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In Search For New Urban Tourism Niche.
Could European Cities Be Destinations For
Urban Wellness Providing Food for Body,
Mind and Spirit?

Susanna Saari
University of Lapland, Faculty of Social Sciences, Finland

Abstract
According to the United Nations Population Fund (2020), half of the world’s population live in cities, and the
number is estimated to rise to 75% by 2050. Although urbanization is seen as a major challenge from a health
point of view, the development of urban wellness tourism offering would ideally benefit both tourists and locals.
The growth rate of wellness tourism during the years 2015–2017 was almost twice as fast as global economic
growth. Holistic wellness refers to the balanced elements of body, mind and spirit. This study argues that many
European city destinations could provide the holistic wellness elements to their visitors.
Tourism destinations continue competing with each other in a globalised marketplace, even more post-Covid-
19. As a result, cities will invest considerable resources in their marketing activities and place branding. By
recognizing and highlighting wellness tourism offering in their marketing, some urban DestinationManagement
Organisations (DMOs) could stand out in this growing competition and get their share of wellness tourism
growth.
This study examines, which elements contributing to holistic wellness are currently being displayed on the
visit.com websites of selected urban DMOs (N = 32) in the European Union. This is done using qualitative
content analysis methodology. The findings indicate that there are several European cities that already
display elements of urban wellness in their marketing. The practical implication for the DMOs in question
could be to actively start developing their place brands towards urban wellness tourism niche by high-
lighting the supply of urban wellness they already have, for example, at their visit.com sites.
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Introduction
One of the biggest niches in tourism prior to Covid�19
was wellness tourism, which grew at the rate of 6.5%
annually compared with 3.2% of tourism (GWI, 2018).
During the pandemic, tourism has been almost non-
existing. However, the Corona stop has given us all an
opportunity to re-think our priorities, values and travel
patterns (Glusac, 2021). The pause in travelling has
also opened the eyes of the consumers to the positive
and negative impacts of tourism (Gybels, 2021). In the
fast-paced world full of deadlines and stress, people
have been seeking for healthier lifestyles. Consequently,
considerable amount of money has been spent in
pursuit of feeling good both physically and mentally

(GWI, 2019). Health tourism is divided into two sec-
tors: medical tourism and wellness tourism (Smith and
Puczkó 2009; UNWTO and ETC, 2018). Global
Wellness Summit (2017) describes wellness as: ‘the
active pursuit of activities, choices, and lifestyles that
lead to a state of holistic health’. This supports
UNWTO’s (2019b) definition of wellness tourism as: ‘a
type of tourism activity, which aims to improve and
balance all of the main domains of human life including
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physical, mental, emotional, occupational, intellectual
and spiritual’. This study concentrates only on wellness
tourism leaving the medical aspect aside.

According to the United Nations Population Fund
(2020), half of the world’s population live in cities and
the number is estimated to rise to 75% by 2050. At the
same time, tourists have been seeking new experiences,
and the destinations are competing against each other
in the global tourism markets (Voigt and Pforr, 2014a).
As a result, cities invest considerable resources in their
marketing activities and place branding. Urban tourism
can be defined as: ‘people visiting towns and cities other
than their own’ (Heeley, 2015), and ‘its inherent at-
tributes are characterized by non-agricultural based
economy offering a broad range of cultural, architec-
tural, technological, social and natural experiences and
products for leisure and business’ as defined by
UNWTO (2019b). Looking at the before mentioned
attributes, for example cultural and social activities in
the city, it could mean growth possibilities for urban
wellness trend (Lee et al., 2020).

Many tourism destinations have already utilized the
wellness trend in their online marketing and branding
activities. However, when googling for wellness tourism
offering, one can see that it is often marketed as retreats
taking place in resorts located in natural environments
with pictures of lush greeneries, water elements, fresh
air or crispy snow—not in the urban setting. Yet, an
urban environment can equally provide the elements of
balanced wellness; body, mind and spirit as outlined by
Dunn (1959), which this paper will demonstrate. The
research question is: ‘which elements contributing to
holistic wellness are currently being displayed on the
visit.com websites for selected urban DMOs’. In order
to answer this, the study looks at what 32 EU cities that
belong to ‘European Cities Marketing’ (ECM), an
association for Tourist Boards, Convention Bureaux
and City Marketing Organizations in Europe, market at
their destination landing pages.

The reminder of this article is structured as follows.
First, a literature review on wellness tourism and
destination management is presented followed by the
research aims. Second, the methods for collecting and
analysing the empirical data using an online analysis are
explained. Finally, the results of this study are discussed
and concluded.

Literature review

Wellness for everyone and everywhere

The Global Wellness Institute (GWI) defines wellness
as ‘the active pursuit of activities, choices, and lifestyles
that lead to a state of holistic health’ (2017). Wellness

seems to have developed into a large consumer industry
offering a wide range of products and services that help
consumers to incorporate wellness activities and life-
styles in their daily lives (Grénman, 2019). GWI (2018)
includes altogether ten sectors in their wellness econ-
omy report, however, not all of them tourism related.
The sectors are wellness tourism, spa economy,
thermal/mineral springs, wellness real estate, traditional
and complementary medicine, personal care and
beauty and anti-ageing, preventive and personalized
medicine and public health, healthy eating, nutrition
and weight loss, fitness and mind-body and workplace
wellness. According to GWI (2019) wellness economy
was valued at US$4.5 trillion in 2019. Compared with
the global economic growth of 3.6% during the years
2015–2017, wellness tourism grew almost twice as fast
with a 6.5% growth rate. Other large wellness growth
sectors were wellness real estate, 6.4% and spa industry,
9.8% (GWI, 2018). However, with the current dis-
course and concern around global warming and climate
crises, andmost recently the Covid-19 pandemic, it will
be interesting to see how tourism will develop in overall
over the coming months and years.

