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Abstract

With the tourism industry experiencing continuous growth, it is increasingly crucial
for businesses to become more sustainable. As investments in energy-saving
measures are necessary for sustainable development, energy crises represent sig-
nificant challenges for tourism establishments. Since thermal spas are essential to
Austrian tourism, this master thesis aims to provide new insights regarding sustain-
able thermal tourism in the Thermen- & Vulkanland during an energy crisis. The
thesis also aims to identify the touristic significance of thermal spas, explore their
understanding of sustainability, and examine the sustainable measures imple-
mented by thermal baths. Secondary data, based on a literature review, and primary
data from eight in-depth interviews with experts from the (thermal) tourism industry
were conducted to answer the defined research questions.

The findings underscore thermal spas’ essential role in sustainable tourism during
an energy crisis, particularly by attracting guests and strengthening the region’s
economy. Besides their economic importance and cultural preservation, thermal
baths implement sustainable measures during energy crises, focused on increasing
energy efficiency, improving infrastructure, and promoting collaboration with re-
gional producers. However, raising sustainability awareness among guests and
managing financial constraints during an energy crisis remain significant challenges

for thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland.

The results highlight the need for further research, especially in defining sustaina-
bility and appropriate metrics for thermal tourism. Additionally, a study examining
thermal spa visitors’ high expectations in the context of sustainability would be pre-

cious.

Keywords: Sustainable tourism, Thermal spas, Energy crisis, Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
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Introduction

1 Introduction

The following chapter serves as an introduction to the topic and the problem state-
ment. Furthermore, the purpose of the study and the academic and practical rele-
vance of the thesis are presented. In the end, the defined research questions are
stated.

1.1 Background and Problem Statement

The tourism industry, one of the largest worldwide, significantly impacts the global
economy. Besides its positive economic importance through job creation or infra-
structure improvement, tourism is often associated with adverse environmental ef-
fects (Ahmad et al., 2022, pp. 2-3). With the ever-increasing number of tourists and
rising energy consumption, climate change and global warming will continue to ad-
vance, making sustainable tourism development more important (Canh & Thanh,
2020, p. 6). The focus of sustainable tourism is on the inclusion of all involved stake-
holders and the consideration of economic and environmental aspects. These as-
pects are reflected in the three dimensions of sustainable tourism: economic, envi-
ronmental, and socio-cultural (Diallo et al., 2022, p. 2). In general, sustainable tour-
ism is a solutional approach to compensate for the negative consequences of further

tourism development (Palacios-Florencio et al., 2021, p. 992).

As investments in energy-saving and renewable technologies are essential for sus-
tainable development, especially energy crises, in which energy prices rise sharply
and investments become challenging, can be dangerous for tourism businesses
(Zuk & Zuk, 2022, p. 711). Particularly in the EU, which depends on imports due to
a lack of raw materials, the occurrence of an energy crisis is very likely (Kuzemko
etal., 2022, p. 1). Already in September 2021, pressure on the energy supply began
to increase as gas production shortages occurred, and the economy was still weak-
ened by the COVID-19 pandemic (Vaughan, 2022, p. 18).

At the end of 2021, the EU experienced its first strongly noticeable increase in en-

ergy and gas prices due to numerous factors, such as extreme weather or the
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economic recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. The slow-onset crisis peaked af-
ter Russian troops invaded Ukraine on February 24, 2022 (Misik, 2022, pp. 1-2). As
both countries are major global energy exporters, the conflict increased gas and oil
prices for individuals and businesses by 50 % and 60 %, respectively (Pereira et al.,
2022, pp. 285-286). Especially tourism institutions, like thermal spas, are at risk of
not being able to invest in sustainable development anymore, as they already deal
with great energy consumption (Probstl-Haider et al., 2021, p. 160).

Thermal spas belong to thermal tourism, a form of wellness tourism that stands for
water-based healing with hot springs’ water (Chen, Liu et al., 2013, p. 124). Well-
ness tourism is one of the oldest forms and already appeared in the Middle Ages,
when it was considered a pilgrimage (Chen, Chang et al., 2013, p. 1095). Nowa-
days, the term is associated with measures like spa visits, massages, eating healthy
food, or physical activities that help to switch off from daily life and positively influ-
ence one’s well-being (Luo et al., 2018, p. 410). Like wellness tourism, also thermal
tourism is an ancient tourism form rooted in Ancient Rome. At that time, thermal
baths, built around hot springs, were already visited for health care and social rea-
sons. The health attributes of the water were discovered through religion and rituals.
While thermal water was only used for health purposes in ancient times, today, it is
also used for wellness purposes. Through special treatments, such as pressure
treatments or bubble baths, thermal spa visitors can enjoy the water for anti-stress

and wellness purposes (Gomez Perez et al., 2019, pp. 71-75).

As the average age of the population continues to rise and the trend to promote
health and well-being on vacation increases, wellness tourism is said to become the
next booming tourism sector (Rodrigues et al., 2019, p. 650). Especially in Austria,
one of the three leading European countries in wellness tourism, the wellness tour-

ism sector has enormous potential (Fleischhacker, 2020; Mohr, 2022).
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1.2 Purpose of the Study

The study’s results, which will be obtained through a qualitative research approach,
should provide new insights regarding sustainable tourism for thermal spas during
an energy crisis. In addition to thermal baths’ significance for regional tourism and
their understanding of sustainability, the thesis will also describe what sustainable
measurements thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland set and which chal-
lenges they face when trying to become more sustainable during an energy crisis.
In the end, it will also be examined how thermal baths can try to overcome these

challenges.

By the gained results, a contribution to the currently still minimal state of research
will be made. Since thermal spas of a specific region, the Thermen- & Vulkanland,
are the research focus, the findings will be of great value, especially for regional

thermal tourism.

It is not this master thesis’ aim to investigate the impact of the energy crisis on other
tourism sectors or thermal baths in other regions. Furthermore, the research will
focus on the current energy crisis, which has intensified with the outbreak of the war

between Russia and Ukraine.

1.3 Academic and Practical Relevance

Thermal spas are of great importance for Austria’s wellness tourism. In 2019, a rev-
enue peak with an income of € 162.15 million from all Austrian thermal baths was
reached. After the revenues developed positively again after the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, revenues of € 160.63 million will be expected for 2022
(Mohr, 2022).

The development of overnight stays at Austrian thermal spas (Fleischhacker, 2020),
shown in Figure 1, also underscores the topic’s relevance with the forecast that

thermal baths’ popularity and economic growth will increase.
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Figure 1: Thermal and health tourism in Austria - Development of overnight visitors 2008/09
to 2018/19
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Due to this and the increasing importance of sustainability, exploring Austria’s well-
ness tourism in combination with sustainability is of great interest. To become sus-
tainable, investing in energy-saving and renewable technologies is essential, which
is difficult for businesses during an energy crisis where prices are increased (Bal-
salobre-Lorent & Leitao, 2020, p. 45893). At this point, it is essential to consider that
research regarding the impact of the current energy crisis on tourism still needs to
be made available. Nevertheless, a research gap has already been identified in pre-
vious studies, as the media mainly addresses the energy consumption of ski resorts
but hardly the energy demands of thermal spas (Probstl-Haider et al., 2021, p. 163).
As the Thermen- & Vulkanland is the oldest Austrian thermal region and was the
second-most visited Styrian region in 2019, the focus will be on this area to narrow
the research (Unser Leitbild, 2022). The gained academic and practical knowledge

will contribute significantly to thermal tourism in this region.
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1.4 Research Questions

The contents of the master thesis will be based on a literature review and will be
complemented by results obtained by a qualitative research approach. The main
research question of the master thesis is specified as follows:

What role do thermal spas play in sustainable tourism in the Thermen- &
Vulkanland Steiermark during an energy crisis?

In addition to the main research question, four sub-questions that will support the
empirical research conduction and answer the main research question were de-

fined. These sub-questions are as follows:

SQ 1: What is the significance of thermal spas for tourism in the Thermen- & Vul-
kanland Steiermark?

SQ 2: How do thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark understand

sustainability?

SQ 3: How are thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark trying to

become more sustainable?

SQ 4: What challenges do thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark
face when trying to become more sustainable, specifically during an energy crisis?

1.5 Chapter Outline

The thesis consists of eight main chapters that are intended to give the research
process a clear structure and serve as a common thread. In the first chapter, the
topic under study is introduced. Also, the problem statement, the purpose of the
study, its academic and practical relevance, as well as the defined research ques-
tions are explained. After the introduction, a literature review summarizes the stud-
ies examined on the thesis subject. These reviews form Chapters 2 to 5 and discuss
health tourism, sustainability, and the energy crisis in the EU in more detail. Addi-
tionally, the Thermen- & Vulkanland, which is the research focus, is described more
precisely. The sixth main chapter explains the methodology and the research ap-

proach used for this thesis. Furthermore, the methods used to collect and analyze
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data are included in this section. The results of the empirical research process will
then be presented and contrasted with earlier literature in Chapter 7. Lastly, the
conclusion summarizes the thesis and provides recommendations for further re-

search and the study's limitations.
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2 Health Tourism

The following chapter defines the terms “health tourism” and “wellness tourism” be-
fore thermal tourism as a component of wellness tourism will be introduced in more
detail. Also, special attention is given to the drivers and demand motives for well-
ness tourism, which is relevant to the thesis topic.

2.1 Definition and Components

Since the times of the ancient Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans, health tourism has
been a common practice. People used to travel in search of god's purported ad-
vantages, soak in spa waters, visit holy sites for spiritual healing, or use warm ther-
mal baths that were thought to be helpful for the joints (Ridderstaat et al., 2019, p.

271). Nowadays, according to Kaspar (1996), health tourism can be defined as:

The sum of all the relationships and phenomena resulting from a change of
location and residence by people in order to promote, stabilize and, as appro-
priate, restore physical, mental and social well-being while using health ser-
vices and for whom the place where they are staying is neither their principal

nor permanent place of residence or work. (Ridderstaat et al., 2019, p. 270)

Also, Jiang et al. (2022, p. 1) addressed the term and defined health tourism as
traveling that includes wellness and medical activities to improve physical and men-
tal well-being. Seow et al. (2022, p. 377) described health tourism similarly and
stated that it refers to trips intended to maintain, improve, and restore people’s phys-
ical, emotional, and spiritual well-being through medical or wellness-related activi-

ties.

Health tourism can be categorized into medical, wellness, and spa tourism. Engag-
ing in medical tourism means receiving medical care for disease-curing issues. On
the other hand, wellness tourism aims to improve, restore, or maintain one's physi-
cal or mental health. The last of the three components, spa tourism, combines heal-
ing and medical care (Mahroo et al., 2023, p. 74). Further characteristics of each

tourism form are visible in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Components of health tourism
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2.2 Wellness Tourism

Wellness tourism is a component of health tourism and one of the oldest tourism
forms, as it already appeared in the Middle Ages when it was considered a form of
pilgrimage. In the 18" and 19" centuries, wellness tourism was associated with spa
treatments and hot springs visits (Chen, Chang et al., 2013, p. 1095). In the 21st
century, wellness tourism has gained popularity across the globe because more and
more travelers see it as a viable way to combat the drawbacks of contemporary
living and improve general well-being (Luo et al., 2018, p. 410).

Mueller and Kaufmann (2001) defined wellness tourism as:

The sum of all the relationships and phenomena resulting from a journey or
residence by people whose main motive is to preserve or promote their health.
They stay in specialized hotels that provide appropriate professional
knowledge and individual care. They require comprehensive service packages
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that include physical fithess/beauty care, nutrition/diet, relaxation/meditation,

and mental activity/education. (Mueller & Kaufmann, 2001, p. 7)

According to Ridderstaat et al. (2019, p. 270), the term can also be understood as
traveling to maintain, improve, and recover one’s well-being in mind and body. The
characteristic of wellness tourism is using specific natural resources, such as hot
springs, mineral springs, the sea, or a pleasant environment, coupled with leisure
amenities to create a complete service for visitors (Chen, Liu et al., 2013, p. 123).
Referring to Luo et al. (2018, p. 410), wellness tourism can also be associated with
spa visits, massages, healthy eating, or physical activities that help to switch off
from daily life and positively influence one’s well-being.

2.2.1 Thermal Tourism as a Component of Wellness Tourism

Combining hot spring resources with tourism to engage in and enjoy resource-re-
lated activities in a specific destination is known as thermal tourism (Wang & Lin,
2021, p. 3). Thermal tourism belongs to wellness tourism and stands for water-
based healing with hot springs’ water that focuses on cures and relaxation (Chen,
Liu et al., 2013, p. 124). According to Gomez Perez et al. (2019, p. 71), water from
hot springs, also known as thermal water, is rich in minerals and can differ in color,

taste, and temperature.

Like wellness tourism, thermal tourism is an ancient form rooted in Ancient Rome.
Back then, thermal baths built around hot springs attempted to enhance visitors'
enjoyment by providing them with the water's therapeutic and health attributes,
which were discovered through religion and rituals (Dini & Pencarelli, 2022, p. 401).
In addition to this, thermal baths were also visited for social reasons. After the fall of
the Roman empire, thermal baths began to become extinct before European mon-

archs rebuilt some of them (Gomez Perez et al., 2019, pp. 71-73).

Nevertheless, thermal baths and the use of thermal water for health-promoting as-
pects (especially for rheumatologic diseases, including osteoarthritis of the knee
and hands, chronic low back pain, rheumatoid arthritis, or osteoporosis) remain until
now (Valeriani et al., 2018, pp. 1-2). They are still widespread in European countries
with Latin backgrounds (Migliaccio, 2018, p. 2). Generally, 95 % of the global market
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can be found in Asia and Europe, whereas Europe has long been at the forefront of
wellness tourism (Rodrigues et al., 2020, pp. 649-650).

Procedures offered at thermal spas can be characterized as methods that encour-
age contact between the guest, natural mineral water, and other complementary
therapies (Rodrigues et al., 2020, p. 651). While in ancient times, thermal water was
only used for health purposes, today, it is also used for wellness issues. Through
special treatments, with pressure or bubble baths, guests can enjoy the water for
anti-stress and wellness purposes (Gomez Perez et al., 2019, pp. 71-75). Institu-
tions offering these treatments are wellness facilities, while traditional ones only of-
fer naturally occurring hot spring water (Dini & Pencarelli, 2022, pp. 400-401). Ad-
ditionally, thermal water is no longer the treatment’s primary component since vari-
ous applications like massages or cosmetics are also offered (Migliaccio, 2018, p.
2).

10
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3 Sustainability and Sustainable Tourism

The following chapter takes a closer look at the topic of sustainability. In addition to
defining the term and presenting its components, the requirements for sustainable
tourism will be addressed. Since wellness tourism is essential for this thesis, sus-

tainability in this tourism sector and its changes and challenges will be examined.

