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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE INFORMATION DETAILS

COVID-19 has caused radical changes in the lives of people as well as economies. These
changes are deemed as evolutionary and would bring a new phase of transformation.
However, current practices of both people and businesses might cease once the crisis dis-
appears. In the tourism context, going back to unsustainable and irresponsible practices
would lead to the re-emergence of tourism aversion. This research note addresses the
possibility that COVID-19 has only brought a temporary halt to the pre-existing issue of
over-tourism and its related unsustainable practices. Even though the travel restrictions
imposed by several countries amidst the spread of coronavirus have created a situation of
“zero tourism”, the tourism sector has now resumed its operations in most of the world.
By presenting a conceptual framework, this note stresses that if the sector continues to
act in the same way as before the virus, the situation of overtourism will re-emerge in
the post-COVID-19 phase. Therefore, to prevent this issue, emphasising quality tourism,
inculcating responsible behaviour, and the incorporation of technology are suggested.

Received:

29 October 2020
Accepted:

11 May 2021
Published:

25 June 2021

KEYWORDS

COVID-19, overtourism, zero tourism, responsible behaviour, sustainable tourism

1. INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 brought a sudden halt to social and economic
activities globally from the beginning of 2020. Being one
of the most vital socio-economic sectors, tourism has
faced the repercussions of the imposition of restricted
movement of people and transport. This restriction led
abruptly to a situation of zero-tourism which led to the
closure of businesses, unemployment and bankruptcy
in the sector (World Travel and Tourism Council,
2020). As the world is fighting the pandemic and its
adverse impacts, discourses on the “new normal” have
amplified across different countries. Recent studies
have addressed the pandemic as a transformative force
in the field of tourism and hospitality (Brouder, 2020) and
itis stated that the pandemic could be both a destroyer

and a teacher which could create new habits despite the
catastrophe (Tomes, 2010). However, immobility, the sud-
den halt of tourism activities, and the prevalence of
social distancing measures have manifested themselves
in a dilemma seen in the desire to “go back to nor-
mal” while rejecting the probable “new normal” (Brouder
etal.,2020). Having said that, going back tonormal would
probably imply going back to unsustainable practices.
The tourism industry is much criticised for focusing only
on the “number of tourists” or “quantitative growth”
rather than “qualitative growth” (Benner, 2020; Koens,
Postma, 2018) which subsequently led to the existence
at famous destinations of overtourism, tourismphobia,
anti-tourism movements etc (Zerva, Palou, Blasco,
Donaire, 2019). Indeed, a critical obstacle in the sus-
tainable growth of tourism is the short-term vision
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of economic benefits that blurs a long-term desire
for sustainable development. The ‘agglomeration of
adversities’ caused by tourism is reflected through
these issues. Despite the complexities that the concept
of overtourism possesses, it is clear that the issue is
widely prevalent in some popular tourist destinations
(Bertocchi, Camatti, Giove, van der Borg, 2020; Hughes,
2018). However, after the outbreak of COVID-19, the
issue has at least temporarily disappeared.

This research note emphasises that the pandemic
has caused only a temporary halt to the pre-existing
situation of overtourism and overcrowding. This work
is future-oriented and centres on tourism’s volatile
nature while probing the re-emergence of overtourism
after a vaccine is discovered and made available
globally. The COVID-19 crisis apparently pressed the
“reset button” on Earth. Nature felt alive, waters were
clean (take the example of Venice), and the environment
as a whole was cleaner than before (Muhammad,
Long, Salman, 2020). Unquestionably, the pandemic
is a blessing in disguise that has persuaded the world
to rethink its actions.