Voigt (2014) raises the question whether wellness
tourism indeed is conspicuous consumption with
egoistic elements and luxury surroundings at five-star
properties available only for the wealthy tourist, or
merely a handy marketing tool for profit making.
However, environmental sensitivity and social contacts
are an essential part in the often sited ‘extended ele-
ments of wellness’model byMüller et al. (2001). There
are researchers who suggest that wellness tourism in-
volves the conscious consumption of products and
services that promote not only well-being but also
sustainability (Voigt, 2014). The pause in travel has
presented an opportunity to focus on the economic,
socio-cultural and environmental aspects of tourism
(Brouder et al., 2020). The change in customer values
is recognized in Booking.com commissioned, inde-
pendent research conducted in March 2021. The re-
port argues that awareness regarding sustainability has
increased over the years with 72% of the travellers
currently believing that they ‘have to act now to save the
planet for future generations’, 61% of the travellers
stating they want to travel in a more sustainable way,
and 47% admitting the pandemic has shifted their at-
titude ‘to make positive changes in their everyday lives’
(Gybels, 2021). Embracing sustainability is a must for
any tourism destination for staying competitive (Ritchie
and Crouch, 2003). On this basis, there is a clear case
for combining sustainable and wellness tourism
whenever possible. Both customers and destinations
would benefit from this alliance. Of course, producti-
zation must be based on real quality and transparent
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certifications. The DMO will be responsible for clearer
marketing and presentation of the services, for example,
on their website, and for identifying the right target
groups.

Tourism motivation is being used for definitions in
wellness tourism. There are tourists called ‘primary
wellness travellers’ whose main interest during their
holiday is to enhance themselves in wellness related
activities like yoga, fitness or healing treatments in a
spa. This motivation also determines the destination
they choose. In addition, there are the ‘secondary
wellness travellers’ who, while on a holiday, may par-
ticipate in an activity like yoga on the beach, out of
curiosity or by chance (GWI 2017; UNWTO and ETC,
2018). Nothing hinders from using this same division
when it comes to urban wellness tourism. Instead of
yoga on a beach the activity for a primary urban wellness
tourist can be yoga in the park or staying in an urban spa
hotel and enjoying the vast cultural offers only a city
provides. Wellness tourism industry comprises lodging,
food and beverage, shopping, activities and excursions,
and so it stretches across all travel industry segments
(GWI, 2018). Typical facilities for wellness tourism
include spas and wellness hotels but the facilities used
vary according to the type andmotivations of tourists. A
wellness-specific superstructure is needed for providing
successful tourism experiences for example (thermal)
baths, saunas or retreats (Dvorak et al., 2014; Voigt and
Pforr 2014b; UNWTO and ETC, 2018). The role of
nature, natural resources and the surrounding envi-
ronment are highlighted in several discussions re-
garding wellness practices (Anttiroiko, 2018; Dvorak
et al., 2014; Voigt and Pforr 2014b).

One can easily see why wellness tourism is connected
with experiences in nature. Nevertheless, people do
travel to urban destinations seeking surroundings and
experiences that will enhance their feeling of mental
and physical well-being. Weekend city-breaks and
‘staycations’ (a holiday taken near home rather than
travelling to another place) are good examples of this. In
these cases, ‘generic hospitality superstructure’ (e.g.
hotels, restaurants) is being used intensively. Many new
accommodation and resort developments including
city hotels are including spa or wellness centres in their
service offering (UNWTO and ETC, 2018). Smith and
Puczkó (2010) argue that most European countries are
developing their health and wellness tourism offering
but in different pace. Europe has been the main des-
tination of wellness travel with 292 million trips and
expenditures of US$218.8b (GWI, 2018).

The cities offer all the solutions needed for a wellness
tourism experience, only in an urban setting; nature
(e.g. parks, squares and urban beaches), built envi-
ronments (e.g. museums, concert halls), commercial

activities (e.g. spas, restaurants and gyms) and tech-
nological solutions (Anttiroiko, 2018). Interestingly,
new urban tourism researchers Kramer et al. (2019)
introduce a niche phenomenon, namely, ‘places of
Muße’ that further supports the idea of urban wellness.
Whilst lacking general definition and being somewhat
unexplored still, this German word has a long history.
The places of Muße can help urban visitors have a rest
or escape from other tourist activities, that is, to wind
down in the midst of urban hustle and ‘enjoy feelings of
comfort and inspiration’. Potential places of Muße are
for example: ‘parks and gardens, cemeteries, churches,
museums, exhibition halls and other buildings, galleries
and department stores, bars and restaurants, avenues,
squares and pedestrian areas of the city’ (Kramer et al.,
2019). It is up to the tourist to ‘mix & match’ the ac-
tivities, services and urban spaces that nurture their
mind, body and spirit according to their wellness
motivation. A secondary wellness tourist can enjoy an
occasional visit to an authentic Finnish Sauna while in
Helsinki, even if the main motivation to travel has been
to explore Finnish architecture and design or a business
trip. However, this is not to deny there are specialized
tourism niches for example cultural tourism, that
clearly overlap with some suggested ‘urban wellness
activities’.

