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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The role of domestic tourism as a substitute for international
tourism has not received adequate attention in the literature.
However, the potential for substitution has become particularly
important in the COVID-19 pandemic context which has
signiﬁcantly impacted travel ﬂows as well as the urgent need to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Drawing upon data on major
tourism destinations and generating markets, a tourism policy
thought experiment is conducted to explore the substitutability
of domestic for international tourism in selected countries in light
of COVID-19 and other situations, such as the climate crisis and
the urgent need for low carbon tourism. The analysis and
discussion highlight the complexities in achieving sustainable
substitution in rescaling international mobilities to domestic. It is
argued that without careful changes to overall tourism provision
and consumption behaviours in the international-domestic
tourism division, a (partial) shift may provide short gains but is
likely to fail in the long term. The paper concludes with a critical
analysis of contemporary debates on COVID-19 related tourism
transformation in relation to substitution between domestic and
international tourism and sustainable tourism futures.
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Introduction
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, relatively consistent growth occurred in international
and domestic tourism in terms of both the numbers of tourists travelling and how far
they travelled. In 2019, the number of international tourist arrivals reached 1.5 billion
and the forecasts anticipated 1.8 billion international tourists by 2030 (UNWTO,
2020a). However, international tourism arrivals annual growth rates of around 4–5%
in the pre COVID-19 era and the ongoing demand for long-haul travel raised clear questions about the sustainability of tourism in terms of emissions and negative contributions
to global environmental change (Gössling & Scott, 2018; Scott et al., 2016). According to
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Lenzen et al. (2018), who focused on the tourism industry’s total carbon footprint from
2009 to 2013, tourism accounts for around 8% of global greenhouse gas emissions,
making the tourism sector a bigger polluter than the construction industry. Thus,
from the perspective of the climate crisis, tourism is clearly not a ‘smokeless industry’
as it urgently needs to reduce its impacts on the environment (Bows et al., 2009).
COVID-19 has been presented as providing a space for a transformation of the
tourism industry and to embrace a more responsible and sustainable tourism (Ioannides
& Gyimóthy, 2020). The economic and social eﬀects of COVID-19 related lockdowns
and restrictions and changes to mobility and consumption patterns (Seyﬁ et al., 2020;
Tandrayen-Ragoobur et al., 2022) have led to the pandemic’s eﬀects being used to
conduct thought and natural experiments with respect to sustainability (e.g. Bergsen
et al., 2020). For many commentators, the pandemic has caused a temporary de-globalisation and presented an opportunity for sustainable change (Higgins-Desbiolles,
2020). The degrowth opportunities that arose from the pandemic itself has been a core
focus of much recent debate on the sustainability of tourism (Hall & Seyﬁ, 2021).
These points are signiﬁcant for sustainable tourism because in discussing degrowing
tourism, as Hall and Wood (2021) argue, reductions in the distance that tourists travel
is essential to reducing tourism’s carbon footprint and overall contribution to the rundown of natural capital, i.e. by encouraging a shift from long-haul markets to ones in
which generating markets are much closer to destinations (Gössling et al., 2015).
However, while such a policy may cut emissions it may potentially penalise countries
of the global south, and especially island states that are highly dependent on tourism,
but which have few other economic development options (Milano & Koens, 2022; Saarinen et al., 2022). Therefore, like some of the wider issues associated with the creation of
new carbon governance regimes (Mason & Rigg, 2019), such a mechanism also raises
issue of economic and social justice in the implementation of carbon reduction measures
for tourism in relation to those countries which have made very little actual contribution
to emissions (Saarinen et al., 2022).
The implications of COVID-19 for the global tourism system oﬀers an opportunity to
‘question the volume growth tourism model advocated by’ international tourism policymaking organisations (Gössling et al., 2021, p. 1). In this respect, COVID-19 has potentially provided some sort of analogue to more sustainable forms of tourism consumption
in which the overall distance and amount of travel has fallen, as the share of international
travel is reduced and rescaled to domestic and local levels. This is because COVID-19 and
associated interventions to reduce cross-border mobility acts as a form of enforced substitution of international travel by ensuring that consumers travel domestically; and/or
shift their consumption elsewhere (Gössling et al., 2021). However, Hall (2015) cautions
that policy interventions that focus on suﬃciency, i.e. reducing the distance and the
amount of tourist travel, have the potential to be recessionary, if enacted in isolation,
as well as having unintended consequences in the form of rebound eﬀects, i.e. direct
eﬀects that hinder the potentially positive impacts of reduced international tourism to
environment and sustainable development (Aall et al., 2016).
The interrelationships between domestic tourism and international tourism and the
critical analysis of substitution and switching behaviours have received only limited
research attention. Although the potential substitutability between domestic and international tourism is well recognised from an overall economic perspective, its
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implications for sustainability have not been analysed in detail beyond more general
comments about its capacity to reinforce local economies (Hall et al., 2021) and value
for immediate emissions reduction (Gössling et al., 2015). Much tourism research examines the patterns and relationships between domestic and international tourism in
general, while others focus solely on domestic or international tourism (Athanasopoulos
et al., 2014). This is surprising given the potential signiﬁcance of such behaviour for economic rescaling to a local level and the implications for sustainability. Nonetheless, crosscountry analyses of shifts from international to domestic tourism and the wider substitution eﬀects are lacking with the majority of studies focusing on individual destinations
(Athanasopoulos et al., 2014).
Against this backdrop and drawing upon national data, this study presents and discusses a policy thought experiment that investigates the potential implications of substituting domestic for international tourism from the perspective of sustainable mobility
and tourism. Although policy thought experiments are widely used in the public
policy literature as a way of exploring new policy opportunities (Bergsen et al., 2020),
they have been little utilised in the governance of tourism and its change and impacts.
However, the potential implications of such substitutions is important for the research
agenda for sustainable mobility and tourism in a carbon and environmentally constrained world (Gössling et al., 2015; Hall & Seyﬁ, 2021).
This study therefore addresses the following key policy question: To what extent is
rescaling international tourism mobilities to domestic level viable and would that substitution represent a sustainable development path? In responding to this research question,
two substitution scenarios are explored: (1) Long term substitution between international
tourism and domestic tourism is sustainably viable if total international outbound trips
were substituted for domestic trips and adding to existing domestic travel? (2) Long term
substitution between international tourism and domestic tourism is sustainably viable if
half of the international outbound trips were substituted for domestic trips and adding to
existing domestic travel?
The remainder of this study is structured as follows. The next section reviews the literature on domestic tourism in addition to the rescaling substitution between international tourism and domestic tourism mobilities and the study method. The paper
then provides a critical analysis of data and the substitution eﬀects in the light of
COVID-19 pandemic. The ﬁnal section suggests policy recommendations and outlines
the potential directions for future research.

