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Abstract

The COVID-19 outbreak is causing severe damage to the tourism sector. Gradual restrictions are
imposed by the world’s governments to improve social distancing and control the number of
infected people. It creates a collapse in the tourism demand showing an unusual situation.

The paper, after an in-depth analysis of the literature on the tourism value chain, aims to
investigate actions and perspectives which influence tourism management in this challenging
period.

The study uses grounded theory to determine significant elements regarding the management of
tourism. Through forty semi-structured interviews with individual people, the paper proposes a
model of tourism restart based on value chain theory.

The model finds out five relevant factors: tourist attractiveness (i.e., tourism flows, the
composition of tourism flows, proximity tourism and coronavirus opportunities), receptive factors
(i.e., new receptivity models, health, and prevention models), new business models (i.e., home
delivery services, flow management applications, outdoor sports activities), digital divides (i.e.,
enhancement of the internet structure) and culture (i.e., new outdoor activities).

This study contributes theoretically to the value chain theory establishing a model for tourism
regeneration. Additionally, the paper gives new practical insights in terms of resilience activities
that tourism entrepreneurs could implement for tourists.

Keywords: Value Chain, Tourism, COVID-19, Proximity Tourism, Resilience Tourism.

1. INTRODUCTION
The tourism sector in all countries affected by the coronavirus (COVID-19) is under attack. The
pandemic is causing severe damage to the industrial area in several countries all over the world,
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severely impairment economies, creating unemployment, business bankruptcies and several
social costs [1], [2]. Practice and scientific studies show interruptions in traditional tourist flows
that push institutions to innovate their offer towards new stakeholders [3]. The pandemic is
recognised by global academics as a turning point for travel and tourism but also for institutions,
identifying the external event as a catalyst for discussion in an industry that needs to become
more ethical, responsible and sustainable [4]. Therefore, new strands of literature were born in
the last year to encourage transformative thinking for tourism, making the COVID-19 an
opportunity for development, mitigating problems such as overcrowding and environmental
degradation [5]. Therefore, the change in life habits for health reasons expose several touristic
companies to new economic scenarios, new tourism forms and customer needs [6]. Additionally,
an event like COVID-19 with such a high impact has never been recorded from an economic
point of view in the modern tourism sector [7].

On the economic value side, as suggested by the European Data Journalism Network, the
tourism sector in many European countries represents more than 10.1% of GDP, which is the
European mean. For instance, in Croatia (24.9%), Greece (20.6%), Portugal (19.1%), Austria
(15.4%), Spain (14.6%), Italy (13.2%) and Slovenia (12.3%), tourism as a percentage of GDP is
much higher than this average, a sign of the importance of this sector [8]. Therefore, highlighting
the importance of this sector, the need for new tourism solutions will be necessary, especially in
those countries subject to governmental lockdown [9].

New solutions are therefore necessary, both on a theoretical level through the renewal of
transformative thinking [4], [5] and further research on governance, structure, mechanisms and
results of the value chain [10], and by practitioners through the search for organisational actions
by institutions and stakeholders in the tourism sector [11]. The purpose of this paper is to address
how the tourism sector is planning new activities in response to COVID-19.

Our contribution will focus on Italy, one of the first countries to be hit by the first wave of the
pandemic at the end of February 2020 [12], causing unprecedented actions in the European
context such as the total lockdown of social and productive activities [9]. As suggested by the
study of Abu Bakar and Rosbi (2020), which also includes Italy, the pandemic led to the collapse
of demand for tourist flows and booking prices causing structural changes in activities. Further
studies are therefore needed to understand how tourist facilities are adapting.

Such actions are most vital after a few months of lockdowns of activities, as is the need to identify
alternative solutions to cope with the pandemic upsurge. Therefore, this study, after an analysis
of the literature considering the keywords “tourism value chain” and “Tourism” AND “COVID-19”
on the Scopus database and Google Scholar, determines the actions influencing tourism
management at the time of COVID-19 in a resilience context. Additionally, on a theoretical
perspective, the paper redefines the value chain theory in tourism, considering the pandemic
context. The central hypothesis will consist of testing whether the individual actions of the
stakeholders will provide an evolved picture of the tourism value chain at the time of the COVID-
19.

Our study has an exploratory nature and lays the foundations for a new model of tourism
enhancement based on the literature. Additionally, it reveals theoretical and practical implications.
On the theoretical side, our paper adds evidence to the value chain theory in tourism by
contributing directly to the emerging literature on COVID-19. Additionally, this study, as
suggested by Niewiadomski [5], contributes to the general transformative thinking about tourism
field. Finally, we contribute extending the discussion on the tourism value chain on the structure
and mechanisms of evolution.

On a practical side, this paper helps tourism’s managers to implement strategies in response to
the crisis and to develop resilient actions based on the case study. Consequently, the most
important implication is to provide a holistic approach to the reader based on the value chain
theory for measuring one's resilience to tourism.
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The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The next section reviews the literature to identify
the research gap identifying the value chain theory in tourism—the paper proceeds with the
methodology section, which determines the method and its rationale. Then, we present the
results of 40 semi-structured interviews. The discussion of its implications follows. Finally, the
paper ends with conclusions, addressing limitations and future research perspectives.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Evolution of Value Chain Theory In The Tourism Sector

Value chain theory, or value chain analysis, is a theory introduced by Prof. Michael Porter in 1985
in the business and management field [14]. The strength of the approach consists in observing
the company as a set of activities functional to design, produce, market, deliver and finally,
support its product or service [15]. Triggered actions create value throughout the chain. The
theory makes it possible to identify primary activities such as marketing and sales, logistics and
services as essential drivers for production. Alongside this, support activities such as human
resources, procurement, research and development and administrative management are defined
[14].

The theory has been extended over the years in several sectors, including tourism. For instance,
the contribution of von Friedrichs Grangsjé (2003) demonstrates the importance of networking
between the closest destinations and attaches a high value to cooperation without forgetting
competition. The same contribution shows how interdependence is a parameter that influences
the whole tourism business. Therefore, the provision of synchronized services presupposes a
value system between different organizations [17].

