism products to set themselves apart from the competition and 
expand into new markets. Wellbeing tourism, according to Pesonen et al. (2011), is a type of wellness tourism 
that emphasizes emotional motives rather than luxury spas and wellness centers. Wellbeing tourism includes 
modest recreational facilities for skiers, trekkers, and even couples with kids in Alpine regions (Smith & Puczko, 
2009), as well as tourism products, services, and experiences related to enjoying nature (natural resources and 
surroundings) and culture (both tangible and intangible cultural elements), whereas still benefiting the tourists’ 
well-being (Medina-Muñoz & Medina-Muñoz, 2012). Key motivations for experiencing this form of tourism 
may be found in such activities. Relaxation, retreat, pampering, physical exercise, avoiding burnout, and mental 
wellbeing appear to be the key motivational push elements in the wellbeing and wellness tourism market. 
(Hjalager et al., 2016; Pesonen & Touhino, 2016). According to Smith and Puczkó (2009), demand for wellbeing  
tourism products is growing across the fields of body, relaxation, health, and mind. The raising demand for 
wellbeing tourism arises from the fact that today’s tourists want to feel better, reduce the effects of aging, manage 
their stress, and avoid age-related disorders (Kandampully 2014; Tervo-Kankare & Tuohino, 2016). 

Motivation and involvement are important factors in determining travelers’ destination decisions in the tourism 
industry (Kim et al. 2017). Motivations, according to Backman et al. (1995), are linked to people’s basic require-
ments for engaging in various activities, establishing preferences, and anticipating satisfaction. Therefore, we 
can say that travel motivation represents a set of needs that push a person to engage in a tourism-related activity. 
Crompton’s (1979) nine motivation segments were categorized by Goeldner and Ritchie (2003), who created a 
motivation typology in which they found four primary motivation groups:

 ◆ physical, for example, relaxation;
 ◆ cultural, such as traveling to new places;
 ◆ interpersonal, such as interacting with others and meeting new people;
 ◆ prestige, for example self-esteem and self-actualization

Tourists’ needs and interests are also connected to their motivations for participating in activities related 
to wellbeing concept, buying such products and services, and enjoying a wellbeing holiday. Tourist motivation 
has long been seen as a critical aspect in the development of tourist destinations. Many authors, including Park 
& Yoon (2009) explain that tourist motives are personal qualities that impact a person’s travel decisions, and 
the implications of these motivational influences on an individual are known as push factors. Leiper (1990) 
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points out that it is simpler for a destination to modify its tourism attributes than it is for tourists to adjust 
their motives, thus they are more beneficial than push-factors. According to Mak et al. (2009), five motivational 
components among Hong Kong spa visitors were identified: friendship and kinship, health and beauty, self-
reward and indulgence, relaxation and relief, and escape. Many rural visitors are driven by the same motives as 
wellness tourists, according to various researches on rural tourism: relaxation, escape from hectic work, peace 
and quiet, sports, and healthy food. Pesonen and Komppula (2010) looked at segmenting rural tourists depending  
on their motivations. They found four types of rural tourism, one of which is driven primarily by the same 
reasons as wellness tourists. They named this segment the Wellbeing segment because tourists in this segment 
were driven by a stress-free holiday, an escape from a stressful life, recreation, physical rest, and relaxation. 
When compared to other segments, this one placed a higher priority on privacy, a peaceful environment, 
and spending time outside in nature. (Pesonen et al., 2011) The key motivating element among rural tourists 
is relaxation, which reflected an essential emotional aspect. Aspects such as feeling refreshed, escaping from  
stressful work, relaxing away from the routine, not being rushed, being physically active, and feeling at home 
away from home were all included in the relaxation factor. (Park & Yoon, 2009) Furthermore, this approach 
appeals to visitors who are less concerned with luxury during their stay at a tourist destination. According to 
Aluculesei and Avram (2020) the desire for travelers to rest, with an emphasis on comfort rather than luxury 
and expensive aspects, is the driving force behind rural wellbeing tourism. One of the primary motivations, 
for example, is stress reduction. Fitness and exercise, according to Smith and Puczko (2009, pp.262-263), play 
a significant part in wellbeing and wellness. Same authors (2009) also point out that trends and motivations 
for participating in health and wellness activities vary widely, and that these trends are closely tied to leisure 
routines.

METHODOLOGY

Based on the research of current literature in the field of wellbeing and rural tourism, as well as the 
importance of motivating tourists in the process of making a decision to travel to a destination, a theoretical 
framework was created. The goal of this empirical study was to see if a distinct group of tourists interested in 
rural wellbeing tourism in Western Serbia can be identified. The potential of developing the concept of rural 
wellbeing tourism in this region has been revealed thanks to the data and insights obtained from this research. 
An online questionnaire was used to carry out the research study. The research was conducted in the form of 
a questionnaire, where the main focus was to explore two main research questions:

1. What is the socio-demographic profile of tourists involved in rural tourism?
2. Does there exist a section of rural tourism visitors who rely primarily on wellbeing tourism-related 

motivational factors?

The questionnaire was developed using existing literature and prior research, such as Park and Yoon (2009), 
Konu and Laukkanen (2010), and Pesonen and Komppula (2010). Various questions about travel motivation 
were asked. Based on the answers to these questions, it was determined to what degree tourists visiting Western 
Serbia for rural tourism would be compatible with tourists interested in engaging in wellbeing tourism activities.

The respondents were given a Likert-type scale to use in expressing the relevance of each of the 29 general 
travel motivating phrases in respect to trips they had taken to rural regions (from 1: not at all important to 5: 
extremely important). The respondents were asked to rate how essential the claims are to them when consid-
ering and planning a vacation in a rural setting. In addition, respondents were asked to answer questions on 
their demographic background.