In addition, there is a historical tradition of urban
wellness, for example the spa towns of Budapest and
Bath. Moreover, there are other city conceptions with
dimensions that support wellness, for example,
smart, liveable and sustainable cites (Anttiroiko,
2018). Liveability in this context refers to a city
that develops well-being, health and cultural expe-
riences, which in turn will attract visitors to enjoy the
city. Examples of such cities are, for example, Vienna,
Zurich, Copenhagen and Toronto (Anttiroiko,
2018). Wellness is part of modern society. How-
ever, research on urban wellness tourism is still very
rare (Lee et al., 2020).

Wellness as a competitive advantage in
urban destination marketing
In their overview Saraniemi and Kylänen (2011) point
out that there are several definitions of a tourism
destination depending on the research orientation.
According to Voigt and Pforr (2014a) ‘at the most basic
level a destination can be understood as a geographical
place that is chosen by the tourists as target of their
travel and which satisfies their needs’. UNWTO
(2019b) defines a tourism destination as a ‘physical
space with or without administrative and/or analytical
boundaries in which a visitor can spend an overnight. It
is the cluster (colocation) of products and services and
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of activities and experiences along the tourism value
chain and a basic unit of analysis of tourism’. Defini-
tions for specific wellness tourism destinations have
also been discussed and health related core compe-
tences, specific natural and built resources and services
play an active role in the final definition (Voigt and
Pforr, 2014b; Dvorak et al., 2014; Tuominen et al.,
2017). In this study, the destination in focus is a city in
pre-Brexit European Union as explained later in the
method section.

The destinations are often marketed by Destination
Management Organisations. They are ‘the leading
organizational entity with the key role of initiating,
coordinating and managing certain activities such as
the implementation of tourism policies, strategic
planning, product development, promotion, and
marketing and convention bureau activities’
(UNWTO, 2019b). In addition, Morrison andMaxim
(2022) list ‘seven-plus-one’ DMO roles, in which also
community and stakeholder relationships and in-
volvement as well as crises management are included.
Heeley (2016) argues that the method of marketing by
DMOs globally and the consequent materials are
similar both in form and content leading to what he
likes to call ‘much of the muchness’, a failure to market
and make a difference.

Tourism destinations compete against each other
globally. (Voigt and Pforr, 2014a). This competition is
based on a complex concept, namely, destination
competitiveness, which is defined by destinations in-
ternal and external core competencies and resources
(Dwyer and Kim, 2003; Steckenbauer et al., 2017).
Competitiveness is the ability to create and integrate
value-added products while sustaining destinations’
resources and maintaining its relative market position
(Hassan, 2000). Competitiveness is about how re-
sources are used while the resources available (e.g.
scenery, infrastructure, events and festivals, heritage)
form the concept of comparative advantage (Prideaux
et al., 2014). UNWTO (2019a) maintains, that com-
petitiveness of a destination is ‘the ability of the des-
tination to use its natural, cultural, human, man-made
and capital resources efficiently to develop and deliver
quality, innovative, ethical and attractive tourism
products and services in order to achieve a sustainable
growth within its overall vision and strategic goals,
increase the added value of the tourism sector, improve
and diversify its market components and optimize its
attractiveness and benefits both for visitors and the local
community from a sustainable perspective’. Heeley
(2015) highlights that also for the cities and towns to
succeed in the global competition as urban destina-
tions, there needs to be a reason to visit, a competitive
advantage.

With the birth of low-cost airlines, there has been an
increased interest in cities and their development in
terms of tourism, for example, European cities had to
adapt their marketing activities to attract a city break
product (Morrison and Maxim, 2022). According to
Anttiroiko (2018) ‘beside core wellness facilities, cities
offer a range of services, activities, and environments
that support hospitality, retail, and entertaining side of
urban wellness’, for example, shopping, food and drink,
accommodation, entertainment, sexuality, identity and
lifestyle. Urban tourists can be a vital source for creating
economic benefits and social growth to cities
(UNWTO, 2012). The cities possess attractions and
amenities for visitors, hence the growing interest by the
municipal authorities (Henderson, 2017). Rising in-
comes and evolving lifestyles mean that also urban
consumers are becoming an increasingly important
driver of the consumer markets. The urban con-
sumption is shifting towards services such as education,
travel, communications and hotels and catering. In
addition, the changes in urban consumer values mean
that experiences are appreciatedmore than things. (Lan
Ha, 2019)

The race of tourists is tough globally and one im-
portant element in the destination competitiveness is
the destination brand. With the increasing competition
between cities, we can see the importance of branding
activity growing (Zenker andMartin, 2011). Tuominen
et al. (2017) discuss the importance of brand identity
development which should happen bottom-up together
with all stakeholders, including the locals. It is no-
ticeable that with the digital world, people can have
their perceptions of a place formed even before any
direct interaction from various sources like the internet,
mass media, intermediaries, residents, visitors and
other agents. (Cleave and Arku, 2017; Choi et al., 2007;
Molinillo et al., 2018) The image of the destination is
quite different online compared with that on print. The
visitors upload pictures and images sharing their ex-
periences and creating a dynamic and ever-growing
material bank. The individuals formulate the destina-
tion image, not just the DMO (Hunter, 2012).