At the tourism level, value drivers can be identified in different stakeholders.

For example, individuals, public and hybrid organisations, enterprises involved are considered as
nodes in the value chain [18]. Going into more detail, as identified by numerous scientific studies,
travel agencies, hotels, catering, sports activities, shops and all related activities are nodes in the
value chain [19], [20]. Designers also assume importance in the first part of the value chain as
planners, together with public actors [10], [21].

A value variable is also defined by tourism chains, which are often interregional and proximity
chains [22]. Additionally, the value chain theory allows us to understand tourist sources and
actions such as tourists and the supply for the provision of services [23].

Therefore, value chain theory can be a flexible mental model [24]. For instance, the contribution
of Zhang et al. (2010) finds that the flexibility required by environmental changes allows a
simultaneous view of opportunities and uncertainties along the value chain.

Considering that, the theory highlights the need to assess the whole tourism value chain through
multidisciplinary and flexible approaches. For example, the contribution of Yilmaz and Bititci
discovers a unique model of value chain management, focusing on the end customer [20]. In
other cases, such as the study of Romero and Tejada (2020), the authors investigate tourism
intermediaries by focusing on and considering the hotel industry value chain [26]. Finally, the
approach has also been applied to identify critical resources considering precise tourism targets
such as business and leisure tourism [27].

Our contribution will make use of the theoretical flexibility demonstrated by the literature [24] to
focus on tourism by identifying the critical resources needed in the COVID-19 period. Besides,
the article will provide a unified response to complexity management, considering government
measures and new customer demand for tourism service [28].
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2.2 COVID-19 Prevention Measures, New Customers’ Demands and Tourism

COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2), severe acute respiratory coronavirus syndrome [29], appeared at the
end of 2019 in China and the beginning of 2020 in European countries, causing serious problems
to health and economic systems. From the beginning, the literature has tried to understand what
the financial implications might have been, although not having full knowledge of the
phenomenon but looking at the studies during the SARS epidemic in 2003 [30]. Also, in 2003, the
first sector to be affected was tourism. [31]. Scientific studies helped to define the impact on the
financial statements of companies in the industry, showing decreases in terms of short-term
revenues, especially for the hotel sector [31]. In other cases, the literature focused on the
integrated strategy needed to tackle the crisis caused by the epidemic [32]. Indications in terms of
protection measures were already known and are reiterated by the World Health Organization
with the current pandemic that requires more attention from the tourism sector to the health of
customers [12], [28]. Among the main recommendations generated are measured to contain
contagions, with total closures of entire nations, including Italy [9]. The primary indirect
consequences on the tourism economy were the elimination of the demand for tourist packages
and the temporary closure of shops, restaurants and public services to limit the contagion [33].
This led to the elimination of tourist demand and will lead to the timely reorganization of services,
including health services, as soon as the containment measures are exhausted [33]. In particular,
the pandemic containment measures consist of social distancing, quarantine measures for
suspected infections, hand hygiene measures, the presence of health facilities that can provide a
range of medical services and the ability of tourism structures to implement and respect social
distancing measures [34]. Moreover, as pointed out by Anderson et al., "individual behaviour will
be crucial to control the spread of COVID-19" [34]. As defined by Dinarto et al., COVID-19 can
amplify a new form of tourist demand and new types of customer needs closer to destinations
and will allow local tourism enterprises to improve their skills [35].

Therefore, as suggested by Brouder, the fundamental concepts of international tourism could
show radical transformations on both the demand and the supply side of tourism. The author
maintains a positive vision, stating that there is an opportunity for an institutional change of all
stakeholders in the tourism industry [3]. Cheer also writes about human flourishing and the
transformation of tourism into more impactful forms for all local communities [36]. Finally,
Haywood concludes and provides additional motivation for our study by raising awareness among
stakeholders in tourism areas around the need to coordinate with academics and embrace the
search for the changing and redesigning of tourism [37].

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS

3.1 Research Design

The study uses an inductive qualitative methodology to investigate the individual actions of
tourism stakeholders in response to the COVID-19 and to verify their validation within the value
chain [38]. The inductive experience allows researchers to arrive at theoretical generalizations to
fully understand the logic in a particular field of research [39]. For this reason, the interview
method has been implemented to understand the issues, actions and phenomena concerning
what can be obtained with closed-answer questionnaires [40], [41].

Consistent with the objective of the article to create a conceptual model concerning the policies
that public decision-makers can select to cope with new tourism’s needs, this paper use individual
interviews [41].

Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a conceptual model as a visual or written product which
explains the key factors, concepts or variables that comprise it either in a graphical form or in a
narrative form. Developing a model also serves to present the presumed relationships that exist
between the framework's elements. For the verification and determination of the new structure,
the researchers investigated and described the tourism management experiences for Alpine
resorts when the spread of COVID-19 first confronted them. More specifically, the authors
adopted the approach of conducting interviews using the Webex—Cisco platform provided to the
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researchers (as the study was conducted during the period of isolation from March 2020 to mid-
May 2020). The theoretical framework was drawn up based on interpretations of the interviews
that were then confirmed by parts of the reference literature. The objective of the conversation
was to understand the approach of tourism decision-makers towards reopening and managing
tourism flows during the COVID-19 era. The method adopted allowed us to discuss the
phenomenon more intensively with the interlocutors, compared to a more straightforward
guestionnaire [40], [43].

The paper adopted a grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) research design to analyze the
gualitative data obtained through the individual interviews that were conducted [41], [44]-[46]. It is
a research methodology developed in the context of the interpretative paradigm, which places its
attention no longer on the search for the causes of social phenomena - as in the positivist
paradigm - but on understanding and interpretation of the sense of action for the social actor. It is
based on the simultaneity of the data collection and analysis phases, utilizing theoretical sampling
and progressive coding of the data, according to a continuous comparison method. According to
the methodology, the research is identified according to a theoretical sampling method based on
a logic other than the statistical representativeness of the probabilistic sampling of quantitative
research. It aims to guarantee the adherence of the interpretations of the reality of the
phenomenon under study. It develops simultaneously with the phases of analysis through
successive extensions of the participants' number and characteristics based on the needs for
clarification and insights that emerge from these [47]. In the first phase of theoretical sampling, to
allow us to grasp the social phenomenon under study in its complexity, the different contexts in
which it can be found are examined, articulating them into socio-cultural and geographical macro
areas.

