
Tourism in the Age
of COVID-19

A brief look at European Travellers’ 
Habits & Expectations



The COVID-19 pandemic brought about an unprecedented global social, economic, and public health 
crisis that is impacting the lives of many in several ways.  Undoubtedly, one everyday activity that has 
been significantly transformed by the pandemic is tourism - not only with respect to the immediate 
travel restrictions that were set up to reduce viral transmission, but also to new habits of tourists as 
travelling is gradually resumed.  

Preparing for the long-term impacts of this transformation is particularly important for countries like 
Malta, where the tourism sector is a pillar of the local economy.  Because of this, Marketing Advisory 
Services set out to identify some of the intentions and expectations of European tourists, through a 
research exercise carried out between Q3 2020 and Q1 2021. 

Introduction



A sample of four hundred respondents per wave per country was collected from the six European 
countries from which, before COVID-19 high number of visitors arrived in Malta annually, namely the 
United Kingdom, Italy, France, Germany, Poland, and the Netherlands.        

To collect responses during the different stages of the pandemic, data collection was split into three 
phases or waves.  The first data collection wave was carried out during Q3 2020, the second in Q4 
2020 (as Europe was hit by the so-called ‘second wave’ of infections) and the third as the first vaccine 
programs were being rolled out in Europe, in Q1 2021.  

Data collection was conducted through an online survey targeting respondents over the age of 16.  
Screening questions were used to ascertain that the sample would be made up of only respondents 
who travel at least once per year, and who also intended to travel within 12 months from the time 
of participation.  The sample was representative in terms of age and gender.  The same research 
instrument was used for all countries during the three data collection waves.  

Method



Holiday Plans

During the pandemic, travel restrictions (mandatory PCR swab tests for travellers, 
quarantine periods on arrival in destination countries, and so forth) have changed the 
way in which holidays are planned.  More specifically, these restrictions and broader 
anxieties associated with the pandemic have significantly decreased the incidence 
of ‘spontaneous’ travel in most of the European countries included in this study.      

As restrictions stayed in place, the number of respondents who stated that they 
were planning to travel for holidays within one to two months from the time of their 
response decreased exponentially with time of the study.  During all three waves of 
data collection, respondents from the United Kingdom and the Netherlands were 
more likely to state that they planned on waiting for more than six months before 
going on their next holiday.  Overall, the number of respondents who stated that they 
intended to go on their next holiday 3 to 4 months or to 6 months from the day when 
they compiled the survey increased exponentially during the three waves.

Next Holiday Destination

In one key survey question, respondents were asked about which countries they 
were considering as their next holiday destinations.  The five countries that were 
most frequently mentioned during each of the three data collection waves are 
shown in Tables 1 to 3 below.  One may note that Spain was the country that was 
most consistently ranked as a top destination across the three waves.  France, Italy, 
and Greece were also frequently considered as viable destinations here.

The data further suggests that the possibility of domestic holidays was strongly 
considered in Italy, France, and Germany across all three waves.  Furthermore, 
Austria and Belgium were also strongly considered as viable destinations by their 
neighbouring countries Germany and the Netherlands, respectively.

Table 1 - Top 5 Destinations Considered (Wave 1- Quarter 3 2020)

Table 2 - Top 5 Destinations Considered (Wave 2 – Quarter 4 2020)

Table 3 - Top 5 Destinations Considered (Wave 3 – Quarter 1 2021)

Some Key Results Wave 1 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Spain Italy France Germany Germany Greece

2nd preference France Spain Spain Austria Spain Spain

3rd preference Italy France Greece Spain Belgium Germany

4th preference U.K. U.K. Italy France France Italy

5th preference Greece Portugal Germany Greece Netherlands
Czech 

Republic

Wave 2 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Spain Italy France Germany Germany Greece

2nd preference Greece France Spain Austria Spain Spain

3rd preference Italy Spain Italy Spain France Italy

4th preference U.K. Greece Portugal Greece Greece Germany

5th preference France U.K. Greece Italy Belgium France

Wave 3 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Spain Italy France Germany Spain Spain

2nd preference France Spain Spain Spain France Greece

3rd preference Italy France Portugal Austria Belgium Italy

4th preference Greece Germany Italy France Germany Germany

5th preference U.K. Greece Greece Italy Netherlands France



Accommodation Types

Respondents were asked about which types of accommodation they were more 
likely to choose during their next holiday.  The five types of accommodation that 
were most frequently mentioned during each of the three waves are shown in Tables 
4 to 6 below.  Here, ‘Hotels’ as an accommodation type was clearly and consistently 
chosen by respondents from all six countries across all three waves.  