During the research phase, focus was placed on motivations commonly associated with wellness tourism, 
such as time spent with family, isolation from other people and worry-free time, a break from everyday life, 
being rejuvenated and cared for, resting away from the routine way of living in a natural setting, having access 
to physical relaxation, enhancing health and participating in a range of activities. Tourists who are motivated 
by these factors might be prospective customers for a wellbeing tourism offering.
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The questions were separated into two groups. The first category included demographic information as 
well as information on how frequently respondents visit rural destinations throughout the year. All respondents 
who said they do not visit any rural places during the year, which accounted for just 15.8% of the total, were 
excluded from the survey. This information also indicates that there is a sizable contingent of tourists within 
Serbia who prefer to spend their leisure time, i.e. holiday, in rural regions. This will undoubtedly help the devel-
opment of a variety of tourism offerings in these areas. The second section of the survey focused on gathering 
information and determining different types of visitor motivations for staying in rural regions. The goal was 
to draw conclusions and look into the potential for incorporating the rural wellbeing concept into Western 
Serbia’s tourism offer based on these responses.

RESULTS

Number of respondents who participated in this research was 114. First, the demographic structure of the 
respondents was analyzed (Table 1). A higher percentage of respondents were women (71.9%), while men 
made up 28.1% of the total respondents. The largest number of respondents were middle-aged people, aged 
25-34 (36.8%), while the smallest number of respondents were the oldest population, older than 65 (0.9%), 
which is expected given the method of data collection. Certainly, for further research on this topic, it would be 
good to take into account a higher percentage of the oldest population and thus arrive at a more representative 
sample of this age group. Other age groups were somewhat uniformly present in this study - younger than 
25 (19.3%), 35-44 years (14.9%), 45-54 years (15.8%) and 55 to 64 years old (12.3%). When it comes to the 
educational structure of the respondents, the difference is significantly larger in relation to the age structure. 
Slightly more than half of the respondents (52.6%) have bachelor’s degrees, while the smallest number of 
respondents have PhDs (5.3%); 27.7%, have master’s degrees while 14.9% of surveyed tourists have completed 
secondary education. 

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents

Characteristics Absolute Frequencies Share (%)

Gender

Male 32 28.1

Female 82 71.9

Age

Under 25 years old 22 19.3

25-34 42 36.8

35-44 17 14.9

45-54 18 15.8

55-64 14 12.3

Above 64 years old 1 0.9

Education

High school diploma 17 14.9

University/Bachelor degree 60 52.6

Master degree 31 27.7

PhD 6 5.3

Source: Authors’ analysis
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The analysis of the obtained answers revealed that the largest number of respondents travel to rural 
destinations with a partner (32.5%) and with friends (28.9%). The smallest number of them travel alone (6.1%) 
or with their parents or siblings (8.8%). As a family, 8.8% of respondents travel to rural areas with children of 
different ages, while 14.9% travel with children under 14 years of age (Table 2). The last question in this part 
referred to the frequency of travel to rural destinations during the year. The largest number of respondents 
go to rural areas once a year (35.1%). 26.3% of them travel more than three times a year, while 22.8% travel to 
rural areas two to three times a year. We have already mentioned that 15.8% of respondents do not travel to 
rural areas during the year (on average), so they are excluded from further research.

Table 2. Who you travel with most often

Description Frequency Share (%)

With siblings / parents 10 8,8

With friends 33 28,9

With husband / wife / partner 37 32,5

Alone 7 6,1

Family, with children up to 14 years old 17 14,9

Family, with children of different ages 10 8,8

Total 114 100,0

Source: Authors’ analysis

The second set of questions focused on numerous motivational elements for tourists visiting rural areas. 
On the basis of literature, the motivational elements indicated in the questionnaire were defined. We did not 
include motivating components of wellbeing tourism in the questionnaire since we did not want to influence 
the results. The questions focused on the factors that influence visitors’ preferences and motives to visit rural 
regions. The extent to which there are coincidences with the motivating components of the wellbeing tourism 
nature was only evaluated after the findings were collected. In this part of the questionnaire, 96 respondents 
took part, i.e. all those who stated that they travel to rural areas at least once a year on average. According to 
the commonality of these motives, a total of 29 motivations were grouped into seven distinct clusters (Table 3).

Table 3. Motivational research segments

Personal development

Health and physical activity

Relaxing and change of the environment

Isolation and nostalgia

Being in the natural environment

Autonomy during the stay

Social status

Source: Authors’ analysis

To begin, the personal relationship between tourists and rural places was investigated. This may have an 
impact on other reasons why people choose to travel outside of urban centers. The majority of the time, 
according to the research, travelers form personal bonds with rural places through visits to friends or family 
members (58.3%). A small percentage of respondents (16.7%) have no personal connection to rural areas, 
while 20.8% were born and raised in rural areas during their adolescence and thus experienced the benefits of 
living in such a setting.

Most responders travel for personal improvement and progress because of the unique experiences they will 
have in such an atmosphere, as well as the opportunity to discover new things and stay and learn about diverse 
cultures. People travel from urban to rural areas for a variety of reasons, including improved health and physi-
cal exercise. According to the findings of the study, visitors are somewhat motivated to participate in various 
physical activities during their visit to the location in order to improve their overall health and well-being.  
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Rural tourism locations are chosen by the lowest percentage of respondents who want to improve their physical 
condition. It is believed that tourists who come for such purposes are predominantly professional or semi-
professional athletes. In addition, the majority of the respondents replied negatively to a set of questions about 
the incentive to travel owing to nostalgia and loneliness. As a result, they still regard visits to rural areas as a 
journey during which they will be immersed in society and in changed surroundings, rather than a sensation 
of isolation from others or a desire to visit that place or a specific section of that destination because they 
haven’t seen it for a while. They share a similar attitude toward autonomy while staying in a rural setting, with 
the intention of somehow having some exciting experiences. Although an adventurous experience may also 
imply more quiet and more pleasant activities, this might be connected to some type of adrenaline vacation 
in nature. The responders, on the other hand, were quite explicit about their motivations for obtaining inner 
peace and harmony. Traveling to rural regions is primarily connected with people’s wants and motivations to 
alter their living environment, as well as their daily routines, as along with the relief of accumulated stress from 
their daily activities in the place where they live. Using SPSS data analysis software, a high degree of correlation 
was found between the motives of tourists to stay in rural areas due to the natural environment and the desire 
to relax in such a surrounding; they reduce the level of accumulated stress and establish inner harmony and 
peace (Table 4). The code list for Table 4 is attached in a separate table (Appendix 1) in appendix to this paper.