This theory has been widely used in literature in several scientific disciplines, including the area of
tourism research [44], [48]-[50]. Applying the grounded theory research approach means using a
structured set of processes to develop a basic inductive theory on a given phenomenon [41], [51].
This theory has always been used if there are no other theories that can explain a given event.
Kim et al. (2009) and later McGinley et al. (2014) used this theory to create a new theoretical
model and to provide a conceptualization of the available data, thus allowing adequate
interpretations in the field of tourism and hospitality.

We selected the people to be interviewed based on their activities, position and then adopted a
snowball sampling process [52] (more details are available in paragraph 3.3). This technique
allowed us to add more subjects beyond those that were first selected. For example, once we had
interviewed the mayors of the mountain cities, we asked them which other items should be
combined with the required characteristics that they mentioned. The main selection criterion for
interviewee selection was people with a direct interest in the mountains that have a critical
associative position and people who have decision-making roles at the mountain macro-area
level. Porter’'s (1985) value chain theory allows systematization of the elements and a redefinition
of the model concerning the highlighted items.

3.2 Case Study Context

The study considered the territory of the municipalities of the Milky Way (i.e., “Via Lattea”), also
called the districts of the Olympic Valleys between Piedmont (ltaly—North West) and France,
cities that had a high influx of tourists after the Olympic Games following structural and systemic
changes [53]. The geographical area is reported in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1: Map of the area under study. Source: Authors’ elaboration on Google Earth.

The municipalities involved includes the cities of Bardonecchia, Cesana Torinese, Claviere, Oulx,
Pragelato, Sauze d'Oulx, Sauze di Cesana, Sestriere and Usseaux. The territory is characterized
as a highly touristic mountain area in both the summer and winter seasons. The total population
of the area under analysis is less than 11,000, which increases during the months of winter skiing
and outdoor activities in summer. The Albergo diffuso model developed during the Olympic
Games of 2006 characterizes the area [54]. Giving a definition, as suggested by Confalonieri
(2011), it is a traditional Italian form of hospitality which consists of a set of accommodation
apartments located in different buildings across a town [55]. The general services such as the
reception and orientation areas are located no more than 200-300 m from all the apartments.

The authors mapped the area in 2019 according to the characteristics that affect mountain
tourism [56], allowing the identification of the sample considered for the analysis (Appendix Table
1).

The following Figure 2 shows the detailed registered population data (based on the National
Institute of Statistics—ISTAT) in the area under investigation. Its proximity conditions the type of
border tourism found in this location to France and Germany, which impacts the sample that was
considered. Figure 3 identifies the origins of tourists entering the area under study.
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FIGURE 2: Population. Source: Authors’ elaboration on National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT).
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FIGURE 3: Origin of the tourists in the area under analysis. Source: Authors’ elaboration on ISTAT.

As discussed by Dansero and Puttilli [53], this area was the location for the Turin 2006 Winter
Olympic Games. As explained by the authors, the mega-event represented an excellent
opportunity for the regeneration of the site by creating a set of tangible and intangible territorial
assets that are still available to residents and tourists today.

The territory has 462 accommodation facilities as well as hundreds of houses located in the area,

201 restaurants and 19,950 beds, with an average of 4.6 days of stay per subject, as well as a
yearly average number of tourists of 1,200,011. Although the type of tourism is seasonally linked
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to skiing activities, summer trekking and mountain tourism are also common. Currently, the
policies adopted in the neighbourhood provide for the recovery of unused and incapacitated
properties with tax breaks linked to their restructuring for tourism purposes. The tax concessions,
different from and additional to national tax breaks, also impact the structures already present
and allow adjustments and renovations referred to by the proposed model.

3.3 Interview and Data Analysis

The investigation started by recruiting nine participants from March 2020 to mid-July 2020 for in-
depth individual pilot interviews using the semi-structured interview technique. The interviews
lasted between 45 minutes and one hour and were conducted in Italy subject to movement
restriction measures [9]. The objective of the interviews was to identify the themes of the tourist
restart and the priorities at the time of COVID-19 for mountain tourism.

Among the issues and topics addressed, we considered a pool of items that refer to the
expectation of tourist flows, hospitality, catering, entertainment, shopping, and the digital divide
theme.

The guide for the interviews we adopted consisted of 15 questions. The semi-structured model
allowed us to obtain introductory information, including informed consent to the interview and
demographic characteristics of the interlocutors. The questions we asked had an open structure
and consisted of three categories and focused on analyzing the current and future situation of
high-altitude tourism in mountain cities.

The first section investigated the individual's approach to the current situation of COVID-19 (e.g.,
how can COVID-19 be an opportunity for the mountain territory? How do you see the
transformation of the region occurs during the times of COVID-19? What do you think are the
priorities for mountain tourism because of COVID-19?). The second section provided questions
regarding reopening (e.g., what experience is the territory gaining for the safe reopening of
restaurants? What opinions have you gathered on the reopening of the shopping areas for
tourists? Why do you think that tourists want to return to mountain tourism as soon as possible?).
The third section asked questions about business models linked to the mountain economy (e.g.,
do you think that the business model of high-altitude catering should change? How do you think
traditional hotels can safely reopen? Do you believe that there could be a greater valorization of
structures such as the ‘Albergo diffuso’ model?). The fourth section included questions of opinion
and sentiment (e.g., why should tourists return to local mountain tourism? Do you expect
international or just national tourists to return?). Finally, the fifth section obtained demographic
and background information from respondents such as their age, education, nationality, and
occupation.