3.1 Definition and Components

3.1.1 Sustainability

Sustainability refers to a development that meets the needs of existing generations
without impacting the ability of those in the future. This includes that also, in the
future, people can continue to choose an individual lifestyle and satisfy their needs
(Groschupp, 2022, p. 25). Also, Strasdas (2017, p. 13) referred to the term and
defined sustainability as the conception of sustainable development of human ex-

istence's economic, ecological, and social dimensions.

The goal of sustainability, which originates in forestry and means cutting only as
much wood as can grow back, is to balance its three dimensions, ecology, economy,
and social issues (Suchanek et al., 2021). The economic dimension aims to achieve
sustainable development of the economy. The focus is on maximizing benefits and
increasing the gross national product. The social aspect stands for equality of op-
portunity and income, preservation of health and labor, and a person's right to par-
ticipate in society's decisions. The ecological dimension takes a long-term view and
protects natural resources. Additionally, great importance is attached to preserving
the environment and its functions. For example, non-renewable resources should
be avoided (Groschupp, 2022, pp. 26-27). The dimensions form the three-pillar
model, also known as the triple bottom line, shown in Figure 3 (Suchanek et al.,
2021).

11
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Figure 3: Dimensions of sustainability
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Each dimension of the three-pillar model also interacts with the other two to create
three sub-dimensions: equitable, bearable, and viable. Positive connections be-
tween society and the economy make anything equitable (such as reducing poverty,
boosting living standards through equitable distribution, or allowing for a fair distri-
bution of a region’s resources among its residents). Bearability, the ability to cope
with life, is increased by positive social and environmental interactions, such as so-
ciety's awareness of the environmental impact. Viable is achieved by positive cor-
relations between the environment and the economy, like economic growth or ex-
pansion, while environmental concerns are kept in mind (Agacevic & Xu, 2020, p.
5).

3.1.2 Sustainable Tourism

There is no uniform definition of sustainable tourism, as it is described differently by
numerous authors. For example, Farid et al. (2016, p. 517) described the term as a
form of tourism that seeks to build positive relationships and offer positive experi-
ences for all stakeholders involved. According to Malik et al. (2016, p. 24178), sus-

tainable tourism is a policy tool used to create economic opportunities, support

12
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livelihood programs, and protect ecological aspects by involving locals. Hieslinga et
al. (2019, p. 35) referred to the UNWTO (2005) and defined sustainable tourism in
their article as: “Tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic,
social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the

environment, and host communities.”

As the definitions show, sustainable tourism includes all stakeholders and considers
economic and environmental aspects. These are also reflected in the three dimen-
sions of sustainable tourism, which are economic, environmental, and socio-cultural
(Diallo et al., 2022, p. 2). In general, sustainable tourism solves the negative conse-
quences of further tourism development. The three dimensions should be balanced
to ensure long-term compensation for those adverse effects (Palacios-Florencio et
al., 2021, p. 992).

Agacevic and Xu (2020) also considered a paper by Stoddard et al. (2012), in which
a more in-depth discussion of the triple bottom line in sustainable tourism is found.
While acknowledging that attempts to quantify social and environmental impacts
face significant difficulties, Stoddard et al. (2012) proposed economic, social, and
environmental indicators that would provide some assessment of each dimension.
According to them, economic indicators include hotel occupancy rates, per-capita
tourist spending and lodging revenues, tourism employees and labor income, des-
tination economic benefits, seasonality, and poverty alleviation. The concept of so-
cial capital, tourism's social impacts on communities, and belonging to the local area
are linked with social indicators. Stoddard et al. (2012) also addressed many envi-
ronmental indicators that track energy consumption, water use, greenhouse gas

emissions, and ecological footprints (Agacevic & Xu, 2020, p. 5).

3.2 Requirements for Sustainable Tourism

As the previous chapters showed, sustainable tourism can only be achieved by strik-
ing a balance between the three sustainability components. According to Santos-
Roldan et al. (2020, p. 1), sustainable tourism is built from the ground up on three

pillars: environmental protection, cultural authenticity, and the viability of the local

13
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tourism industry. The conditions that must be provided for sustainable tourism are
outlined below.

Focusing on the environment, the prerequisite for sustainable tourism is protecting
nature. As Shokri Garjan et al. (2023, pp. 1-2) pointed out, this can be achieved, for
example, by protecting natural resources. Since tourism businesses struggle partic-
ularly with high water and energy consumption, implementing water and energy-
saving measures is also essential (How Spas Can Be Sustainable, 2021). Addition-
ally, investments in sustainable energy sources are recommended to preserve re-
sources and limit tourism's environmental effects (Sofi et al., 2022, p. 964). Besides
considering water and energy resources, it is also essential to account for emissions
caused during transportation. Thus, tourism businesses should support environ-
mentally friendly transport or invest in infrastructure (Schonherr et al., 2023, p. 5).

Regarding the economic component, sustainable tourism must support the eco-
nomic development of a location. This includes creating jobs that have a significant
role in the regional economy, cooperation with local suppliers, or using sustainably
produced products from natural resources (Brandao et al., 2021, p. 4, How Spas
Can Be Sustainable, 2021). Regarding the social dimension, sustainable tourism
must respect and preserve the cultures and traditions of locals. This aspect has
become increasingly important, especially concerning tourism development in re-
cent years and its adverse effects, such as the loss of ancient cultures (Shokri Gar-
jan et al., 2023, p. 3). To raise tourists' awareness, it is also essential to involve all
stakeholders, educate travelers about sustainable tourism and train them in envi-

ronmentally friendly and respectful behavior (Szromek, 2023, p. 15).

Nevertheless, the implementation of sustainable tourism is very complex. Diverging
opinions in research also showed this connection. Szromek et al. (2023, p. 4) re-
ferred to Higgins-Desbiolles (2018) and Butler (1980), who argued that tourism
could not be sustainable, whereas primarily Higgins-Desbiolles (2018) debated that
the tourism industry always wants to grow and, therefore, differs from the sustaina-
bility goals. Also, Agacevic and Xu (2020, p. 5) stated that sustainable tourism is
very difficult to implement due to its vague concept and difficulties in measuring.
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Concluding from these aspects and the preconditions for sustainable tourism men-
tioned above, it becomes evident that implementing sustainability is more complex
than described. Szromek et al. (2023) critically viewed sustainable tourism and em-
phasized that the attention paid to the environment by the tourism industry is still
relatively low and varies significantly. Although most of their interviewed wellness
tourism managers could imagine something about the ecological component, the
practical knowledge for implementing sustainability often needs improvement
(Szromek et al., 2023, pp. 12-13). This problem is further exacerbated by Sofi et
al.'s (2022, p. 965) assertion that sustainable tourism can only be achieved through
long-term actions and careful planning. If knowledge of the single sustainability com-
ponents is already poor in practice, it is questionable whether tourism managers

even know how sustainable tourism must be implemented.

3.3 Sustainability in Wellness Tourism

Sustainable development in the tourism industry aims to increase visitors and reve-
nues while maintaining the destination and its activities for future generations. Alt-
hough tourism businesses are not directly accountable for visitors’ acts, they can
still encourage people to engage in responsible behavior by participating in educa-
tional initiatives or financial ones like pricing policies. The concepts of sustainable
development can also be implemented internally by the tourism industry in areas
like corporate social responsibility, environmental strategies, or management sys-
tems (Szromek et al., 2023, pp. 2-4). In this way, those in charge of tourism facilities
can encourage their guests to use the institution’s sustainable amenities and pro-

mote sustainable consumption (Wang et al., 2021, p. 2).

According to Probstl-Haider et al. (2021), especially in the wellness tourism sector,
facilities must deal with substantial electricity demands, mainly needed for ventila-
tion, pumping systems, and electrical operation of sauna systems. Since indoor fa-
cilities, pools, and water for showers must be (pre-)heated all year, the heat con-
sumption is usually higher than their actual energy consumption. To lower the en-
ergy demand, Probstl-Haider et al. (2021) addressed the following measurements:
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e Reducing heat losses through the building envelope (e.g., ensuring a tight
building envelope or high-quality insulation for windows and glazed areas)

e Consideration of the use of renewable energy sources (e.g., thermal solar
systems)

e Using heat exchangers (e.g., recover heat from pool and shower wastewater
and exhaust air from ventilation systems)

e Reduction of evaporative heat losses (e.g., swimming pool covers or insula-
tion of balancing pools)

e Lowering the evaporation rate to lessen the ventilation system's dehumidifi-
cation effort

e Reducing the amount of water used in sanitary facilities (e.g., two-button sys-
tem for WC facilities or shower buttons with timer function)

e Adjusting water circulation rates to demand (e.g., lowering temperatures
while not in use)

e Setting working hours or time controls for attractions and wellness centers
(e.g., for whirlpools, saunas, bubble loungers, or waterfalls)

e Using modern-day lighting design (e.g., presence detectors in sanitary areas,

daylight sensors, or LEDs)

Besides these recommendations, Probstl-Haider et al. (2021) also stated that some
wellness facilities already sustainably use their thermal springs to generate power
for whole regions. In the Thermen- & Vulkanland, which is examined in detail in this
thesis, the thermal spas in Bad Blumau and Bad Waltersdorf use their thermal water
for several approaches. In Bad Waltersdorf, for example, thermal water, which has
a temperature of over 60 °C, is used for district heating before being used in the
thermal spa for heating purposes. Through these processes, the water is cooled to
approximately 38 °C and gets usable for numerous pools (Probstl-Haider et al.,
2021, pp. 161-162).

Also, Pessot et al. (2021) examined wellness tourism and sustainability research
articles and concluded that measurements that advantage environmental issues
had been mainly addressed. These include, among others, the modernization of

water management, implementation of sustainable water management systems,
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development of strategies for sustainable use of thermal springs, or implementation
of energy-saving technologies (Pessot et al., 2021, pp. 9-10). As can be seen, the

focus of the research was mainly on energy and water consumption.

Despite the arguments raised by Probstl-Haider et al. (2021) and Pessot et al.
(2021), Shokri Garjan et al. (2023) held a critical opinion regarding sustainable well-
ness tourism. The authors referred to research by Szromek (2021), who examined
business models of spa and wellness tourism facilities concerning sustainability.
The research results showed that the components of the used business models
were not compatible with the principles of sustainability (Shokri Garjan et al., 2023,
p. 3). However, it is unclear whether all models' components were incompatible with
sustainability or if only some contributed to it, as Probstl-Haider et al. (2021) and
Pessot et al. (2021) showed, for example, with the implementation focus on ecolog-
ical measures. Concerning this issue, however, it can be assumed that most facili-
ties focus on environmental protection, as this is what most of those responsible can
imagine. This fact was also proven in a study by Szromek et al. (2023, p. 12), which
showed that the environmental component was one of the three sustainability di-

mensions that interviewed managers understood and considered the best.

3.3.1 Chances and Challenges of Sustainable Wellness Tourism

As seen in previous chapters, the implementation of sustainable tourism is very
complex. Implementing sustainable measures is also associated with opportunities
and challenges, which are discussed in more detail below, specifically concerning

wellness tourism.

The increasing demand for wellness tourism is a great chance for sustainable de-
velopment. Due to the aging population and ever-increasing health awareness, the
wellness tourism sector will gain significant importance in the coming years. In order
to compensate for the adverse effects of increased tourism volume, sustainable de-
velopment is becoming increasingly essential (Ridderstaat et al., 2019, p. 650).

As already addressed, sustainable tourism strengthens the regional economy.
Since wellness tourism businesses are mainly found in rural areas, especially job

creation and cooperation with regional suppliers contribute positively to the
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economic situation (Brandao et al., 2021, p. 4, How Spas Can Be Sustainable,
2021). Ahmad et al. (2022, p. 2) also saw further opportunities for innovative con-
cepts and highlighted that these could subsequently help to stand out more strongly
from the market. Similarly, Szromek (2021) discussed the advantages of sustaina-
ble development concerning Polish wellness tourism businesses. Like Ahmad et al.
(2022), he saw an excellent opportunity to stand out from the market through sus-
tainable change and to positively strengthen the image of the facility and the entire
region (Szromek, 2021, p. 15).

Especially the wellness tourism sector is confronted with high consumption of re-
sources, especially in the water and energy sector. It is necessary to implement
saving measures and increase efficiency to reduce water and energy amounts. As
guest expectations increase steadily, it is essential that the service quality is main-
tained and that visitors do not notice any changes during a visit. However, imple-
menting cost-saving measures should generally not negatively affect the guest ex-
perience of a wellness facility (How Spas Can Be Sustainable, 2021). Nevertheless,
it should be remembered that the implementation of such measures is usually as-
sociated with high investments, which can be challenging for establishments. Con-
sequently, as Probstl-Haider et al. (2021) noted, investments in energy- and water-
saving measures must be well-planned. In this context, Probstl-Haider et al. (2021)
also mentioned that wellness businesses should renew or expand every five years
to remain attractive to guests. These developments are also associated with high
costs and great energy consumption (Probstl-Haider et al., 2021, p. 160).

Among the biggest challenges in implementing sustainable wellness tourism are
sustainability's complexity and the need for standards. As Hashemkhani Zolfani et
al. (2015, p. 13) addressed, sustainable development is challenging for many busi-
nesses because different dimensions need to be considered. Since sustainability
can only be implemented if responsible stakeholders are aware of the concept, in-
sufficient knowledge and lack of uniform definitions can further complicate the pro-
cess (Andreu et al., 2021, p. 11; Schonherr et al., 2023, p. 1). The requirement to
involve all stakeholders while implementing sustainable measures is another chal-
lenge for tourism businesses because nature and the state must also be considered

besides guests, employees, or residents (Szromek et al., 2023, p. 1).

18



Energy Crisis in the EU

4 Energy Crisis in the EU

During an energy crisis, energy prices rise sharply, making investments challenging
for businesses and private households (Zuk & Zuk, 2022, p. 711). Particularly in the
EU, which depends on imports due to a lack of raw materials, an energy crisis is very
likely as external events can significantly impact its energy security (Kuzemko et al.,
2022, p. 1). According to Misik (2022, p. 2), energy security can be understood as the
constant and affordable availability of energy sources.

In 2019 Li et al. (pp. 18835-18837) stated that energy consumption will increase by
9 % from 2015 to 2040 in the 32 OECD countries to which Austria also belongs. At the
end of 2021, the EU experienced its first strongly noticeable increase in energy and
gas prices due to numerous factors, such as interruptions in gas production or the
increasing demand because of the post-COVID-19 economy (Misik, 2022, p. 1). Within
a year (from February 2021 to February 2022), gas prices increased from € 20 to €
80/MWh. Also, energy prices rose massively within this period (Osicka & Cernoch,
2022, p. 1). In addition, sufficient gas availability for winter 2021 was questioned as
gas storage reached a ten-year low of 15 % below average on 15tOctober 2021 (Misik,
2022, p. 1).