Table 4. Correlation

B C D E F G H

A ,661** ,561** ,367** ,337** ,342** ,498** ,539**

B  ,617** ,577** ,594** ,501** ,622** ,517**

C ,617**  ,617** ,598** ,528** ,598** ,507**

D ,577** ,617**  ,786** ,862** ,731** ,596**

E ,594** ,598** ,786**  ,750** ,686** ,545**

F ,501** ,528** ,862** ,750**  ,626** ,522**

G ,622** ,598** ,731** ,686** ,626**  ,707**

H ,517** ,507** ,596** ,545** ,522** ,707**  

Source: Authors’ analysis

The findings of the study reveal a significant relation between tourists traveling to rural regions for the 
reduction of accumulated stress and mental rest, and those who find motivation to visit such an environment 
because their stay in nature and such surroundings soothe and relax them. As a result of this fact, we may argue 
that tourists see the rural and natural environments in which tourist activities are carried out as appropriate 
surrounding that will improve their psychophysical health and general well-being. This is supported by another 
data obtained from the research, which tells us that there is a strong correlation between tourists who find 
motivation to go to rural areas in order to rest and relax and between those who go there primarily because of 
the need to find and establish internal peace, harmony and reduction of stress that they bring with them to the 
destination, which was caused by a hectic lifestyle in everyday environment. When it comes to tourists who 
travel to rural areas for the purpose of improving their physical condition, there was a moderate correlation 
between those who travel to such an environment for the positive feeling of being in a natural setting and those 
who travel to enjoy local healthy food. Tourists who visit rural places are more likely to associate them with an 
atmosphere in which they may achieve inner harmony, tranquility, and relaxation from their daily routines. 



102
Conference papers

SITCON 2021 
SPA&WELLNESS TOURISM - DEVELOPMENT, PERSPECTIVES, AND EXPERIENCES

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings suggest that there is a distinct section of rural wellbeing segment among Serbian rural tourists. 
They place a considerably higher importance on relaxing away from the ordinary, escaping from a stressful 
routine, enjoying peaceful and worry-free vacations, being rejuvenated, and having a chance for physical and 
mental relaxation than the other motivational elements. The wellbeing tourism segment, in comparison to 
other segments, values the opportunity to stay in a natural setting that relaxes and unwinds visitors. Tour-
ists recognize that their stay in a rural environment calms and refreshes them, but many also regard it as an 
excellent opportunity to escape from their routines and become more physically active. When comparing the 
motivations of tourists who answered questions about their decisions to spend their vacation in a rural des-
tination with the motivations of rural wellbeing tourists collected from the literature, one can see a common 
thread and conclude that there is a segment of rural tourism visitors who are primarily motivated by wellbeing 
tourism-related motivational factors.

The high number of female respondents (71.9%) and low proportion of respondents in the 65+ age group 
(0.9%) are two main limitations of this study. In future research, it would be beneficial to seek out the perspec-
tives of demographic groups that were underrepresented in this study. This would provide a more accurate 
picture of travelers’ perceptions of the rural environment as a well-being destination. Furthermore, the target 
market for this tourism product would be more clearly defined, allowing for more effective access to that mar-
ket. This study can define rural tourists as those between the ages of 25 and 34 who have a bachelor’s degree 
and go to rural places once a year, generally with their partner.

In Serbia, rural well-being tourism has a lot of potential for expansion. To begin with, the Western Serbia 
region possesses the most significant qualities that encourage the growth of this form of tourism. First and 
foremost, Serbian tourists have a long history of visiting and staying in this region. Statistics over the years 
speak in favor of the fact that this is the most popular tourist region among domestic tourists. Furthermore, 
the physio-geographical qualities of this region allow for the development of a variety of tourism activities. 
Western Serbia is mostly a rural region, therefore tourists prefer to stay and participate in activities in a natural 
setting. This is where the inspiration for this study comes from: to better understand the reasons why tourists 
visit rural regions and to see if there are opportunities for the development of the concept of rural wellbeing 
tourism. According to the findings of the study, most tourists come to rural regions in order to obtain quiet 
and respite from their daily lives and activities. Returning to the above-mentioned literature, we may infer 
that tourists visiting rural regions would be interested in engaging in this concept from the standpoint of 
tourist demand. After all, the idea of staying in a rural setting, the activities and experiences people wish to 
have are already quite similar to the core notion of rural wellbeing tourism. It has long been recognized that 
people who live in urban areas, i.e., cities and towns, live rapidly, with a great deal of stress and issues that 
they must deal with on a daily basis, and that all of this contributes to the degeneration and deterioration of 
their physical and mental health. Tourists know that leaving such an environment and changing it is not only 
useful for improving their general health condition, but also as a method of preventing various sorts of health 
issues. Furthermore, the concept of rural wellbeing tourism may be important in the post-COVID future. The 
pandemic that paralyzed the whole world at the beginning of 2020 brought with it dozens of new changes in 
society, most notably increased distance and isolation between individuals. From a tourist standpoint, this 
means that people prefer to visit locations that are less impacted by mass tourism, which rural destinations 
provide. Furthermore, several studies show that during the pandemic, people have rapidly developed psycho-
logical problems such as depression and anxiety. Rural wellbeing tourism is a notion that has the potential to 
help people achieve a new sense of balance in their lives, as well as inner harmony and stability.

The findings of this study back up Park and Yoon (2009), Konu and Laukkanen (2010), and Pesonen and 
Komppula (2010) research results by proving that rural visitors are a diversified target population with a variety 
of motives, demands, and desires. They seek tranquility, as well as the opportunity to spend time outdoors in 
nature. Additionally, the issue of tourist comfort throughout their stay at the destination is brought up. Well-
ness travelers, on the whole, prefer a little more luxury during their stay at a location, but it’s apparent that 
rural wellbeing tourism has a distinct idea, and hence a different degree of luxury and comfort. The results of 
the research, after all, confirmed this thesis, because the largest number of respondents pointed out that they 
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do not see it as the primary motivation for living in a rural area. Be that as it may, it’s reasonable to believe 
that tourists looking to enjoy in luxury are distinct from those who are motivated to spend a peaceful vacation 
in the countryside. Rural destinations have the potential to expand existing potential of wellbeing services, 
giving them the ability to more effectively target the wellbeing tourism market with advertising strategies and 
communication towards tourists that, for example, guarantee that their vacation will be spent in a stress-free 
environment with the sounds of nature. This is clearly something that, among other things, motivates travelers 
who have previously visited rural tourism areas. Tourists seeking relaxation, serenity, and a change from their 
hectic daily lives and environments can find it in a rural setting, where nature, a healthy atmosphere, and a 
much slower pace of life play a prominent part. This can undoubtedly be realized as a concept that would add 
additional value to the tourism offer in Western Serbia. In this study, the scope of research encompassed only 
rural tourists from Serbia. However, the region of Western Serbia, as well as the other regions in the country, 
is also popular among foreign tourists. Therefore, it would be beneficial for the rural tourism demand in this 
region to conduct a further research in order to realize if a wellbeing segment can be discovered among 
international rural visitors, what interest they have in choosing and visiting Western Serbia, and whether there 
are any different motivational distinctions from the wellbeing segment among Serbian tourists. Furthermore, 
future survey directions may include a higher number of respondents, with a focus on demographic categories 
that were underrepresented in this study. Within that approach, a better image of the primary reasons why 
tourists travel to Serbia’s rural areas might be achieved.
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APPENDIX