The fieldwork, although mediated by a technological tool due to the restrictions on movement in
our country, allowed us to conduct semi-structured interviews using standardized questions with
the use of exact answers. We believe that this has greatly encouraged the full expression of our
respondents. Between May and August 2020, we conducted 40 interviews with people living in
Italy. All interviews were conducted in Italian by academic experts. The research team carried out
the selection of respondents by applying the methodology of targeted sampling. According to
Silverman, in the design and conduct of interviews, researchers can rely on multiple interviews by
selecting their respondents based on the specific interest groups to which the research is directed
[57]. The sampling framework is divided into subsections, which include interest groups; the
starting cluster consists of all identifiable stakeholders, and the subjects are randomly selected
from a subsection of different groups to maximize the range of perspectives investigated in the
study [58].

The adoption of grounded theory, defined as the development of theory and understanding the
fundamental social and economic problem concerning the model of the social context, allows a
complete analysis with a selection of between 20 and 50 subjects representative of the context of
the Olympic Valleys [44], [46], [59]. Specifically, stakeholder categories were chosen while
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considering the analysis of Presenza and Cipollini (2010) as being hotels, residences and
Albergo diffuso entrepreneurs, tourism consortiums with food and beverages and finally sports
firms [60].

Therefore, we have started to enroll participants in the study, considering their primary activity
around the analysis. We included stakeholders such as hotel and sales entrepreneurs, sports
entrepreneurs, public decision-makers, trade associations.
Additionally, among the interviewees' positive selection criteria, the researchers considered:
e public stakeholders with decision-making powers in the tourism sector, since
governments need to provide a regulatory framework for business activities [61],
[62]. On the other hand, we exclude all public stakeholders without tourism
relevance.
e private stakeholders that were randomly interviewed if they belong to the shopping,
sport and hospitality sectors [63], [64].

The second phase envisaged by the grounded theory led to collecting information through an in-
depth interview [45]. The data collection was carried out according to a defined methodological
process that foresees during the observations that field notes are taken and once completed, and
reports are processed. The interviews, conducted according to a semi-structured scheme,
interviews provide on average from 8 to 12 interviewees [65], conducted in an unstructured
manner, are recorded and transcribed texts and documents relating to the subject under
investigation, concerning a specific period [66]. The texts thus obtained constitute the material for
analysis and codification [67].

Additionally, after considering the results of O’Sullivan, the researchers included female
interviewers for the greater capacity for empathy. We also employed semi-structured questions,
as the final answers provided by the respondents were shown to be more accurate during semi-
structured interviews [68]. The sample was balanced between men and women to give a
maximum representation of reality and presented non-random sampling linked to the qualitative
research conducted [58]. Furthermore, women can be more expressive, more interactive and
more empathic than men [69].

The content of the interviews was then accurately translated by the authors for this article. The
content of the conversations was digitally transcribed with the consent of the participants.

The analysis of the interviews was done promptly, so it would be based on what was still present
in the researchers' memories. The relevant concepts that emerged from the interviews were
coded using the MAXQDA 2020 software [70]. This made it possible to create macro-items and
establish images that were further analyzed and added as the researchers conducted the
interviews. Additionally, as suggested by Kuckartz and Radiker (2019), MAXQDA allows
researchers to conduct automatic and manual coding analysis [70]. The coding activity for this
software integrates well with the grounded theory approach adopted [67]. In this case, manual
coding was implemented by researchers pursuing a mixed process. In this vein, the codes were
used to recall the categories of selected stakeholders. Therefore, we adopted a concept-based
coding approach by selecting the information on the subject available in the interviews conducted.
Specifically, the interactive interview data categorization function was used to list and assign the
information gathered to each category.

The method of analysis of the discussions we used was structured in three main phases [41],
[51]. First, we considered the data collected at the time of the interview. Subsequently, the
researchers analyzed the individual transcripts individually, creating macro-codes. In the last
phase, each researcher coded the collected information.

3.4 The Profile of Respondents

In Figure 4, we report a demographic and employment description of each of the interviewees. Of
the 40 participants in the semi-structured interviews, most of them had a relatively high level of
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education. The respondents represented the mountain territory and were selected for their
initiatives and connections with it. Among them, nine people were mayors of individual
municipalities. Two people represented associations of municipalities. Three people represented
consumer associations; two represented hoteliers associations, one described a restaurateurs
association, and 17 were entrepreneurs which represented primary stakeholders in tourism [60].
Finally, considering the gender of the respondents, the selected decision-makers at a territorial
level were 42% men and 58% women.

Secondary schooling: 15 Italian: 26
Undergraduate: 2 French: 9
Master's degree: 14 Switzerland: 3
Bachelor's degree: 9 ,-§° German: 2
S Nationality
&

Sale activity's entreprenevur: 6
Sports' entrepreneur: 4

(Under 24): 8 Albergo diffuso's entrepreneur: 3
(25-34): 7 Luxury hotel's entrepreneur: 4
(35-44): 7 Mayor: 9

(45-54): 14 Consumers' association: 4
(55-64): 4 Municipalities' association: 2
Mountain association: 2
Hoteliers' association: 2
Sport's association: 3
F=23 Restaurant's association: 1
M=17 Gender £
5 Public: 13
Private: 28

FIGURE 4: Summary of the respondents’ profile (n=40). Source: Authors’ elaboration [71].

4. RESULTS

The qualitative results of our investigation of the 40 participants were classified into five
variables: " tourist attraction”, "receptive factors", "new business models", "digital divide" and
"culture". The variables of tourist attractiveness included the respondents' expectations of
the activation of tourism flows post-COVID-19, on the composition of arrivals compared to
previous years, on proximity tourism and on the opportunities that COVID-19 can provide in
the total redesign of the tourism experience. Receptive factors included respondents'
reasoning on accommodation facilities, new accommodation models, and the health model
adopted. Elements of business models had the respondents' experience of managing
municipalities and their activities considering COVID-19 through dedicated home delivery
services, activation of applications for tourism management and the possibility of starting
outdoor sports activities on public land. Factors related to the digital divide included
arguments about working capacity in mountain lands. Finally, factors related to cultural sites
included new outdoor cultural activities. Below, all the manual coding categories extracted for
the analysis are analyzed while considering the public and private types to which the
respondents belong.