The invasion of Ukraine by Russian troops in February 2022 had a dramatic impact on
the already aggravated situation. As both countries are the two largest energy export-
ers worldwide, with Russia accounting for 12 %, and most amounts are exported to
Europe and Asia, the conflict further increased oil, gas, and energy prices (Zhou et al.,
2023, pp. 1-4). After the conflict started, the EU implemented sanctions on Russia. The
EU also tried to find alternative markets for energy imports and announced plans to
increase dependence on other energy sources by the end of 2022 (Pereira et al., 2022,
p. 282). A first step in this direction was the publication of a new energy strategy on 8t
March 2022, which stated that Russian gas and oil would be cut in the future, funding
for energy efficiency will be doubled, and wind and solar energy will be extensively
used. However, it is worth noting that the EU is not abandoning gas but is replacing
the missing amounts with other imports, such as from Africa or the USA (Vaughan,
2022, p. 18).
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Nevertheless, it must be stated that gas supply problems and cutoffs already occurred
in the years before, although these were relatively infrequent and inconsequential.
Also, Austria had to deal with supply problems, such as in the late 1960s or early
1970s. Despite these incidents, the EU still saw natural gas-rich Russia as a prospec-
tive partner for compensating its insufficient domestic production and for strengthening
its energy relationship. The EU and Russia's Joint Declaration from the summit in Oc-
tober 2000 served as the foundation for what seemed to be a promising collaboration
path (Sauvageot, 2020, p. 3).

Another problem during the ongoing energy crisis will be integrating renewable ener-
gies into the existing energy market infrastructure. Since renewable energy sources
are essential for sustainability, but fossil fuels will continue to form the basis of the EU’s
energy supply, the crisis will further intensify (Kuzemko et al., 2022, p. 1). Zuk and Zuk
(2022) also addressed this issue and stated that increases in energy prices could also
inhibit investments in renewable energy sources, making it more difficult for companies
to become more sustainable. Besides the challenges mentioned, the costs of adapta-
tion measurements can also significantly impact the crisis (Zuk & Zuk, 2022, p. 711).
According to Osicka and Cernoch (2022), Russian energy volumes must be replaced
faster, and the costs will get higher if gas prices rise further. Generally, the authors
considered that the risk of an economic collapse gets higher if energy and gas prices
continue to rise and push more and more households into poverty (Osicka & Cernoch,
2022, pp. 1-2).

4.1 Effects of an Energy Crisis on Tourism

Tourism has grown globally due to expansions in international collaboration and trans-
portation services. According to Aydin (2022, p. 467) and Pace (2016, p. 410), these
changes have boosted the already high energy use and made the tourism industry
increasingly dependent on energy. As tourism is regarded as one of the significant
contributors to global warming and climate change due to the enormous quantities of
CO2 emissions, the need for investments in renewable energy gets more important
(Paramati et al., 2018, p. 1589).
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High energy demands can be decreased in one of two ways: promoting alternatives to
energy-intensive attractions or increasing the energy efficiency of tourism facilities
(Becken & Simmons, 2002, p. 352). According to Huseynli (2022), energy-efficient
lighting, power cords, or other gadgets can save energy in the tourism industry. The
author also paid particular attention to installing renewable energy systems (Huseynli,
2022, p. 1925). Similarly, Lu et al. (2019, p. 1104) examined the potential of using
renewable energy sources and stressed the energy cost-saving benefit of implement-
ing them. According to Pace (2016, p. 410), appropriate energy technologies could
save 10 to 15 % of the total energy consumption and decrease electricity costs. Also,
Qureshi et al. (2017, p. 145) highlighted the positive effects of renewable energy
sources and stated that tourism facilities’ energy efficiency could be increased, and
sustainable development could be supported. In this context, Salahodjaev et al. (2022,
p. 13289) also pleaded with governments to support tourism businesses with low-in-
terest loans, tax deductions for renewable energy investments, or the provision of sub-

sidies to help with installation costs for renewable energy installations.

As can be seen, appropriate energy management strategies are necessary for the
sustainable growth of the tourism industry (Teng et al., 2012, p. 199). Nevertheless,
due to the high costs of energy-saving techniques, tourism businesses can experience
difficulties regarding investments (Trung & Kumar, 2005, p. 115). These challenges
can likely arise in an energy crisis, where energy prices and costs increase (Zuk & Zuk,
2022, p. 711). Nevertheless, implementing sustainable measures is especially im-
portant in times of crisis. The research results of Szromek et al. (2023, p. 2) and Andreu
et al. (2021, p. 11) confirmed this assumption. While Szromek et al. (2023) focused on
sustainable development during an energy crisis, Andreu et al. (2021) examined the
implementation of sustainable measures during the COVID-19 crisis. However, they

addressed crises in general when discussing the results.

Regarding the research of Szromek et al. (2023), it was stated that sustainable change
is of even greater importance during energy crises in which energy prices increase. To
see if measures are still implemented during a crisis, Szromek et al. (2023) interviewed
18 managers of Poland's most significant health and wellness enterprises. During their
research, the authors found that most sustainability measures were related to water
and energy management. However, only 39 % of the facilities used renewable energy

sources or planned to invest in them in the future. Reasons, why the willingness of the
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businesses was so low, were not given or requested by the authors (Szromek et al.,
2023, pp. 13-16). One reason could be a need for more knowledge regarding imple-
menting sustainable measures during a crisis, which was also highlighted by
Schonherr et al. (2023). The authors examined sustainable tourism development dur-
ing and after the COVID-19 pandemic and found a significant research and knowledge
gap regarding sustainable tourism during crises. Schonherr et al. (2023) did not ad-
dress how businesses can become sustainable during a crisis or deal with challenges.
Nevertheless, the findings of the 24 conducted interviews with tourism organizations
showed that mainly suddenly occurring crises impact the urgency of implementing sus-
tainable measures. Schonherr et al. (2023) also assumed that awareness of the need
for sustainable tourism development might decline again at the end of a crisis
(Schonherr et al., 2023, pp. 2-7). This fact is particularly problematic, as sustainable
tourism can only be achieved through long-term measures and requires precise plan-
ning. If the relevance for businesses decreases after a crisis, it is questionable whether

sustainable tourism development can be achieved (Sofi et al., 2022, p. 965).
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5 Context of Research

In this chapter, the research context of the thesis is discussed in more detail. In

addition to thermal tourism in Austria and Styria, special attention is paid to thermal

tourism in the Thermen- & Vulkanland, as it is the focus of the study.

5.1 Thermal Tourism in Austria

In total, 40 thermal spas are located in Austria. Except for Vorarlberg, thermal baths

can be found in every federal state. The most are to be found in Styria, with nine

thermal establishments, making it the largest thermal region in Austria. As shown

from the distribution in Table 1, most thermal spas are based in Eastern Austria

(Thermen in Osterreich und Nachbarlénder, n.d.).

Table 1: Thermal spas in Austria

Number of thermal
baths

Province

Thermal spas

Styria 9

Therme Rogner Bad Blumau
Thermenresort Loipersdorf
Parktherme Bad Radkersburg
Heiltherme Bad Waltersdorf

H.O Kindertherme Bad Waltersdorf
Grimming Therme

Therme der Ruhe Bad Gleichenberg
Therme NOVA Koflach

Aqualux Therme Fohnsdorf

Lower Austria | 7

Therme Laa

Therme Linsberg Asia
Rémertherme Baden
Sole Felsen Welt
Ybbstaler Solebad
Thermalbad Voéslau
Fischauer Thermalbad

Burgenland 5

Reiters Thermalbad Stegersbach
AVITA Therme Bad Tatzmannsdorf
St. Martins Therme & Lodge
Heiltherme Bad Sauerbrunn
Sonnentherme Lutzmannsburg
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Province Number of thermal Thermal spas
baths

Upper Austria | 5 SPA Resort Therme Geinberg

Therme Mediterrana — Bad Hall

Salzkammergut-Therme Bad Ischl

Therme Bad Schallerbach

Gesundheitsresort Lebensquell Bad

Zell

TAUERN SPA Zell am See — Kaprun

Alpentherme Gastein

Felsentherme Bad Gastein

Erlebnis-Therme Amadé — Altenmarkt

im Pongau

Heiltherme Bad Vigaun

AQUA DOME - Tirol Therme Langen-

feld

Alpentherme Ehrenberg

Erlebnistherme Zillertal

Atoll Achensee

Silvretta Therme Ischgl

Karnten Therme Warmbad — Villach

Thermal Rémerbad — Bad Kleinkirch-

heim

e Therme St. Kathrein — Bad Kleinkirch-
heim

Vienna 1 e Therme Wien

Salzburg 5

Tyrol 5

Carinthia 3

Source: Thermen in Osterreich und Nachbarldnder, n.d.

In general, thermal spas are an essential income factor for the Austrian wellness
tourism segment. In 2019 a revenue peak with an income of € 162.15 million for all
Austrian thermal baths was reached. In 2022 revenues of € 160.53 million are ex-
pected, representing a positive development after the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020, where only € 93.87 million were generated (Mohr, 2022).

Austrian thermal spas employ more than 6,500 people and are educational facilities
for 350 apprentices. In addition, thermal baths are partner businesses of about
5,000 regional companies. With 9.53 million attracted guests in 2019, the enormous
economic impact of thermal spas is further underscored (Késtinger/Weddig/Hoch-
hauser/Gucher: "Thermen sind Quellen der Lebensfreude”, 2021).

24



Context of Research

5.2 Thermal Tourism in Styria

According to a survey by "Travelcircus" in 2019, Styria was, with 20.32 of 25 possi-
ble points, the best region for wellness travel in Austria. The five categories, well-
ness accommodation offer, wellness accommodation rating, spa resorts, thermal
spa, and sauna offer, as well as rest factor, could achieve five points each (Mohr,
2019). With nine hot springs extending from Ausseerland to the Thermen- & Vul-
kanland, Styria offers the most thermal spas of all Austrian federal states (Thermen
in Osterreich und Nachbarlénder, n.d.).

The thermal spas are the main pillars of the Styrian vacation offer by providing
guests with year-round regeneration (Urlaub in der Steiermark, n.d.). Differentiated
target groups are attracted by each thermal bath specializing in different focuses.
While the Heiltherme Bad Waltersdorf or the Therme der Ruhe Bad Gleichenberg
are known for their relaxing atmospheres and health focus, the H2O Therme Bad
Waltersdorf offers the perfect conditions for families with waterslides and various
animation programs. Also, the Therme Rogner Bad Blumau is particularly excep-
tional. Due to the design by the artist Friedensreich Hundertwasser, the thermal spa
is also known far beyond the borders of Austria. Its healing spring, which enables a
bathing temperature of at least 37°C and a salt content of 17.6 g per liter, is unique
in Styria and can be compared with the seawater from the Blue Lagoon in Iceland
(Leitner, 2021).
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5.3 Thermal Tourism in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark

The Thermen- & Vulkanland was formed in 2021 through a tourism structure reform,
in which 60 individual tourist associations and 36 associations of several municipal-
ities were merged into 11 tourism associations, so-called experience regions, that

are represented in Figure 4 (Der Tourismusverband, n.d.).

Figure 4: Styrian experience regions

TOURISMUS
UKTUR
REFORM

Ausseerland- Geséuse

Schladming-
Dachstein

............................... g Das Land
Steiermark

= Tourismus

Source: Land Steiermark, 2021

The Thermen- & Vulkanland, shown in detail in Figure 5, covers an area of 1,412
km? in southeastern Styria, Hartberg-Firstenfeld, and Weiz. With this area and
around 120,000 residents, the region is the seventh-largest Styrian adventure re-
gion (Land Steiermark, 2022, p. 3).
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Figure 5: Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark
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Of the 39 tourism communities, Bad Radkersburg, Bad Loipersdorf, Bad Blumau,
Bald Waltersdorf, and Bad Gleichenberg have the highest tourism volumes (Das
Thermen- & Vulkanland, n.d.). In these municipalities, six of nine Styrian thermal

spas, represented in Figure 6, can be found.
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Figure 6: Thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland
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All five municipalities have thermal springs located at a depth of up to 3,000 meters
that can reach temperatures until 110 degrees. Since the mineral content of the
springs differs, each thermal spa specializes differently. The Parktherme Bad Rad-
kersburg offers various activities to different target groups and is well-known for its
health center and cures. The Therme der Ruhe Bad Gleichenberg also focuses on
health, especially inhalations, to combat respiratory diseases. Its healing water is
also used for drinking cures. Also, at the Therme Rogner Bad Blumau, which has
the hottest healing spring in the region, and at the Heiltherme Bad Waltersdorf, the
focus is on health and relaxation. While the Thermenresort Loipersdorf offers facili-
ties for those seeking relaxation and families, the H.O Therme in Bad Waltersdorf
is designed only for children and families (Steirische Thermenvielfalt, n.d.).
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Although the six thermal spas are among the most popular destinations in the re-
gion, the Thermen- & Vulkanland was long dominated by agriculture. Only Bad
Gleichenberg was already known as a health resort since the 19t century. In the
1970s, thermal water was discovered during the search for oil, and the first thermal
bath was built in 1978 in Loipersdorf (Land Steiermark, 2022, pp. 3-4). In the follow-
ing years, the region was able to position itself more and more strongly with its var-
ious thermal spas. In 2022 over 2 million overnight stays were recorded, making the
Thermen- & Vulkanland the second most visited Styrian region (Gemeinsam Stérke
zeigen, n.d.).
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6 Methodology

In this chapter, the thesis’ empirical research is explained. Also, the philosophical
assumptions, the qualitative design, the data collection, and the analysis are dis-
cussed. The research approach has been chosen based on the identified research

problem and the targeted audience.

6.1 Philosophical Assumptions

The philosophical worldview that guided the qualitative research process of this the-
sis was constructivism. According to Honebein (1996), constructivism is an ap-
proach in which people build their understanding and knowledge through their own
experiences. Consequently, constructivism seeks to understand phenomena from
different perspectives (Dickson et al., 2016, pp. 2-5). Creswell (2013) defined the
term similarly and mentioned, like Honebein (1996), that researchers who rely on
constructivism are looking for different views on a given situation. Creswell (2013)
also stated that reality is created by the researcher and through the participant’s
shared experiences. Since the researcher’s role is to make sense of or interpret
participants' experiences, the constructivism approach is also often described as
interpretivism (Creswell, 2013, p. 25).