Appendix 1. Codebook for Table 4

A

I travel to get in better physical shape

B

I travel to improve my general health and well-being

C

I travel for a healthy diet in rural households

D

I travel for mental rest and reduction of accumulated 
stress

E

I travel to achieve inner harmony / peace

F

I travel to rest and relax

G

I travel because being in nature makes me calm and 
relaxed

H

I travel because I enjoy staying in natural settings
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SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW OF HEALTH TOURISM 
INNOVATION

Abstract: 
Innovation is considered as one of the most important aspects for businesses and 
this importance is prominently present for both establishing and expanding effective 
& successful health tourism businesses. Innovation concept allows  health tourism 
establishments to improve themselves and provide differential advantage while 
competing in marketplace for attracting new customers. Based on this impor-
tance of innovation within the context of health tourism establishments, the aim 
of this study is to reveal the gaps in the literature of innovation in health tourism 
entrepreneurship field. Furthermore, this paper aims to examine the whole field 
in a comprehensive manner by also focusing on the related fields and relevant 
promising areas for research in health tourism innovation. Main significance of this 
study is two-fold. Firstly, this study aims to provide a short review of the literature 
within the topic of health tourism innovation. Secondly, study attempts to reveal 
the prominent research gaps in health tourism innovation. Based on the analysis 
conducted, results of this study remark that a significant research gap exists in the 
innovation studies in spa and wellness tourism field. Furthermore, results showed 
that most of the studies in the field employ qualitative research methods. Most 
common study topics within the field are found as the measurement and determi-
nants of innovativeness, impact on costs, innovation’s relationship with sustainability, 
drivers of innovation, collaboration, aspects of innovation on success, various 
innovation types’ effectiveness on health tourism establishments and successful 
innovation applications.

Keywords: 
bibliometric analysis, health tourism, medical tourism, spa tourism, innovation.

INTRODUCTION

The concept of innovation is a crucial aspect for health tourism 
establishment that aims to expand their operations, improve and gain 
competitive advantage in the market. Innovation in the health tourism 
field includes various aspects of developing new ideas, creative appli-
cations, or improving offerings of heath tourism services in order to 
improve customer satisfaction; maintaining brand loyalty, reducing 
costs, featuring word of mouth and embracing a more efficient mar-
keting and management strategies. Thus, innovation is considered as 
a crucial concept not only for practitioners in the sector but also for 
academics studying the field. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Although the word itself is gaining notoriety especially in the 21st century, the roots of the word “innovation” 
comes from Latin, which can be translated as the introduction of something unique and new. According to 
Szymanska (2015), etymologic root of the innovation comes from “innovatia”, which can be translated as “to 
renew”. Innovation is related to launching and introducing a new idea, product, service, practice or application 
that is marketable, unique and trendy. A new product, providing a unique service can be considered as an 
innovation. Innovations can be introduced in almost every single sector throughout the business environment. 
According to Pırnar (2020), types of innovation within the tourism industry includes product innovations, 
process innovation, marketing innovations, business model innovations, organizational innovation etc. Utilizing 
social media for destination marketing activities to reach masses for example are also considered to be an 
innovative approach (Altın & Pırnar, 2021). Innovation is imperative for organizations and businesses that aim 
to expand their operations, gain competitive advantage and be profitable in the market (Pırnar et al., 2019).

Health tourism is one of the sub-sectors of tourism industry and it is related to a person’s desire to live a 
long, healthy and prosperous life while maintaining their wellness (Szymańska, 2015). Enhancing beauty and 
being fit are also considered to be the main motivational factors for individuals to engage in health tourism. 
Within this context, health tourism can be described as a subset of tourism industry that is characterized by 
high development dynamics. Services provided by health tourism can be provided at various market levels. 
These levels vary from local markets to global markets (Panasiuk, 2018). Like many other sectors, examples of 
innovation in health tourism includes the introduction of cold spas, using robots for cleaning services, utilizing 
digital services such as E-Health or applying total innovation management or co-branding concepts (Pirnar et 
al., 2012; Smith & Puczkó, 2016; Zsarnoczky, 2018).

METHODOLOGY

The aim of this study is to reveal the gaps in the innovation in health tourism and entrepreneurship literature 
by showing the fundamentals of each field in a comprehensive manner. To achieve this purpose, bibliometric 
analysis method is utilized in this study. Articles indexed in four different databases (WoS, Emerald, Scopus, 
EBSCO) between 2000 and 2021 are analyzed by conducting a thorough search with two groups of keywords 
(innovation, innovativeness and innovation management) and health tourism/spa tourism/ wellness tourism 
medical tourism on the databases title, abstract and keyword parts (TITLE-ABS-KEY) in addition to content. 
Thus, the content of the studies is examined in detail, in respect to the author numbers, sample, application 
countries, methodology, results and implications.