4.1 Tourism Attraction

The participants in this phase analyzed the situation involving the cases of contagion at national
and international levels caused by governments’ choices. Many of the respondents think that a
solution to tourism flow challenges will only be possible once the lockdown measures have been
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completed and the health situation has improved. However, results are different for private and
public stakeholders. For private stakeholders, the following comments were noted:

"If we think about tourism flows, until June 15 we imagine only national tourists. We think of the
borders between France and Italy that are still closed due to the health emergency"
(Respondents 3 and 26).

“Tourist flows have undergone a sudden change. As entrepreneurs, we register fast tourist flows
in our mountains, often of Italian and border citizens who can move between neighbouring
countries” (Respondents 22 and 24).

On the public side, we registered the following comments:

"Our citizens themselves are stuck at home. They can't move between cities, and this cancels
tourist exchanges even between the same regions" (Respondent 1).

“The reopening of the borders will allow tourists from neighbouring countries to travel using
transport such as cars. Our entrepreneurs confirm an increase in bookings, but we are witnessing
a re-programming of the activities and the tourist offerings” (Respondents 2, 6 and 27).

The opening of tourist flows and interregional exchanges between countries is one of the
essential elements of contemporary tourism [22]. Wang's contribution (2009) shows that during
the Severe acute respiratory syndrome SARS epidemic of 2003, the multiple tourists flow in
Taiwan reached their lowest historical level. Standards such as the safety and health of tourists
remain the key to maintaining and restarting incoming tourism. This creates cultural and
economic exchanges and provides enrichment for areas hosting new foreign incoming tourism
flows. Also, high tourism flows provide more curiosity for the host country, creating more
willingness for possible future travel [73]. However, during the time of COVID-19, as suggested
by the World Health Organization (2020), it is essential to minimize trade. In response, many
nations have induced total lockdown policies [9]. Looking at the literature from the SARS outbreak
in 2003 confirms that tourism flows will be interrupted in the short term and then restarted as soon
as movement restrictions are reduced [75]. At present, the policies that have been adopted to
push towards proximity tourism to minimize contacts between subjects and different geographical
areas [76].

Due to the natural interruption of tourism flows, stakeholders are managing the evolution of new
services and opportunities.

“It is likely that, after this first moment, some tourist exchanges with neighbouring countries,
people travelling by car and not by common means of transport could take place” (Respondent 4,
public stakeholder).

“For the next season, | expect it will be more difficult to welcome tourists who get on a plane and
travel for more than 3 hours than in previous years” (Respondent 13, public stakeholder).

“l think that the national and European policies to prevent COVID-19 will affect the composition of
tourist arrivals” (Respondent 15, private stakeholder).

“As a luxury hotel in the Olympic mountains, we are offering a new service to tourists who decide
to arrive by car from other countries. Thanks to this period, we have started important
investments to acquire new tourists. These include an agreement with energy companies for the
installation of electric vehicle recharging stations” (Respondents 34 and 38).

Although restarting international tourist flows can also bring about positive elements in terms of

trade flows [77], [78], entry from neighbouring geographical regions can also benefit in a context
of uncertainty [22]. As stated by Marrocu and Paci (2011), the exchange of tourist flows as in
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Europe favors the efficiency of the flows in terms of intangibles and infrastructure, with numerous
territorial repercussions. The same author recalls and confirms what respondent 15 said about
the evidence of being part of a community of states. At the time of COVID-19, the composition of
arrivals will be conveyed by the health conditions; this event triggers the reopening of activities
related to the world of hospitality [80, p. 19]. Additionally, as suggested by Sheller (2020),
disasters such as the pandemic force us to rethink our activities sustainably by reformulating
products and services in an ethical way [81]. What respondents 34 and 38 defined is also
reflected in the literature; for example, the contribution of Borges—Tiago, Osvaldo and Tiago
(2020) discovers many gray areas in sustainable tourism but also opportunities for entrepreneurs
who can offer new services [82].

4.1.1 Proximity Tourism
Respondents are aware that the mountain tourism of the coming season mainly involves
proximity tourism. The big cities could be a reservoir of tourists looking for a weekend getaway or
a rediscovery of their region.

“If government lockdown measures diminish, | believe that the big tourist attraction poles close to
big cities that are not well seen at the moment can win because of the rules of social distancing”
(Respondent 2, public stakeholder).

“The mountain and its tourism have always been regulated. In my municipality, there are no
problems of space because of the large uncultivated green areas and the paths that tourists
follow with pleasure in summer and winter” (Respondents 9 and 21, public stakeholders).

“As soon as the rules of social distancing decrease, our target group will be families who have
experienced dark times during this period. We will use targeted communication to attract local
tourists even for a few hours of visit” (Respondent 13, public stakeholder).

“The tourists we are starting to receive are less than 100 km away. For us, it is a different
challenge because they know our products and services. This year we have focused our
marketing campaigns to attract more local tourists and convince them of the beauty of our
mountains” (Respondents 36 and 40, private stakeholders).

As published in this journal by Rantala et al. (2020), local tourism enhances local destinations,
short distances, and typically low-emission modes of transport. Our results confirm this statement
and link the consequences of COVID-19 to tourism proximity as attraction [83]. Additionally, in a
recent study by Jeuring and Haartsen (2017), the authors examined the concept of tourist
proximity. After considering these results and comparing them with the interviews carried out, this
contribution examines the imagery of travel and the idea of distance by focusing on regional
tourism specific to mountain areas. Within this narrative, the role that governments and public
stakeholders are playing in the management of COVID-19 also comes into question. As shown by
the results of Nunkoo (2015), the concept of trust is also conveyed by national governments, and
the development of tourism has a decisive impact on political trust.