In a world where competition is just one click away,
effective marketing communications are vital. DMO
websites, social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram and
YouTube) and other online platforms are the most
useful tools for building and promoting a destination
image, in addition to traditional media (Molinillo et al.,
2018). In order to enhance their competitiveness and
sustainability, the destinations are faced with a need
to really work on their destination management
strategies. They have also realized the value of strong
destination brand and destination image as important
success factors in the selection of a destination.
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(UNWTO, 2012; Molinillo et al., 2018). However,
competition has led to the ‘sameness’ of DMO mar-
keting communications and the ‘marketing of every-
thing’ has become their urban theme (Kavaratzis, 2012;
Heeley, 2016). Understanding the needs and wants of
the target markets is a key to success (Cleave and Arku,
2017) and building a strong and exciting brand identity
is essential. Sometimes the product created for tourists
in an urban destination is co-used with its residents, but
from time to time visitors have distinct locations solely
for their own use (Kavaratzis, 2012; Zenker and Braun,
2017). Anttiroiko (2018) discusses ‘liveability’ also in
connection with the natural and built amenities; it is
good for residents and has a particular role in place
promotion and branding.

Finally, digitalization should have increased the
pressure of destinations in differentiating their offering
as, for example, direct customer reviews and word-of-
mouth have an ever-growing importance in the choice
of the destination to be visited. Therefore, cities need
to assess their competitive advantages and understand
which of their services and products offerings appeal to
the different markets, and finally market them effec-
tively in the right channels. This is where wellness
steps into the scene as a new megatrend (Anttiroiko,
2018). Wellness tourism can utilize both natural re-
sources of the urban location and built leisure services
to create the playgrounds needed for that tourist
wellness experience (Chang and Beise-Zee, 2013). A
traveller with primary motivation in wellness can
combine offerings to body (e.g. spa, fitness and
sports), mind (e.g. cultural events, museums) and
sprit (e.g. urban parks and squares) to create an urban
wellness holiday, while a traveller with a secondary
wellness motivation can just choose to use the high
street day spa and eat local delicacies while visiting the
city to meet friends and relatives. Wellness can be a
competitive advantage for an urban destination, but it
needs to be promoted and highlighted in marketing
activities.

Methodology

Background

The study is following the footsteps of Volo’s (2008)
developmental study. It is a descriptive research using
qualitative conceptual content analysis methodology.
The aim of the study is to examine, which elements
contributing to holistic wellness are currently being
displayed on the visit.com websites of selected urban
DMOs in the European Union. In total, 32 DMO
websites was explored to create an understanding about
their composition.

Inductive reasoning was used, method being similar
to the approach that might be taken by, for example, ‘a
journalist’ searching for information (Volo, 2008, p.89)
However, the information objective is defined in more
detail as explained in Section Data Collection. There
are also features of data-driven analyses in the study.
The author examined and interpreted the data sub-
jectively being almost a research instrument herself.

The selection of the cities

The starting point for the online analyses was the
website of the European Cities Marketing (ECM).
They profile themselves as: ‘a non-profit organisation
aiming at improving the competitiveness and perfor-
mance of leading cities of Europe by providing a
platform for convention, leisure and city marketing
professionals to exchange knowledge, the best practice
and widen their network to build new business’ (ECM,
2019).

The reason for using this Association as a basis for
the selection of cities was the assumption that nations,
regions and cities belonging to a specialist organization
like the ECMwould have advanced know-how on how,
what and to whom to market their tourism offering
innovatively and understanding the trends. This ex-
pertise would then be reflected on their tourism web-
sites, for example, by highlighting the comparative
advantages the destination has or by creating specific
niches that resonate with various travel motivations
(e.g. wellness travellers, cultural travellers and business
travellers). The earlier discussion about the ‘sameness’
and ‘marketing of everything’ (Heeley, 2016) was used
as motivation. Additionally, an assumption that in the
growing global competition, European destinations
would have started to differentiate their tourism of-
fering was also formed. When building the criteria for
the online analysis, the wellness tourism niche was kept
as the main framework, and this is explained more in
the data collection section.

Data collection

To sample the data, an online search was conducted by
viewing the links of certain members belonging to
European Cities Marketing. ECM consists of members
from more than 115 major cities in 39 countries in
Europe. For this research, only countries within the
European Union (EU) where chosen, including U.K.
as when the analysis was conducted from June to
August 2019, Brexit negotiations were still
ongoing, and U.K. was officially part of the EU. Within
the countries, altogether 91 cities were members of the
ECM. The Capital Cities were all excluded from
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the selection, as it was expected that they are attractive
tourism destinations in their own right. Regional
members were also excluded. The research was geared
towards the ‘second tier’, that is, less obvious tourism
cities, and whenever it was possible, two of these types
of cities were selected for analyses from the list of all
possiblemembers per country. Table 1. shows the list of
all the member countries, and the members of ECM
during the research, 32 in total. The exceptions in the
selection are explained too.