Literature review
Rethinking domestic tourism
One response to the impacts of international tourism has been to suggest that other
forms of travel and leisure consumption may be substituted for long-distance international travel (Gössling et al., 2015; Hall, Prayag, et al., 2020; Saarinen, 2014), including
encouraging greater domestic tourism (Moya Calderón, Chavarría Esquivel, Arrieta
García, & Lozano, 2021). Although international tourism has long been a key focus of
research and government (e.g. Kavya Lekshmi & Mallick, 2020), the vast bulk of
tourism in terms of number of trips and economic contribution is actually domestic,
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accounting for almost 85% of global travel (Hall, 2015). According to UNWTO (2020b),
in 2018, around nine billion domestic tourism trips were made worldwide and domestic
tourism is over six times bigger than international tourism measured in number of
tourist trips.
COVID-19 and the imposition of restrictions on international travel has forced governments and the tourism industry to rethink attitudes towards domestic tourism
(Shaﬁee Roodposhti & Meymandi, 2022). However, domestic tourism is signiﬁcant by
its scale, it is often somewhat invisible in policy and economic discussions. According
to UNWTO (2020b), domestic tourism generates higher revenues than international
tourism. The former accounts for 75% of overall tourist expenditure in OECD countries
(OECD, 2020) and, in the European Union, domestic tourism expenditure is 1.8 times
higher than inbound tourism expenditure (UNWTO, 2020b). Arguably, domestic
tourism tends to suﬀer for not being as ‘sexy’ or ‘exotic’ as international destinations
and travel. Governments place more emphasis on in- and outbound tourism volumes
and expenditures, potentially primarily because of the perceived trade beneﬁts and economic contributions to balance of trade and foreign exchange holdings (Tsui, 2017).
The relative lack of the availability of data and statistics on domestic tourism ﬂows and
their quality in comparison to international tourism statistics is likely another reason for
underestimation of domestic tourism (Hall, 2015; Tsui, 2017). Only a handful of comparative studies have focused on the impacts of inbound and domestic tourism and
the diﬀerences between them (e.g. Pearce, 1989). Empirical studies mostly tend to be
country speciﬁc (e.g. Cortés-Jiménez, 2008). Because of limitations on tourist data availability, these studies have been primarily centred on international tourism ﬂows. Yet, a
vast majority of internal tourism consumption in countries such as United States,
China, India, and Japan is domestic. For example, the study of Eugenio-Martin and
Campos-Soria (2010) shows that even in a major international tourism destination
such as Spain, domestic tourism accounts for more than half of the tourism sector’s
total contribution to GDP. Nonetheless, despite the fact that the number of domestic
tourist trips or over-night visits is far higher than the international tourist arrivals/
over-night visits worldwide, it is international travel that receives the most attention
(Hall & Seyﬁ, 2021).
Rescaling international tourism mobilities to domestic
The rescaling of tourism mobilities from the international to the domestic requires an
improved understanding of the promotional and resource dimensions of tourism as
well as changes in tourism policy. For example, encompassing domestic, inbound and
outbound tourism is the signiﬁcance of promotion and marketing campaigns and, at
various times, the use of patriotic campaigns to ‘see your own country ﬁrst’ as a way
of reducing capital loss oﬀshore, boosting local economies and promoting national identities. However, long term studies of the relative eﬀectiveness of domestic tourism marketing campaigns are extremely limited (Lu et al., 2021), with a report for the UK
Department of Digital, Culture, Media & Sport concluding that, ‘There is very little existing evidence concerning the impact of destination marketing (domestic or otherwise) on
moving trips to outside the peak season, moving holiday trips to diﬀerent regions or
encouraging people to extend the duration of trips’ (Lu et al., 2021, p. vii).
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Perhaps ironically, given the focus of government and many researchers on international tourism (e.g. Kavya Lekshmi & Mallick, 2020; Odhiambo & Saungweme,
2022; Wu et al., 2022), it is high levels of domestic demand that ‘confers static eﬃciencies
and encourages improvement and innovation … . Foreign demand thrives more readily
when domestic tourism is well established’ (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999, p. 141). This can be
readily seen in many tourist destinations where domestic tourism’s contribution to
tourism industry revenue is much higher than that of inbound tourism. For instance,
Athanasopoulos and Hyndman (2008) showed that domestic tourist expenditure in Australia has generally been four to ﬁve times higher than inbound tourist spending. Yang
et al. (2014) showed a similar ﬁnding in the Chinese context. Nevertheless, Lu et al.
(2021, p. vi), note that there is ‘mixed evidence on the impact of economic factors on
domestic tourism’, although, ‘high domestic prices are found to deter domestic
tourism’. Obviously, the international and domestic tourists’ demand may result in
diﬀerent kinds of tourism products and spending. In Finnish Lapland, for example,
the domestic demand for husky safaris and other programmed nature-based tourism services is traditionally very low, while international segments played only a minor role in
spending in retail and nightlife entertainment (Saarinen, 2003). However, international
demand for products may also stimulate and transform domestic consumption over
time.
With respect to research on substitution between outbound tourism and domestic
tourism, the analyses of Eugenio-Martin and Campos-Soria (2010), Rosselló, RieraFont, & Cárdenas (2011) and Bujosa and Rosselló (2013) on domestic tourism in