Other popular accommodation types by respondents from most countries and 
across all three waves were ‘all inclusive’, ‘Airbnb’, ‘self-catering apartments’ and 
‘bed & breakfast’.  One interesting point of difference may be noted in the case of 
Poland, where ‘hostels’ and stays at ‘relatives & friends’ were preferred over other 
options that were more popular in other countries (ex. ‘Airbnb’ and ‘bed & breakfast’). 
A consistent preference for ‘resorts’ by respondents from the Netherlands is another 
interesting point of difference here.  

When considering differences between waves, ‘self-catering apartments’ were 
considered less frequently as a viable option during Wave 2.  Staying with ‘relatives 
& friends’ was more frequently mentioned (the United Kingdom, France, and Poland) 
during this wave.  

Table 4 - Top 5 Accommodation Types (Wave 1 – Quarter 3 2020)

Table 5 - Top 5 Accommodation Types (Wave 2 – Quarter 4 2020)

Table 6 - Top 5 Accommodation Types (Wave 3 - Quarter 1 2021)

Wave 1 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels

2nd preference Self-catering 
apartments

Bed &
Breakfast

Airbnb
Self-catering 
apartments

Self-catering 
apartments

All inclusive

3rd preference All inclusive Airbnb
Bed &

Breakfast
Bed &

Breakfast
All inclusive

Relatives 
& friends

4th preference Resorts
Self-catering 
apartments

All inclusive All inclusive Resorts Hostels

5th preference Bed &
Breakfast

Resorts
Self-catering 
apartments

Airbnb Airbnb Airbnb

Wave 2 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels

2nd preference All inclusive
Bed &

Breakfast
Airbnb

Self-catering 
apartments

All inclusive All inclusive

3rd preference Airbnb Airbnb All inclusive All inclusive Airbnb
Relatives 
& friends

4th preference Self-catering 
apartments

All inclusive
Relatives  
& friends

Bed &
Breakfast

Resorts Hostels

5th preference Relatives 
& Friends

Self-catering 
apartments

Resorts Airbnb
Bed &

Breakfast
Resorts

Wave 3 U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels Hotels

2nd preference Self-catering 
apartments

Bed &
Breakfast

Airbnb
Bed &

Breakfast
All inclusive All inclusive

3rd preference All inclusive Airbnb All inclusive
Self-catering 
apartments

Self-catering 
apartments

Hostels

4th preference Bed &
Breakfast

Resorts
Bed &

Breakfast
All inclusive Resorts

Relatives 
& friends

5th preference Airbnb All inclusive
Self-catering 
apartments

Airbnb
Bed &

Breakfast
Self-catering 
apartments



Planned Duration of Holiday

In another key question, respondents were asked about the amount of time they were thinking 
about spending on their next holiday.  Table 7 presents a complete picture of the data gathered 
during all three waves for each country.  Here it becomes clear that the two periods that were 
being most frequently considered were ‘8 – 14 days’ and ‘5 – 7 days’. 

Table 7 - Overall Planned Duration of Next Holiday

U.K. Italy France Germany Netherlands Poland

1st preference 8-14 days 5-7 days 5-7 days 8-14 days 8-14 days 8-14 days

2nd preference 5-7 days 8-14 days 8-14 days 5-7 days 5-7 days 5-7 days

3rd preference 2+ weeks 2-4 days 2+ weeks 2+ weeks 2+ weeks 2+ weeks

4th preference 2-4 days 2+ weeks 2-4 days 2-4 days 2-4 days 2-4 days



One should not assume that the trends and preferences that may be inferred from the data above 
are all direct results of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Nevertheless, some of these patterns raise research 
questions that, if addressed through further research, may be useful in mapping out some behavioural 
changes that are more specifically bound to conditions related to the pandemic.  

One example of these changes is a stronger preference for internal tourism (ex. by German tourists) 
that was sustained throughout all three waves of data collection.  Whilst other factors may have played 
a role in this marked preference, the pandemic undoubtedly impacted the decision to avoid spending 
holidays in certain countries – particularly those where rate of infection was highest at different points 
in 2020 and 2021 (ex. Italy).  

Another interesting question with multiple dimensions has to do with the strong preference for hotels 
as the principal type of holiday accommodation by tourists from all countries and throughout the 
period covered by this study.  One could delve deeper, for instance, into the dimension of why hotels 
were preferred over types of accommodation that may give the visiting tourist a greater ‘control’ over 
sanitisation (ex. self-catering establishments).                     

Apart from the questions covered in this post, others that were asked during this research exercise 
revealed equally interesting details about travel intentions, factors/concerns when travelling, comfort 
levels with different activities, and so forth.  Marketing Advisory Services can coordinate and execute 
this and other types of studies and interpret the results in providing recommendations and points of 
action to its clients.

Conclusion