In constructivism, interviews, observations, and textual or visual data analysis are
commonly used. Since interviews were used for data collection, emphasis was
placed on the connection between constructivism and interviews. Dickson et al.
(2016) discussed interviews in more detail and stated that semi-structured inter-
views are generally used in constructivism. Through open-ended interview ques-
tions, interviewees are given room to make their constructions and interpretations
of a specific situation. During the interview, participants are encouraged to give their
subjective perspectives to enable further exploration of the mentioned aspects
(Dickson et al., 2016, p. 5).
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6.2 Qualitative Design

For the empirical part of this thesis, a qualitative approach was chosen. The quali-
tative research approach does not focus on numbers but on information in the form
of words, images, and sounds. Additionally, large amounts of information from small
cases, such as individuals, organizations, institutions, or places, are collected (Veal,
2018, p. 43 & 135). Another important aspect of qualitative research is that the re-
sults cannot be universalized to the broader community. The research approach is
designed to gain insights into the feelings and thoughts of people that experience a
particular situation (Sutton & Austin, 2015, p. 226). Qualitative research methods
include observations, interviews, ethnography, and other analyses, whereas inter-
views are the most commonly used (Veal, 2018, p. 43). Interviews aim to contribute
to the existing knowledge through the interviewee’s answers (DiCicco-Bloom &
Crabtree, 2006, p. 314).

To gain deeper insights into thermal tourism in combination with sustainability, in-
depth interviews with people from the (thermal) tourism industry were conducted.
This research instrument was chosen because, according to Boyce and Neale
(2006, p. 3), in-depth interviews are particularly well-suited for gathering detailed
information and opinions from individuals about a specific situation. Furthermore,
interviews are ideal for distinguishing between individual perspectives (DiCicco-
Bloom & Crabtree, 2006, p. 315). In this case, it was also easier to compare data
from different institutions and thermal spas of the region. Also, the focus on a spe-
cific region, from which only a small number of tourism and thermal representatives
were interviewed, has led to the selection of this research instrument as these inter-
viewees could provide the researcher with much more valuable data as collected
with a quantitative research approach. Moreover, the opportunity to ask additional
questions or request the interviewee to explain an answer in more detail spoke for
the use of interviews (Veal, 2018, pp. 287-288). Additionally, interviews were cho-
sen as it could be problematic that interview partners may feel uncomfortable in a
bigger group and might want to keep their opinions private from their competitors.
Also, the relaxed atmosphere of the research instrument was a decisive decision-
making factor (Boyce & Neale, 2006, p. 3).
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6.3 Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the researcher tries to access participants’ thoughts and
feelings. By putting themselves into the interviewees’ shoes, researchers try to see
the world from their angles (Sutton & Austin, 2015, pp. 226-227). Denzin and Lincoln
(2013) considered qualitative researchers also as data collection instruments due
to the conveyance of data through a human instrument instead of a questionnaire

or a survey.

When comparing a quantitative researcher with a qualitative one, it can be stated
that a quantitative researcher has more control over the research process and acts
as an expert. Additionally, they can be seen as observers as they look at a phenom-
enon from the outside. Qualitative researchers, on the other hand, perform more as
learners and actors due to their direct interaction with participants (Suzuki, 1999,
pp. 42-43).

In the case of this master thesis and regarding the topic under investigation, which
is characterized by great emotions and uncertainties, considerable importance had
to be attached to personal as well as respectful interaction with the interview part-
ners. Additionally, the author needed to be open-minded about new ways of seeing
a problem. Also, the need to reflect on how the personal and professional back-
ground of the author could influence the research or its results had to be considered

to prevent potential biases (Johnson, 2017, p. 49).

6.4 Data Collection Procedures

To collect empirical data, eight in-depth interviews were conducted. The purposive
sampling technique, often used in pilot studies, intensive case studies, critical case
studies, or studies of hard-to-find populations, was chosen to find interview partners
(Bernard, 2006, pp. 190-191). Experts of thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkan-
land and other professionals from the (thermal) tourism industry, such as members
of tourism associations and researchers in this field, were considered for the inter-
views, as they could provide the author with the needed information. Due to those

specific characteristics and the expert knowledge required, the interview
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participants were referred to as a hard-to-find population. Further information about

the interviewees is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Interview participants

Name | Gender Profession Workplace Region
IP1 Male Professor University Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
IP2 Male Managing director Thermal spa Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
IP3 Female Managing director Thermal spa Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
P4 Female Authorized signatory Thermal spa Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
IP5 Female Chairwoman Tourism board Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
IP6 Male Department manager Tourism board Thermen- & Vulkan-
land
IP7 Female Employee DMO Vienna
IP8 Male Managing director Thermal spa Thermen- & Vulkan-
land

Source: By the author

The interviews, which only took place once with each participant individually, were
conducted in German, as it was the native language of the interview partners. In this
way, also potential language barriers were overcome. The interviews were semi-
structured as the author aimed for better comparability and additional room for spon-
taneously occurring questions from the interviewees. Due to this, predetermined
open-ended questions underlying a German interview guide were developed. Using
an interview guide has also ensured a red threat throughout the conversations and
guaranteed that the collected data would serve to answer the defined research
questions (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006, p. 315). The selected topics for the
interview guide derived from the author's literature review beforehand. Table 3 gives

an overview of all conducted interviews, their location, date, and duration.
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Table 3: Conducted interviews

Number Name Location Date Duration
1 Interviewee 1 Microsoft Teams 29" March, 2023 | 00:43:09
2 Interviewee 2 On site 3 April, 2023 00:53:42
3 Interviewee 3 | Google Meet 06™ April, 2023 00:42:49
4 Interviewee 4 Google Meet 11" April, 2023 00:41:16
5 Interviewee 5 On site 12™ April, 2023 00:27:39
6 Interviewee 6 On site 12" April, 2023 00:49:13
7 Interviewee 7 | Google Meet 12" April, 2023 00:28:33
8 Interviewee 8 | Google Meet 14" April, 2023 00:30:43

Source: By the author

Before the interviews took place, the interviewees were asked to submit their written
consent. At the beginning of the interviews, the purpose of the conversations, the
reasons for selecting the respondents, and the expected length of the interview was
stated. In addition, the interviewees were guaranteed that their answers will be kept
confidential (Boyce & Neale, 2006, p. 6). After this introduction, some general open-
ing questions were asked to ensure a comfortable atmosphere before key questions
of the interview guide were asked by the interviewer (Hennink et al., 2019, pp. 202-
203). The interviews were audio recorded for transcript purposes and further analy-

sis procedures.

6.5 Data Analysis Procedures

The analysis of the collected data started with the transcription of the interviews’
recordings, in which verbal statements were converted word by word into written
text. As the interviews were conducted in German, also the transcripts were in this
language. If direct quotations of the interview transcripts were used in one of the
thesis chapters, certain parts were translated into English. The analysis and evalu-
ation of the collected data followed the thematic analysis approach by Braun and
Clarke (2006). According to Braun and Clarke (2006), a thematic analysis helps to
identify, analyze, represent, and interpret themes or patterns in data.
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The approach was chosen as no underlying theory is required, it is less time-con-
suming than other methods, and it is adaptable to different research needs. Further-
more, thematic analysis was proven to be easily implementable for researchers who
still need to gain experience in qualitative research. Another reason was the argu-
ment that thematic analysis is very well suited for identifying different perspectives
and experiences of participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). Additionally,
similarities and differences can be more easily identified by grouping codes into
themes (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 2).

The thematic analysis was carried out based on the 6-step guide of Braun and
Clarke (2006). After the interview recordings were transcribed, the data was re-
viewed several times to identify patterns before an initial coding was done to group
the raw data into meaningful groups. Following this step, the generated codes were
assigned to potential topics that were colored for better recognition (Braun & Clarke,
2006).

Themes can be identified in an inductive or deductive way. As an inductive approach
was chosen for this research, themes are closely related to the data collected and
were coded without a pre-existing coding framework. For theme identification, a se-
mantic approach was chosen. With this concept, themes were identified only within
the data’s surface meanings, and no further search was conducted. After codes with
similar meanings were grouped into themes and subthemes, a map was created,
allowing for easier review and refinement of the generated topics. After codes were
reviewed, the author finally named the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

6.6 Anticipated Ethical Issues

Ethical considerations are crucial for the research process and include issues like
plagiarism, honest reporting of results, and protecting participants’ privacy (Veal,
2018, p. 109). Since in-depth interviews were of great importance for the empirical
data collection, it was ensured that the interviews are conducted in an ethically cor-

rect way.
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In the beginning, interview participants were informed about the research purpose
and how the gathered data will be used. In addition, participants were guaranteed
that their data and answers will be kept confidential during the data collection and
analysis process. Furthermore, it was guaranteed that gathered data will be stored
securely. Collected data was only used for the thesis and was not handed over to a
third party. Participants’ names were replaced with pseudonyms to ensure privacy
and anonymity. Furthermore, interview participants were informed that they only
need to share the information they want to reveal. They also had the option to end
the conversation at any point if they felt uncomfortable. Additionally, it was ensured
that all participants received equal treatment and that no respondent was given a
preference. Interviews were only conducted after participants voluntarily gave their
written consent and agreed with the audio recording and data processing (Silver-
man, 2006, pp. 320-325).

For the data reporting, no information that would harm one of the participants or the
institutions they work at was included. Furthermore, transcripts, recordings, and
other interview materials were stored securely and will be kept after submitting the
thesis. Moreover, it was ensured that the survey's results are communicated and
not falsified. It was also avoided to include only positive results and address poten-
tial negative findings too (Veal, 2018, pp. 121-125).
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7 Results and Discussion of Findings

The following chapter presents the empirical study's results and provides a deeper
insight into sustainable thermal tourism. In the survey context, special attention was
paid to the importance of thermal spas for the Thermen- & Vulkanland and how
thermal baths understand sustainability. Furthermore, the measures implemented
by hot springs to become more sustainable and the challenges establishments face,
especially during the energy crisis, will be presented.

7.1 Significance of Thermal Spas

7.1.1 Economy

As shown in previous research, thermal spas are a vital income factor for Austria’s
wellness tourism sector with the potential to grow further (Fleischhacker, 2020;
Mohr, 2022). Especially in Styria, where most thermal spas can be found, thermal
establishments form a central pillar of the vacation offer (Urlaub in der Steiermark,
n.d.). Due to the significant importance of thermal baths for domestic tourism, the
interviewees were asked about the relevance of thermal spas for tourism, specifi-

cally in the Thermen- & Vulkanland.

The data gained showed that thermal baths in the Thermen- & Vulkanland are pri-
marily associated with economic significance. Especially the provision of local jobs
and the upswing of regional tourism by the occurrence of hot springs were empha-
sized by the interviewees, as can be seen from the following quotes: “We depend
on the region for our existence, and the region largely depends on us because we
are a significant employer.” (IP2)

Furthermore, the thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland are mainly re-
sponsible for tourism development. (...). Today, the entire village lives from
tourism. We have around 330 guest beds in the village around the thermal
spa. We have 70 kilometers of bike and walking paths, a huge park. We have

a village restaurant, we have Buschenschanken, we have regional
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producers. We also have next generations who already live and work here

because we [the thermal spa] operate with the region. (IP3)

The statements of both respondents, saying that "the region largely depends on us"
and "the entire village lives from tourism," strongly emphasize the economic im-
portance of thermal spas. As IP3 mentioned, many regional businesses focused on
tourism have emerged due to the appearance of hot springs. According to IP3, also
more and more young people stay in the region to live and work, highlighting the
great potential of the thermal tourism sector, which was also discussed by
Fleischhacker (2020). Fleischhacker (2020) highlighted that Austria belongs to the
three leading European countries in wellness tourism. Furthermore, he stated that
wellness tourism has a significant market potential due to being a vital income factor
for Austria’s health tourism. Additionally, the importance of thermal spas as employ-
ers is highlighted. In this context, an article by Osterreich Werbung also pointed out
that Austrian thermal baths employ more than 6,500 people and are training centers
for around 350 apprentices. Additionally, the significance of thermal spas for re-
gional producers was underlined, as approximately 5,000 regional companies co-
operate with Austrian thermal baths (Kdstinger/Weddig/Hochhauser/Gucher: “Ther-
men sind Quellen der Lebensfreude”, 2021). As Brandao et al. (2021, p. 4) high-
lighted, job creation and cooperation with local suppliers are further essential as-
pects concerning the economic component of sustainable tourism. In this context
and from an economic point of view, the assumption that thermal spas are of great

importance for sustainable tourism in the Thermen- & Vulkanland can be made.

Another aspect that goes hand in hand with the economic importance of thermal
baths and was shown by the data is hot springs’ reputation as the USPs of the
Thermen- & Vulkanland. Due to the high competition in the tourism sector IP1 and
IP4 mentioned, the six thermal spas with different specializations are seen as a clear
competitive advantage for the region. This connection also becomes evident in the
interview with IP6: "We compete quite strongly, of course, with southern and eastern
Styria. There are stunning landscapes everywhere. There is good food everywhere.
(...). However, what really sets us apart are certainly the thermal spas." (IP6)
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As seen from the interview with IP6, Styria offers a diverse range of vacation op-
tions, which differ from other Austrian regions primarily in landscape and culinary.
However, to significantly differentiate from other Styrian regions and position itself
as unique in the tourism market, the various thermal spas are essential for the Ther-
men- & Vulkanland. Especially the non-seasonality and weather reliability of thermal
baths, mentioned by IP5, can be seen as another competitive advantage, as visitors
are attracted to the region all year round.

7.1.2 Social

The obtained data also indicated that thermal baths have a significant social role in
tourism in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. Especially preventive health care was men-
tioned to be of great significance for locals: “(...) this social-economic aspect has
always been very pronounced with us [in thermal spas], as an aspect. (...)to offer
residents of the region health and leisure opportunities and secure jobs." (1P4)

In addition to reclaiming the economic importance of thermal baths and creating
regional jobs, hot springs are also seen to benefit leisure patterns. How to recognize
from "offer residents of the region health and leisure opportunities”, it can be as-
sumed that leisure, health, and a work-life balance are essential for today's gener-
ations. This assumption is also made by Ridderstaat et al. (2019, p. 650), who un-
derlined the significant role of thermal spas in healthcare by stating that the world's
population is increasingly aging, and they have a greater desire for health-promoting
activities. Particularly the Parktherme Bad Radkersburg and the Therme der Ruhe
in Bad Gleichenberg are pioneers in health and focus on healing diseases. In these
two establishments, guests are offered various health-related services, primarily fo-
cused on curative purposes (Steirische Thermenvielfalt, n.d.). Besides promoting
health, thermal baths can also be seen as leisure opportunities for locals, as IP4
mentioned. It can thus be assumed that a significant proportion of guests also spend
a day in a hot spring for relaxation or to switch off from everyday life. This assump-
tion goes hand in hand with the statement of Silvestri et al. (2017, p. 56), who de-
termined that the purpose of relaxation is the most significant motive for a thermal
spa visit and underlines the statement of Gomez Perez et al. (2019, pp. 71-75) that
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nowadays thermal water is no longer used only for health purposes, but also for

well-being intentions.