Spain show that residents in regions with better climate conditions have a higher probability of travelling domestically and a lower probability of travelling abroad. A similar
observation was noted by Agnew and Palutikof (2006) who focused on impacts of
short-term climate variability in the United Kingdom on demand for domestic and international tourism and they suggested that global warming would lead to an increase in the
number of domestic trips, especially in temperate climate regions. Yet, such perspectives
are arguably extremely oversimplistic as they fail to adequately take account of travel
motivations and the eﬀects of the climate crisis in the wider tourism system, including
the subset of potential destinations and their attributes (Gössling & Hall, 2006). In the
Baltic region, for example, there are estimations that, compared to the Mediterranean
region, more temperate summer conditions in future may attract increasing numbers
of regional and domestic tourists to the Baltic Sea coast (Rutty & Scott, 2010).
However, Nilsson and Gössling (2013) observed that a signiﬁcant share of domestic tourists in Sweden who have experienced algal blooms, one of the outcomes of climate
warming, have shortened or even cancelled their holidays in certain Baltic coastal destinations. Such concerns clearly raise substantial questions about the capacity to substitute
domestic for international tourism, even for environmental reasons such as climate
change. As Lu et al. (2021, p. vi) concluded, ‘Some evidence shows that those with
more environmentally friendly attitudes have a more positive attitude towards domestic
holidays. However, evidence also suggests that demand for international holidays still
remains high amongst this group’. Nevertheless, given the urgency of greater sustainability in tourism the potential for substitution should still be examined (Hall & Seyﬁ, 2021).
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Policy thought experiments
Thought experiments are a widely used tool for examining policy options and opportunities and opening up public policy debates to new approaches, dimensions and perspectives (Leonard & Parker, 2021). They can help consider the implications of changes to
policy settings and can be grounded on historical data or use scenarios, that can then
act as a framing device to ask speciﬁc questions (Leonard & Parker, 2021). Thought
experiments are not intended to be forecasts but instead help examine the consequences
of any changes in policy and their potential implications (Bergsen et al., 2020; Lord & Gu,
2019). Although they can sometimes raise new ad hoc questions for policy discussion,
thought experiments can nevertheless help explore signiﬁcant points and highlight directions for future research and can help outline some of the shortfalls in existing data for
policy makers in considering the longer term implications of policy change (Layton &
Levine, 2003). Even though they may take a greatly simpliﬁed or superﬁcially contrived
format, thought experiments are nevertheless powerful tools to allow the testing of a
policy setting or the limits of an imagined condition or state that aﬀects policymaking. For example. Hardin’s (1968) ‘original iteration of the Tragedy of the
Commons (and developments thereupon)’, which has proven extremely inﬂuential in
natural resource and tourism governance and policy formulation, was a thought experiment that ‘serve perfectly to illustrate this point’ (Lord & Gu, 2019, p. 14).
Given the focus of the thought experiment with respect to international and domestic
tourism ﬂows and their economic and environmental consequences and change over
time, secondary sources were used for data collection to provide a foundation for the
goals of this study (Vartanian, 2010). Secondary data analysis is a method for evaluating
and interpreting data based on a research question (Irwin, 2013). This study follows the
steps suggested by Johnston (2017) which includes deﬁning the research question, and
identifying and evaluating the dataset. The secondary datasets on domestic and international tourism used for this study included: Tourism Statistics Database of the
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) (international and domestic statistics), the
World Development Indicators Database of the World Bank (international statistics);
OECD Tourism Trends and Policies (international and domestic statistics); Eurostat
Database (international and domestic statistics) and the national tourism organisations
of the selected countries. These datasets constitute the most comprehensive statistical
information available on the tourism sector (UNWTO, 2020b). The unavailability of
data as well as consistency between data collection methods is a major constraint in analysing the implications of shifts in international travel mobilities (Athanasopoulos et al.,
2014; Llorca-Rodríguez et al., 2020) and acts as a constraint to policy making for sustainable mobility (Hall, 2005). Although data is generally available on inbound tourism much
less information exists on domestic and outbound tourism, and what does exist tends to
have a shorter temporal series and less consistency within and between countries with
respect to how data is collected (Athanasopoulos et al., 2014; Hall, 2015; Llorca-Rodríguez et al., 2020).
In line with the purpose of this study and the research questions, the world’s top 30
most visited destinations in 2018 were initially selected. In 2018 the world’s top 30
most visited tourism destination received over 70% of global arrivals. They also
account for almost 66% of the total international tourism outbound market and also
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have a very substantial domestic market (UNWTO, 2020a). However, countries in the
top 30 for which data on domestic tourism and outbound tourism were not readily available were excluded (Macao, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Singapore, United Arab Emirates,
Ukraine and Vietnam), resulting in 23 countries being selected for analysis. The data
over the three consecutive years (2016–2018) before the COVID-19 era was utilised.

