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GREEN CARE
TOURISM
MARKET 
OUTLOOK

PREFACE
The Green4C Knowledge Alliance, co-funded 
by the Erasmus+ Programme of the European 
Union, is a three-year long project (2020-2022) 
that aims to create new university-business 
partnerships to develop, support and enhance 
knowledge and practice exchange and flow, 
while fostering innovation and facilitating 
entrepreneurial opportunities, capacity and 
skills for students, researchers, professionals, 
as well as practitioners in the field of Green 
Care. At the foundation of the Alliance is the 
Green4C consortium made up of universities, 
research institutes, businesses and international 
organisations in the four thematic sectors 
proposed by Green4C: Forest-based care, 
Social agriculture, Urban green care and Green 
care tourism. The focus of the project is to foster 
innovation and entrepreneurship by integrating 
health and social care with connection to 
nature and natural resources and ecosystems 

in both rural and urban areas.
In Green4C, Green Care is the umbrella term 
referring to the “wide range of activities and 
targeted beneficiaries, ranging from health and 
wellbeing promotion (targeted to the wider 
population) to disease prevention (accessible 
to a wider population, but typically targeted 
towards more vulnerable or at risk individuals 
or groups) and therapeutic interventions which 
include targeted therapeutic or treatment/
rehabilitation interventions for addressing 
specific needs’’ through contact with natural 
ecosystems and its elements (Mammadova et 
al., 2021). This conceptualisation is based on a 
broad understanding of Green Care: it includes 
the definition of care (i.e. the process of caring 
for somebody/something and providing what 
they need for their health or protection), it 
interprets health holistically and it includes 
wellbeing as part of the health concept.
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Tourism is an important sector in Europe 
fostering employment and supporting the 
economy but this sector is also prone to crises 
as a result of, for example, climate change 
or epidemic outbreaks. At the same time, 
resources available for recovery following 
the COVID-19 pandemic and increased 
awareness on the importance of sustainability, 
offer an opportunity to embed sustainability 
within tourism in a post-COVID era. The 
pandemic has increased people’s interest in 
health and wellbeing, and raised awareness 
of the importance of nature’s benefits for 
psychological, physical, and social health. At 
the nexus of these opportunities we find an 
opportunity for development of the Green care 
tourism sector. Green care tourism (GCT) is 
defined as “a wide range of organised tourism 
experiences and products that rely on nature 
and wild spaces for tourists in search of health, 
well-being and regeneration” (Mammadova et 
al. 2021).
The demand for Green care tourism emerges 
from a specific and growing market segment 
termed “Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability” 
(LOHAS). While the tourism market 
diminished due to the restrictions imposed 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is expected 
that the tourism recovery will be connected 
to an increasing consumer demand for Green 
care tourism as health and sustainability are 
increasingly important topics for consumers. 
This coincides with results from surveys by the 
Green4C project, which indicate that Green 
care tourism providers will witness a growth 
in their customer base post-COVID.
Green care tourism is not a new concept: 
throughout history, nature and natural 
spaces have played a key role in improving 
people’s health and wellbeing in connection 
to recreational activities, such as hot 
springs and thermal tourism. However, 
Green care tourism is a novel approach in 
destination tourism management. Destination 
management organisations (DMOs), 
representing public-private partnerships in 

charge of guiding tourism development in 
a destination, have several functions which 
can be connected to the development of the 
Green care tourism market. These include:  
(1) managing the creation and development of 
new tourism products; 
(2) guaranteeing adequate infrastructure, 
services and hospitality to secure Green care 
tourism experiences; and 
(3) marketing the destination for targeted 
tourism segments.
Green care experiences and tourism products 
are differentiated between those aimed at 
promoting health and wellbeing (preventive) 
and those more directly addressing health 
needs. Experiences focused on promoting 
health, general wellness and wellbeing 
include: 
i) nature immersion; 
ii) mindfulness through contact with nature; 
iii) nature-based wellness; and 
iv) stress reduction and wellbeing through 
contact with nature. 
Experiences focused on health needs mostly 
include: 
v) therapeutic activities performed in a natural 
environment.
Based on a survey with 21 Green care tourism 
initiatives, the most common green care 
activities were Discovery of special or “magical 
places” in nature, Cultural experiences in 
nature, Forest bathing, Mindfulness activities in 
nature, and Disciplines in nature. Generally, the 
surveyed GCT initiatives had few employees, 
with 43% of the initiatives with no employees 
and 38% with one to five employees. More 
than one-third of the initiatives had been 
offering GCT experiences for five to ten years 
and one-third for more than 10 years. A little 
less than one-third of the initiatives had 
offered GCT experiences for less than five 
years. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, two-
thirds of the surveyed organisations offered 
their green care services to tourists during all 
four seasons. The surveyed GCT organisations 
mostly used the following channels to promote 
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their offer to tourists: Social networks; Word 
of mouth; Website and mail; and Local 
tourism consortium / destination management 
organisation.
In the survey, the GCT organisations were 
asked about the most important requirements 
with regards to hospitality, services, and 
infrastructure to enhance their offer. Local 
and seasonal menu, Healthy menu, and Quiet 
place were considered the most important 
hospitality requirements. With regards 
to services, Professional guides, Private 
shuttle, Public transport, and Tailored green 
care activities were perceived as the most 
important requirements. The most important 
infrastructure requirements to enhance the 
GCT offer were Quiet areas and areas to rest 
and Marked trails. 
The survey also shows that Own financial 
resources were the most important financing 
source for GCT providers, followed by 
Resources from a public source and Resources 
from a private source. Donations/grants were 
perceived as the least important funding 
source. Considering public resources, 
these are mostly connected to EU funding 
programmes which include the European 
Regional Development Fund, the European 
Fund for Strategic Investments, the European 
Agriculture Fund for Rural Development, and 
the European Social Fund.
So far, no existing certification schemes have 
been specifically developed for Green care 
tourism. Indeed, the sector includes a diversity 
of experiences, and as such the typologies 
of standards and certifications are diverse. 
Further, considering the innovation and fast 
evolution of the offer of services for health and 
wellbeing, providers often have many options 
of certifications which are rarely accredited 
and recognised at national or regional level. 
Tourism destinations and organisations also 
have difficulty setting minimum recognised 
criteria for the selection of practitioners for 
new nature-based practices. Conversely, 
sustainable tourism certifications for 

accommodation and destinations exist.
As an outcome of interviews with Green care 
tourism experts, three key messages emerged 
in relation to the future of Green care tourism. 
These are:
• The potential for an increasing market 
demand accelerated by post-pandemic 
tourism trends;
• Sustainably managed nature, core values 
and professional training as key ingredients 
for the development of Green care tourism;
• The key role of destination management 
organisations.
As illustrated in this market outlook, Green 
care tourism is expected to follow similar 
trends as the other sectors in Green Care 
(social agriculture, forest-based care and 
urban green care).
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Tourism represents the fourth largest EU 
export category and brings spill-over benefits 
to the whole European economy. For example, 
€1 of value added generated by tourism 
results in an additional €0.56 of value added 
through indirect effects on other industries 
(European Commission, 2020a). Tourism is 

also a promising venue for employment and 
local development. For example, in 2017, over 
13 million people in the European Union were 
employed in economic activities related to 
tourism, i.e. food and beverage industry, (air) 
transport, accommodation, travel agencies/
tour operators (Eurostat, 2019). 