2. OVERTOURISM
— A RECAP OF THE PRE-COVID-19 PHASE

Over the past decade, the exuberant growth in tour-
ism attracted an increasing number of investors to
the sector (World Tourism Organization, 2004). The
year 2018 witnessed the movement of approximately
1.4 billion international tourists globally, and the target
set for 2020 was swiftly achieved in 2018 itself. This
unprecedented growth in the sector delivered not
only economic benefits but also negative effects on
communities (Murzyn-Kupisz, Holuj, 2020; Perkumiene,
Pranskuniené, 2019), the environment (Benner, 2019;
Weber et al., 2017) and on destinations themselves.
Several famous destinations like Venice, Barcelona,
Maya Bay in Thailand, Dubrovnik, Amsterdam, and
Machu Pichu had been significantly affected by the
unprecedented growth in tourism and tourists. In
2018, overtourism became one of the controversial
topics discussed in media as well as among academics
(Goodwin, 2017; Muler Gonzalez, Coromina, Gali, 2018;
Peeters et al., 2018), and subsequently became the “word
of the year”. The issue of contention is that “too” many
tourists converge in the same destinations during
the same period (Kuscer, Mihali¢, 2019; Perkumiené,
Pranskiinieng, 2019). The major causes that lead to this
are an increase in disposable income, a desire to explore
the world, rising options in accommodation and better
connectivity than before supported the proliferation
of tourism (Tiwari, Kainthola, Chowdhary, 2020a).
Nevertheless, overtourism is not new (Wall, 2020) as

the negative consequences of tourism were discussed
implicitly if not explicitly in the 1960s. Like Doxey (1975)
and Butler (1980), several authors have discussed the
complications that host communities and destinations
might face due to excessive tourism. Recently, Butler
(2019) revisited the concept of capacity constraints as
a leading cause of overtourism. In 1975, Pizam’s study
indicated that substantial tourism at a destination
results in dissatisfaction among the host community
and is reflected in their unhealthy attitudes (Pizam,
1978). This phenomenon is also manifested in the
definition given by Harold Goodwin who defined
overtourism as “destinations where hosts or guests,
locals or visitors, feel that there are too many visitors
and that the quality of life in the area or the quality of the
experience has deteriorated unacceptably” (Goodwin,
2017, p. 1). In simple terms, overtourism occurs when the
number of tourists is much greater than the capacity of
a destination to withstand. Regarded as the antithesis
of responsible tourism (Goodwin, 2017), overtourism
is a fuzzy concept (Bertocchi, Camatti, Giove, van der
Borg, 2020) as it involves specific perceptions related
to tourists (Milano, Novelli, Cheer, 2019) and residents
(Kuscer, Mihali¢, 2019). Thereby, it is possible to realise
that some of the occurrences are affecting popular
destinations globally (Benner, 2020).

3. HAS COVID-19 BROUGHT A TEMPORARY HALT
TO OVERTOURISM?

Harold Goodwin cautioned that overtourism could be
expected in several destinations if tourism continues to
grow unmanaged at the current pace (Goodwin, 2017).
However, the world is so volatile that in 2020 the issue
of overtourism has temporarily vanished. Due to the
outburst of COVID-19, there has been a transition from
overtourism to zero tourism. The researchers’ most
apparent prediction is a change in both tourists and
locals’ outlook. However, as the borders are set to re-
open and restrictions on travelling are easing, the tourism
sector is set to take steps to meet tourists’” demands.
Accordingly, this work conceptualises that overtourism
might re-emerge in a post-COVID-19 phase as depicted
in Figure 1. The ‘return of overtourism’ begins with
the discovery and availability of a vaccine, followed
by crisis of forgetfulness which would reduce the
perceived risk and travel constraints. This phenomenon
will influence tourism organisations and destination to
adopt extensive growth strategy to recover the losses
incurred due to the COVID-19. Ultimately, an increase in
demand would lead to unsustainable and irresponsible
practices disguised within a growth of the number of
arrivals at destinations. Together this would cause
overtourism to re-occur in the post-COVID-19 phase.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for the re-emergence
of overtourism
Source: authors