Substitution between international and domestic tourism
Table 1 provides a more comprehensive account of tourism mobility per country by combining domestic with international trips in line with the study’s research question and
related two substitution scenarios. Overall, the following observations highlight major
complications in substitutability scenarios between international tourism and domestic
and are discussed in the wake of COVID-19.
Shifting the sustainability ‘problem’ from the global to the local?
The previous analysis demonstrated, in general terms, that for countries for which departures are greater than arrivals and if the above-mentioned scenarios occur, then substantial new issues may be created for some attractions and destinations in terms of numbers
of people and their behaviours. Although expenditures may be shifted, so too will be the
impacts associated with increases in tourist visitation. Issues of overtourism, including
crowding, pressure on infrastructure, transportation and housing availability, caused
Table 1. Select countries domestic plus outbound number of trips (millions).
Country

Domestic trips (million)

Domestic and outbound trips
combined (mn)

Domestic plus 50% of
outbound trips (mn)

2016
2017
2018
2016
2017
2018
2016
2017
2018
Austria
13.3
13.6
14
24.8
25.1
25.0
19.1
19.4
20
Canada
319.3
325.8
278
350.6
358.9
304.0
335.0
342.4
291
China
4460
5001
5539
4595.1
5144.0
5688.7
4527.6
5072.5
5614
Croatia
8.7
6.6
8.1
10.3
8.5
10.2
9.5
7.6
9
Czech Republic
85.37
90.16
82.61
111.87
119.3
113.1
98.6
104.7
98
France
187.943
191.6
189.7
214.443
220.7
220.2
201.2
206.2
205
Germany
–
–
72.6
–
–
181.1
–
–
127
Greece
17.1
24.6
7.8
24.3
32.3
15.8
20.7
28.5
12
Hungary
14.4
14.3
14.3
21.5
21.8
22.9
18.0
18.1
19
India
1615.39
1657.55
1853.79
1644.49
1689.4
1887.1
1629.9
1673.5
1870
Italy
54.7
53.6
62.8
83.8
85.4
96.1
69.3
69.5
79
Japan
641
647.5
561.7
661.2
666.6
581.4
651.1
657.1
572
Mexico
89.8
95.5
100.4
101.1
107.5
113.2
95.5
101.5
107
Poland
17
17.9
18.8
18.9
20.1
21.3
18.0
19.0
20
Portugal
21.9
24.6
25.9
43.1
45.7
45.7
32.5
35.2
36
Republic Of Korea
241.7
284.6
311.1
264.1
311.1
339.8
252.9
297.9
325
Russia
48.3
53.5
62.2
63.7
70.5
81.2
56.0
62.0
72
Saudi Arabia
45
43.8
43.2
60.4
60.8
62.2
52.7
52.3
53
Spain
158.9
167.9
168.8
166.8
176.8
177.2
162.9
172.4
173
Thailand
–
158.51
167.94
–
245.7
258.5
–
202.1
213
Turkey
68.5
77.2
78.5
150.3
164.9
171.1
108.6
121.1
125
United Kingdom
114.9
117.4
115.1
195.1
117.4
115.1
114.9
117.4
115
USA
2206.4
2248.7
2291.1
2206.4
2248.7
2291.1
2206.4
2248.7
2291
Source: Authors’ own compilation based on UNWTO eLibrary All Countries: Inbound Tourism: Arrivals 1995–2019; UNWTO
E-library. Outbound Tourism: Departures 1995–2019; UNWTO (2020), Compendium of Tourism Statistics, Data 2014–
2018, 2020 Edition, UNWTO, A compilation of data on inbound tourism by country, A compilation of data on outbound
tourism by country, Eurostat (2019); OECD (2019); World Bank (2019).
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by international tourism pre-COVID are moved around the tourism system as mobility
patterns are displaced, although they would now be based more on domestic tourists
demand. Furthermore, under these scenarios, substitution could potentially lead to its
own problems of access and congestion especially in those areas where suﬃcient infrastructure did not exist and where products geared to international tourist activities
were not easily substitutable by domestic tourists. This may be because of pricing and/
or because of diﬀerent notions of authenticity of experience and products.
Evidence from during COVID-19 suggests that visitor pressures on locations may
actually shift away from some large urban centres and to smaller towns and natural
areas which are less equipped to manage larger numbers of tourists (Vaishar &
Šťastná, 2020). In other words, so long as people can move within their country,
tourist pressures are being shifted rather than being stopped, and cause localised
issues of sustainability even if overall carbon reductions may have been achieved
because of less international travel. Indeed, even changes in emissions production
would also depend on the nature of the transport and tourism infrastructure available
at destinations. This was experienced by some destination during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, during times at which people were able to engage in leisure travel
in the UK in 2020 substantial pressures were being placed on some attractions and destinations that were receiving more visitors than usual and exceeding management
capacity (Busby & Jedidajah, 2020). Similarly, in Australia as lockdowns ended and
people could travel some destinations received so many domestic visitors that it placed
substantial pressure on housing availability for tourism industry workers. As a result
while global contributions to greenhouse gas emissions would potentially be reduced
by such policy measures, the sustainable tourism ‘problem’ is shifted from the global
to the local, at least in the short-term. These issues also highlight that rather than
issues of overtourism going away as a result of COVID-19, the capacity of many locations
to balance supply and overdemand over the long-term remains problematic (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2020). Indeed, in terms of sustainable tourism policy greater awareness is needed
that while the externalities resulting from tourism related emissions are global in scope,
other externalities that arise from the presence of tourists are directly experienced at the
locations they visit.
Partial substitution
It is also clearly unrealistic to expect all international trips to become domestic as a result
of COVID-19 measures or other interventions in the longer term. Although as Table 1
illustrates, in countries where domestic tourism already represents a signiﬁcant share of
the tourism economy, domestic tourism could potentially substitute for international
visitation in the short-term, at least in part, yet as the OECD (2020) also observes, domestic tourism will not be enough to compensate for the shock to major international
tourism destinations. The COVID-19 experience also indicates that those countries
with substantial domestic tourism markets were likely see a quicker recovery than the
ones heavily dependent on international tourism. But for those countries that had
come to specialise in the international market ‘ … .it is unlikely that domestic tourism
could compensate for the decline of international tourism ﬂows, particularly in destinations heavily dependent on international markets’ (OECD, 2020). In destinations
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where the tourism sector supports many jobs and businesses, this may have a substantial
macroeconomic impact (OECD, 2020). For instance, in destinations and businesses that
were focused on international travellers, particularly highly vulnerable Small Islands
Developing States (SIDS), any substantial reduction in international visitors has
limited possibilities of economic substitution without external assistance (Gu et al.,
2021). Moreover, countries with high inbound to outbound ratios will potentially
have a substantial drop in tourism-related employment, which will generate its own signiﬁcant social and economic issues especially in the absence of welfare and retraining
provisions.
Temporary decline in tourism-related emissions
A shift from international tourism mobilities to domestic will have a potentially positive
impact on tourism related emissions. However, these will likely only be temporary. Not
all of the savings from outbound travel are put into domestic tourism as some of the
saving are expanded elsewhere into the economy, which will have its own emission
eﬀects (Hall, Prayag, et al., 2020). This could include increasing household investments
on recreational vehicles (RVs), second-homes and boats. According to the United States
based RV Industry Association (2021), for example, there was an increase of 46% in
December 2020 compared to December 2019 and 32% increase in September 2021 compared to September 2020 in RV shipments from manufacturers to sales. While wider
details of such consumption shifts are not yet available, consumption will inevitably
not be carbon free, leading to as yet unknown indirect rebound eﬀects. Although, the
impacts of COVID-19 on global and national economies and on tourism are substantial
in the short term, their longer term eﬀects may be minimal if overall growth trajectories
continue at pre-COVID rates once the pandemic situation and policy responses subside
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020). Yet, in terms of the bigger
picture of tourism growth, Hall and Seyﬁ (2021) argues that all this means is that international tourism will still likely achieve its original UNWTO forecast of the number of
international arrivals at the global scale by 2030, although the relative contribution of
growth in arrivals from diﬀerent regions will, almost certainly, vary considerably. For
example, given the disproportionate impacts of COVID-19 (Wei et al., 2021), the contribution of emerging economies to the 2030 UNWTO forecasts, which was expected to be
double the pace of arrivals in advanced economies, to 57% of international arrivals being
in emerging economies looks very unlikely.
The need for connection with a broader economic ad policy
A further ﬁnal point that emerges from consideration of substitution and displacement
eﬀects in tourism is that they need to be better connected with a broader economic and
policy understanding of intersections between the tourism and planetary systems and
sustainable consumption, including the price- and cost-ratios between the country of
origin and international destinations. Any notion that tourists can be substituted and
rescaled within a ﬁnite system without dealing with the overriding issues of growth
does not make sense from the perspective of sustainability goals. Similarly, and if just
looking at the tourism system in isolation, reductions in tourist consumption and the
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environmental and other impacts of tourism cannot occur until growth in the overall
number of trips and distanced travelled is reduced (Hall & Wood, 2021). Simply modifying one element by, for example, having more eﬃcient tourist transport is insuﬃcient
while other elements continue to grow.
Furthermore, based on indirect rebound eﬀects, these shifts in consumption can move
outside of tourism and still have consequent eﬀects on emissions and sustainability and
result in undesirable outcomes to environment (Hall & Seyﬁ, 2021). This is a signiﬁcant
point as it highlights the diﬀerent between a narrow view of sustainable tourism and the
broader conceptualisation of tourism’s contribution to sustainability, with the latter
emphasising that the system boundary of the tourism and sustainability relationship
needs to consider the wider planetary system within which tourism is framed (Saarinen,
2015).