RESULTS:

Bibliometric analysis revealed that there are 17 articles in the databases. Among these 17 studies, 7 of them 
are associated with health tourism, 1 one them is associated with spa tourism, 2 of them are associated with 
wellness tourism whereas 7 of the studies are associated with medical tourism. Moreover, results showed that 
50% of the studies are conducted with qualitative research methods, 35% utilized mixed method approaches 
whereas only 15% utilized quantitative research methods. Results indicate that all of the articles were published 
after 2010, which proves that field has gained significant notoriety in 21st century. Based on the publication 
origins of the articles, it is apparent that most of the studies were conducted in Poland, followed by USA, 
Lithuania, Australia and Switzerland. 
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CONCLUSION:

The breakdown of the studies based on the bibliometric analysis indicate that there is a serious research gap 
in the innovation studies in spa and wellness tourism, where the present studies are concentrated on health 
and medical studies.

As for the focus of the articles, the areas researched mostly consists of measurement and determinants of 
innovativeness, impact on costs, innovation’s relationship with sustainability, drivers of innovation, collaboration, 
aspects of innovation on success, various innovation types’ effectiveness on health tourism establishments and 
successful innovation applications.
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ADAPTING THE WELLNESS OFFER IN SLOVENIAN SPAS 
TO THE NEW COVID-19 PANDEMIC CONDITIONS

Abstract: 
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a markedly negative impact on global tourism, 
and on the other hand, has offered new opportunities for researchers to 
analyze the resilience of  tourism industry in such conditions. Recently, a number 
of scientific articles have emerged claiming that the COVID-19 pandemic 
could represent an opportunity for significant changes in tourism. This refers 
to changing practices at several levels, along with the spread of new ethical 
principles. The pandemic has also made people aware of the importance of 
“well-being”. Even without a pandemic, wellness tourism has been one of the 
fastest-growing types of tourism in recent years. Many people see wellness as a 
solution to the mental health crisis caused by the pandemic. In all parts of the 
world, including Slovenia, natural spas have tried to adapt to new conditions 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our analysis confirms that visitors to Slovenian 
spas strongly support  introduction of new/alternative activities and thus  
dispersion of visitors to several locations. They showed the greatest interest in 
visiting nature in the vicinity of spas, which is also expected as a result of the 
closure during the pandemic. The purpose of our article is to give suggestions 
for offering alternative activities in Slovenian natural spas. However, adapting 
the wellness offer in spas should ensure that the basic traditional principles of 
wellness are maintained.

Keywords: 
wellness, offer, Slovenia, spas, COVID-19.

INTRODUCTION

Considering the ability of the virus to spread rapidly (SARS-
CoV-2), governments all over the world were forced to implement 
lockdowns. Tourism cannot operate successfully if it is devoid of the 
mobility of people (Sharma et al., 2021). In terms of the way things 
played out in the past, this industry was always able to recover swiftly 
from all kinds of troubles that it had to face, i.e. pandemics, epidemics,  
disasters, and other predicaments. Local, regional, or national 
governments are assisting in its recovery by trying to attract investors 
by offering them tax breaks, tempting land-use rules, etc. (Brouder, 
2020; Ioannides and Gyimóthy, 2020). Grave problems call for accel-
erated technological changes. Technology is an essential force when it 
comes to making sure there is flexibility inside the industry of tourism.  
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It is able to cope with the problems regarding the pandemic. These problems include ensuring tourists aren’t 
infected with the virus, uncovering the infected and tracing their contact, enabling online education for learners, etc.  
(Hall et al., 2020).  During the course of the pandemic and after it, national tourism comes to the foreground 
since most tourists come from nearby areas (Haywood, 2020). Those who provide tourism service ought to 
alter their unsustainable product offers and thus insist on a new demand. These measures could link, provide 
support , and look after the entire industry of tourism so that everyone benefits from it (Stankov et al., 2020).

METHODOLOGY

The research about adapting the wellness offer in spas and offering alternative activities in Slovenian natural 
spas is a part of a survey “Research on energy, spas and energy tourism” conducted online from 04.05.2021 
to 04.08.2021. There were 130 male (31.60%) and 282 female participants (68.40%) from different Slovenian 
municipalities such as Brežice, Ljubljana, etc. Most participants completed Bachelor studies (56.70%), while 
the smallest percentage  completed primary school (2.00%). The mean age of participants is 54.

Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) and frequencies are used to concisely describe the data 
collected and explain the reasons for offering alternative activities in Slovenian natural spas. Independent 
samples t-test is conducted to determine whether there is a difference in the options guests would support if 
spas needed to make urgent changes to their work to ensure health conditions between males and females.

RESULTS

Most tourists visited spas in 2019 or earlier before a pandemic rarely (45.01%) or several times a year 
(32.59%), while the least tourists visited spas weekly or more (0.67%) (Fig. 1). The primary reason for visiting 
the spa is relaxation, while the least important reason is healthy food. Other reasons for visiting the spa are 
physical activity, mental activities/education and medication or healing.

 
Figure 1. How often did you visit spas in 2019 or earlier, so generally before a pandemic?

Source: Authors’ calculations
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The results show that guests would support the most introduction of new/alternative activities and thus 
dispersion of visitors to several locations if spas needed to make urgent changes to their work to ensure health 
conditions (M = 4.08; SD = 0.83), followed by the time limit for visits with advance booking (M = 3.47; SD = 
1.14) and unchanged implementation of activities, but in compliance with the regulations of wearing a mask, 
maintaining distance, disinfection (M = 3.38; SD = 1.16), while  guests would support the least price increase 
and thus reduction in the number of guests (M = 2.51; SD = 1.07) (Table 1). 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the options guests will support if spas need to make urgent changes to their work 
to ensure health conditions

Variables N M; SD

Price increase and thus reduction in the number of guests. 426 2.51; 1.07

Unchanged implementation of activities, but in compliance with the  
regulations of wearing a mask, maintaining distance, disinfection. 426 3.38; 1.16

Introduction of new/alternative activities and thus dispersion of visitors 
to several locations. 426 4.08; 0.83

The time limit for visits with advance booking. 426 3.47; 1.14

Source: Authors’ calculations

When it comes to the offer of additional activities during the visit to the spa, the tourists would prefer  
Nature: natural parks, sea/river/lake shore, followed by Recreation: hiking, cycling, outdoor relaxation techniques 
(yoga, meditation), forest selfness ..., whereas the option they would prefer the least is  Entertainment: outdoor 
events and animations (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for the type of tourist offer tourists would prefer to visit as additional activities during 
the visit to the spa