In addition to the health and recreational significance of thermal baths, the residents
of the Thermen- & Vulkanland experience very few restrictions due to the low vol-

ume of tourists, as can be seen in the following quote:

Now we have 550,000 guests per year in [location 3]. And that is not a small
number. And the local does not notice anything about it. Nothing. (...). So, the
guest comes, pays a thermal spa entrance fee, but is most of the time in the
establishment. And the guest is not so extreme on the road as in southern
Styria. Or even on the ski slopes. And that means the local still gets a place
at a Buschenschank and can still afford everything. (IP8)

The quote shows that the interest in visiting a thermal spa has risen to several thou-
sand per hot spring annually. Despite these tourist volumes, guests do not trigger
increased traffic, and residents can still move around without problems, as the ther-
mal spa area is limited. As Szromek et al. (2023, pp. 2-4) addressed, this form of
development can be understood as sustainable tourism development, as the num-
ber of visitors and sales could be increased, but the destination itself was preserved.
Referring to “Buschenschank”, which was addressed by IP8, and the information
from the remaining interviews, it is also evident that despite the increasing number
of tourists, the traditions and cultures of the region were preserved. As was men-
tioned by IP6, especially the region’s culinary aspects are very well received by

guests.

7.1.3 Role model

In addition to the previous aspects, the data revealed that thermal baths have a role
model function for other regional businesses in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. Espe-
cially IP6, who is employed in the regional tourism association and accordingly has
insights into the happenings of thermal spas as well as in regional tourism, believed
that thermal baths have taken on an enormous role model function for smaller tour-
ism businesses and can be seen as the region’s pioneer companies. Also, IP8 ad-
dressed this and stated that thermal spas act like a “big brother” to all other regional
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tourism establishments. IP6 particularly highlighted crises, like the COVID-19 pan-

demic, in which thermal baths’ role model function became evident:

For us [tourism board], it was just important that the thermal spas fought and
kept going. They have had a hard enough time, especially with the lockdowns
that followed around Easter or so, which were prime times for the thermal
baths. (IP6)

The statement that thermal spas struggled during crises and kept going makes the
role model function for smaller businesses very clear. In the conversation with IP3,
it also became evident that thermal spas can be regarded as the "spearhead" and
"pioneers" of the region and thus set the pace in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. In
addition to their pioneering role, thermal spas were also regarded as flagship busi-
nesses in terms of sustainability: "Therefore, they are role models for other compa-
nies. If large thermal baths make themselves strong and continue, this also has a
kind of role model effect for other businesses." (IP5)

This shows that if large thermal businesses succeed despite challenges, smaller
companies are also shown to remain economically viable. Besides the influence of
tourism businesses, thermal spas are also essential to influence private individuals
concerning sustainable development. Thus, in the thermal establishment where IP3
works, the goal is to influence the employees’ actions at home, make them more

sustainable, and show which measures can be easily implemented.

7.2 Understanding Sustainability

7.2.1 Complexity

After Schonherr et al. (2023, p. 1) indicated that companies could only implement
sustainability if those being responsible had sufficient knowledge about the term,
the interviewees were also asked about their understanding of sustainability. The
data clearly showed that respondents associate sustainability very strongly with the

term complexity:
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What | understand by sustainable tourism is...that it is very broadly diversified
and ranges from...really from low-impact tourism, also from the arrival, from
how do | get to the destination? However, | also see tourism as sustainable,
such as the [Thermal spa 4], which is already energy self-sufficient. And sus-
tainable is also when you revitalize old buildings and make them accessible

to tourism and much more. | think this is a very broad topic. (IP5)

As seen from the interview with IP5, sustainability and, subsequently, sustainable
tourism are understood as pervasive terms. Based on "ranges (...) from the arrival"
and "the [Thermal spa 4], which is already energy self-sufficiently”, it becomes ap-
parent that IP5 primarily connects ecological aspects with sustainability. Also, IP2
described sustainability as a "complex thing (...) that can only be partially reflected".
The data clearly show that the interviewees are familiar with sustainability but that
the scope of the term is challenging for them. It should be emphasized, however,
that all interview participants were familiar with the three dimensions of sustainability
and that knowledge of these was widespread. IP1, a university professor, even ad-
dressed a fourth sustainability dimension: "Well, you know the three pillars. How-
ever, maybe there is also a fourth pillar if you take health off the social pillar. Then
you would have four pillars: the economy, the environment, health, and social." (IP1)

Nevertheless, IP1 also questioned the meaning of sustainability and stated that it is
complicated for companies or even private individuals to know how sustainable one
must be to be considered sustainable. Thus, the assumption can be made that there
is a need for standards in practice. This assertion is also made by Andreu et al.
(2021, p. 11) and Schonherr et al. (2023, p. 1), who stated that a missing uniform
definition negatively affects the implementation of sustainable measures. Also, in
the interview with IP8, a managing director of a thermal spa, it became apparent
that sustainability in practice is perceived as "very widely spread and very difficult
to measure." Agacevic and Xu (2020, p. 5) also addressed the difficulty of measur-
ability and emphasized that sustainability, especially in tourism, is challenging to
implement. Regarding the assumptions of Higgins-Desbiolles (2018) and Butler
(1980) stating that tourism cannot be sustainable, no evidence could be found dur-

ing the interviews.
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7.2.2 Ecology

The data also showed that interviewees strongly associate sustainability with ecol-
ogy. In the interviews with IP2, a managing director in one of the region’s thermal
spas, and IP6, who is employed in a regional tourism association, it became appar-
ent that both respondents associate sustainability with energy. IP3 and IP4, who
both work in one of the region’s thermal spas, also associated the term with the
environment and defined sustainability in terms of responsible use of natural re-

sources:

Sustainable tourism means to me that you use all your available resources
and (...) | am talking about all the resources very carefully, very consciously,
very resource-savingly, and optimally. Additionally, you put long-term plan-

ning on top of that. (IP3)

But also, in the appreciation that it [sustainability] is about natural resources
because these are then ultimately our offers, all of them from thermal water
to healing water, [place 8], a nonetheless cultivated [place 9] belongs to it.
The nature, the vineyards, the Buschenschanken - that one says, one has
such a mixture of nature-related factors, which | also do not develop industri-
ally. (IP4)

As can be seen from "use all your available resources (...) optimally" and "nature-
related factors, which | also do not develop industrially”, a responsible approach to
nature plays an essential role in the eyes of the interviewees. In this context, IP1
mainly saw media and public pressure as the cause for the strong connection of
sustainability with ecology and nature. This assumption can be related to the re-
search findings of Szromek et al. (2023, p. 12), who indicated that ecological com-
ponents are most likely to be associated with sustainability because most people
can imagine it. Pessot et al. (2021, pp. 9-10) also stated that the research on sus-
tainable wellness tourism they reviewed was mainly related to environmental
measures. However, after taking a closer look at IP3's quote, it becomes apparent
that by emphasizing "all the resources", also the responsible use of other reserves,
such as cultures or traditions, are essential besides handling natural resources. This
view is also held by IP7, who stated that "you do not just consider the ecological
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perspective but have a holistic approach. This means that the focus must be on

ecological criteria and the socio-cultural and economic dimensions."

Nevertheless, the interviews indicate that thermal tourism is strongly compared with
other tourism forms regarding environmental sustainability. In the conversations
with IP1, IP2, and IP7, it became apparent that tourism forms with high resource
consumption receive more attention regarding sustainability than tourism types with
lower resource use. IP1 also highlighted that thermal tourism has room for improve-
ment regarding environmental sustainability. IP3 also addressed this issue and
stated that "far too little is still being done in all the surrounding hot springs" and that
there is "huge potential" in terms of sustainable development. However, I1P4, IP7,
and IP8 also mentioned that thermal tourism is much more sustainable than other
forms of tourism, as nature is not damaged to the same extent as, for example, in
alpine tourism. As can be seen, some interviewees identify a need for improvement
regarding sustainable thermal tourism, while others receive hot springs as already
more sustainable compared to other tourism forms. This diversity of views highlights
the complexity of sustainability and the need for further research.

IP3's reference to "long-term planning" also shows that sustainable tourism should
not be a short-term measure and that tourism businesses should implement long-
term initiatives to achieve sustainable development. This consideration is significant
for thermal spas because, as addressed by I1P4, their offerings are primarily depend-
ent on natural resources, such as healing water. Sofi et al. (2022, p. 965) also em-
phasized the importance of long-term planning and stated that sustainable tourism
can only be achieved through long-term measures and precise planning.

7.2.3 Regionality

In addition to the other aspects, the data also showed a significant connection be-
tween sustainability and regionality, as was evident in the interview with |P2:

For me, the concept of regionality is much more important...um is the topic of
food consumption, where | say, yes, there we can do something, there we try
to make sure that we buy as much as possible or according to our possibilities
in the region. (IP2)
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IP2 identified sustainability as a crucial aspect of sustainable tourism and empha-
sized particularly the regional food supply. In the thermal spa where IP2 works, re-
gionality is thus of great importance, and efforts are made to keep the amount of
imported food as low as possible. By emphasizing the "topic of food consumption,”
it also becomes clear that cooperation with regional producers can boost the econ-
omy in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. IP6 saw this aspect and the regional consump-

tion behavior of guests as great strengths concerning sustainable tourism:

There will likely not be a guest driving home who does not put something in the
trunk, even if it is just a few bottles of wine or regional products they can buy
here. We also notice it at the farmers' markets on Fridays, which are full of
guests, which is unbelievable. (IP6)

The purchase of regional products can be seen as a support for the economy in the
Thermen- & Vulkanland. Also, in the interviews with IP2, IP5, IP6, IP7 and IP8, it
became apparent that the added value mainly stays in the region. Thus, in addition
to a stronger connection between local businesses and tourism, more regional jobs
can be created, which are, according to IP6, highly attractive for residents. Compar-
ing these assumptions with the statement of Brandao et al. (2021, p. 4) that sustain-
able tourism must support the economic development of a destination by creating
jobs and cooperating with regional businesses, it can be assumed that tourism in
the Thermen- & Vulkanland can be considered sustainable from an economic point

of view.

Nevertheless, the reference of IP2 to "buy (...) according to our possibilities in the
region" shows that businesses also reach their limits regarding regional food supply
since the availability depends very much on the season. In addition, the assumption
can be made that the complete coverage of the demand by the region is not possi-
ble. However, the tourism businesses exhaust all possibilities to act as regionally as
possible. Also, in the conversation with IP6, it became apparent that the interviewee
sees the regional food supply as a "challenge" and emphasized that businesses
"must be aware that tomatoes are only available at a specific time".
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7.3 Sustainable Measures

7.3.1 Energy Efficiency

After respondents discussed their understanding of sustainability, they were asked
about measures to promote sustainable tourism in thermal spas. The data showed
that mainly measures to enhance energy efficiency were carried out in the estab-

lishments and are planned to continue:

So, of course, we try to turn all the screws as best as we can. On one side,
we have installed a photovoltaic system. We have purchased covers for the
outdoor pools to be more economical there. (...). Reduced water consumption
in the showers. There are exciting systems there. We have (...) developed an
energy concept for our house, where all air-conditioning systems are regu-
lated so that the guests only have a limited influence on them. In the kitchen,

induction stoves have replaced the electric stoves. (IP2)

For example, we changed all the lighting fixtures to LED fixtures to be energy
efficient. We also implemented new window contacts in all rooms. That
means when the radiator is warm and the guest opens the window, the radi-
ator automatically turns off, the same as the air conditioning. (IP3)

| know that numerous initiatives or even new projects are always being
tested. For example, using waste heat from thermal springs to light surround-
ing gardening centers or farms. (...). However, at least look at how you can
use the waste heat or water circulation with hot water for other things. (IP7)

As can be seen, various measures are implemented in thermal baths to increase
their energy efficiency. Using photovoltaic, as in the thermal spa where IP6 works,
points to the increased use of renewable energy. In addition, energy sources such
as these reduce dependence on non-renewable energy, which are far more harmful
to the environment. Sofi et al. (2022, p. 964) also addressed renewable energy and
highlighted its importance for sustainable tourism. In contrast to Szromek et al.
(2023, pp. 13-16), who found that only 39 % of their interviewed businesses used
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or planned to invest in renewable energy, the data showed that renewable energy

sources are used or planned to develop further in all considered establishments.

As can be seen from "reduced water consumption in the showers", "changed all the
lighting fixtures to LED fixtures" and "use the waste heat (...) for other things", the
thermal spas also try to reduce water and energy consumption to conserve re-
sources. IP6 also highlighted the importance of avoiding energy waste and empha-
sized the need for regular renovations of the establishments. In terms of reducing
energy consumption, IP4 also addressed the importance of thermal baths for the
local energy supply: "We [the thermal spas] consume a percentage [of energy and
heat] ourselves, a part comes to the local heating network (...)". This approach clar-
ifies that hot springs do not leave rest energy or heat unused and thus also supply
surrounding buildings, which contributes to energy efficiency and sustainability.
Probstl-Haider et al. (2021, p. 162) also referred to this role of thermal spas, partic-
ularly highlighting the Therme Rogner Bad Blumau and the Heiltherme Bad Wal-
tersdorf, which act as local energy suppliers.

Thermal spas also strive to heat as sustainably as possible and use hot thermal
springs for heating. In the thermal bath where |P4 operates, the water that comes
to the earth's surface at "about 80 degrees" must first be cooled. The excess heat
is then used to heat the establishment. IP8 also addressed the energetic use of hot
springs in this context: "We have now made a new fourth borehole and were then
able to make it more efficient in energy production than could be done with the other
boreholes. Also, there we can win more energy". It should be noted here, however,
that not all six thermal spas have hot enough springs, and some facilities must ex-
pend additional energy to heat the water. IP2 emphasized that these processes are

"very energy intensive."

As can be seen, the measures mentioned relate very strongly to ecological aspects,
such as energy and heat consumption. Probstl-Haider et al. (2021, p. 161) also dis-
cussed measures wellness businesses can implement to counteract high energy
consumption. The measures described in Chapter 3.3 are very similar to the points
mentioned by the interviewees. The data showed that thermal spas implement and

plan to apply further measures to promote sustainability and minimize adverse
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ecological impacts. In addition, the role of thermal baths as local energy suppliers
was highlighted, allowing residents to save energy costs and promoting sustainable

energy use in the surrounding area.