4.2 Receptive Factors

4.2.1 Luxury Hotels

Respondents in this area are divided on their way of thinking about the luxury hotel as a tourist
solution.

“| see the big hotel (i.e., belonging to a large group) as an asset to our community. The strength
of the brand can attract many tourists in search of serenity. The same services that large facilities
offer can benefit the whole community” (Respondent 10, public stakeholder).

“Although luxury hotel chains take all necessary measures to ensure clean and sanitized

environments, | think people may be afraid to be in a large centralized facility. | think it's a
psychological response to months of isolation” (Respondents 19 and 37, private stakeholders).
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According to Britton (2016), luxury hotels can attract tourist flows in specific geographical areas
by maintaining their identity. As pointed out by Foroudi (2020), luxury hotels are very competitive,
and the application of innovative marketing strategies on a large scale allows them to attract new
tourists. Preliminary results from this stream of literature come from Hao, Xiao, and Chon (2020).
They explore a COVID-19 management plan that includes new business choices such as multi-
business and multi-channel strategies, new services for tourists and digital transformation within
the hotels. More generally, lacking reference literature, we could look at what happened during
the SARS-2003 pandemic. During that period, in Taiwan, a study by Chen et al. (2003) showed
that the reduction in tourist flows which occurred at that time led to a decrease in profits and
share prices. This was due both to a lack of confidence in the hospitality industry during that
period and a reduced readiness of the hotels themselves to handle the emergency.

4.2.2 Albergo Diffuso

The interviews revealed a hospitality model that characterizes the Italian market. Five
respondents during a reflection on luxury hotel structures, on the other hand, wondered about the
Albergo diffuso model as an alternative form of hospitality.

“I think COVID-19 is moving us towards a concept of slow tourism, sustainable and disconnected
from concepts of big structures” (Respondent 5, public stakeholder).

“The Albergo diffuso has begun to exist in our municipalities and is made up of small structures
scattered throughout the territory with equal standards of service for all” (Respondent 7, public
stakeholder).

“The first tourist flows that we recorded were destined for the Albergo diffuso. This motivation was
caused by the discretion of the service that is offered and the possibility of staying in flats that
have been renovated but are separate from the central hub where people gather to enjoy the
tourist services. This year we noticed the appreciation for these structures because they are
suitable for social distancing” (Respondents 31 and 32, private stakeholders).

According to Vallone et al. (2013), the Albergo diffuso (AD) is an unconventional form of tourism
that aims to enhance the resources of local communities. Moreover, it promotes territorial and
cultural identities by differentiating between different tourism offers. What emerges from the
interviews is an entirely Italian form of hospitality that positively influences the competitiveness of
small areas and their repopulation [55], [90]. As confirmed by a subsequent study by Paniccia
and Leoni (2019) [54], AD is a resilient model with useful co-evolutionary adaptations. The
theoretical framework is also indirectly demonstrated by the contribution of Ruiz—Ballesteros
(2017), who admits that alongside the concept of development and transformation, there is an
increasing need to consider the objective of sustainability [91].

4.2.3 Health Safety
In terms of accommodation, the respondents agreed that significant tourist destinations would
need to adopt advanced and fast healthcare solutions to follow tourist flows.

“In our area, we have five municipalities; every summer and every winter we ask for the
strengthening of sanitary services due to the increase of incoming tourists” (Respondent 11,
public stakeholder).

“We consider that every tourist season, we increase the number of doctors available for tourists in
our municipality” (Respondents 8 and 12, public stakeholders).

“Our hotel entrepreneurs are progressively adapting their services to the health and safety
measures recommended by the Italian Government following the guidelines of the World Health
Organization. Efforts are manifold for the management of people in common places such as
restaurants and bars” (Respondents 17, 25 and 33, public stakeholders).
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“As entrepreneurs of sports companies, we are adapting to health measures and through
specialized marketing, we are contacting digital tour operators to make them perceive our
mountains as being safe because they are outdoor places full of outdoor activities” (Respondents
14, 16, 30 and 35, private stakeholders).

According to Abu Bakar and Rosbi (2020), the reference health measures for COVID-19 will have
to be timely. This was also indicated by Chen et al. (2007) in a similar discussion about the SARS
outbreak. This means, for instance, that the response of the entire tourism sector must be
coordinated to recreate the conditions for incoming tourism flows. The respondents were aware of
and aligned with the relevant literature on this topic. Among the measures to be taken for living
with the virus will be the provision of virus protection materials for all health workers on duty in
mountain tourist resorts, as well as in cities [92]. Additionally, as suggested by Jiang and Wen
(2020), hospitality measures could be beneficial for outdoor services [93].

4.2.4 Smart Applications
Some respondents also refer to the opportunity of using technology in contagion mapping as a
protection measure against the virus.

“l think our tourists will be able to accept the opportunity to use contact tracing applications for
greater peace of mind during the time they are visiting our municipalities” (Respondent 18, private
stakeholder).

“‘As a public administration, we have made communications to encourage the use of social
distancing control applications for both citizens and tourists” (Respondent 21, public stakeholder).
The theme that the interviewees mentioned here are in line with the literature on COVID-19. The
experience of countries such as South Korea, Singapore and Germany on the advice of the
World Health Organization (WHO) shows that contact tracing is an effective means to control the
spread of the virus [94]. In this context, tourist structures should also express their availability to
share information on social distancing and health measures using smart applications [95, p. 19].

4.3 New Business Models

All respondents agree that in light of the health measures put in place by the Italian central
government [9], restaurants will no longer be able to open as they have done so far for health
reasons.

‘I have a restaurant with 50 seats. Reading the health regulations, if I'm lucky, | can keep 25
seats and so can many other colleagues. | was considering that we should cut back on the
seasonal staff that | used to welcome every year. | think that we must change the restaurants’
business model; in this way, we will be able to pay our fixed costs” (Respondent 33, private
stakeholder).

COVID-19 was an opportunity for us because we discovered digital and online sales. As a
consumer association, we have developed a platform for the exchange of purchase and sales
requests that brings together restaurants and customers, allowing them a method for fast home
delivery” (Respondents 28 and 33, private stakeholders).