Variables Rank

Nature: natural parks, sea / river / lake shore ... 1

Recreation: hiking, cycling, outdoor relaxation techniques (yoga, meditation), forest selfness ... 2

Culture: museum, city, collection ... 3

Events: lectures on healthy living, cooking courses for preparing healthy food ... 4

Industry: a tour of nearby production plants (e.g. power plants, factories). 5

Entertainment: outdoor events and animations 6

Source: Authors’ calculations

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of the paper was to give suggestions for offering alternative activities and adapting the wellness 
offer during the COVID-19 pandemic in Slovenian natural spas. The survey results showed that quests would 
support  introduction of new/alternative activities and thus dispersion of visitors to several locations if spas 
needed to make urgent changes to their work to ensure health conditions. Still, they would not agree with  price 
increase and  reduction in the number of guests. Furthermore, guests would like to visit natural parks, sea/
river/lakeshore, hike, or relax doing yoga or meditating. Therefore, Slovenian natural spas should adapt their 
wellness offer during the COVID-19 pandemic and include more relaxing activities that would help guests 
enjoy spas and help them temporarily forget about the current problems caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and adapt to new living conditions. However, adjusting the wellness offer in spas should ensure that the basic 
traditional principles of wellness are maintained and that guests are satisfied with the new offer.
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WELLNESS TOURISM IN INDIA – IMPACTS OF COVID-19 
AND REBUILDING WELLNESS TOURISM DESTINATION 
IMAGE IN POST CORONA TRAVEL

Abstract: 
The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the tourism industry. 
The pandemic hit the world with such a magnitude that it caused a great fall 
in economic and tourist activity which resulted in economic crisis with effects 
that are still difficult to overcome. Wellness tourism along with other forms 
of tourism was disrupted because of the imposed restrictions on travel by various 
countries to curb the growth of corona virus. While India is recognized as a 
prominent and historical wellness tourism destination in South East Asia for 
offering traditional wellness products that attract people from all over the 
world, the pandemic has not spared it. The present study identifies the impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on wellness tourism in India. It further discusses 
the positive image of India as a wellness tourism destination which will help 
service providers to ameliorate the marketing strategies during the tough time. 
Despite having great uncertainties because of the ongoing pandemic, the world 
has  slowly started moving towards a recovery stage. Wellness tourism is one 
of the tourism products that are  expected to witness an increased demand in 
post-pandemic travel. This study examines secondary data available in the public 
domain by the Indian government and non-government sources to review 
the impact of COVID-19 on wellness tourism. The findings of this study are 
beneficial for the destination to boost its products profile and become more 
resilient to any future uncertainties. 

Keywords: 
COVID-19, wellness tourism, Health tourism, Destination image.

INTRODUCTION

For more than a year now, health and wellness have become a major 
concern in people’s minds around the world. Crises  are inevitable and 
cause both positive and negative impacts on society. The crisis of COV-
ID-19 hit the world differently, started from Wuhan-a city in China and 
within a short period, it spread to a different part of the world and was 
later declared as a pandemic by WHO (World Health Organization-
Europe, 2020). The impacts that COVID-19 has caused on society are 
unprecedented. The tourism and hospitality industry has faced survival 
challenges amid nationwide lockdown and travel bans in various coun-
tries (WTTC, 2020). Before the pandemic, the Indian wellness tourism 
market witnessed an annual growth of 17.59% from 2015 to 2017 and 
also a rise in the number of trips by 17.4 million compared to 2015 
(Global Wellness Summit, 2020).
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Destination image plays a crucial role in generating travel intentions. Destination image is projected by social 
media and mass media, their coverage plays a very important role in making  a negative and positive image of 
a destination, and any misleading information towards the crises will result in causing fear and panic among 
people. The pandemic resulted in causing a huge impact on India as a health and wellness tourism destination 
because of continuously rising cases and for being the most adversely affected country in the world. Because 
of the mismanagement by the Indian government, India  witnessed the second wave of COVID-19 which was 
worse than expected. The country needs to consolidate its destination image as a wellness tourism destination to 
encourage people to travel in the post-pandemic period.  

There is a development of anxiety and fear to travel among people which has lowered their travel plans. The 
COVID-19 has impacted travel behavior which in turn decreases the tourism supply and demand around the 
world. However, despite facing such a fall, most of the studies discussed the risen demand for wellness tourism 
in post corona travel. The study examines the impacts that pandemic has caused to wellness tourism in India and 
it will further discuss the positive image of India as a wellness destination to rebuild its wellness tourism destination 
image in post corona times. The study will help service providers to ameliorate their marketing strategies during 
tough times.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Wellness Tourism

Medical and wellness tourism are two major terms that come under health tourism (Mueller & Kaufmann, 
2001). Medical tourism is defined as a form of tourism in which tourists travel to another country to seek 
medical treatment (Connell, 2013) whereas wellness tourism refers to people travelling from their native place 
to the tourist’s destination offering a pleasant natural environment and specific culture to improve their health 
(Devereux & Carnegie, 2006). Some of the desired outcomes of wellness travel are transcendence, relaxation, 
and escape, novelty, self-indulgence, physical health, and self-esteem (Voigt et al., 2011). People usually travel 
to escape from the hectic life, to reduce the stress level among people, slowing down the pace of living, to relax, 
to move towards a healthier life, to search for the meaning of life and these are also the factors that result in the 
development of wellness tourism.

Destination Image

The term destination image refers to the interpretation of a place in the mind of tourists which affects their 
behavior as tourists during three stages: priori, loco, and posteriori (Agapito et al. 2013). The destination image 
in simple terms means the characteristics or features of a place that influence  tourists’ decisions while selecting a 
destination. The major components of a positive image destination may consist of product, behavior, and attitude 
of employees who are in one-to-one contact with the tourists and the scenery, safety, and security (Milman & 
Pizam, 1995). Therefore, a destination must maintain its positive image to attract tourists since  a negative image 
causes a huge loss to the destinations’ tourism industry.