The analysis was carried out based on guidelines set
at ‘WelDest’ project (Health and Well-being in
Tourism Destination, an EU funded research project
during the years 2012–2014).1 However, the difference
was that where WelDest looked mostly at nature-based
health tourism destinations, this time the focus was on
urban cities as destinations. Therefore, the criteria
created by WelDest project group (Lange, 2014), was
slightly altered keeping in mind the definition of
wellness tourism and the need to address mind, body
and spirit as discussed earlier. As the primary moti-
vation of a wellness tourist is to engage in activities such
as fitness and relaxation these are covered when the
texts/ pictures/ videos of such activities are visible in the
landing page (numbers 1 and 3), and/or if there is a link
about this type of offering available (number 2). Natural
and cultural resources both improve and balance all the
main domains of human life including physical, mental,
emotional, occupational, intellectual and spiritual, and
so these original criteria were kept (numbers 4 and 5).
In addition, all these criteria work well with both pri-
mary and secondary wellness tourism motivation, that
is, they are services both groups could well utilize while
on an urban holiday.

The final criteria created for online analysis:

1. The landing page mentions wellness (tourism)
offering (e.g. spas, fitness, leisure and sport)

2. The landing page has a separate link/drop down
menu about wellness offering

3. The pictures/ videos in the landing page promote
wellness offering

4. The landing page of the destination promotes
natural resources suitable for wellness tourism
(e.g. urban parks, greenery)

5. The landing page of the destination promotes
cultural resources suitable for wellness tourism
(e.g. museums, theatres and concerts)

The analysis was done by the author manually with
the help of an Excel spreadsheet created for this pur-
pose. The link from the ECM website to members’
website was used as the main access point. With only a
few exceptions, the landing page was in English, and so

there was no need for further search of appropriate
language. The whole idea was to have as an authentic
look as possible simulating a regular tourist a regular
tourist in search of a suitable destination would have,
that is, while browsing through themain landing page to
evaluate whether the possible customer would be able
to see and identify the elements of wellness as listed
above. It is common knowledge that consumers are not
very eager to spend a lot of time clicking around
searching for information, so this is a crucial mo-
mentum for the urban destination; the interest has to be
risen quickly. While analysing, as soon as the city had
three or more ticks out of the five points used, the
website was being analysed in more detail. This meant a
more thorough examination of texts, pictures, videos
and links at the landing page was done in order to
understand the connection of the information provided
on wellness related service or product offering. Less
than three clicks meant the site was discarded as ‘not
showing wellness elements’ destination.

Findings

As mentioned earlier, the author was inspired by the
discussions of Heeley (2016) and Kavaratzis (2012)
regarding the ‘marketing of everything’ approach they
both had discovered earlier last decade. This means you
could look at any random video of an urban destination,
and not necessarily know what city it is unless there was
a logo or a tittle to tell you this. However, as years have
passed, and new trends emerged, it would make sense
that also DMOs are adapting themselves and improving
their marketing efforts. Altogether 32 urban destina-
tions were chosen for analysis in this study. Table 2 lists
the number of hits each urban destination achieved
using the five points criteria introduced above.

There were two cities; Porto and Malmö, which did
not get any hits. They might both have the elements of
holistic wellness as tourism destinations, but in the case
of Porto, the link from ECM website leads directly to
Porto Convention Bureau pages. Naturally, all the
information in the landing page is about congresses and
there is nothing reflecting wellness tourism as such.
Malmö in Sweden had taken a different approach in its
marketing, and the site promoted ‘Lonely Planet’ pages
for more information about the touristic Malmö, and so
the analysis stopped there.

None of the cities fulfilled all the wellness criteria
points but three of them had four hits out of five. The
cities were Linz (Austria), Munich (Germany) and
Poznan (Poland). The link of Linz directs first to the
‘City of Linz’ pages, that is, information about the
services for locals. However, link to ‘tourism’ was very
visible, so that was followed to a tourism site in English.
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Table 1. Basis of online analyses among ECM members

EU countries Members [bolded ones analysed] Please notice

1. Austria Linz
Graz
Insbruck
Salzburg
Vienna (Capital)

2. Belgium Antwerp
Bruges
Brussels (Capital)
Ghent
Leuven
Mechlen

3. Bulgaria N/A
4. Croatia Dudrovnic Dubrovnik is not in Top 10 biggest cities in Croatia but

significant in tourism, hence included
Opatija Opatija is a tourism region, excluded
Rijeka
Zagreb (Capital)

5. Republic of Cyprus N/A
6. Czech Republic Brno

Prague (Capital)
7. Denmark Aalborg

Aarhus
Copenhagen (Capital)

8. Estonia Tallinn (Capital)
9. Finland Espoo

Helsinki (Capital)
Turku

10. France Biarritz
Bordeaux
Dijon
Lille
Lyon
Marseille

11. Germany Berlin (Capital)
Collogne
Darmstadt
Dresden
Hamburg
Heidelberg
Mainz
Munich
Nuremberg
Stuttgard

12. Greece Athens (Capital)
Ioannina
Thessaloniki

13. Hungary Budapest (Capital)
14. Ireland Dublin (Capital)
15. Italy Bologna

Bolzano
Florence
Genoa
Milan
Turin

(continued)
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The landing page is organized so that the offerings are
easy to see at one glimpse. Nature, gastronomy and
museums are highlighted well. Under ‘Discover Linz’
-> activities, one can find separate titles, for example,
‘nature lovers’ and ‘sports’, which both have various
options ideal for wellness. Other wellness related ac-
tivities and spaces included, for example, sauna, fresh
lake swimming, city hiking trails, parks and green
oasis, and the Botanical Gardens in the middle of the
city.