At the same time, tourism is also vulnerable 
to crises related to, for example, climate 
change and the recent COVID-19 pandemic. 
Over the past 30 years, an increasing number 
of extreme weather events has wreaked havoc 
to destinations by damaging infrastructure 
and imperilling activities, but also by changing 
landscapes in the medium to long term (i.e. 
through landslides, flooding, forest downfalls). 
At the same time, increasing attention on 
the impacts of travel and especially air travel 
has influenced the tourism sector, with over 
72% of travellers expressing interest in more 
sustainable options (Booking.com, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has also radically 
changed scenarios for tourism development 
in the short and medium term (Gössling et al., 
2020; Jones and Comfort, 2020; Yang et al., 
2021), leading to an unprecedented economic 
and job crisis in a sector which accounts 
for 10.3% of the EU’s GDP and 10% of EU’s 
employment (OECD, 2020b). Lockdowns and 
restrictions imposed on movement led in 2020 
to a fall of international tourism by around 80%, 

a net loss of €100 billion, and a 18.5% overall 
loss in tourism jobs (International Air Transport 
Association, 2020; OECD, 2020b; World Travel 
& Tourism Council, n.d.), the magnitude of which 
was confirmed in the first half of 2021 (United 
Nations World Tourism Organization, 2021). 

Firstly, the post-COVID period offers an 
opportunity to avoid a return to business-
as-usual by more firmly embedding 
sustainability action within the tourism 
industry and tourism destinations (OECD, 
2020b; Yang et al., 2021). As lockdowns and 
restrictions on travel have begun to lift, tourism 
needs to shift from a corporate- and consumer-
focused approach to a more sustainable, local 
and “community”-based approach in tourism 
destination management and tourism product 
development (Jones and Comfort, 2020). At EU 
level, there are discussions for developing a 
roadmap 2050 towards a sustainable, innovative 
and resilient European tourism ecosystem, the 
“European Agenda for Tourism 2050”, which 
takes into account the need for a sustainable 
turn in the sector.

Box 1. Definition of Tourism

“Tourism is a social, cultural and economic phenomenon which entails the movement of 
people to countries or places outside their usual environment for personal or business/
professional purposes. These people are called visitors (which may be either tourists or 
excursionists; residents or non-residents) and tourism has to do with their activities, some of 
which involve tourism expenditure.” (United Nations World Tourism Organization, n.d.)
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Box 2. Definition of sustainable tourism

Sustainable tourism is “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.” (UNEP and WTO, 2005)

A second opportunity comes from the growing 
recognition that spending time in nature is 
good for people’s psychological, physical, 
and social health (European Commission, 
2020b; Ohe et al., 2017; WHO Regional Office for 
Europe, 2021). Osti and Goffi (2021) emphasise 
the importance of integrating sustainable 
tourism with a focus on travellers’ health and 
wellbeing: “Management in the local hospitality 
sector should go beyond the adoption of 
standard green practices to attract customers 
who are sympathetic to environmental causes. 
Hospitality managers should rethink their 
approach, recognising the central role played by 
aspects connected to the mental, spiritual and 
physical wellbeing, together with sustainable 
practices.” Forests and natural spaces are 
fundamental sources of wellbeing services and 
a secure resource in times of pandemics (da 
Schio et al., 2021; Derks et al., 2020; Dodev et al., 
2020). Harnessing these opportunities means 
catering to a growing demand for nature-
based tourism and leisure tied to a higher 
consumer awareness of sustainability in life and 
travel choices (Elmahdy et al., 2017; GlobeScan, 
2020; Osti and Goffi, 2021). This process is easier 
said than done. While consumer demand can 
change very quickly – demanding safer, more 
sustainable and healthier options – operators 
and destinations face a more difficult task in 
meeting those demands within a short time 
frame (Gössling et al., 2020).

This Market Outlook on Green care tourism 
aims to offer a perspective which is in line 
with new consumer trends and can support 

entrepreneurs in navigating emerging 
opportunities. Specifically, this report seeks 
to capture the current market scenario, latest 
trends and drivers, and the overall market 
environment for Green care tourism (GCT). We 
start with describing what Green care tourism 
is, followed by a description of the methodology. 
Next, the description of the market highlights 
the main characteristics of the GCT providers, 
the GCT clients and their demand, possible 
funders and quality assurance and certification 
schemes. We end with a reflection on the 
future of Green care tourism and associated 
market opportunities for entrepreneurs based 
on interviews with destination management 
organisations implementing GCT in their own 
destinations.
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Green care tourism: what is it?

Historically, nature and natural resources (hot 
springs and thermal water being prominent 
ones) represented a way for people to recover 
from illness, regenerate and regain strength 
and balance. For example, in Roman times, 
Abano Terme (Italy), Bath (UK), Aix-les-Bains 
(France), and Baden-Baden (Germany), were 
highly appraised, and continue to be, for the 
therapeutic effects of their hot springs and 
thermal waters (Lund, 2001). Further, many of 
the first resorts in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century developed in response 
to this trend. Today, a growing demand for 
nature and natural resources, tied to longer-
term trends of urbanisation, environmental 
degradation, and a more sedentary lifestyle 
(Hartig et al., 2014) and spurred more recently 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, offers an 
opportunity for destinations to offer holistic 
tourism services and experiences specifically 
centred – and marketed – on nature (Breunig, 
2020; Europarc, 2018; Moriggi et al., 2020). 
Green care tourism is therefore not a new 
concept if we think about the role nature and 
natural spaces have had in improving people’s 
health and wellbeing over time. However, it 
is a new concept in destination tourism 
management in that the valorisation of 
nature and natural areas is central, responds 
to a demand that has evolved from a small 
niche to a market segment, is tied to the 
emergence of new professions and to the 
promotion of services and products that put 
nature and wellbeing at the centre of DMOs’ 
marketing strategies (Hartwell et al., 2018; 
Jones and Comfort, 2020; Pessott et al., 2021; 
Yang et al., 2021). Although we acknowledge 
that people’s wellbeing can be promoted in a 
variety of natural environments such as forests, 
meadows, deserts, seasides or oceans, within 
this research we focused specifically on green 
natural areas, more specifically habitats such 
as forests and green areas located in rural and 