METHODOLOGY

The research methodology adopted is based on secondary data available in the public domain by the Indian 
government and non-government sources with personal observations. To fulfill the objectives of this study, 
extensive secondary data is collected from journals, websites, reports, and newspaper articles. A rigorous search 
has been done through online sources for studying the impacts that COVID-19 had  on India’s wellness tourism. 
The study attempts to depict the positive image of India as a wellness tourism destination which eventually 
attracts tourists to travel to India in post corona period.
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RESULTS
Impacts of COVID-19 on wellness tourism in India

Positive and negative:
 ◆ Temporary and permanent shut down of wellness centers in India due to nationwide lockdown imposed 

by the government.
 ◆ Restrictions on travel, fear of exposure to COVID-19 virus fall in tourists’ footfall in India, both domestic 

as well as international
 ◆ Loss of revenue to wellness service providers in India
 ◆ People became more conscious of their health amid the pandemic; therefore, it is expected that a greater 

number of people, primarily domestic tourists will travel for wellness purposes in post corona travel
 ◆ Tourists are focused on developing immunity to fight against the deadly virus, hence, participation in 

immunity programs has risen
 ◆ The country is moving towards rebuilding its image by offering a wide range of wellness packages to 

maintain health, to relax, also assuring to follow proper measures and guidelines to get back the trust 
of customers

Attributes of wellness tourism in India
 ◆ Because of the growing interest of tourists to undertake wellness trips, India has received high revenue 

on wellness expenditure.
 ◆ India offers a vast range of wellness services such as Ayurveda (the oldest traditional system of medicine), 

yoga, spa, massage, etc., the country provides a natural setting for wellness tourists which is the most 
important consideration while selecting a wellness destination. The country’s vibrant culture, peculiar 
geographical location, scenic backwaters, number of beaches, long coastal line, flora, fauna, and 
picturesque landscape attracts tourists from the borders and makes it one of the leading destinations 
for wellness purposes.

 ◆ Kerala is known as India’s best wellness destination, the state is focused more on providing fusion 
services of wellness tourism, medical tourism, and cultural tourism to showcase unique experiences to 
the tourists. Kerala is one such state which has developed an authentic and place-based wellness product 
and brand.

 ◆ The Indian government has proposed a roadmap and national strategy to promote its wellness tourism 
and maintain its competitive advantage

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Results suggested that COVID-19 has both negative and positive impacts on wellness tourism in India. 
Because of the travel restrictions imposed by the Indian government, there is a huge decline in tourists’ arrival 
both domestic and international. There is a development of fear among common people - fear of getting the 
infection, fear of losing friends and family, fear of losing livelihood, and these fears made people anxious and led 
to a rise in mental stress and affected their health and well-being. In the post corona time, people are expected to 
travel to reduce the stress level among them, to relax, to move towards a healthier life, to search for the meaning 
of life and these are also the factors that will result in the rebuilding of wellness tourism. There is a paradigm 
shift towards wellness activities among people. The wellness service providers have this opportunity to develop 
wellness products according to the changing market demand. 

One of the main reasons why India is a preferred wellness destination is its competitive advantage of 
having different types of wellness traditional medicine such as Ayurveda, Yoga, Unani, Siddha, and Homeopathy 
(AYUSH) and these wellness techniques and procedures have been exported to other countries worldwide which 
offer  health and wellness programs (Connell, 2006). The COVID-19 has drastically impacted the destination 
image of India as a health and wellness destination in the world as people develop a fear of travelling to a country 
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that is second on the COVID-19 cases tally in the world. Also, still, several countries are not allowing flights to 
and from India. India needs to focus on its strength as a wellness destination to rebuild its destination image. India 
is rich in culture and history; therefore, wellness centers are combining different fields to create a niche among 
tourists. One such example combines wellness services, cultural events (traditional dance and songs), festivals, 
and houseboat trips to showcase the marvelous backwaters of Kerala, a state in India famous for its wellness 
services. The government of India has recently prepared a national strategy and roadmap to utilize its potential 
to compete with other leading wellness destinations in the world
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FACEBOOK PROMOTION OF THE GREAT SPA TOWNS OF 
EUROPE BY THE NTOs

Abstract: 
Eleven spa towns developed around natural mineral water sources located in 
seven countries across Europe, known as the Great Spa Towns of Europe, were 
inscribed on UNESCO World Heritage List in July 2021. This paper offers 
research on the frequency of promoting those towns on Facebook by their 
respective NTOs during the period of three years. The research showed that all 
the analysed NTOs rarely promoted spa & wellness tourism in their Facebook 
posts. In addition, the Great Spa Towns of Europe were the most promoted spa 
& wellness destination only in case of NTOs of Belgium and Czechia, while some 
of the analysed countries did not promote their Great Spa Towns of Europe in 
any of their Facebook posts.

Keywords: 
Wellness and spa tourism, Great spa town, national tourism organization, 
Facebook promotion.

INTRODUCTION:  
INFLUENCE OF MEDICAL CRISIS ON TOURISM 

Mineral water springs have been enjoyed by humankind and used 
for well-being for thousands of years, with the earliest trace of their 
exploitation dating back to nearly 3000 BC (Kazakov and Oyner, 
2020). The growing popularity of a healthy lifestyle concept shaped at 
the beginning of the twentieth century (Dima-Cozma et al., 2014), led 
to health tourism gaining even greater importance. Alongside grow-
ing concern about the health issues, the need for alleviating stress and  
getting away from the everyday routine have also paved the way to 
health tourism expansion (Dwyer et al., 2009; Heung and Kucukusta, 
2013; Medina-Muñoz and Medina-Muñoz, 2013). Recently, the tourism 
sector has been severely damaged by the Covid 19 pandemic, but its 
full impact has not yet been determined. However, the newly formed 
crisis can offer the possibility of emergence of new opportunity scenarios, 
such as development of tourism models not associated with massi-
fication and overtourism, but with sustainability (Pinos Navarrete 
and Shaw, 2021). Therein lies the growing potential of health tourism 
whose products are not associated with mass tourism (Fletcher et al., 
2019), but also invoke the possibility of helping with the healing pro-
cess and reducing the effects of the illness (Pinos Navarrete and Shaw, 
2021). On the other hand, the information-intensive tourism market 
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supported by the development of ICT, use of the Internet and social networks for the purpose of promoting 
and selling tourism services necessary for travel and stay in a tourism destination point to the now intense 
tourist demand that uses the Internet and social media for planning their holiday. Tourism organizations and 
DMO make destination products available on the online/electronic tourismt market. At this point, the aim of 
this paper is to find out how many NTOs are involved in social media activities to position spa destinations in 
the minds of tourists and encourage them to visit. Eleven Great Spa Towns and associated NTOs were selected 
for the analysis in this paper.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Travelling for health reasons has been recognised as one of the oldest travel motivators (Chen et al., 2013; 
Smith and Kelly, 2006). Accordingly, dynamic development of health tourism has been recorded in the last 
decade at both national and international levels (Heung and Kucukusta, 2013). Tourism related literature does 
not offer a single definition of the term health tourism accepted by the academia, but it can be considered as 
tourism related to people traveling from their place of residence to any leisure destination for health-related 
purposes (Connell, 2006; Han and Hwang, 2013; Musa et al., 2012). One of the vital parts of health tourism is 
wellness tourism, the term coined in the middle of the last century consisting of the words “well-being” and 
“fitness” (Chen et al., 2013). However, Hudson et al. (2017) argue that only a small segment of tourists 
engaging in wellness tourism are those who travel for wellness purposes only, while for the majority of tourists 
wellness is only one part of their overall tourism activities.