Conclusion
It has been suggested that COVID-19 represents the opportunity for transforming
tourism and undertaking a sustainable transition (Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020).
This policy thought experiment suggests that such, often oversimpliﬁed, statements
miss the importance of a fuller understanding of the diﬃculties in substituting international with domestic tourism. This study addressed the key policy question as to
what extent is rescaling international tourism mobilities to domestic level viable and
would that substitution represent a sustainable development path in light of two substitution scenarios: (1) if outbound tourism was fully substituted by domestic tourism
for outbound travellers; and (2) if it was partly substituted. Such measures would, at
ﬁrst examination at least, have potentially signiﬁcant economic consequences for
both tourist generating countries and destination countries depending on the relative
balance of tourism between them and the levels of expenditure. Indeed, encouraging
citizens to see their own country ﬁrst via promoting domestic tourism activities and/
other measures has been used in several countries or provinces/states over the years
in an attempt to retain capital at times of economic recession (Hall & Page, 2012).
In some cases, the number of ‘new’ domestic tourists arising from such a shift
would be more than the international arrivals lost. However, for countries whose
tourism sectors are highly dependent on international arrivals, the economic consequences would be substantial. Nevertheless, it is interesting so note that for economic
reasons at least, the promotion of domestic tourism as a substitute for international
travel is already an accepted policy measure, especially with respect to the promotion
of regional development (Hall, 1994; Scheyvens, 2007). However, such measures have
generally not been advocated for based on their sustainability (Ballantine, 2021)
while, as noted above, signiﬁcant social and economic justice issues may also surround
such a policy shift for some destinations.
From a sustainability perspective, the result of the thought experiment presented in
this paper suggest that although at an aggregate level, such a rescaling shift would potentially lead to an emissions decline in the short-term because the overall distance travelled
falls, other impacts would potentially result, especially the growth in domestic and local
travel and the associated eﬀects of large numbers of visitors to locations that do not normally receive them and may not have appropriate infrastructure in place (Hall, Prayag,
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et al., 2020). In such situations, many destinations may end up replacing international
tourism with domestic tourism and related local consumption. It is not entirely clear
what long-term advantage that brings apart from tourism consumption occurs slightly
diﬀerently (Hall & Wood, 2021). What it does reveal however is the need to see
tourism in a multi-scalar way, in that what may be sustainable at one level may not contribute to sustainability at another. This is potentially a critical issue not just with respect
to emissions but also concerns such as biodiversity loss, plastic use, waste, energy
resources and economic and social welfare as policy measures at one scale and/or
location can have undesirable consequences at another than can have unforeseen consequences for the entire global system.
In addition, it also highlights the need for a much better statistical framework for
tourism given that the lack of good statistical data for domestic and local mobilities
will aﬀect policy understanding of substitution and transferability of tourist trips and
the consequent implications for emissions reduction and sustainability. Indeed, the
ready availability of international tourism data while domestic tourism data is often
lacking has only served reify the importance of international tourism in policy development as well as for many researchers. Depending on one’s position in the tourism system,
the redistribution of capital within national economies because of domestic tourism may
be more important than the ‘new’ expenditure of international arrivals, with the losses
from outbound tourism often conveniently ignored. Yet suitable data is often lacking
to understand this.
Rather than the shock tactics of COVID-19, moves towards a sustainable tourism
transition may require a more considered approach. This is not to deny its urgency
but rather to highlight the importance of avoiding negative direct (and indirect)
rebound aﬀects (Aall et al., 2016). In great part this needs to be done through the development of a much better understanding of the perceived capacity to substitute domestic
for international tourism over time in terms of consumer behaviour and expenditure and
the system boundaries within which this is occurring.
Price considerations will become part of the data requirements for such a policy shift
as well as much better information in general about domestic travel behaviour. Such an
approach may also allow for the negative consequences of such shifts to be better planned
for so that positive adaptation practices can be developed that also limit the eﬀects on
vulnerable communities and destinations (Scott et al., 2016). This is especially important
as the tourism industry’s self-regulation procedures may result in fragmented and, thus,
insuﬃcient outcomes for wider sustainability goals (Rasoolimanesh et al., 2020).
In tourism, sustainable policies and development transformation are urgently
required. As noted, however, it is also needed with respect to developing a research
focus that generates an improved understanding of changing system dynamics rather
than simplistic and uncritical considerations of tourism consumer and system behaviour.
For that we must acknowledge not only the possibilities of tourism and its potential contributions to sustainable development in the COVID-19 pandemic world but also the
limits of tourism-based growth for the transition towards sustainability.