The website ofMunich highlighted summer, and the
first glimpse already promoted sports, nature, gas-
tronomy and culture as individual links providing more
information and interesting real-life stories. A nature
loving wellness tourist can for example enjoy a touch of
the wilderness in the middle of the city, ‘The English
Garten’, to create a place of Muße in the middle of the
hustle and bustle. A sporty tourist might be surprised to
find out that Munich is a world-renowned surfer me-
tropolis hundreds of kilometres from the sea and

Table 1. (continued)

EU countries Members [bolded ones analysed] Please notice

16. Latvia N/A
17. Lithuania Kaunas

Vilnius (Capital)
18. Luxemburg Luxemburg (Capital)
19. Malta Malta (Capital)
20. Netherlands Amsterdam Amsterdam is the only EU city which is bigger than the

country’s Capital in population but included as a
major tourism destination

Maastricht
Rotterdam
The Hague (Capital)
Utrecht

21. Poland Gdansk
Krakow
Poznan
Warsaw

22. Portugal Lisboa (Capital)
Porto

Porto’s landing page is for convention bureau
marketing Porto as a congress destination

23. Romania Timisoara
24. Slovakia Bratislava (Capital)
25. Slovenia Ljubana (Capital)
26. Spain A Coruna

Barcelona
Benidorm
Bilbao
Catalonia
Gijon
Girona
Las Palmas
Lloret de Mar
Madrid (Capital)
San Sebastian
Sandiago de C.
Seville
Valencia
Zaragoza

27. Sweden Gothenburg
Malmö
Stockholm (Capital)
Uppsala

28. United Kingdom1 Belfast Belfast is not in Top 10 biggest UK cities but significant
in tourism, hence includedEdinburgh

London (Capital)

1ECM lists the U.K. in three entities as”England”, “Northern Ireland”, and ”Scotland”, but the author combined them under the U.K.
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feeding one’s body with gastronomical highlights could
not be easier than in Munich. The number of still and
moving pictures with lush, green nature was one of the
highest in all the pages analysed and always displayed
the season at hand.

Finally, Poznan in Poland was perhaps the most
‘wellness geared’ city destination in its overall mar-
keting approach. The landing page has a word cloud
with words like ‘spa’, ‘beauty’, ‘recreation’, ‘leisure’,
‘slow food’, ‘relax’ and ‘health’ in it. These words work
as links for more information on the subjects. Under the
word ‘health’ there are services like the ‘world of
saunas’with 14 different saunas, or the ‘salt cave’where
you sit and breathe microclimatic air. The link of ‘spas’
displays spas and hotel spas in Poznan. In addition,
word links like ‘weekend’ and ‘city-break’ would
prompt the urban experience for a short trip or a
staycation. Unfortunately, the visual look and the
technical solution of the website are very old-fashioned
and not very inviting. However, Poznan was actually
one of the three cities in total where wellness is visible as
a link from the landing page; the other two were Lyon
(France) and Hamburg (Germany). All the three urban
destinations would be able to cater for a balanced
wellness holiday to nurture the traveller’s body, mind
and spirit.

Altogether eight cities hit three out of five points.
This meant that apart from promoting any natural
and cultural resources, which most destinations
unsurprisingly tend to promote, they also added one
out of the three wellness-specific criteria, which in
half of the cases was to do with spas, leisure, fitness
or sports. However, this means there definitely is a
possibility to develop and promote wellness offering
further in the future as one could find services and

spaces to support all the three areas of holistic
wellness. More than one third of the cities hit only
two of the criteria; natural and cultural resources.
This might indicate that the marketing is on a quite
generic level or clearly has other services to promote.
In any case, showcasing nature and culture is
promising as it means there are elements existing,
which could be harnessed in the future wellness
offering. Table 3 summarizes all the cities and the
criteria they filled.

Discussion and conclusions
In 2019, the travel statistics were on the raise for the
ninth consecutive year (WTTC, 2021) and tourism
industry was booming. The first quarter in 2020 meant
zero tourism with global lockdowns. We have already
seen several waves of the pandemic since autumn 2020
and tourism has not been able to really re-boot although
things look somewhat more optimistic since the
number of vaccinated people grow globally.

However, there are also positive aspects in the sit-
uation. During the pandemic, tourism industry has had
a chance to re-think their product and services offering
(Glusac, 2021). Issues like over tourism, sustainable
tourism, and the connection of the pandemic to climate
change have been topics in many conversations in, for
example, the social media channels. An example of
positive DMO product development during the pan-
demic is ‘Sustainable Travel Finland’ development
programme by Visit Finland. Hundreds of tourism
businesses, including well-being services (as they are
classified in this programme), have attended the
training sessions and obtained various environmental
certificates becoming part of the sustainable tourism

Table 2. Analyses result (N = 32). Number of destinations filling the criteria from zero to five hits in country alphabetical
order.

0 hits 1 hit 2 hits 3 hits 4 hits 5 hits

2 3 13 11 3 0
Porto Graz Antwerp Aalborg Linz
Malmö Dubrovnik Ghent Espoo Munich

Krakow Rijeka Lyon Poznan
Brno Hamburg

Aarhus Ioannina
Turku Thessaloniki
Marseille Turin
Milan Timisoara
Kaunas Barcelona
Amsterdam Valencia
Rotterdam Gothenburg
Belfast
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offering in their destinations and Finland (Visit
Finland, 2021).