7.3.2 Infrastructure

In addition to energy efficiency measures, respondents also mentioned initiatives to
improve the infrastructure in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. Above all, improving ac-
cessibility to the thermal spas is of great importance since IP4 highlighted that it is
"challenging to get around without a car" in the region. Also, IP6 emphasized the
public transport problem and stated that Southeast Styria is one of the "most motor-
ized districts and not for no reason". Because of this problem, the tourism associa-
tion behind the Thermen- & Vulkanland implemented a measure to promote public

travel with the so-called Thermenlandbus. IP5 described the initiative as follows:

Well, it is or was for years that tourists came to us by car. We have now tried
the Thermenlandbus...the guests can drive from Vienna directly to all six ther-
mal spas and back at a relatively low price. You can also take your bike with
you. So sustainable travel is significant, and the guests also use it. Last year
in the summer months, it was also the case that sometimes a second bus
had to be used for each route because no more seats were available or be-
cause many more people wanted to book than seats were available. (IP5)

IP5's emphasis that the bus was very well booked, especially in the primary season,
and that a second bus even had to be used indicates that guests very well received
the initiative. Moreover, it shows that the demand for sustainable travel options is
growing. The emphasis on "you can also take your bike with you" clarifies that
guests combine their thermal spa vacation with other activities. Tourists getting
around by bike and the variety of cycling paths in the Thermen- & Vulkanland, high-
lighted by IP2, underlines environmentally friendly mobility also during the stay. The
fact that efforts are made to promote environmentally friendly mobility during vaca-
tions got also evident in the conversation with IP5, who added that even "thermal
spa hopping" is offered, in which guests can visit several thermal spas during their
stay in the region. These results underline Schonherr et al.'s (2023, p. 5) assumption
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that tourism businesses should support and invest in environmentally friendly trans-
portation. According to Brandao et al. (2021, p. 4), these aspects are also crucial for
wellness businesses such as thermal spas, often located in rural regions with poor

public transport connections.

In the past, the tourism board also tried implementing other initiatives to improve
regional transportation. In the interviews with IP5 and IP6, the "Vulkanland Taxi"
was mentioned, a shared cab that drove around the clock. According to IP6, the
offer was designed for guests and residents, but the initiative failed due to a lack of
staff and high implementation costs. Regarding this aspect, a connection with
Szromek's (2023, p. 15) assumption that people's awareness of sustainability in-
creases only when they are educated about the topic and trained regarding envi-
ronmentally friendly behavior can be recognized. However, IP6 highlighted that im-
plementing a shared cab works better at a municipal than regional level. The inter-
viewee also highlighted the initiative's popularity, stating that "around 25,000 pas-
sengers" are transported annually and that the bus company behind the shared cab
puts together "100 driving hours" per week.

In addition to the measures to promote public travel, IP2 also emphasized that in-
frastructure is a "process" that can take place over "20 to 30 years". Providing
enough charging stations for e-cars is a significant challenge for the thermal spa he
operates. However, it should be emphasized that the respondent recognized the

long-term sustainable development process and was aware of slow growth.

7.3.3 Regionality

In the context of the measures to promote sustainable tourism, the interviewee also
increasingly addressed regionality. Above all, the purchase of regional food and co-
operation with regional businesses was emphasized by IP2, IP3, IP4, IP6, and IP8.
The latter saw especially the added value that remains in the Thermen- & Vulkan-
land as a great advantage for all tourism businesses: "The businesses profit on the
one hand already through regional sales and tourists, because they buy chocolate
or consume a wine, and eat the Schnitzel that the farmer around the corner makes."

As the quote shows, regional businesses benefit significantly from regional product
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and service demand. The reference to the "Schnitzel" also shows that guests want
to discover the culinary side of the region, which means that traditions and cultures
can be preserved. Based on the results, thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland
can be perceived as instruments for attracting guests, from which other businesses
can benefit, and the economy can be strengthened. IP2 also addressed the aspect
of regional value creation and believed that thermal tourism in the Thermen- & Vul-
kanland is "fundamentally sustainable because the value creation remains mainly
in the region." In connection with the regional sourcing of food, IP5 also mentioned
the strengthening of the economy, as the "thermal baths ensure that the economy
lives in the region." Regarding the statements of IP2 and IP5, it should be noted
that, in their eyes, the benefits of the thermal spas relate primarily to the economic
aspects of the Thermen- & Vulkanland. As mentioned in previous chapters, thermal
baths can create jobs and promote regional companies, which in turn can strengthen
the economic dimension of sustainability. However, as seen in Chapter 3, sustain-
ability's goal is to balance its three dimensions (Suchanek et al., 2021). In order to
ensure long-term sustainable development of tourism, it is of great importance not
only to consider economic factors but also to pay attention to the environment and

the social dimension.

In addition to measures for regional food procurement, thermal spas are also signif-
icant employers and try to make the region an attractive workplace for residents.
Thermal baths also try to implement various measures to retain employees over the
long term. At the thermal spa where |IP2 operates, employees are offered the fol-
lowing: "We also offer our employees their own house, where they can spend the
night free of charge. This has become an issue precisely because of energy prices."
Measures for employee retention are also implemented at the thermal establish-
ment, where IP8 is the managing director:

We have an employee fund. This fund contains money that is paid out imme-
diately and without complications. This means if an employee gets into finan-
cial difficulties through no fault, their car breaks down (...). Another could not
afford the funeral of her family member. The next had lost a tooth and had
too little money to afford this tooth repair. That is what this employee fund is
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for. Or we have now paid for an employee’s flight to Iran, who has not seen

his parents for years (...). (IP8)

As can be seen, it is of great importance for thermal spas to obtain employees from
the region and to keep them long-term by improving employee satisfaction. By
providing free housing, the thermal baths also respond to economic difficulties and
try to relieve their employees financially. The provision of an employee fund at the
establishment where |P8 operates also highlights the importance of employee well-
being. Brandao et al. (2021, p. 4) also addressed the importance of wellness busi-
nesses as employers since they are usually found primarily in rural areas and can

strengthen the regional economy in the long term by creating jobs.

7.3.4 Waste Management

It became apparent that also waste management is essential for thermal spas in the
Thermen- & Vulkanland. Especially in the thermal baths where IP3 and IP4 are em-
ployed, the implementation of efficient waste concepts is of great significance. I1P4
mentioned, for example: "We have also developed waste management concepts
where we try to avoid waste and, if it occurs, deal with it in the best way possible.
This applies to house technology or catering, for example." IP3 also discussed the

waste separation approach in the thermal spa where she works:

We have a large restaurant where 600 guests eat in the evening. | have a
great waste separation system in the service office - with white glass, colored
glass, plastic, paper, and residual waste. The classic stuff. But | also know
that at the end of the day, if the paper is wet or there is food or leftovers on
it, | must put it in the non-recyclable waste. But | still go that way because |
see sustainability as our responsibility, and if only one employee learns from
it, to establish a proper waste system at home as well. Then | have done a
good job, even if it only sometimes works 100 % in my business. But it is my
responsibility to act as a role model. (IP3)

The statements of IP3 and IP4 show that large waste amounts are generated in
thermal spas, especially in the catering area. As seen from "if the paper is wet or
there is food or leftovers on it, | must put it in the non-recyclable waste", IP3 was
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aware that waste separation does not always work optimally. Despite this challenge,
the interviewee tries to act as a role model and show her employees that sustainable
measures can be implemented despite difficulties. By thinking outside the box and
considering employees’ procedures at home, it is shown that IP3 has a great aware-
ness of sustainability. In addition to implementing efficient waste concepts, IP3 also
addressed the recycling of raw materials and explained that in her establishment
also in-house gin is produced. The juniper berries left over from the production are
used as sauna infusions or as exfoliants in cosmetics. As can be seen, leftover ma-
terials can be used efficiently and recycled through these procedures. This elimi-
nates the need to buy new products, thus avoiding waste and saving energy for new
production. Additionally, it can be assumed that thermal spas in the Thermen- &
Vulkanland deal with innovative ideas to reduce waste in the long term.

7.4 Impact of the Energy Crisis

7.41 Losses

As shown in previous research, investments in energy-saving and renewable tech-
nologies are essential for sustainable development. Nevertheless, especially during
a crisis, implementing sustainable measures can get challenging for businesses
(Zuk & Zuk, 2022, p. 711). Due to this, interviewees were asked about the impacts
of the current energy crisis. The data indicated that thermal spas struggle with profit
and revenue losses. In this context, increased costs, especially energy costs, were
highlighted:

The high energy costs are, of course, insane because thermal spas already
(...) have very, very high energy costs, and in some cases, they have doubled
or more, which is insane. (...) So the biggest challenge is to cover the costs
and work efficiently. So that is...is now, of course, from the allocation of em-
ployees, the conversion of lighting, to upgrade photovoltaics and geothermal

energy as quickly as possible, and those are the real challenges. (IP6)

As can be seen, it is challenging for thermal spas to stay profitable during an energy
crisis. As IP6 pointed out, and as Aydin (2022, p. 467) and (Pace (2016, p. 410) also
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stated, tourism businesses generally struggle with high energy costs, which have
increased even more during the current energy crisis. By referring to this develop-
ment as "insane," it becomes apparent how high this increase must have been. As
IP6 highlighted, currently, the biggest challenge for thermal baths is to cover the
high costs but at the same time also implement energy-saving measures that energy
consumption can be reduced in the long term. In the interview with IP6, the use of
renewable energies was mentioned, which is also considered by Becken and Sim-
mons (2022, p. 352) and Huseynli (2022, p. 1925) as an ideal measure to reduce
high energy consumption. IP5 also mentioned price increases and adjusted opening

hours as further measures to remain profitable as a thermal spa:

The prices [entrance fees] were only increased minimally. So, everyone was
very, very agreed that these price increases in the energy sector should not
be passed on to the guests, or only minimally. (...). The opening hours have
also been partly adjusted, where we have looked at where there is hardly any
occupancy, where we have to improve further. Also, the opening hours of the
saunas. But one has always tried, of course, to offer the guest the best pos-
sible vacation experience. (IP5)

The emphasis on "only increased minimally" and "everyone was very, very agreed
that these price increases in the energy sector should not be passed on to the
guests" shows that thermal baths are trying to keep the financial burden on visitors
as low as possible. IP3 also clarified that "a visit to a thermal spa must remain af-
fordable" and should not become a luxury product or only be accessible to a partic-
ular population segment. Furthermore, it becomes apparent that the operating times
of thermal baths were adjusted to become more efficient. Nevertheless, it is of great
importance to thermal spa owners to offer their guests the best possible experience,
even during a crisis. In the context of energy consumption, IP8 also addressed the
high heat consumption of hot springs and highlighted that facilities need a specific
room temperature, as visitors are mainly in bathing clothes. IP4 saw it as problem-
atic if thermal spas would reduce room temperatures for energy-saving reasons, as

this would "create more debate on the market".
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In addition to high energy costs, the data also showed that increased minimum
wages and rising personnel costs represent further challenges for thermal facilities.
IP4 went into more detail about the increase in collective agreements in the thermal
spa where she works:

We have just received the collective agreements for the catering and hotel
industry. | believe they are 9.3 %, or even higher, depending on where you
are classified. Higher than 9 % and that is, of course, if you calculate it, an
issue. We have almost 160 employees in [workplace 6], so you can already

calculate what that does on a larger level. (IP4)

The increase in minimum wages had a noticeable impact on thermal spas, as they
are particularly costly for companies that employ large numbers of staff. The re-
spondents classify the wage increase as a relevant issue that, in addition to in-
creased energy costs, represents another threat to thermal spas’ profitability.

7.4.2 Debt Capital

Another challenge mentioned by the interviewees, which goes hand in hand with
the loss of sales and profits, is the increased demand for debt capital. Due to the
reduced availability of financial resources, thermal spas are more dependent on ex-
ternal capital, and investments are questioned more during a crisis, as can be seen

in the following quotes:

Financing from own resources will certainly decline. That means we [the ther-
mal baths] need...um many subsidies from the state, so that this pace, the
constructional colonization, the insulation of the buildings and so on...that this
continues (...). (IP2)

| also believe that the funding issue...everyone will now have to try to get
funding commitments. And of course, it is also true that everything costs
something, and it was not necessarily possible to build up reserves in recent
years, which you need for something like this, right? So that is certainly a
challenge. (...). And everyone says - the more help, the better. Because it
simply speeds up. If you can afford more, you will build more photovoltaics.
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You will do it faster. So, of course, it opens completely different scopes of
action (...). (IP4)

Both respondents strongly emphasize the need for governmental support. Espe-
cially the need for subsidies for renewable energy systems is significant for thermal
spas, as these can barely be expanded without financial support. Salahodjaev et al.
(2022, p. 13289) also addressed this aspect and pleaded with governments to sup-
port tourism businesses regarding investments in renewable energies or to take
over part of the initial costs so that tourism establishments can reduce their energy

consumption more easily.

IP4's emphasis that "it was not necessarily possible to build up reserves in recent
years" reveals that thermal spas have also previously faced unforeseen challenges,
like the COVID-19 pandemic. Consequently, it was not possible to set aside finan-
cial resources, which are of great necessity during a crisis. In this regard, however,
IP6 highlighted that "the state has put much money in hand" to support tourism busi-
nesses during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, in the eyes of the inter-
viewee, there will be no more state support "in the intensity" as it is no longer afford-
able for the state.

Summarizing and referring to the previous chapter, thermal spas face financial chal-
lenges due to the energy crisis. Implementing energy-saving measures, such as
renewable energy systems, can only be realized with difficulty without financial sup-
port or subsidies from the state. Also, it is challenging for thermal baths to build up
financial reserves to protect them in difficult times and help them maintain their eco-

nomic activity.