Disclosure statement
No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the author(s).

12

S. SEYFI ET AL.

ORCID
Siamak Seyﬁ http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2427-7958
C. Michael Hall http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7734-4587
Jarkko Saarinen http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9327-6932

References
Aall, C., Hall, C. M., & Groven, K. (2016). Tourism: Applying rebound theories and mechanisms to
climate change mitigation and adaptation. In T. Santarius, H. Walnum, & C. Aall (Eds.),
Rethinking climate and energy policies (pp. 209–225). Springer.
Agnew, M. D., & Palutikof, J. P. (2006). Impacts of short-term climate variability in the UK on
demand for domestic and international tourism. Climate Research, 31(1), 109–120. https://
doi.org/10.3354/cr031109
Athanasopoulos, G., Deng, M., Li, G., & Song, H. (2014). Modelling substitution between domestic
and outbound tourism in Australia: A system-of-equations approach. Tourism Management, 45,
159–170. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.03.018
Athanasopoulos, G., & Hyndman, R. J. (2008). Modelling and forecasting Australian domestic
tourism. Tourism Management, 29(1), 19–31. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2007.04.009
Ballantine, P. W. (2021). Don’t leave town till you’ve seen the country: Domestic tourism as a
degrowth strategy. In C. M. Hall, L. Lundmark, & J. J. Zhang (Eds.), Degrowth and tourism
(pp. 187–201). Routledge.
Bergsen, P., Billon-Galland, A., Kundnani, H., Ntousas, V., & Raines, T. (2020). Europe after coronavirus: The EU and a new political economy. Royal Institute of International Aﬀairs.
Bows, A., Anderson, K., & Peeters, P. (2009). Air transport, climate change and tourism. Tourism
and Hospitality Planning & Development, 6(1), 7–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/
14790530902847012
Bujosa, A., & Rosselló, J. (2013). Climate change and summer mass tourism: The case of Spanish
domestic tourism. Climatic Change, 117(1-2), 363–375. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-0120554-x
Busby, M., & Jedidajah, O. (2020). Battered UK tourist industry anticipates easing of coronavirus
lockdown. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/uknews/2020/may/10/battered-uktourist-industry-coronavirus-lockdown
Cortés-Jiménez, I. (2008). Which type of tourism matters to the regional economic growth? The
cases of Spain and Italy. International Journal of Tourism Research, 10(2), 127–139.
Crouch, G. I., & Ritchie, J. B. (1999). Tourism, competitiveness, and societal prosperity. Journal of
Business Research, 44(3), 137–152. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0148-2963(97)00196-3
Eugenio-Martin, J. L., & Campos-Soria, J. A. (2010). Climate in the region of origin and destination choice in outbound tourism demand. Tourism Management, 31(6), 744–753. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.tourman.2009.07.015
Eurostat. (2019). Tourism statistics. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/tourism/publications
Gössling, S., & Hall, C. M. (2006). Uncertainties in predicting tourist ﬂows under scenarios of
climate change. Climatic Change, 79(3-4), 163–173. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-006-9081-y
Gössling, S., & Scott, D. (2018). The decarbonisation impasse: Global tourism leaders’ views on
climate change mitigation. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 26(12), 2071–2086. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09669582.2018.1529770
Gössling, S., Scott, D., & Hall, C. M. (2015). Inter-market variability in CO2 emission-intensities in
tourism: Implications for destination marketing and carbon management. Tourism
Management, 46, 203–212. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2014.06.021
Gössling, S., Scott, D., & Hall, C. M. (2021). Pandemics, tourism and global change: A rapid assessment of COVID-19. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 29(1), 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/
09669582.2020.1758708