The literature has long reported on innovative forms of restaurants such as the use of home
delivery using applications that can be useful in the new model of tourism value. In the
investigation of Cho et al. (2019), mobile apps for food delivery at home take the opportunity to
adapt to the catering sector. In a period with a significant impact on sales revenues due to
government-imposed closures, apps can be used as an alternative strategy to increase sales
revenues. This also allows for compliance with social distancing rules [1]. Therefore, small
restaurant firms confirm Giacosa et al.’s (2017) study showing that business models are
dominated by tradition and innovation in this sector [97].

Some respondents discussed the new sports models considering COVID-19.
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“If my municipality is known worldwide for its sporting events, now we will have to rethink
everything. As a municipality, we manage more than 300 events in a year. Surely, we should
change the way we organize. Still, we are thinking about how to innovatively make our tourists
enjoy events that have never been done before” (Respondent 21, public stakeholder).

“We think of outdoor events, sports events for children and families in parks, in unspoilt green
areas or with bicycles to make you appreciate nature even more” (Respondents 23 and 39,
private stakeholders).

According to the conceptual framework of Gammon and Robinson (2003) and the results of
Fourie and Santana—Gallego (2011) on mega-sport events, the link between sport and tourism is
amplified by the increase in major events that bring notoriety to some geographical regions,
especially in intangible ways. The literature was then expanded through reports from our
respondents by them identifying sports events that mitigate the seasonality of tourist flow [100].
Therefore, the links between tourism and sport are mutually beneficial and, as stated by the
respondents, deserve to be considered.

4.4 Digital Divide
A few respondents went beyond the tourist season topic, creating a discussion with researchers
on the potential of information and communication technology (ICT) in tourism.

“One of the problems of mountain cities is the lack of Internet access, an essential infrastructure
that allows smart working practices in times of lockdown; that's why we are working with some
associations to seek funding to expand the speed of the network. An organized and common
approach is needed” (Respondent 12, public stakeholder).

“During the lockdown, we tested new sales methods to be resilient. However, access to fast
Internet is difficult, especially in some mountain locations. This leads to a loss of population and
tourists who, even on holiday today, want to be connected” (Respondents 20, 29 and 32, private
stakeholders).

According to Minghetti and Dimitrios (2009), tourism is a local and national source of wealth, and
internet access is one of the requirements to reduce shortcomings in some tourist areas [102].
Moreover, adequate information and communication technology system in the tourism sector
increases positive social and economic impacts from tourism in those areas [103]. During the
time of COVID-19, this element allows tourist destinations to remain connected with tourists from
all over the world and enable new tourism opportunities such as using the Internet of Things
(Pizam, 2017). Therefore, as indicated by Maurer (2015), “a reasonable diffusion with information
and communication technology (ICT) can be beneficial for both tourists and businesses”.

4.5 Culture
Other respondents amplified the discussion by talking about the role of culture and mountain
variables.

“The mountain is the birthplace of tradition; our territory has grown over the years and presents
an incredible cultural heritage appreciated by the whole world” (Respondent 29, private
stakeholder).

“Cultural and refugee workers should also rethink our activities in light of social distancing; in our
case, it is not an opportunity but a necessity that we should respect to survive as small and
medium firms” (Respondents 31 and 39, private stakeholders).

According to Richards (2018), cultural tourism covers numerous activities and research trends
relevant to the intangible aspects of a context. As the author indicates, the creative breakthrough
is an added value, and if linked to new technologies, it can have tangible benefits. The current
management of access to museums, sites and attractions in Italy provides for a minimum spacing
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between subjects and access to stacks, which leads to a redefinition of the management of
cultural areas differently from before, but which guarantees a restart for areas with a high
intensity of cultural heritage presence [106].

5. DISCUSSION

The analysis of qualitative data from the study with existing theories from the literature led us to
develop a scientific framework for the value of tourism. The results of our analysis resulting from
the 40 semi-structured interviews were categorized into five main variables: tourism
attractiveness, accommodation, business models, digital divide, and cultural elements (Figure 5).
The combination of our results considering the creation of a new value framework for tourism at
the time of COVID-19 can be analyzed using Michael Porter's (1987) value theory. Based on the
model, several vital actions are in demand at the time of COVID-19 involving sustainability,
safety, the need for timely health care and the improvement of quality of life for residents and
tourists, all of which provide new touristic services and products. Therefore, as reported by
Porter, actions to progress all those activities would enable an organization to proceed with value
creation.

More specifically, the results suggest that the tourism value chain model has evolved due to
COVID-19. Compared to the reference literature [20], [23], [24], our contribution shows how the
supply aspects of tourism affect the actions that public and private stakeholders have taken to
make the development of the tourist season possible. Through semi-structured interviews with
operators in the sector, we went in-depth. We collected qualitative data on the actions they were
developing for the reception of their first tourists after the lockdown ended. According to the
research, the value chain model has evolved, incorporating new actions that the sector has
developed.

Firstly, the limitation of tourist flows due to the closure of borders has led to focusing on domestic
tourists with targeted marketing campaigns. The different composition of arrivals has also created
new sustainable services for tourists. Therefore, based on our results, a form of tourism already
known in the literature, proximity tourism [83], has been extended.

Secondly, tour operators also had to readjust their hospitality. New forms of tourist hospitality
have been relaunched, such as the Albergo diffuso, which is particularly suitable for social
distancing. Moreover, even luxury hotels have adopted new actions looking at the digital
transformation of their reception methods, making tourists feel safe. For this reason, health
security and the incentive to use digital applications for social distancing have been two new
elements that have entered the list of the tourism discussion.

Thirdly, the results also suggest new actions for the creation of new business models such as
delivery for small and medium-sized companies that have always been linked to traditional
practices but have also been able to engage with process innovation [97].

Fourthly, the pandemic led to calls for valuable actions on information and communication
technology to overcome the digital divide that now affects mountain resorts.