Wellness tourism includes a wide range of facilities, ranging from day spas to lifestyle and spiritual retreats 
(Hudson et al., 2017; Voigt et al., 2011). Spa commonly refers to water-based facilities offering a range of 
treatments for wellness, health, beauty, and relaxation (Han et al., 2020). Recently, the term “spa” has become 
almost exclusively linked to body pampering treatments and not necessarily to water-based and healing regi-
mens (Hudson et al., 2017; Joppe, 2010). However, this paper refers only to traditional spas, which according 
to Tabacchi (2010) offer preventive medical treatments and combine water-based regimens with other 
destination spa activities. More precisely, the focus of this paper are eleven spa towns located in seven countries 
across Europe, known as the Great Spa Towns of Europe, inscribed on UNESCO World Heritage List in July 
2021 (UNESCO, 2021). 

METHODOLOGY

To determine the importance given to the Great Spa Towns of Europe by their respective National tourism  
organizations (NTOs), which can be considered cornerstones of the tourism marketing systems of every country 
(Zlatanov and Popesku, 2021), this paper offers research on the frequency of promoting the abovementioned 
spa towns on Facebook by the NTOs of Austria, Belgium,1 Czechia, France, Germany, Italy and the United 
Kingdom. The research includes all posts published by the mentioned NTOs on their official Facebook pages 
from January 1st , 2018 to December 31st , 2020. Quantitative content analysis used by numerous authors 
researching online communication between tourists and NTOs (Hays et al., 2013; Mariani et al., 2016; Molina 
et al, 2020) was selected as the primary research method. Firstly, the frequency of promoting spa and wellness 
tourism was determined. Secondly, the frequency of promoting the Great Spa Towns of Europe was analysed. 
Finally, the most frequently promoted spa and wellness tourism destinations were established. 

1 In Belgium there is no official NTO, but there are two regional tourism organisations, Tourist office of Flanders and Tourist office 
of Wallonia. Since the town of Spa is located in Wallonia, the official Facebook page of the regional tourism organisation (RTO) of 
Wallonia was analysed.
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RESULTS

The frequency of posting on Facebook differs greatly among the analysed NTOs. During the period of three 
years, NTO of Italy published the highest number of posts, while NTO of Czechia published the least. How-
ever, when it comes to the promotion of spa & wellness tourism, NTO of Czechia used the highest number of 
their posts to promote this type of tourism, while the NTO of the United Kingdom used the lowest number of 
posts for promoting spa & wellness tourism. The number of posts published during the analysis period and the 
frequency of promoting spa & wellness tourism is shown in Table 1 in more detail. In addition, the frequency 
of promoting the Great Spa Towns of Europe within the posts dedicated to promoting spa & wellness tourism 
is shown in the Ttable 1.

Table 1. Promotion of of spa & wellness tourism and the great spa towns of europe

Austria Belgium Czechia France Germany Italy
United 
King-
dom

Number of 
posts / Average 

per day

912 / 
0,83 1141 / 1 547 / 0,5 1819 / 

1,66 1062 / 0,97 2198/ 2 769 / 0,7

Promotion of 
spa & wellness 

tourism

11 posts 
(1,2%)

18 posts 
(1,6%)

21 posts 
(3,8%)

12 posts 
(0,7%)

16 posts 
(1,5%) 

16 posts 
(0,7%)

5 posts 
(0,6%)

Promotion 
of the Great 

Spa Towns of 
Europe

0% 
Baden 

bei Wien
61% Spa

52,8% Karlovy Vary
24% Mariánské 

Lázne
9,6% Františkovy 

Lázne

8,3% 
Vichy

6,3% Baden-Baden
0% Bad Ems

0% Bad Kissingen

12,5 % 
Monte-
catini 
Terme

20% City 
of Bath

Source: Author’s analysis

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The results presented clearly show that spa & wellness tourism destinations and attractions are rarely pro-
moted on the official Facebook pages of the seven analysed NTOs. Regarding the promotion of the Great Spa 
Towns of Europe, great differences can be noted between the countries. NTO of Czechia and RTO of Belgium 
promoted their respective Great Spa Towns of Europe more frequently than other spa towns. NTO of Italy, 
however, promoted Montecatini Terme in two posts only, and it must be noted that those two posts were not 
dedicated solely to the spa town in question, but to multiple spa towns in Tuscany. In addition, the most fre-
quently promoted spa destination in Italy was not Montecatini Terme, but Cascate del Mulino. NTOs of France 
and the United Kingdom promoted their Great Spa Towns of Europe only once, as well as NTO of Germany 
that promoted Baden-Baden in one post only. The two other German Spa Towns of Europe were not promoted 
at all. NTOs of France and the United Kingdom did not promote any spa destination more frequently than 
the others, while NTO of Germany promoted Bad Homburg and Bad Saarow slightly more frequently. Finally, 
NTO of Austria did not use any of their posts to promote Baden bei Wien, but promoted Aqua Dome Hotel in 
72,8% of the posts promoting spa & wellness tourism. Considering the contemporary need for stress alleviation and 
growing importance of a healthy lifestyle amid the continuing Covid-19 pandemic, more frequent promotion 
of spa & wellness tourism by the analysed NTOs on Facebook can be advised.
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