JOURNAL OF POLICY RESEARCH IN TOURISM, LEISURE AND EVENTS

13

Gu, Y., Onggo, B. S., Kunc, M. H., & Bayer, S. (2021). Small Island Developing States (SIDS)
COVID-19 post-pandemic tourism recovery: A system dynamics approach. Current Issues in
Tourism, https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2021.1924636
Hall, C. M. (1994). Tourism and politics. John Wiley.
Hall, C. M. (2015). On the mobility of tourism mobilities. Current Issues in Tourism, 18(1), 7–10.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.971719
Hall, C. M., Lundmark, L., & Zhang, J. J. (Eds.). (2021). Tourism and degrowth: New perspectives on
tourism entrepreneurship, destinations and policy. Routledge.
Hall, C. M., & Page, S. (Eds.). (2012). Tourism in south and southeast Asia. Routledge.
Hall, C. M., Prayag, G., Fieger, P., & Dyason, D. (2020). Beyond panic buying: Consumption displacement and COVID-19. Journal of Service Management, 32(1), 113–128. https://doi.org/10.
1108/JOSM-05-2020-0151
Hall, C. M., & Seyﬁ, S. (2021). COVID-19 pandemic, tourism and degrowth. In C. M. Hall, L.
Lundmark, & J. J. Zhang (Eds.), Degrowth and tourism (pp. 220–238). Routledge.
Hall, C. M., & Wood, K. J. (2021). Demarketing tourism for sustainability: Degrowing tourism or
moving the deckchairs on the titanic? Sustainability, 13(3), 1585. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su13031585
Hardin, G. (1968). The tragedy of the commons. Science, 162(3859), 1243–1248. https://doi.org/10.
1126/science.162.3859.1243
Higgins-Desbiolles, F. (2020). Socialising tourism for social and ecological justice after COVID-19.
Tourism Geographies, 22(3), 610–623. https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2020.1757748
Ioannides, D., & Gyimóthy, S. (2020). The COVID-19 crisis as an opportunity for escaping the
unsustainable global tourism path. Tourism Geographies, 22(3), 624–632. https://doi.org/10.
1080/14616688.2020.1763445
Irwin, S. (2013). Qualitative secondary data analysis: Ethics, epistemology and context. Progress in
Development Studies, 13(4), 295–306. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464993413490479
Johnston, M. P. (2017). Secondary data analysis: A method of which the time has come. Qualitative
and Quantitative Methods in Libraries, 3(3), 619–626.
Kavya Lekshmi, R. S., & Mallick, H. (2020). Contribution of international tourism to economic
growth of Kerala: A subnational-level analysis in India. Journal of Policy Research in
Tourism, Leisure and Events, https://doi.org/10.1080/19407963.2020.1854275
Layton, D. F., & Levine, R. A. (2003). How much does the far future matter? A hierarchical
Bayesian analysis of the public’s willingness to mitigate ecological impacts of climate change.
Journal of the American Statistical Association, 98(463), 533–544. https://doi.org/10.1198/
016214503000000341
Lenzen, M., Sun, Y. Y., Faturay, F., Ting, Y. P., Geschke, A., & Malik, A. (2018). The carbon footprint of global tourism. Nature Climate Change, 8(6), 522–528. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558018-0141-x
Leonard, B., & Parker, D. P. (2021). Fragmented ownership and natural resource use: Evidence
from the Bakken. The Economic Journal, 131(635), 1215–1249. https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/
ueaa097
Llorca-Rodríguez, C. M., García-Fernández, R. M., & Casas-Jurado, A. C. (2020). Domestic versus
inbound tourism in poverty reduction: Evidence from panel data. Current Issues in Tourism, 23
(2), 197–216. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1494701
Lord, A., & Gu, Y. (2019). Can the market be tamed? A thought experiment on the value(s) of planning. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 51(1), 11–24. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0308518X18784600
Lu, H., Phillips, W., Francombe, J., Dunkerley, F., & Rohr, C. (2021). Factors inﬂuencing domestic
tourism in the UK and abroad and the role of publicly funded domestic tourism marketing: A
rapid evidence assessment. Rand Europe.
Mason, L. R., & Rigg, J. (Eds.). (2019). People and climate change: Vulnerability, adaptation, and
social justice. Oxford University Press.