Urban wellness tourism is well suited to the post-
pandemic tourism recovery. It emphasizes holistic well-
being, focussing on body, mind and spirit. In many
urban destinations, you can find everything you need
for wellness; urban nature, sports and leisure facilities,
local food and culture for example. Furthermore, you
can get around the city on foot, by bike or by public
transport. Generic tourist services such as hotels and
restaurants are also easily accessible and there are
usually plenty of sustainable options. It would be naı̈ve

to think that one could not achieve well-being and
happiness in an urban setting.

No doubt, there is a growing pressure to travel once
it becomes possible and, inevitably, tourism also to the
urban destinations will continue. Staycations and
weekend breaks into nearby urban destinations can
easily have a wellness focus. Domestic travel has been a
trend already during 2021 as recovering travellers stay
close to home (Glusac, 2021). However, the industry
has to be careful not to use wellness as a mere buzzword
for marketing purposes. Destinations should only
promote wellness tourism if their services and

Table 3. Results, all destinations (N = 32).

Country Destination

English landing
page mentions
wellness
(tourism)
offering (e.g.
spas, fitness,
leisure, sports)

There is a
separate
link/drop
down about
wellness
offering

The pictures/
videos of the
landing page
promote
wellness
offering

The destination
promotes natural
resources
suitable for
wellness tourism
(e.g. parks,
greenery)

The destination
promotes cultural
resources suitable
for wellness
tourism (e.g.
museums,
theatres, concerts) Result

Austria Gratz
Linz

x x x
x

x 1
4

Belgium Antwerp
Ghent

x
x

x
x

2
2

Croatia Dubrovnik
Rijeka

x x
x

1
2

Check
Republic

Brno x x 2

Denmark Aarhus
Aalborg

x x
x

x
x

2
3

Finland Espoo
Turku

x x
x

x
x

3
2

France Lyon
Marseille

x x
x

x
x

3
2

Germany Hamburg
Munich

x x x
x

x
x

x
x

3
4

Greece Ioannina
Thessaloniki

x x x
x

x
x

3
3

Italy Milan
Turin

x x
x

x
x

2
3

Lithuania Kaunas x x 2
Netherlands Amsterdam

Rotterdam
x
x

x
x

2
2

Poland Krakow
Poznan

x x x x
x

1
4

Portugal Porto 0
Romania Timisoara x x x 3
Spain Barcelona

Valencia
x
x

x
x

x
x

3
3

Sweden Gothenburg
Malmö

x x x 3
0

UK Belfast
Edinburgh

x
x

x
x

2
2

Total 9 3 6 28 29 N/A
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conditions in general emphasize this. Poor air quality,
dirty streets, pollution and violence are not part of
wellness.

The role of DMO activities in managing the desti-
nation is not going to disappear in the future. They will
continue to play an active role in the branding activities
as part of their management position at the destination
level providing training, guidance and other support for
the industry that in many regions is a major economic
booster. However, it would be extremely important for
urban tourist destinations to analyse their service of-
fering and the target groups associated with it. If the
strategy is to offer “everything to everyone”, it will be
difficult to succeed in an increasingly competitive en-
vironment, hence, the similarity of marketing, the
‘sameness’ as Heeley (2015) put it. The re-booting
phase during Covid-19 should have provided an ideal
break for innovative service development for DMOs. Of
course, it is clear that not every urban destination is
suitable for wellness tourism. However, many small
‘second tier’ cities could have loads to offer in this area.
Often it is really just a question of not realizing their
potential yet.

As the holistic approach of wellness fully embraces
sustainability, it would provide a branding opportunity
for several urban destinations investigated in this study.
A website analysis was carried out to examine the
tourism offerings of 32 European cities. All but two of
these cities, which were excluded from the analysis, had
nature and culture-related marketing or offerings. In
total, 14 out of 32 destinations, offer more than three of
the set criteria already. This indicates that there are
products and services in the destinations that could be
used by a wellness tourist. In some cases, however, it is
impossible for him/her to know that these exist, or it
would require special effort and time to find the services
on the main website of the destination.

This study has highlighted the elements that make up
holistic wellness. There was a question in the title:
Could European cities be destinations for urban
wellness providing food for body, mind and spirit? This
study argues yes, they could. Wellness tourists like
other travellers, are free to choose the elements of
wellness at the destination that bring them pleasure and
well-being. For some, it is a combination of a city beach
and a visit to the theatre with local food in good
company afterwards. Another enjoys a good night’s
sleep, pampering spa treatments and a visit to a mu-
seum. The question is how to market this offer and how
to productize it better.

The study has two limitations: (1) the methodology
used is developmental and the author examined the
data subjectively. (2) The number of ‘clicks’ dedicated
to each DMOwebsite were limited to imitate a possible

visitor glimpsing over for information. It might be
possible that going through all links possible starting at
the landing page, one could finally find something
related to wellness tourism that is not visible with a
limited number of clicks.

The future research could look at how the customer
motivation and values have changed in wellness tourism
during the Covid-19 pandemic, and what are the
managerial implications regarding the development
and marketing of tourism offering for urban destina-
tions. Interesting research questions include for ex-
ample: Will there be a need to re-think the customer
segments and service offering, how would new cus-
tomer segments and services affect the place brand of
urban city destinations and finally, whether wellness
would fit well as a niche, or will holistic wellness be the
default of future tourism?