Fifthly, the rediscovery of proximity tourism and shorter tourist flows has triggered actions by
tourism operators to enhance the cultural and historical heritage of mountain areas and outdoor
sports areas that are particularly sought after by tourists.

Overcoming Enhancement

the digital of cultural
factors models divide sites

Receptive New business

Tourism flows

ACTIONS

FIGURE 5: Tourism’s value chain framework. Source: Authors’ elaboration on Porter (1985).
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6. CONCLUSIONS

The study contributes to the novel stream of literature on tourism and COVID-19. To the best of
our knowledge, the article has started its steps by checking whether the individual actions
implemented by stakeholders will provide an evolved picture of the value chain. The hypothesis is
born considering that new solutions to stimulate transformative thinking are necessary [4], [5].
Furthermore, recent research in terms of actions, structure and value mechanisms may be
relevant to observe the changes taking place in the tourism sector [10].

Through a thorough review of the tourism literature and the effects of COVID-19 and the use of
semi-structured interviews, the article identifies an adaptation of the value chain model.
Furthermore, we suggest a scientific model for the valorization of tourism value chains in this
pandemic period.

We found that the drivers of value in tourism are tourism flows with proximity tourism, new
accommodation structures, health, safety and smart applications for COVID-19 preventions, new
business models, the promotion of outdoor sports activities, enhancement of the network
connection structure and improvement of outdoor cultural events. These elements were
investigated by the experiences of the participants in the interviews on the management of
restarting mountain tourism. Moreover, we provided a model of the connection that the existing
literature on the value chain and complexity management can have with COVID-19.

As demonstrated by the proposed value chain model, there is an opportunity to rethink a series of
coordinated actions to provide a management framework and coordinate the responses of the
mountain tourism sector in a unified way. The framework presented brings together several
stakeholders who have implemented the value chain actions recommended here. The request to
interview people from both the public and private sectors served to create a holistic value chain
model that brought together the views of mayors, entrepreneurs from various industries and trade
associations. Therefore, this study aims to provide a timely response for the tourism sector,
promoting collaboration and networking between all actors involved, as identified as being
important in the literature by Manente (1999) [22].

Although the study cannot guarantee a generalization of the results given the specific
characteristics of the territory, it is an initial step that provides an understanding of the complexity
that the tourism sector is currently experiencing or will share as soon as lockdown measures are
lifted [9]. The model and analysis can be reproduced in the future to cope with sudden and future
pandemic events with similar epidemiological characteristics.

The paper, like any research, has some limitations. The first may be represented by the number
of interviews conducted and the way they were done by an IT platform, which may have
influenced the attention and concentration of participants concerning the gquestions proposed.
Moreover, the result we have achieved here should be empirically tested as soon as the tourism
sector is back in action. Finally, the study was conducted in Italy, as a country under restrictive
measures with a limited sample of participants [9]. Nevertheless, the model underpins the tourism
policies that will be adopted by mountain communities as future guidelines for action.

Despite the limitations, several implications can be made from this research.

First, on a theoretical level, our analysis has allowed us to discover some gaps in theory
concerning the mapping of tourism actions in the COVID-19 period. Furthermore, by combining
value chain theory with the tourism sector, the paper adds essential elements such as the
coordination of efforts during extraordinary events such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Second, considering the practitioner's view, the model provides an applied framework to measure
and manage the value chain in the tourism sector. The approach may be useful for tourism
managers to see how their choices are integrated into the actions that this article discovers. Our
results aim to increase the satisfaction of customers who will experience first-hand the new
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services and opportunities implemented by the different stakeholders. Managers can find
themselves in the indications in terms of actions and stakeholders to share for the management
of pre- and post-pandemic tourism services. Tourists will therefore experience the activities along
the entire value chain, providing satisfaction ratings that can be analyzed soon.

In conclusion, considering future research implications for researchers, we believe that it could be
a challenging research stream. Considering the results obtained and the actions mapped, future
scientific research could test whether and how tourism structures increase the level of
sustainability during the COVID-19 period. Additionally, considering proximity tourism [83], future
studies could investigate if people are willing to assess better the environment and natural
heritage of tourist places visited. Finally, further research could test whether the re-organization of
tourism services was a winning choice for tourism firms.
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Municipality | Number of | Number of | Number | Number of | Number Number of Number | Number of Number of
beds hotels and | of cafés | restaurants | of pubs | supermarkets of museums | entertainment
Albergo clothes venues
Diffuso shops
models
Bardonecchia 4,400 44 12 49 0 5 9 2 17
Cesana T.se 1,795 34 5 45 1 3 0 1 14
Claviere 1021 14 4 9 1 1 0 0 1
Pragelato 2,018 27 2 13 1 4 1 2 0
Sauze di 293 7 0 8 1 0 0 0 17
Cesana
Sauze d’Oulx 2592 55 18 27 3 4 4 1 1
Sestriere 4,665 29 22 20 4 9 35 0 10
Oulx 2,631 21 1 22 0 18
Usseaux 530 9 1 8 0 0 0 1 3
TOTAL 19,949 240 65 201 11 27 50 7 81
Municipality % on total | % on total % on % on total % on % on total % on % on total % on total
total total total
Bardonecchia 23% 18% 18% 24% 0% 17% 18% 29% 21%
Cesana T.se 9% 14% 8% 22% 9% 11% 0% 14% 18%
Claviere 5% 6% 6% 4% 9% 5% 0% 0% 1%
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Pragelato 10% 11% 3% 6% 9% 15% 2% 29% 0%
Sauze di 1% 3% 0% 4% 9% 0% 0% 0% 21%
Cesana
Sauze d’Oulx 13% 23% 28% 13% 27% 15% 8% 14% 1%
Sestriere 23% 12% 34% 10% 37% 32% 70% 0% 12%
Oulx 13% 9% 1% 12% 0% 5% 2% 0% 22%
Usseaux 3% 4% 1% 4% 0% 0% 0% 14% 4%
TOTAL: 100%

Appendix A - Table 1. Analysis of the configurative characteristics of the context.
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