suburban contexts. 
Green care experiences and tourism products 
are differentiated between those aimed at 
promoting health and wellbeing in general 
and those more directly addressing health 
needs (e.g. therapeutic activities performed 
in nature) (Doimo et al., 2020; Hartig et al., 
2011; Pessot et al., 2021; Qiu et al., 2021). Those 
aimed at promoting health and wellbeing are 
preventive, proactive, based on awareness-
building, and on regaining a balance of physical, 
mental, and social wellbeing. The concept of 
wellbeing not only includes the presence of 
positive emotions and moods and the absence 
of negative ones (hedonic wellbeing), but also 
satisfaction with life, feelings of fulfilment and 
positive functioning and it is thus linked to the 
overall quality of life (eudaimonic wellbeing). 
The concept of wellness emphasises self-
responsibility, where “individuals proactively 
take responsibility for their own health and 
wellbeing in terms of nutrition, physical 
exercise, beauty care, stress management, 
and environmental aspects” (Grénman and 
Räikkönen, 2015; Global Wellness Institute, 
2018). These transformative experiences can be 
lived by any visitor. Some Green care tourism 
experiences and products are specifically 
aimed at addressing a measurable or 
recognisable health need. These services 
require close collaboration with trained/
qualified health professionals to develop ad 
hoc treatments, rehabilitation interventions, 
and integrative therapies tailored to specific 
physical, mental, or social health conditions. 
In summary, Green care tourism:
1. builds on the concepts of sustainable, 
responsible, green and nature-based tourism;
2. is included in Wellness and Health Tourism 
but with a strong reliance on nature and natural 
resources for delivering benefits;
3. refers to a wide range of organised tourism 
experiences and products that represent a 

Tourism for health and wellbeing
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new travel motivation for tourists in search 
of health, wellbeing and regeneration.

As developed by Mammadova et al. (2021), 
Green care tourism is defined as “a wide 
range of organised tourism experiences 
and products that rely on nature and wild 
spaces for tourists in search of health, well-
being and regeneration”.

Green care tourism experiences
Operators offer diverse immersive 
experiences in natural environments for 
wellbeing and health purposes, whose benefits 
are enhanced by direct contact with, and the 
special qualities of the natural environment 
(Barnet and Nel-lo Andreu, 2021; Dixit, 2020; 
Dutt and Ninov, 2016; Moriggi, 2020; Pope, 
2018). Such experiences are relatively well 
developed in mountain areas, but also in forest 
and rural ecosystems, as well as along lakes and 
rivers. The portfolio of experiences proposed is 
wide and constantly growing, among the most 
recognised are forest therapy, forest bathing, 
barefoot walks, mindfulness and meditation in 
nature as well as psycho-physical rehabilitation. 

Further activities such as visiting special natural 
places (“magical” places in marketing terms) 
are commonly offered as opportunities for 
regeneration, awareness building and cultural 
connection with the environment.

Experiences focused on promoting health, 
general wellness and wellbeing include, 
among others: 
1. Nature immersion (contact of five senses 
with nature): e.g., barefoot walks, forest tasting 
and food forest;
2. Mindfulness through contact with nature: 
e.g., organised forest walks, yoga, pilates and 
meditation;
3. Nature-based wellness: e.g., sauna 
experiences in hay, forest massage (in forest 
with forest oils), and Kneipp cure trails;
4. Stress reduction and wellbeing through 
contact with nature: e.g. forest bathing.

Experiences focused on health needs 
include, among others:
5. Therapy in nature: e.g., forest therapy, 
aerosol inhalation therapy for people suffering 
from asthma or allergy, thalasso-therapy and 
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy.

12



Box 3. Example from the Green4C case studies1: Connecting forest-based care to Green 
care tourism

Forest-based interventions are leading to the creation of new tourism products for leisure 
and recreation and many initiatives in Europe also offer forest bathing to tourists. In Austria, 
Waldness brings together the elements of shinrin-yoku with Traditional European Medicine 
(TEM) to create a unique approach to forest bathing linked to the local landscape. Their 
beneficiaries are tourists mainly coming from German-speaking countries (Austria, Germany, 
Switzerland) and wanting to experience nature for relaxation and stress reduction purposes. 
Hohe Tauern Health caters to people with allergies and asthma by offering a side-effect-
free therapy option based on a unique inhalable aerosol produced by the Krimml Waterfalls. 
As non-communicable diseases like allergies and asthma are on the rise, it is essential to 
develop new therapy options for such chronic diseases that are not based on the overuse of 
medicines. Their main users are tourists coming from German-speaking countries. In Italy, 
the Miramonti Hotel offers forest bathing experiences mainly to the adult guests of their 
hotel. Visitors are mainly international, from Austria, Belgium, Scandinavia and the USA, as 
well as from Italy. Almost all (99%) beneficiaries of Sano Touring are foreign tourists with 
special needs. By advocating for “tourism for all” rights, they focus on providing accessible 
tourism for seniors and travellers with special needs (e.g., slow walkers, wheelchair users 
or blind and low-vision travellers) (Mammadova et al., 2021).

Green care tourism opens up opportunities 
for companies and destinations to cater 
to new market demands by promoting new 
and innovative tourism products and services 
that diversify the offer while ensuring safety, 
security, quality and attention to health and 
wellbeing (Mammadova et al., 2021). To 
evolve from experiences to a tourism product, 
these experiences need to be developed as 
a synthesis of products and services that 
guarantee the experience of the visitor (Benur 
and Bramwell, 2015). This means ensuring 
confirmed access in space and time beyond 
the specific green care activity (in terms of e.g., 
appropriate mobility, suitable accommodation 
and reliable information). It also means 

operating at a higher level than that of the 
single entrepreneur, to include other operators 
and destination management organisations. 

In the development of new tourism products, 
specialised operators in Green care tourism 
play a key role. First, they need to be 
clear about the demands of new visitor 
target groups. Second, new operators and 
practitioners need to be trained in the new 
professions and be appropriately certified 
or recognised (e.g. forest bathing and 
certification through the Forest Therapy 
Hub). They need to be able to enter into 
dialogue with different stakeholders in a 
destination (e.g. forest or park manager), to 

1 Factsheets on all Green4C case studies can be accessed at: https://www.greenforcare.eu/case-studies

From experiences to tourism product 
development

13

https://www.greenforcare.eu/case-studies


be able to access areas that are quiet and 
off-the-beaten-track.
Preventive health and therapeutic 
interventions based on water resources 
(e.g., spas and thermal waters) are generally 
provided by specialised operators within 
hotels and with the support of doctors and 
specialists. Increasingly, however, visitors are 
demanding more complete experiences that 
can be carried out across the destination and 
that include, in addition to treatment, activities 
such as walking, biking, mindfulness and yoga 
activities in nature. Some visitors also prefer 
a “full experience”, which includes attention 
to local gastronomy, cultural experiences and 
heritage. In order to fulfil visitors’ expectations, 
operators often bring together diverse 
services and come together as a product 
club to ensure a defined level of quality 
through shared protocols. For example, 
hotels promoting health and wellbeing comply 
with a recognised quality standard for the 
delivery of their own services. They may also 
connect to activities outside of their hotel 
which enhance access to natural areas (e.g. 
biking or hiking) and are likewise respectful of 
the agreed quality standards. Private operators 
that agree on standards and quality protocols 
ensure that all providers guarantee a specified 
quality of service.