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research,
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

ORCID iD

Susanna Saari  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9062-0945

Note

1. More at http://weldest.blogspot.com/

References

Anttiroiko AK (2018) Wellness City: Health and Well-Being in
Urban Economic Development. Cham, Switzerland: Pal-
grave Macmillan.

Brouder P, Teoh S, Salazar NB, et al. (2020) Reflections and
discussions: tourism matters in the new normal post
Covid-19. Tourism Geographies, 22(3): 735–746.

Chang L and Beise-Zee R (2013) Consumer Perception of
healthfulness and appraisal of health-promoting tourist
destinations. Tourism Review 68(1): 34–47

Choi S, Lehto XY and Morrison AM (2007) Destination
image representation on the web: content analysis of
Macau travel related websites. Tourism Management
(1982), 28(1): 118–129.

Cleave E and Arku G (2017) Putting a number on place: a
systematic review of place branding influence. Journal of
Place Management and Development 10(5): 425–446.

Dunn HL (1959) High-level wellness for man and society.
American Journal of Public Health 49(6): 786–792

Saari 11

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9062-0945
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9062-0945
http://weldest.blogspot.com/


Dvorak D, Saari S and Tuominen T (2014) Developing a
Competitive Health and Well-Being Destination. Finland:
Turku University of Applied Sciences. Available at: http://
julkaisut.turkuamk.fi/isbn9789522165404.pdf. (accessed
6 July 2019).

Dwyer L and Kim C (2003) Destination Competitiveness:
Determinants and Indicators. Current Issues in Tourism,
6:5: 369 – 414.

European Cities Marketing. ECM (2019) Available at:https://
www.europeancitiesmarketing.com/ (accessed 29 July
2019).

Global Wellness Institute. GWI. (2017) Global Wellness
Economy Monitor. Miami: GWI. Available at:https://
globalwellnessinstitute.org/wpcontent/uploads/2018/06/
GWI_WellnessEconomyMonitor2017_FINALweb.pdf.
(accessed 30 July 2019)

Global Wellness Institute. GWI. (2018) Global Wellness
Economy Monitor. Miami: GWI. Available at:https://
globalwellnessinstitute.org/wpcontent/uploads/2018/10/
Research2018_v5FINALExecutiveSummary_webREVISED.
pdf. (accessed 30 July 2019)

Global Wellness Institute. GWI. (2019) Global Wellness
Economy. Miami: GWI. Available at: https://
globalwellnessinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/
12/Global-Wellness-Economy-Bubble-Chart-2019.pdf.
(accessed 10 July 2020).

Glusac E (2021) Global Wellness Trend Report. The Future of
Wellness. Global Wellness Summit. Miami: GWI. Available
at: https://www.globalwellnesssummit.com/trends-2021/
(accessed 3 February 2021).

Grénman M (2019) In quest of the optimal self. Wellness Con-
sumption and Lifestyle – A Superficial Marketing Fad or a
Powerful Means for Transforming and Branding Oneself?
PhD Thesis, Finland: University of Turku.

Gybels M (2021) Sustainable Travel Report 2021. Vancouver, BC:
globalnews. Available at:https://globalnews.booking.com/
download/1037578/booking.comsustainabletravelreport2021.
pdf?aid=318615;label&lang=undefined. (accessed 17
October 2021)

Hassan S. S. (2000) Determinants of market competitiveness
in an environmentally sustainable tourism industry.
Journal of Travel Research, 38: 239–245

Heeley J (2015) Urban destination marketing in contempo-
rary Europe – what does “good” look like? International
Journal of Tourism Cities, 1(1): 36–49.

Heeley J (2016) Rethinking urban destination marketing.
International Journal of Tourism Cities, 2(1): 94–102.

Henderson J (2017) Global cities, Tokyo, urban tourism,
International Journal of Tourism Cities 32: 143–157.

Hunter WC (2012) Projected destination image: a visual
analysis of Seoul. Tourism Geographies, 14(3):
419–443.

Kavaratzis M (2012) From "necessary evil" to necessity:
stakeholders’ involvement in place branding", Journal of
Place Management and Development 5(1): 7–19.

Kramer CS, Winsky N and Freytag T (2019) Places of Muße
as part of new urban tourism in Paris. In Frisch T,
Sommer C, Stoltenberg L, et al. (eds) Tourism and ev-
eryday life in the contemporary city. New York, NY:
Routledge, pp.188–210.

Lan Ha (2019) Targeting The New Urban Society. Passport.
London, UK: Euromonitor International. Available at:
https://go.euromonitor.com/whitepapers-population-2019-
Targeting-Evolving-Urban-Consumers.html/ (accessed 12
June 2019).

Lange S (2014)WelDest Literature Review. Available at: https://www.
slideshare.net/weldest/2014-0320-secondaryrschhneefinal/ (ac-
cessed 2 June 2019).

Lee LYS, Lam KYC and Lam MYC (2020) Urban wellness:
the space-out moment. Journal of Tourism Futures 6(3):
247–250.

Müller H and Lanz-Kaufmann E (2001) Wellness tourism:
market analysis of a special health tourism segment and
implications for the hotel industry. Journal of Vacation
Marketing 7(1): 5–17.
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