In the context of tourism crises, Farmaki (2020) has
discussed tourists” post-crisis behaviour that reflects
forgetfulness as evidenced by their travel resumption
patterns. The author emphasised that tourists tend
to forget about the crisis and resume travelling after
being affected indirectly and after a large interval. This
prospect is reinforced by changes in travel desires and
motivations like visiting family and friends (Zenker,
Kock, 2020) or the emergence of a ‘tourist bubble’
in the current situation (Lapointe, 2020). Extensive
growth would be adopted by tourism organisations,
to revitalise the sector and meet emerging demand,
though less than usual. After COVID-19, the growth
strategies are proactively developed by all tourism
organisations i.e. both destination management
organisations (DMOs) and tourism businesses to attract
more tourists and revive the sector. Seraphin & Ivanov
(2020) introduced an extensive growth strategy that
focuses on increasing the number of arrivals which
requires an increase in marketing efforts by destination.
To recover the losses incurred amidst the global health
crisis, the tourism sector would increase its marketing
and advertising to get back into the market, after the
perceived risk decreases. Several tourism organisations
have started issuing vouchers for future travel, and
price deals would be found in the short-term. The
national carrier of Germany, Lufthansa, anticipates
that hundreds of their aircraft would be grounded by
2022, and the possibility of demand exceeding supply
in the recovering phase could take place (Fanthorpe,
2020). The recent case of ‘revenge tourism’” promoted
by the Chinese government (Kuo, 2020) is a suitable
example to support our conceptual model.

Indeed, the tourism sector is far from perfect as
evidence of pollution, economic costs on the host
community and deterioration are prevalent, however
it also brings enjoyment and transformative experiences
for tourists and economic benefits for society (Butler,
2020). Thereby, a balanced approach is a pre-requisite
for sustainable tourism. This approach implies syn-
chronised steps towards acknowledging tourists’ rights

to travel and residents’ rights to a quality of life. Making
tourism a luxury service post-COVID-19 would rest-
rain tourists from taking advantage of it. Likewise,
excessive discounts and marketing campaigns could
cause excess demand. Hence, more tourists at specific
destinations could bring back overtourism and hamper
residents” quality of life.

4. THE WAY FORWARD TO
A PERMANENT SOLUTION TO OVERTOURISM

Any phenomenon can render both positive and neg-
ative effects if not monitored effectively and mon-
itoring through policy implementation could assist
in designing policies and strategies appropriate for
a destination. Certainly, issues related both to over-
tourism and zero-tourism are undesirable and have
related adverse impacts on local communities and the
industry. Undoubtedly, uncontrolled tourist numbers
do not imply sustainable growth of a destination
(Seraphin, Ivanov, 2020) nor did the absence of tourists
demonstrate sustainable development. It is imperative
to ensure that the world does not go back to its toxic
attitudes and takes into account the recurring warnings
that tourism has received for its unsustainability.
Likewise, ‘de-growth’ in tourism would impoverish
millions of people dependent on the sector for their
livelihood. This calls for a balanced approach to prevent
the issues of both overtourism and undertourism.
Seraphin & Ivanov (2020) consider that focusing on
intensive growth related to revenue management
would yield profits and avoid both overtourism and
undertourism. Similarly, several solutions offered by
researchers and policymakers such as the incorporation
of demarketing strategies into the marketing mix
(Tiwari, Kainthola, Chowdhary, 2020a), technological
solutions to manage overtourism (Hospers, 2019), and
tourism education to make destinations smart and sus-
tainable (Tiwari, Kainthola, Chowdhary, 2020b) etc. How-
ever, most of the strategies are related to travel lim-
itations, price differentiation, and increasing prices for
a product which raises the question of tourists’ right
to travel. Moreover, considering that those who spend
more at a destination would behave responsibly is an
underlying myth.

Thus, this research note suggests that the adoption of
quality tourism, the incorporation of technology in the
consumption process and coordination among different
components of tourism at a destination, along with
re-analysing emerging trends in markets, followed by
a repositioning of existing marketing strategies and
the adoption of innovative products, would mean
making a sustainable ‘mandate’ helpful in combating
the ill effects of tourism in the post-COVID-19 phase
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Figure 2. Preventing overtourism and zero tourism
in the post-COVID-19 phase
Source: authors

(Fig. 2). Covid-19 challenges mankind to ponder on the
unsustainability of pre-COVID-19 travel. Nevertheless
it is imperative that the tourism sector does not go back
to practising the same negligent conduct that gave rise
to its unsustainable practices.
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