Destination management organisations can 
support the development of new tourism 
products that are based on experiences for 
health and wellbeing in nature. Destination 
management organisations (DMO) are 
public-private partnerships supporting the 
development of tourism in a destination. They 
have several functions which can also be 
connected to the development of the Green 
care tourism market. 
These include: 
(1) managing the creation and development of 
new tourism products; 

(2) guaranteeing adequate infrastructure, 
services and hospitality to secure Green care 
tourism experiences; and 
(3) marketing the destination for targeted 
tourism segments.
There are several examples of destinations that 
have moved forward in capturing new trends 
towards experiences in nature: Vulkaneifel 
(Germany), Sud Tyrol (Italy) and the Salzburg 
region (Austria) are good examples of such 
destinations at the European level. There are 
also areas that have been experimenting with 
studying the impacts of activities in forests 
from a health perspective, and can potentially 
move forward toward more commercialised 
offers, for example, the Green4C case study  
Valli del Natisone in Italy.

2 Factsheets on all Green4C case studies can be accessed at: https://www.greenforcare.eu/case-studies
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SCOPE AND 
METHODOLOGY
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Green care tourism is a nascent and evolving 
trend, and as a result there is little data available. 
For this reason, the present market study is 
an exploratory study on the European Green 
care tourism sector, which aims to provide 
a qualitative description of providers and 
beneficiaries and describes key issues related 
to funding, policy, and certification/quality 
standards. It does not attempt to fully reflect 
the sector and the economic (monetary) value, 
either at EU or national level. 

Data collection is based on a range of primary 
and secondary sources, including literature, 
published statistics, two surveys aimed at 
providers (run during spring and summer 
2021) and interviews with experts. The first 
survey was specifically designed for Green 
care tourism providers to understand how 
providers are organised as businesses, what 
their activities are, which requirements they 
have, what funding they receive, and how the 
demand for Green care tourism activities has 
been evolving recently and in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, two questions 
related to tourism were included in the survey 
designed for forest-based care providers (see 
Fraccaroli et al., 2021). Forest-based care 
activities, like forest bathing, when associated 
with travelling, fall within the scope of Green 
care tourism. 

The survey dedicated to Green care tourism 
(GCT) providers was set up in EUSurvey and 
sent to more than 100 European GCT providers 

identified through an in-depth online search 
across different European countries. The survey 
link was also distributed through social media 
channels of the Green4C project partners. 
There were 21 responses to the GCT survey 
and 38 responses to the tourism questions 
in the forest-based care survey. The relatively 
low response rate might be due to a range of 
factors, on the one hand Green care tourism is 
a new term and specific to a niche sector that 
initiatives may not feel associated with, even 
though they would fit within the definition of 
Green care tourism by the Green4C project. On 
the other hand, the summer season of 2021 may 
not have been conducive since many operators 
were restarting their business after a period of 
stall due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Within the scope of this market outlook, 
four Green care tourism experts were 
interviewed, including destination management 
organisations (DMOs) and experts that promote 
Green care tourism.During the interviews, three 
main issues were discussed:
• the evolution of demand for Green care tourism 
and expectations for the future; 
• the main requirements of Green care tourism 
providers; 
• the role of the destination management 
organisation for the evolution and growth of 
Green care tourism. 
The interviews were then analysed around three 
common messages for the future of the Green 
care tourism sector (last section of this Market 
Outlook).
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This market description first portrays Green 
care tourism clients and market demand, 
followed by the Green care tourism providers. 
Afterwards, funders, quality assurance and 
certification schemes are discussed.

To present information on Green care tourism 
clients and the market demand for Green care 
tourism, this section first defines the demand 
for healthy and sustainable lifestyles and then 
provides data about the tourism and sustainable 
tourism sector in the EU. Finally, the analysis of 
survey data provides an indication of how the 
Green care tourism sector might evolve. 

Demand for healthy and sustainable 
lifestyles
There is a growing concern about climate 
change and its impacts on the environment 
and the planet. In this era of information, 
people are also more informed about their 
health, which results in increased attention 
to personal wellbeing. These trends translate 
into consumers making more sustainable 
and healthy choices, leading to an emerging 
market segment referred to as the “Lifestyle 
of Health and Sustainability” (LOHAS) (Osti 
and Goffi, 2021). Osti and Goffi (2021) state: 
“These consumers place particular attention 
to their physical and mental health and 
value all those behaviours promoting and 
supporting sustainable development of both 
the environment and the society”. Osti and Goffi 
(2021) further add that: “[Consumers] focus 
on purchasing products such as organic and 
natural food, locally produced, eco-certified, 
or fair trade products; moreover, they support 
the use of renewable resources, eco-friendly 
transports, recycling programs, as well as 
energy-efficient household appliances. These 
consumers are basically those who care about 
themselves, the environment and the planet. Not 
only physical and mind wellness are involved in 
the LOHAS notion, but also living greener, and 

creating conditions to enjoy a more sustainable 
and healthier lifestyle”. It is very important, 
though, to notice a strong socioeconomic 
determinant, since those that are able to make 
these choices are also the more resourceful 
individuals in terms of income and education. 
Therefore, it is crucial to be aware of the risk of 
socioeconomically related health inequalities 
and provide services to everyone in need.

The Healthy and Sustainable Living study is a 
global public opinion research conducted in 27 
different markets in 2020. The study finds that 
consumers want to make more healthy and 
sustainable living choices, and that Climate 
change and Depletion of natural resources are 
perceived as the third and fourth most serious 
global problems after COVID-19 and the Spread 
of human diseases (GlobeScan, 2020). This 
indicates that even though the survey took 
place in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(June 2020), concerns about the environment 
were high. Moreover, from 2019 to 2020 the 
proportion of people that wanted to reduce 
their personal impact on the environment rose 
from 64% to 73%. A similar trend emerged for 
the proportion of people that acknowledged 
they had to consume less to preserve the 
environment for future generations. In addition, 
an increasing proportion of people feel guilty 
about their negative impact on the environment 
(from 43% to 53%). The same study found out 
that 61% of the respondents want to make their 
lifestyle “a great deal” more healthy and 50% 
“a great deal” more environmentally friendly. 
Finally, there is growing evidence of consumers 
buying more sustainably (Brackley et al., 2020). 
The generations most eager to change towards 
a more healthy and sustainable lifestyle 
are the Millennials and Gen Z (the younger 
generations): “Younger generations are far more 
interested in changing their behaviors and are 
more commonly subjected to social pressure to 
do so” (GlobeScan, 2020). 