14

S. SEYFI ET AL.

Milano, C., & Koens, K. (2022). The paradox of tourism extremes. Excesses and restraints in times
of COVID-19. Current Issues in Tourism, 25(2), 219–231. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.
2021.1908967
Moya Calderón, M., Chavarría Esquivel, K., Arrieta García, M. M., & Lozano, C. B. (2021). Tourist
behaviour and dynamics of domestic tourism in times of COVID-19. Current Issues in Tourism.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2021.1947993
Nilsson, J. H., & Gössling, S. (2013). Tourist responses to extreme environmental events: The case
of Baltic Sea algal blooms. Tourism Planning & Development, 10(1), 32–44. https://doi.org/10.
1080/21568316.2012.723037
Odhiambo, N. M., & Saungweme, T. (2022). Does international tourism spur international trade in
SSA countries? A dynamic panel data analysis. Journal of Policy Research in Tourism, Leisure
and Events, 14(1), 75–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/19407963.2021.2017730
OECD. (2019). OECD Tourism Statistics. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/industry-and-services/
data/oecd-tourismstatistics_2b45a380-en
OECD. (2020). Rebuilding tourism for the future: COVID-19 policy responses and recovery. http://
www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/rebuilding-tourism-for-the-future-covid-19policy-responses-and-recovery-bced9859/
Pearce, D. G. (1989). International and domestic tourism: Interfaces and issues. GeoJournal, 19(3),
257–262. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00454569
Rasoolimanesh, S. M., Ramakrishna, S., Hall, C. M., Esfandiar, K., & Seyﬁ, S. (2020). A systematic
scoping review of sustainable tourism indicators in relation to the sustainable development
goals. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2020.1775621
Rosselló-Nadal, J., Riera-Font, A., & Cárdenas, V. (2011). The impact of weather variability on
British outbound ﬂows. Climatic Change, 105(1), 281–292.
Rutty, M., & Scott, D. (2010). Will the Mediterranean become “too hot” for tourism? A reassessment. Tourism and Hospitality Planning & Development, 7(3), 267–281. https://doi.org/10.
1080/1479053X.2010.502386
RV Industry Association. (2021). Breakdown on monthly RV shipments. https://www.rvia.org/
reports-trends
Saarinen, J. (2003). The regional economics of tourism in Northern Finland: The socio-economic
implications of recent tourism development and future possibilities for regional development.
Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 3(2), 91–113.
Saarinen, J. (2014). Critical sustainability: Setting the limits to growth and responsibility in
tourism. Sustainability, 6(1), 1–17. https://doi.org/10.3390/su6010001
Saarinen, J. (2015). Conﬂicting limits to growth in sustainable tourism. Current Issues in Tourism,
18(10), 903–907. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.972344
Saarinen, J., Fitchett, J., & Hoogendoorn, G. (2022). Climate change and tourism in southern Africa.
Routledge.
Sæþórsdóttir, A. D., Hall, C. M., & Wendt, M. (2020). From boiling to frozen? The rise and fall of
international tourism to Iceland in the era of overtourism. Environments, 7(8), 59. https://doi.
org/10.3390/environments7080059
Scheyvens, R. (2007). Poor cousins no more: Valuing the development potential of domestic and
diaspora tourism. Progress in Development Studies, 7(4), 307–325. https://doi.org/10.1177/
146499340700700403
Scott, D., Hall, C. M., & Gössling, S. (2016). A report on the Paris Climate Change Agreement and
its implications for tourism: Why we will always have Paris. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 24
(7), 933–948. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2016.1187623
Seyﬁ, S., Hall, C. M., & Shabani, B. (2020). COVID-19 and international travel restrictions: The
geopolitics of health and tourism. Tourism Geographies, https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.
2020.1833972
Shaﬁee Roodposhti, M., & Meymandi, F. (2022). Conceptualization of inclination towards domestic tourism during COVID-19 crisis. Journal of Policy Research in Tourism, Leisure and
Events, https://doi.org/10.1080/19407963.2022.2082450

JOURNAL OF POLICY RESEARCH IN TOURISM, LEISURE AND EVENTS

15

Tandrayen-Ragoobur, V., Tengur, N. D., & Fauzel, S. (2022). COVID-19 and Mauritius’ tourism
industry: An island perspective. Journal of Policy Research in Tourism, Leisure and Events,
https://doi.org/10.1080/19407963.2022.2028159
Tsui, K. W. H. (2017). Does a low-cost carrier lead the domestic tourism demand and growth of
New Zealand? Tourism Management, 60, 390–403. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2016.10.
013
United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). (2020a). World tourism barometer, 18
(6).
United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). (2020b). Understanding domestic
tourism and seizing its opportunities. https://www.e-unwto.org/doi/book/10.18111/
9789284422111
Vaishar, A., & Šťastná, M. (2020). Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on rural tourism in Czechia
preliminary considerations. Current Issues in Tourism, https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2020.
1839027
Vartanian, T. P. (2010). Secondary data analysis. Oxford University Press.
Wei, X., Li, L., & Zhang, F. (2021). The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on socio-economic and
sustainability. Environmental Science and Pollution Research, 28(48), 68251–68260. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s11356-021-14986-0
World Bank. (2019). International tourism, number of arrivals. https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/ST.INT.ARVL
Wu, T. P., Wu, H. C., Ye, G., Wu, X., & Pan, B. (2022). The contribution of international tourism
development to economic growth in Chinese economy. Journal of Policy Research in Tourism,
Leisure and Events, https://doi.org/10.1080/19407963.2022.2088773
Yang, Y., Liu, Z. H., & Qi, Q. (2014). Domestic tourism demand of urban and rural residents in
China: Does relative income matter? Tourism Management, 40, 193–202. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.tourman.2013.05.005