7.4.3 Awareness

In addition to the already mentioned aspects, the energy crisis raised awareness for
implementing sustainable measures. Mainly due to the increased energy prices, en-
ergy efficiency gained significant importance in the thermal spas of the Thermen- &

Vulkanland, as IP2 pointed out:
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And so you try to make everything energy efficient. Certainly, a lot has been
done in hotels, especially in the last two years. Overall, because the topic of
energy has become so expensive, where one has predicted, one makes just
a little bit what. Now everyone has felt it on the bank account and has had to
do something (...). These are all things that are the main topic in almost every
thermal spa now, to say okay, how can | make it more energy efficient (...).
(IP2)

As the quote from IP2 makes clear, thermal baths already implemented energy-
saving initiatives before the energy crisis. However, based on "now everyone has
felt it on the bank account”, it gets evident that energy costs have risen sharply
during the crisis, and thermal spas are struggling with this cost increase. It can thus
be assumed that quick implementation of energy-saving measures has become
more important. By emphasizing "the main topic in almost every thermal spa", the
interviewee also clarified what priority the energy crisis has for the management and
that the energy crisis has led to a rethink regarding energy efficiency and sustaina-
bility. However, IP3 and IP6 also addressed that tourism businesses had already
dealt with sustainable measures before the energy crisis. According to P4,
measures were implemented with "great vigor" during the crisis, allowing initiatives
to be implemented comparatively faster than before the energy crisis. Furthermore,
IP4 and IP7 mentioned:

So, | think this topic has generally preoccupied us [the thermal spa], simply
because (...) working makes you realize that you must treat nature and re-
sources carefully. The idea was never far away for us [in the thermal spa], so
you can already feel that when you work with a natural product. But the crisis
has accelerated this. As we said before, the projects have been implemented
more quickly. (IP4)

Of course, the crisis has led to a further increase in demand for subsidies for
photovoltaic systems. And here, too, a change has taken place. (...). So, this
rethinking started long ago, especially when the energy in Austria is already
very well positioned. But the energy or fundamental crises can have a

stronger impact here. (IP7)
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As |P4's statement shows, the idea that resources must be conserved was already
known in the establishment where she works before the energy crisis occurred.
However, the crisis can be identified as an accelerator that increased awareness of
sustainable measures. In this context, IP7 also emphasized that more and more
companies want to implement renewable energy systems, significantly increasing
the demand for subsidies during the crisis. Thus, the statements of both interview-
ees illustrated that the energy crisis had increased awareness of resource conser-
vation in spas. The data is consistent with the findings of Schonherr et al. (2023, pp.
2-7), who found that crises increase awareness of sustainability and accelerate the

implementation of sustainable measures.

IP3 also emphasized sustainable awareness and said that in the thermal spa where
she works, "this path will continue to 100 % in the future". IP5 also referred to this
and is convinced that awareness will not decline after the crisis. IP7 also empha-
sized that "you should not let it go just because the crisis might be over sooner than
you thought". Nevertheless, the interviewee highlighted that the implementation time
of the measures might slow down again. The issue of slower implementation after
a crisis is also addressed by Schonherr et al. (2023, pp. 2-7) and Sofi et al. (2022,
p. 965), who stated that sustainable tourism could only be achieved through long-
term measures and that the development could be negatively impacted if awareness

becomes lower after the crisis.

7.5 Influencing Factors

7.5.1 Energy and Heat Demand

Interviewees were also asked about other influencing factors affecting sustainable
development, especially during an energy crisis. Regarding this question, respond-
ents saw particularly thermal spas’ high energy and heat consumption as challeng-
ing:
So, our main issue is that we do not get hot enough thermal water, so we
must heat that. The second major issue is the pumps. Regarding energy (...),

heating is a significant issue because anyone who has ever been to an indoor
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swimming pool or thermal spa knows | am there in a bikini or swimming
trunks, or at most, in a bathrobe. | need more than room temperature there.
Those are the three significant factors driving energy. (IP2)

As seen, thermal pools’ water must have a pleasant temperature. However, as
stated by IP2, not all thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland have the same hot
springs available, meaning some establishments must use more energy to heat the
water than others. For example, in the thermal bath where IP2 operates, the water
must be heated prior to use, whereas in IP3's establishment, this process is unnec-
essary due to the hotter thermal spring. In addition to the pool water, the facilities of
a thermal spa must also have high room temperatures, as visitors are only lightly
clothed. This comfort is another primary requirement for thermal baths’ energy sup-
ply. IP3 also addressed this aspect and highlighted that much energy is needed to
heat all facilities, especially in winter and transition months: "We have heating peri-
ods where we start in September and stop in May because the guest is with us in
swimwear. We do not heat only for three or four months of the year. Otherwise, it
has to be comfortably warm." As IP3's statement shows, there are specific periods
when thermal baths must increase heating to provide a comfortable stay for their
visitors. By emphasizing "comfortably warm” it can be assumed that guests expect
a specific temperature and that this can only be achieved with additional heating.
IP8 also confirmed this assumption and emphasized that guests want "warm water
and a warm relaxation room" and that these expectations have more importance for

them than the aim of saving energy.

As seen from |IP2's quote, pumps also represent an energy challenge for thermal
baths. The interviewee also stated that the "issue of technology" is underestimated,
as the pumps are in motion "almost 24 hours". By emphasizing "almost 24 hours",
it becomes evident that thermal water processing is very time-consuming and re-
quires continuous pump operation, which involves high consumption of energy re-
sources. In addition to technical aspects, numerous interviewees perceived the

sauna areas as very energy intensive. Particularly, IP3 discussed this aspect:

So, the main energy consumers in the thermal spa area are the saunas. For

example, we [the thermal spa] have 14 saunas in our area, from the Finnish
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outdoor sauna to the Roman sweat bath. (...) the sauna opens at 10:30 in the
morning and closes at 11:00 pm. Starting up a single sauna heater (...) and
running it from 10:30 am to 11:00 pm (...) requires as much energy as the
entire light fixtures in the hotel complex, with 312 rooms and six restaurants.
(IP3)

By naming the saunas as "the main energy consumers" and comparing their energy
consumption with that of the entire hotel and restaurant area, it can be assumed
that saunas require the highest energy proportion in thermal spas. By highlighting
operating hours, it also becomes evident that various saunas are open all day, and
energy must be supplied intensively during this time, further underscoring the high
energy requirements of thermal baths. In this context, also IP2 addressed the high
energy expenditure and highlighted that in the thermal spa where he operates, he
could only meet "6 to 8 %" of the energy needs with renewable energy. Compared
to the literature, an agreement can be found with Probstl-Haider et al. (2021), who
also mentioned pumps and saunas as the primary energy consumers in thermal
baths. Furthermore, they discussed the heating of thermal water and individual
rooms and stated that thermal spas’ heat consumption is usually higher than their
energy consumption (Probstl-Haider et al., 2021, p. 161).

7.5.2 Values

Another influencing factor perceived by the interviewees is a change in society’s
values. IP3 mentioned, for example, that people are becoming increasingly aware
of sustainability and that guests also expect the offer of sustainable products and

services:

If I were to put a [company 7] or a [company 8] ice cream menu on the table
for our restaurant guests - the ice cream is excellent, yes? (...). If | were to
put this pre-printed, classic ice cream menu on the table...I guarantee you |
would have it at my office desk ten times a day, and the customer (...) would
say: "[IP3], | am going to a world unique. You are sustainable. | come here

because you are different. | can get this ice cream menu at home at the gas
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station around the corner too!". The customer becomes so sensitive that he

also searches. (IP3)

As can be seen, tourists are increasingly looking for sustainable offers. IP3's state-
ment that guests come to her thermal spa "because it is different" further illustrates
visitors’ crave for unique experiences. If these conditions are not met, it can be dif-
ficult for thermal baths to fulfill their visitors’ expectations. In this context, IP3 also
discussed the seasonal offerings at thermal spas, highlighting that regional fruits
and vegetables are only offered at the buffet within the season. The interviewee
clarified that in her establishment she has received much negative feedback due to
this measure. In this context, IP3 also stated that actions like this need to be com-
municated more clearly to the guest, as you fall back into "sub-quality” if you “do not
communicate sustainability”". IP7 also emphasized that clear communication is es-
sential since "guests already deal with the topic", but the flood of information usually
overloads them. In this context, IP1, IP2, IP3, IP5, and IP7 also addressed that sus-
tainability must be perceived as a process of learning and adaptation. As seen in
the conversations with IP2 and IP8, most thermal bath visitors demand sustainabil-

ity. Nevertheless, the least also behave following this demand:

(...) | first said we would remain restrictive. There is nothing fried in the res-
taurant. There is no fried chicken salad. There is no Wiener Schnitzel. Unfor-
tunately, | gave up on that after a month because of the resistance and the
multitude of complaints. Now there is at least a fried chicken salad because
people demand it. It does not help. | always have to adapt to my guests a
little bit...so you can see that it will undoubtedly take some time before people
take note of that. (IP2)

And then there was also the discussion in thermal spas, do we make our
water colder, or do you heat your relaxation room less or close the sauna
earlier? However, in truth, none of that works. Because when you come to a
thermal bath, you do not care whether | save electricity. The guest wants
warm water and a warm relaxation room. Nobody asks whether we are en-

ergy efficient or not. (IP8)
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As both quotes underline, it can be challenging for thermal spas to develop sustain-
ably. Although both interviewees emphasized that they tried to act more sustainably
by offering meat-free alternatives or thinking about reducing their energy consump-
tion, these measures had to be discarded in the end due to guests' expectations.
The statements "l always have to adapt to my guests" or "The guest wants warm
water and a warm relaxation room" also show that visitors’ satisfaction is of greater
priority for the establishments, even if this makes their sustainable development in-
creasingly tricky. In this context, the literature (Szromek et al., 2023, p. 2; Wang et
al., 2021, p. 2) only mentioned that tourism businesses should encourage their
guests to behave sustainably and to use sustainable offers. Potential challenges
that may arise on this path and were mentioned by IP2 and IP8 were not discussed
in these publications.

7.5.3 Duration of Implementation

In addition to the aspects already mentioned, the data showed that the implemen-
tation period of measures is seen as an influencing factor in sustainable develop-
ment. |IP2, for example, saw the implementation of sustainable measures as a
"multi-year process" that does not "work overnight." IP3 also emphasized this view
and highlighted that there is "long-term planning" behind sustainable tourism. Par-
ticularly, IP7 commented more on this context:

No tourist business or area can change everything overnight and say: "We
have gone from 0 to 100 in a year.” It does not work that way. However, to
think about what makes sense and how? (...). Are there points | can resolve
here relatively quickly or in the short term? Can | look for instructions for ac-
tion here? Taking the first step is the biggest challenge that thermal spas
face. (IP7)

(...) in the short term, | also do not believe that you can set a five-year plan to
be sustainable, and when you have set all the checkmarks, you are fit for the
future, and everything will always remain the same. Sustainability is a pro-

cess, and many factors can promote or slow down this process. (...). Even in
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the future, one must always reevaluate and see where one stands and what
one can do (...). (IP7)

IP7 pointed out that rapid change is unrealistic, as sustainable change is always
subject to long-term planning. However, by referring to "points | can resolve here
relatively quickly" the interviewee stated that thermal baths should still consider
which measures can be implemented quickly to achieve rapid improvements. Nev-
ertheless, IP7's statements support the assumption that sustainable change takes
time and that thermal spas must be aware of this to implement the measures suc-
cessfully. In this context, the interviewee also emphasized the importance of evalu-
ating defined goals and measures repeatedly, as sustainability is influenced by
"many unpredictable factors." Therefore, it can be said that there is no perfect strat-
egy that will last for years and that tourism businesses can always stick to.

Also, Sofi et al. (2022) considered the implementation period and the long-term
planning of sustainable measures as influencing factors. The authors also men-
tioned that those responsible for tourism businesses often suffer from a sustainabil-
ity knowledge lack, leading to further difficulties in the implementation process (Sofi
etal., 2022, p. 965). In this context, however, all interviewees were very knowledge-
able and could answer numerous points about which measures are implemented in

thermal spas to promote sustainability.

7.5.4 Logistical Problems

As a last factor that can influence sustainable change, the interviewees increasingly
mentioned logistical difficulties. Especially concerning the purchase of regional food,
IP2 emphasized, that big tourism businesses face difficulties:

However, as a large company, you reach the limits even there. Unfortunately,
if | take the kitchen...we process no half pigs, as it is said here in southeast
Styria...um, but the chef needs the loin. (...) now | need, of course, already rel-
atively large pig farmers. With 92,000 overnight stays, | need a certain quantity.
| do not manage to get that from the region, but we try to do it as best as possi-
ble. (IP2)
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As the interviewee pointed out, tourism businesses need a certain amount of food
to meet the needs of their operations. However, these quantities can only be
sourced partially from the region due to a need for more farmers. Regarding this
connection, IP6 also highlighted that establishments must know that regional food
sourcing is seasonal and that certain fruits and vegetables are only available at spe-
cific times of the year. This aspect and the non-existence of regional products in
masses illustrates how difficult it is for large companies, such as thermal spas, to

become more sustainable in these matters.

In addition to the problem of sourcing regionally, logistical difficulties in the delivery
of technical products were also mentioned. IP8, for example, stated that many prod-
ucts and raw materials are unavailable during the crisis. Also, IP4 emphasized this
problem:

We know that delivery times are longer. That...I am thinking now of photovol-
taic. The modules have not become cheaper either. They also come from the
Far East, partly or further away. That means that the purchase costs have
increased. You may only get some of the companies as you would like to
have them or need them now. (IP4)

The statements "delivery times are longer" and "have not become cheaper" indicate
that the energy crisis and previous exceptional situations, such as the COVID-19
pandemic, have led to tedious difficulties in obtaining raw materials. Also, a need
for more skilled workers to install photovoltaic modules represents a challenge for
thermal spas. In summary, thermal baths must deal with high energy costs during

an energy crisis and face further obstacles on the way reducing them.
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8 Conclusion

In the following chapter, the defined research questions are answered based on the
findings of the data collection. Additionally, the study's limitations are pointed out,

and practical implications as well as recommendations for future research are given.

8.1 Summary of Major Findings

This thesis aimed to gain new insights regarding sustainable thermal tourism during
an energy crisis. The study focused on thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland,
which were examined concerning sustainable measures they implemented and
challenges they faced, specifically during an energy crisis. The research questions

defined at the beginning of the thesis are answered below:

What role do thermal spas play in sustainable tourism in the Thermen- & Vul-
kanland Vulkanland during an energy crisis?

In summary, the thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland can be seen as tourist
magnets that attract guests to the region even during the energy crisis. Especially
during the crisis, which occurred precisely after the tourism recovery following the
COVID-19 pandemic, the six thermal spas of the Thermen- & Vulkanland can assert
themselves as regional economic engines. The existing affordability of a stay at a
thermal bath during an energy crisis continues to ensure tourist volumes in the Ther-
men- & Vulkanland, which means that regional jobs remain and cooperation with
regional businesses continue to be cultivated. The data collected also confirm that
thermal spa guests buy regional products during their stay or consume directly on-
site, for example, at numerous Buschenschanken, significantly increasing regional

added value.

Regarding the social dimension of sustainability, the study implies that thermal spas
try to sensibilize their guests concerning sustainability, for example, by offering only
regional and seasonal products in their restaurants. However, the results of the in-
terviews show that raising awareness among hot spring visitors is usually very diffi-

cult, as sustainable measures often do not match guests’ expectations. Regarding
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this problem, the interviewees emphasized the importance of intensively communi-
cating sustainable measures. The data also suggests that sustainability must be
seen as an adaptation process for guests and businesses, which cannot happen
overnight.