Clients and market demand

18



Despite these results, there is often a persistent 
gap between consumers’ intentions and 
actions. Behaviour change towards more 
healthy and sustainable lifestyles needs to be 
easy and affordable in order to close the gap 
between consumers’ intentions and actual 
behaviour. Some of the data is also contradictory. 
For example, a 2019 report on health sciences 
shows how the Green care tourism sector 
was stagnating in terms of value creation and 
declining in terms of number of people working 
in the sector in Germany (Federal ministry for 
Economy and Energy, 2020).

In 2008, the LOHAS (“Lifestyle of Health and 
Sustainability”) market segment was already 
estimated to represent more than 20% of the 
European and American (USA) population 
(Natural Marketing Institute, 2008). With an 
increasing demand for healthy and sustainable 
lifestyles, those needs and behaviours are also 
requested for tourism products and services. 
Green care tourism, based on sustainable 
tourism principles and aiming at travellers’ 
health and wellbeing matches with consumers’ 
desire for more healthy and sustainable 
lifestyles.

General tourism and sustainable 
tourism demand
At EU-28 level, the number of nights spent 
in tourist accommodation increased from 2,4 
billion in 2010 to 3,4 billion in 2019 (an increase 
of 43%) (Eurostat 2021a, Eurostat 2021b). 
The global sustainable tourism market was 
estimated to grow 9,4% during 2019 and was 
predicted to have an annual growth of 10% 
during 2019-2023 (Technavio, 2019). More than 
half of the growth was expected to originate 
from Europe. In September 2020, Technavio 
published a new report on the sustainable 
tourism market, taking into account the 
effects of COVID-19. Consequently, the market 
expectations were less positive with an average 
annual decline of -4,8% during 2019-2024. The 
market decline during 2020 was estimated at 
45,9% (Technavio, 2020).

The 2021 sustainable travel report from Booking.
com reveals “how the ‘pandemic effect’ could 
finally tip sustainable travel intent into impactful 
action”. The research highlights that 83% of 
global travellers think sustainable travel is vital 
and about two-thirds (61%) stated that the 
pandemic has influenced their desire to travel 
more sustainably in the future (Booking.com, 
2021). Moreover, 69% would avoid popular 
destinations and attractions to ensure they 
aren’t contributing to overcrowding and 33% 
claimed that they did activities to support the 
local community while on vacation recently. 
The authors also state that while 81% of the 
respondents wanted to rent an eco-friendly or 
green accommodation at least once in the year 
ahead, barriers still remained (this proportion 
increased five years in a row, starting from 
62% in 2016). “In fact, 49% of travelers still 
believe that in 2021, there simply aren’t enough 
sustainable travel options available.” 

These studies show that pre-COVID, there 
was an indication for sustainable tourism to 
be growing faster than the general tourism 
sector. When the tourism market recovers 
in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis, it is 
expected that health and sustainability will 
be increasingly important for consumers 
(GlobeScan, 2020).

Demand for Green care tourism: 
Survey results
Twenty-one Green care tourism (GCT) 
initiatives participated in the GCT survey. Eight 
initiatives (38%) indicated that more than 90% 
of their customers were tourists, while another 
eight initiatives (38%) indicated that less than 
10% of their clients were tourists (Figure 1). 
The number of annual clients in the 13 GCT 
initiatives with more than 10% tourists is varied: 
one indicated 0-15 clients yearly, two of them 
indicated 15-50 clients, six indicated 100-500 
clients, three indicated 500-1000 clients and 
one indicated more than 10.000 clients on a 
yearly basis.

19



0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

None (0%)

Less than 10%

10-25%

25-50%

50-75%

75-90%

More than 90%

Number of surveyed GCT initiatives

Pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 c
lie

nt
s t

ha
t a

re
 to

ur
ist

s
Proportion of clients that are tourists in surveyed GCT initiatives

Figure 1: Proportion of clients that are tourists in surveyed GCT initiatives

Five out of the 21 GCT initiatives (24%) said 
their customer base remained the same on a 
year-to-year basis before the COVID-induced 
lockdowns. The other 16 GCT initiatives (76%) 
said their customer base was increasing. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the customer 
base of nine initiatives (43%) decreased, 
the customer base of four initiatives (19%) 
remained the same and the customer base of 
eight initiatives (38%) increased. 

In addition, a question to understand the 
proportion of clients being tourists was included 
in the survey for forest-based care (FBC) 
providers. Forest-based care activities, like 
forest bathing, when associated with travelling, 

fall within the scope of Green care tourism. Out 
of 38 surveyed forest-based care initiatives, 19 
(50%) indicated to not have tourists among 
their clients, 9 (24%) indicated less than 10% 
of tourists among their clients (Figure 2) while 
the remaining 10 (26%) had over 10% of tourists 
among their clients. The number of annual 
clients in the 10 forest-based care initiatives 
with more than 10% tourists varied. Two of them 
(20%) indicated 5-15 clients yearly, four (40%) 
indicated 15-50 clients, one (10%) indicated 50-
100 clients, 2 (20%) indicated more than 1000 
clients and another one (10%) 20.000 clients 
on a yearly basis. All ten forest-based care 
initiatives expected their customer base to 
increase in the coming five years.
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Figure 2: Proportion of clients that are tourists in surveyed FBC initiatives

Providers
As environmental awareness increases, people 
want to travel more sustainably. At the same 
time, an increasing amount of people live in 
urban areas, experiencing stress, poor air 
quality, and disconnection from nature which 
leads to a desire to escape from daily-life and 
travel to rural and pristine natural areas to focus 
on health and wellbeing. Green care tourism 
entrepreneurs are building their business on 
those trends. 

Osti and Goffi (2021) studied the hospitality 
sector’s response to the “Lifestyle of Health and 
Sustainability” (LOHAS) market segment in the 
South Tyrolean part of the Dolomites (Italy). As 
Green care tourism demand emerges out of the 
LOHAS market, their findings are highly relevant. 
Results show that the intention of hospitality 
managers in the study area to adopt LOHAS 
practices is largely determined by perceived 
demand for LOHAS features and economic 
opportunities. Osti and Goffi (2021) state: 

“If hospitality managers perceive a relevant 
demand for features related to lifestyle of health 
and sustainability and if addressing this market 
segment is economically viable, they are willing 
to implement LOHAS initiatives, such as adopting 
activities for the physical and mental wellbeing, 
implementing green practices, and offering 
local and organic products.” In addition, the 
study shows that the hospitality managers in 
South Tyrol that were involved in the research 
have rather low awareness of the relevance 
of the LOHAS market segment.

Data about Green care tourism providers 
was obtained through a survey. Out of the 21 
responses to the Green care tourism (GCT) 
survey, five GCT initiatives were Italian, four 
Austrian, four Irish, two Romanian, two French, 
two Portuguese, one was Swiss and one 
Estonian. Seven (33%) of the GCT initiatives 
indicated to be for-profit organisations, six 
(29%) social enterprises3, four (19%) profit-for-

3 A social enterprise or social business is defined as a business that has specific social objectives that serve 
its primary purpose. Social enterprises seek to maximise profits while maximising benefits to society and the 
environment. Their profits are principally used to fund social programmes.
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purpose organisations4 and four (19%) not-for-
profit organisations5. Out of the 21 surveyed 
GCT initiatives, nine (43%) had no employees, 
eight (38%) 1-5 employees, one (5%) 5-15 

employees and three (14%) 15-50 employees 
(Figure 3).

All 21 GCT initiatives chose multiple core and/or 
secondary activities from the proposed green 
care activities (Figure 4). The most common 
green care activities (summing responses to the 
core and secondary activities) were Discovery 
of special or “magical places” in nature, 
which was mentioned 18 times by 86% of the 
surveyed GCT initiatives, Cultural experiences 
in nature, mentioned 16 times (76%), Forest 

bathing, mentioned 15 times (71%), Mindfulness 
activities in nature (e.g. meditation, breathing 
exercise, etc.), mentioned 14 times (67%) 
and Disciplines in nature, mentioned 13 times 
(62%). These were closely followed by three 
green care activities that were mentioned 12 
times (57%): Spa, wellness, massages, holistic 
treatments in nature; Therapies in nature; and 
Wild food tasting.
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Figure 3: Number of employees in the surveyed GCT initiatives (n=21)

4 A profit-for-purpose organisation (PFP) refers to a business which has a primary social mission and has restrictions 
on amendments to that mission through locking it in or embedding it in its business, but has no restrictions on the 
use of its assets or profits.
5 A not-for-profit organisation (NFPO) is one that does not earn profit for its owners. All money earned through 
pursuing business activities or through donations goes right back into running the organisation.
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Figure 4: Number of GCT initiatives (n=21) that indicated a specific activity as core or secondary. We defined core 
activities as the activities that are closely aligned to the mission of the company and where most resources are 
invested. Secondary activities occupy less time compared to the core activities.

Figure 5: Length that the surveyed GCT initiatives have been offering GCT experiences (n=20)

Out of the 20 initiatives that responded to the 
question of how long they have been offering 
green care experiences, one (5%) stated less 
than one year, five (25%) for more than one 
year, seven (35%) for more than five years and 

seven (35%) for more than 10 years (Figure 5). 
This indicates that Green care tourism is neither 
a very recent market, nor a well-established 
and mature market, but stands somewhere in 
between.
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Three initiatives (14.3%) said that before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, they offered green care 
services to tourists during one season per year, 
three initiatives (14.3%) during two seasons, 
one (4.8%) during three seasons and the other 
14 initiatives (66.7%) during all four seasons of 
the year.

Green care tourism providers’ 
requirements with regards to hospitality, 
services and infrastructure

Green care tourism providers were asked to 
identify the main requirements that help to 
enhance their offer in this sector. The most 
important requirements with regards to food 
and accommodation are Local and seasonal 
menu, Healthy menu, and Quiet place (Figure 
6). More than half of the surveyed GCT 
organisations also selected Green spaces 
for relaxation, Accommodation in nature, and 
Vegan and/or vegetarian menu as important 
requirements to enhance their GCT offer. 

The most mentioned service requirement 
was Professional guides, followed by Private 
shuttle (Figure 7). These were closely followed 

by Tailored Green Care activities and Public 
transport. 

Figure 6: Requirements of Green care tourism initiatives with regards to food and accommodation. The horizontal 
axis represents the proportion of initiatives that mentioned specific requirements to help enhance the GCT offer.
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Figure 7: Requirements of Green care tourism initiatives with regards to services. The horizontal axis represents the 
proportion of initiatives that mentioned specific requirements to help enhance the GCT offer.

Figure 8: Requirements of Green care tourism initiatives with regards to infrastructure. The horizontal axis represents 
the proportion of initiatives that mentioned specific requirements to help enhance the GCT offer.

With regards to infrastructure, Quiet areas 
and areas to rest was mentioned most often, 
closely followed by Marked trails (Figure 8). 
Maintained trails, Network of cycling roads, 

and Special needs accessible trails were also 
perceived as important infrastructure by 
half or more than half of the surveyed GCT 
organisations.

Channels to reach tourists
Within the survey, the Green care tourism 
initiatives were asked which channels they 
generally use to reach tourists. The most 
selected channels were Social networks, Word 

of mouth and Website and mail (Figure 9). 
Also, Local tourism consortium / destination 
management organisation was identified as an 
important channel to reach tourists.
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Figure 9: Number of surveyed GCT initiatives that mentioned specific channels in use to reach tourists (n=20)

However, when respondents were asked 
if their organisation was a member of a 
destination management organisation or a GCT 
product club, only six (32%) GCT initiatives 
indicated that they were part of a destination 
management organisation, while only two 

(11%) GCT initiatives were part of a group of 
private operators (product Club). It may be that 
some initiatives were not directly connected 
to a DMO but their services were included in 
the information delivered by local consortia or 
DMOs.

Funders

Funding needs for GCT entrepreneurs
Financial investment is key for Green care 
tourism operators to be able to start and 
develop their initiative. In the field of Green 
care tourism, financial investment and funding 
can cater to:
• the development of new Green care tourism 
products and services (entrepreneurs and 
providers);
• participants in Green care tourism experiences 
(customers or visitors).
The funds required to start or to operate a 
business in the field of Green care tourism can 
come from an internal source of financing (e.g., 

personal savings, own income, own assets, 
own profits), from an external source, or 
from a combination of both sources. External 
financing sources can be private (e.g., bank 
loans, investors, business angels, accelerator 
hubs, crowdfunding) or public (e.g., grants, 
government subsidies, public funds at national 
level and especially at EU-level). Developing 
an initiative often requires complementary 
sources of funding. A self-funded business 
can also access grants at a later stage or 
participate in acceleration programmes to 
grow and develop.
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Box 4. Example from the Green4C case studies6: Complementary financing sources

The Green4C case study Go Jauntly (UK) started as a private initiative and then won a grant 
from Geovation7, a large mapping company in the UK, to participate in their accelerator 
programme. In addition, they collaborate with public partners like Sport England (backed 
by the national lottery funding) and the University of Derby.