Concerning the ecological component of sustainability, numerous initiatives are be-
ing implemented in the Thermen- & Vulkanland to improve public travel, such as the
Thermenland bus. In addition, thermal baths with a sufficiently hot thermal spring
can act as local energy providers and supply surrounding buildings with energy,
saving residents high energy costs. By increasing the use of renewable energies,
such as photovoltaics, and implementing other sustainable measures to increase
energy efficiency, thermal spas can also be seen as role models for other regional

tourism businesses during the energy crisis.

In conclusion, thermal baths in the Thermen- & Vulkanland are of great importance
for sustainable tourism during an energy crisis. The establishments not only act in
an economically sustainable way but also fulfill the social component of sustainabil-
ity by preserving cultures and traditions. Although hot springs face ecological chal-
lenges due to their very high energy consumption, it is essential to emphasize that
all surveyed establishments have implemented measures to reduce their ecological
footprint and plan to continue reducing it in the future. This highlights the commit-
ment of thermal spas to sustainable tourism development in the Thermen- & Vul-
kanland, especially regarding the ecological component.

What is the significance of thermal spas for tourism in the Thermen- & Vul-

kanland Steiermark?

The six thermal spas of the Thermen- & Vulkanland are of enormous economic im-
portance for the region. As the study reveals, the emergence of thermal baths has
created numerous jobs, offering residents of the Thermen- & Vulkanland work near
their homes. Besides creating jobs, the appearance of thermal spas resulted in an
upswing in regional tourism, which also led to the emergence of many smaller tour-
ism businesses. Moreover, the results clarify that these regional businesses con-
sider thermal baths as role models and are oriented towards them, especially re-

garding sustainable development. For example, smaller tourism businesses are
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also motivated to become sustainable when they see that measures to promote
sustainability can be successfully implemented by thermal spas despite challenges.
Furthermore, hot springs are seen as the USPs of the Thermen- & Vulkanland and
are essential to differentiate the region from other Styrian areas, similar in landscape
and culinary. Above all, the seasonal and weather-independency of the thermal

spas attracts visitors to the Thermen- & Vulkanland throughout the year.

The data collected also show that thermal baths are not only attractive for tourists
but are also important for residents of the Thermen- & Vulkanland. Due to the health
focus of some establishments, thermal spas represent an essential aspect of pre-
ventive health care. In addition, the results indicate that residents also visit thermal
baths for leisure or to recover from stressful everyday life. In general, several inter-
viewees point out that, compared to other regions, such as southern Styria, resi-
dents are unaffected by tourist volumes, as guests mainly stay in the thermal spa

areas.

How do thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark understand
sustainability?

The study clarifies that sustainability is perceived as highly complex and challenging
to measure. Although all interview participants were familiar with the term and its
dimensions, the results suggest that the comprehensive nature of the concept poses
a challenge for thermal baths and that a uniform definition is urgently needed. In
addition to the complexity of the term, the research reveals that the interviewed
thermal spa and tourism experts strongly associate sustainability with ecology and
regionalism. Concerning ecology, the results show that aspects such as the envi-
ronment, energy, and a resource-conserving approach are of great importance for
thermal baths. However, different views regarding the sustainability of thermal tour-
ism are also found. Some respondents emphasize that there is still considerable
potential for improvement in Thermen- & Vulkanland’s thermal spas. In contrast,
others argue that thermal baths are already significantly more sustainable than other
resource-intensive forms of tourism, such as ski tourism. Concerning regionality,
consistent results indicate that sourcing regional food and cooperating with regional

businesses are essential to thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland.
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How are thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark trying to be-

come more sustainable?

In summary, thermal spas are primarily implementing measures to increase energy
efficiency and will continue to invest in that in the future. This includes, for example,
implementing renewable energies such as photovoltaic systems and covering out-
door pools to minimize heat losses. Numerous thermal spa operations also put
waste management concepts into practice to enable more efficient waste separa-
tion. The interviews' results also show that initiatives to reduce water and heat con-
sumption are realized in the thermal baths of the Thermen- & Vulkanland, for exam-
ple, through more efficient use of air conditioning and radiators, the replacement of
energy-intensive stoves with induction stoves, or the switch to LED lighting systems.
The present study also illustrates that establishments use thermal springs for heat-
ing if they are hot enough and use the resulting residual energy and heat to heat

surrounding buildings, thus acting as local energy suppliers.

The data also indicates that public travel is essential for tourism businesses in the
Thermen- & Vulkanland and that measures are being implemented to improve the
infrastructure. During the interviews, initiatives such as the Thermenland bus or
shared cabs were mentioned, enabling travel to the region and promoting sustaina-
ble transport between the six thermal spas. In addition, it is also important for ther-
mal baths to employ local workers and to cooperate with regional businesses re-
garding food sourcing. It can thus be concluded that the economic value added in
the Thermen- & Vulkanland is maintained, and the regional economy is strength-

ened by the presence of thermal spas.

What challenges do thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark
face when trying to become more sustainable, specifically during an energy

crisis?

Especially during an energy crisis, thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland face
financial challenges. The study shows that during an energy crisis, price increases
are noticeable in almost all areas, but especially in the energy sector. This poses a
challenge for thermal baths as it is difficult for them to remain cost-covering and
profitable while investing in measures to reduce their high energy consumption. As
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a result, thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland increasingly depend on outside
capital and subsidies to implement energy-saving measures, as it is challenging to
build up financial reserves and make high investments during an energy crisis. Cri-
ses also bring uncertainties that can complicate long-term planning and implemen-

tation of the sustainability strategy.

The results also illustrate that increasing energy efficiency is another challenge for
hot springs in the Thermen- & Vulkanland. In addition to the cost-intensive imple-
mentation of energy-saving measures, logistical difficulties, such as a lack of system
parts for photovoltaic systems, can also make implementation during an energy cri-
sis difficult. Additionally, it is found that only a part of thermal spas’ high energy and
heat amounts can be covered by renewable energies. Since visits to thermal baths
are associated with high guest expectations, such as certain water or room temper-
atures, thermal spas in the Thermen- & Vulkanland find it increasingly difficult to
implement sustainable measures, as these often do not match visitors’ expecta-
tions. In this context, the results highlight the need to sensibilize guests regarding
sustainable measures and to communicate them more strongly to achieve a better
understanding. Furthermore, it becomes clear that sustainable development of ther-
mal spas relates to a change of habits of all parties involved, which cannot happen
overnight.

8.2 Research Implications and Recommendations

This thesis emphasizes the importance of further developing renewable energies in
thermal spas. Based on this finding and the problem that thermal baths are increas-
ingly dependent on outside capital during energy crises, it is recommended that the
state or the government provide increased support to tourism businesses in these
matters. In addition, the study reveals a need to raise awareness among guests and
improve communication of sustainable measures. Therefore, it is recommended
that thermal spas adapt their communication strategies and convey sustainable
measures more clearly to their visitors. The study also shows that creating crisis
plans is of great importance for thermal establishments. These plans should also
include the ongoing adaptation and evaluation of their sustainability strategy.
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Furthermore, the results suggest a clear need for a unified definition of sustainabil-
ity. In this regard, it is recommended that further research is conducted to find a
uniform definition and metrics for sustainability in thermal tourism to facilitate the
implementation of sustainability. Subsequently, the results show that the coopera-
tion of thermal baths with regional businesses should be further promoted, as this
contributes to the value creation in the Thermen- & Vulkanland and sustainably
strengthens the regional economy. In this context and due to the exemplary role of
the thermal spas for other tourism businesses, it is also recommended to cooperate
with businesses of the Thermen- & Vulkanland regarding sustainable development.

8.3 Limitations and Further Research

Since the study was conducted in a specific region of Styria, the results are not
representative for the entire Austrian thermal tourism market. Due to this, further
studies are of great importance to analyze this context and compare the results with
other Austrian regions or other European countries. Also, the qualitative interviews
conducted are only based on a small sample. Therefore, a more extensive survey
with a larger sample, for example, from other thermal tourism regions, would be very
interesting. Since seven out of eight interviewees were from Styria, a survey with
thermal tourism managers from other parts of Austria could also provide further val-
uable insights into the topic. In addition, the data collection only included people
who are professionally involved in thermal tourism. A more holistic perspective could
be achieved by including views of thermal spa guests and residents of the Thermen-
& Vulkanland.

Given that guest expectations are identified as a challenge for thermal spas, further
quantitative research is recommended to analyze visitors’ perspectives regarding
sustainable measures. In addition, the results are limited to the challenges thermal
baths face during an energy crisis. However, it becomes clear that other aspects,
especially the shortage of skilled workers in tourism, represent further obstacles for
thermal spas and need further investigation.

Another area for improvement is the conduction of online interviews. Five of the

eight interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams and Google Meet. In some
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cases, the quality of the interviews was slightly affected by a poor internet connec-
tion. It should also be noted that the interviews were held in German, and the state-
ments were subsequently translated, which may have unintentionally distorted the
interviewees’ responses.
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Annex 1 [Interview Guide]

NACHHALTIGER TOURISMUS WAHREND EINER ENERGIEKRISE

Herausforderungen fur Thermen im Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark

ALLGEMEINE INFORMATIONEN

e Datum des Interviews:
e Befragte/r:
e Standort:

INFORMATIONEN FUR DIE/DEN BEFRAGTE/N

Der Inhalt dieses Interviews wird als Quelle fiir die Analyse und Interpretation in der Mas-
terarbeit von Kathrin Grof3, Studentin des Masterstudiengangs Marketing an der Fachhoch-

schule — IMC FH Krems, verwendet.

Ziel der Masterarbeit ist es, neue Erkenntnisse Uber nachhaltigen Thermaltourismus im
Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark in Zeiten einer Energiekrise zu finden. Im Rahmen der
Forschung soll zudem herausgefunden werden, welche MaRnahmen von Thermen umge-
setzt werden, um nachhaltiger zu werden und welche Herausforderungen dadurch auftre-
ten. Uberdies werden die Auswirkungen einer Energiekrise auf die nachhaltige Entwicklung
von Thermen analysiert sowie wie Thermalbetriebe versuchen, diesen Herausforderungen

entgegenzuwirken.

Zu Transkriptionszwecken wird das Interview aufgezeichnet. Die von lhnen bereitgestellten
Daten werden pseudonymisiert und ausschlieRlich zum Zwecke der Durchfiihrung und Pub-
likation der Masterarbeit verwendet. Transkripte sowie Aufzeichnungen des Interviews wer-

den sicher aufbewahrt und ein Jahr nach Abgabe der Arbeit unwiderruflich geléscht.

Ich wurde Uber den Zweck des Interviews informiert und bin mit den oben genannten Punk-
ten sowie den Informationen zur Erhebung und Verarbeitung personenbezogener Daten

einverstanden.

Datum & Unterschrift Interviewpartner
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Einleitung

Vielen Dank, dass Sie sich die Zeit genommen haben, an diesem Interview teilzunehmen
und dass Sie bereit sind, Ihre Gedanken zu den folgenden Fragen mit mir zu teilen. Wie
bereits erwahnt, soll dieses Interview dazu dienen, die Forschungsfragen meiner Masterar-
beit zu beantworten, die ich zum Abschluss meines Masterstudiums an der IMC FH Krems
einreichen werde. Das Thema meiner Arbeit lautet: Nachhaltiger Tourismus wéhrend einer
Energiekrise — Herausforderungen flir Thermen im Thermen- & Vulkanland Steiermark.
Sollten Sie nicht sicher sein, worauf sich die einzelnen folgenden Fragen beziehen, kénnen
Sie gerne jederzeit nachfragen. Auflerdem mdchte ich noch erwadhnen, dass dieses Inter-
view zu Dokumentationszwecken aufgezeichnet wird. Sind Sie bereit mit dem Interview zu

beginnen?

1. Kénnen Sie sich bitte in wenigen Worten vorstellen und Ihre berufliche Tatigkeit kurz

beschreiben?

Bedeutung Thermaltourismus fiir die Region

2. Welche Bedeutung haben Thermen des Thermen- & Vulkanlands fur den Tourismus

in der Region?

Nachhaltiger Tourismus

3. Was verstehen Sie unter dem Begriff ,Nachhaltiger Tourismus“?
Welche Bedeutung hat nachhaltiger Tourismus fir Thermen im Thermen- & Vulk-
anland?

5. Wie werden die Dimensionen der Nachhaltigkeit (Okologie, Soziales & Okonomie)
in Thermen der Region umgesetzt?

6. Was braucht es, um den Thermaltourismus im Thermen- & Vulkanland nachhaltiger
zu gestalten?

7. Wo liegen lhrer Meinung nach die Starken und Schwachen der Thermen des Ther-
men- & Vulkanlands bezuglich nachhaltigen Tourismus?

8. Welche MalBnahmen zur Férderung von nachhaltigem Tourismus wurden in den
Thermen der Region in den letzten Jahren umgesetzt?

a. Welche Mallnahmen werden aktuell umgesetzt?

b. Welche MaRRnahmen sind kunftig geplant?
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10.

Mit welchen Herausforderungen sind Thermen im Thermen- & Vulkanland konfron-
tiert, wenn sie versuchen nachhaltiger zu werden?

Konnten Thermen der Region positive oder negative Veranderungen nach Imple-
mentierung der nachhaltigen MaRnahmen feststellen?

a. Welche waren diese?

Energiekrise

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

17.

Welche Auswirkungen hat die Energiekrise auf Thermen im Thermen- & Vulkan-
land?
Welche MaRnahmen mussten auf Grund der Energiekrise von den Thermen der
Region gesetzt werden?
Wofir wird in Thermen am meisten Energie bendtigt?
Hoher Energiebedarf kann durch Erhéhung der Energieeffizienz gesenkt werden
(wie z.B. durch effiziente Beleuchtung oder Nutzung von erneuerbaren Energien).
Setzen Thermen in der Region so etwas um?

a. Wenn ja: Wie wird versucht den Energiebedarf zu senken?

b. Wenn nein: Was hindert Thermen davor?
Wurden auch vor dem Auftreten der Energiekrise Energiesparmaflnahmen in den
Thermen gesetzt?

a. Wenn ja: Welche?

b. Wenn nein: Welche Griinde haben dagegengesprochen?
Mit welchen Herausforderungen sind Thermen der Region konfrontiert, wenn sie
versuchen wahrend der Energiekrise nachhaltiger zu werden?
Welche Auswirkungen hat die Energiekrise auf kiinftige Investitionen im Bereich der

Energieeffizienz und Nachhaltigkeit?

Abschluss

18. Welche Rolle spielen Thermen fir einen nachhaltigen Tourismus im Thermen- &

Vulkanland Steiermark wahrend einer Energiekrise in lhren Augen?

19. Haben Sie weitere Fragen oder gibt es etwas, was Sie dem Interview noch gerne

hinzufiigen mdéchten, vielleicht ein wichtiges Thema, das Sie in diesem Kontext ver-

misst haben?
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Annex 2 [Coding Tree]
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