6 Factsheets on all Green4C case studies can be accessed at: https://www.greenforcare.eu/case-studies/ 
7 https://geovation.uk

The surveyed GCT initiatives were asked to 
rate the importance of four different financing 
and funding sources (Figure 10). The most 
important financing source for the surveyed 
GCT initiatives was Own financial resources, 
followed by those from a Public source and from 
a Private source, with Donations/grants as the 
least important financing source. When looking 
at the individual responses, Public source was 

very important for nine out of the 21 surveyed 
GCT initiatives (43%) and not important for ten 
of the surveyed GCT initiatives (48%). On the 
other hand, all respondents used Own financial 
resources to some extent, indicating that the 
availability of a minimum of Own financial 
resources is necessary for Green care tourism 
entrepreneurs. 

Similar results are obtained with the analysis of 
ten initiatives from the forest-based care (FBC) 
survey with more than 10% of clients being 
tourists (i.e. the forest-based care initiatives that 
could also be considered Green care tourism 
initiatives). In these cases, Own financial 

resources was the most important financing 
source, followed by Public and Private sources, 
which had equal average scores and were 
perceived as more important than Donations/
grants.

Figure 10: Average importance of four different financing and funding sources for the surveyed GCT initiatives. The 
importance is rated from 0, no financing from that specific source, to 5, a very important source of financing.
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Tourism taxes
Regarding financing at the national level, each 
EU member state has its own mechanisms to 
support investments in this field. Tourism taxes 
often play an important role because they 
secure funding devoted to tourism development 
in a destination. “National, regional and local 
Tourism Boards are important actors in terms 
of governing income from tourism taxes. For 

example, the regional Upper Austria Tourist 
Board oversees 20 local tourist boards, and is in 
turn regulated by the national board (Österreich 
Werbung). 10% of paid tourist tax stays with the 
Upper Austria board while 90 % comes back to 
local boards as public funds.” (Mammadova et 
al., 2021).

EU funding programmes
The guide on EU funding for the tourism sector 
(2014-2020) was published to facilitate access 
to funding through different EU programmes 
which include, the European structural funds, 
the European Fund for Strategic Investments 
(EFSI), the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF), the Cohesion Fund (CF), the 
European Social Fund (ESF) and direct 
funding programmes such as LIFE, COSME, 
ERASMUS+, HORIZON 2020 and EaSi 
(European Commission, 2016).

The European Fund for Strategic 
Investments (EFSI) initiative was launched 
jointly by the European Commission and 
the EIB Group (European Investment Bank 
and European Investment Fund) to help 
overcome the investment gap in the EU, by 
mobilising private financing for investments in 
strategic infrastructure including digitalisation, 

transportation and energy; education, 
research, development and innovation; 
expansion of renewable energy and resource 
efficiency and support for smaller businesses. 
The European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) included measures to improve 
the competitiveness and quality of tourism 
at regional and local levels, notably in areas 
in decline (e.g. industrial/rural) or those 
undergoing urban regeneration. The European 
Agriculture Fund for Rural Development 
(EAFRD) also aimed at promoting economic 
development in rural areas. In tourism, funds 
were allocated for the development of non-
agricultural SMEs engaged in sustainable 
and responsible tourism in rural areas. The 
European Social Fund (ESF) aimed to 
improve employment and (workers) mobility as 
well as the level of professional qualifications 
in the EU including for the tourism sector. 
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Box 5. Example from the Green4C case studies: ERDF funding

The Hohe Tauern Health (HTH) - Krimml Waterfalls (Austria) is an initiative developed with 
the support of the ERDF programme “Strengthening Regional Competitiveness Salzburg 
2007–13”, which was launched in the Oberpinzgau region of Austria in 2008 to develop the 
peripheral, mountainous area as an innovative tourist destination, exploiting the recognised 
health benefits of the local Krimml Waterfalls. A feasibility study looked at the allergologic 
conditions hotels had to fulfil to be part of this new health-tourism package, how they could 
be certified and whether a sufficient number of hotels could be found. Collaboration with the 
regional hospital was also developed to help hotels provide access to medical services as 
part of their product. The ensuing promotion campaign has targeted persons with allergies 
and guests with high health awareness (appreciating allergy-friendly accommodations 
and a high-quality diet).

Measures for post-COVID tourism
Based on the lessons learned from tourism-
related projects co-financed by ESIF during 
2012-2018, a new study by the European 
Commission suggests considering new 
priorities in the next programming period 
(2021-2027): (1) tourism-related projects 
should support a green and digital transition; 
(2) the spill-over effects of tourism into other 
sectors should be considered in the generation 
of future projects; (3) the opportunities for 
transnational, interregional, and cross-border 
cooperation in the tourism sector should be 
maintained (Mammadova et al., 2021).
In the OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) some key policy priorities are 
identified for rebuilding the tourism sector 

while ensuring its resilient and sustainable 
future (OECD, 2020a; OECD 2020b):
• Restoring traveller confidence
• Supporting tourism businesses to adapt and 
survive
• Promoting domestic tourism and supporting 
the safe return of international tourism
• Providing clear information to travellers and 
businesses, and limiting uncertainty (to the 
extent possible)
• Evolving response measures to maintain 
capacity in the sector and address gaps in 
supports
• Strengthening cooperation within and 
between countries
• Building more resilient, sustainable tourism

National healthcare and health 
insurance systems
Collaborations with the health insurance system 
can create effective financing mechanisms. In 
Italy, thermal treatments are natural therapies 
scientifically recognised and guaranteed by the 
National Health Service. Citizens can benefit, 
upon payment of a ticket (the cost is determined 
by national regulations) of a cycle of thermal 
treatments paid by the National Health Service, 

freely choosing the most suitable Italian 
thermal establishment. To benefit from the 
thermal treatments, one’s “family doctor”, the 
pediatrician of free choice, or the specialist can 
prescribe the treatment, in one of the branches 
relating to the pathologies that can benefit from 
the treatments (FederTerme, n.d.). 
The same can happen with visitors travelling 
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internationally. For example, German tourists 
visiting the Austrian GCT initiative Hohe Tauern 
Health at Krimml waterfalls can claim some 
expenses from their insurance company, while 
the Austrian tourists cannot, due to the fact 
that nature therapies and forest-based care 
practices are not accounted for in all national 
insurance policies (Mammadova et al., 2021).

Romania is promoting domestic spa/balneary 
tourism through the National House of Public 
Pensions. The state offers financial support for 
nature-based treatment of various types for 
different social categories (Casa Națională de 
Pensii Publice, 2013). Employees and retirees can 

both benefit from completely free treatments. 
According to legislation, the state covers all 
the costs for people with disabilities, victims 
of political persecution, war veterans, people 
who suffered work accidents and occupational 
diseases, and employees with activities in 
radioactive places. In addition, holiday vouchers 
are used to stimulate domestic travel from 
employees in the public system. With the 
received vouchers, beneficiaries can purchase 
products and services offered by travel agencies, 
hotels, boarding houses and spa treatment 
units in Romania. Holiday vouchers can pay 
for accommodation, meals, transportation, 
treatments, and other leisure services.

Nature prescription programmes or 
green prescriptions 
A concept that is gaining more and more 
ground is Nature Prescription - a health 
professional’s written prescription for the 
patient spending time outside. Kondo et al. 
(2020) state that: “Nature prescription programs 
have emerged to address the high burden of 
chronic disease and increasingly sedentary 
and screen-based lifestyles. No standard 
definition of a nature-prescription exists. Nature 
prescriptions generally involve a physician, 
or other healthcare provider, giving patients a 
written recommendation to spend time outside“.
Several countries are incorporating Green 
Prescription / Nature on Prescription into 
their healthcare systems. The Scottish project 
‘Nature Prescriptions’ started in Shetland 

in 2017 and is planned to be extended to 
entire Scotland (Natuur op Recept, 2021). The 
English government launched the ‘green social 
prescribing’ programme in 2020 to support 
walking and cycling groups, green gyms and 
volunteering in nature, to improve mental health 
and wellbeing in communities most affected 
by the coronavirus. In Ireland, the initiative 
Woodlands for Health was created in 2012 as a 
nature-based intervention programme focused on 
green exercise in a forest setting (Mental Health 
Ireland, 2021). It aims to complement clinical 
interventions in mental health. Similar initiatives 
to promote contact with nature, be more active 
and/or eat healthy run in Canada, New Zealand 
and Japan (Natuur op Recept, 2021). 

Green care tourism is a new concept with a 
specific definition but includes a highly diverse 
variety of experiences. Consequently, when 
it comes to ensuring the quality of the GCT 
providers, the sector is fragmented in terms 
of typologies of standards and certifications, 
and in terms of differences in recognition at 
national and regional level. Further, considering 

the innovation and fast evolution of the offer 
of services for health and wellbeing, providers 
often have many options of certifications 
which are rarely accredited and recognised at 
national or regional level. Tourism destinations 
and organisations also have difficulty setting 
prerequisites for the selection of practitioners 
for new nature-based practices. 

Quality assurance and certification
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Indeed, only about half of the respondents of 
the Green4C survey to GCT providers, reported 
adoption of a standard. Of the 18 initiatives in the 
Green care tourism survey that responded to the 
question “Is your organisation certified according 
to a quality standard?”, eight (44%) stated, “I don’t 
have any certification”, five (28%) “My organisation 
is certified”, and five (28%) “My product or service is 
certified”.  The standards, certifications and awards 
mentioned varied significantly: ranging from 
businesses recognised as Candidate 2021 for the 
Corporate Social Responsibility Index, adherence 
to the second of the three Swisstainable levels, 
and MyClimate Neutral Company; to certified 
services which included the RYT300 Teacher 
Training Certification Programme for Yoga, and 
the titles of Forest educator, Forest Therapist, 
Forest and Culture Guide, and nationally 
recognised herbalist. Taking as an example the 
certifications for forest therapy, it can be noticed 
that in each country training programmes are 
being developed (often emerging out of yoga and 
coaching) while few are focused on developing 
an international recognised programme and 
evaluation of the training. Among those which are 
developing international standards, some notable 
examples include the Forest Therapy Hub, the 
Association of Nature and Forest Therapy Guides 
(ANFT) and the International Nature and Forest 
Therapy Alliance (INFTA). 

This diversity in quality assurance is based 
on the diversity of experiences, each of which 
warrants its own standard. However, this 
diversity also shows interest in demonstrating 
competence and training in new and specific 
sectors, as well as increasing awareness on key 
topics such as Corporate Social Responsibility. 
As described below, ensuring quality will 
become of paramount importance as new 
experiences are offered and operators and 
destinations seek to differentiate themselves 
by increasing the quality of their services and 
promoting them in international markets.

Conversely, while no specific certification exists 

for the Green care tourism sector, a range of 
certification standards exists for sustainable 
tourism, mostly related to hotels, destinations, 
and tour operators rather than to activity 
operators. Today, some of the most prevalent 
certification schemes are: European Ecolabel for 
tourist accommodations, Green Globe, Green 
Key, Green Lodge, Bio Hotels, Ecocamping and 
Travelife (Green Ideas for Tourism for Europe, 
n.d.). The European Ecolabel for services related 
to tourism and hospitality, with a specific focus 
on environmental aspects (energy, emissions, 
water, waste, etc.) consists of 22 mandatory 
criteria and additional reward criteria (Ecolabel, 
2020), while the ISO 21401: 2018 standard 
defines environmental, social, and economic 
requirements for the sustainable management 
of accommodation facilities (ISO, 2018). The 
initiative of the Global Sustainable Tourism 
Council (GSTC) aims to support a robust, 
credible, and effective synthesis of the many 
existing initiatives on a global scale and 
stands out for its broad international support 
(Masiero and Pettenella, 2021). 

Certification schemes exist for specific aspects 
of Green care tourism, such as accessible 
tourism. The European Network for Accessible 
Tourism (ENAT) has developed the ENAT Code 
of Good Conduct which is a commitment label 
and certification scheme to recognise efforts to 
promote accessible travel and tourism but this 
label has no clear commitment for sustainability 
(except that in their third principle they mention 
“contribute to sustainable and accessible tourism 
for all”) (European Network for Accessible 
Tourism, n.d.). 
The important role a label or certification 
standard can play is demonstrated by 
Booking.com’s 2019 sustainable travel report: 
“well over a third (37%) [of global travellers] affirm 
that an international standard for identifying eco-
friendly accommodation would help encourage 
them to travel more sustainably, and 62% would 
feel better about staying in an accommodation if 
they knew it had an eco-label.”
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Box 6. Example from the Green4C case studies: Certification

One very specific certification example relevant to the Green care tourism sector is managed 
by the Hohe Tauern Health (HTH) Association. Besides offering health packages for people 
suffering from allergy and asthma, the HTH association also created a certification for 
allergy-friendly hotels because their target group of allergy and asthma sufferers has special 
requirements for accommodation. This certification is a type of green care accessible 
tourism certification. 
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This section is mainly based on four interviews 
with Green care tourism experts from Austria, 
Romania, Italy and Germany, named in the 
acknowledgments, and undertaken between 
21 July and 17 August 2021. These interviews 
were enriched with insights from a forest-

based care and Green care tourism expert 
from Finland that was interviewed for the 
forest-based care market outlook (Fraccaroli et 
al., 2021). The results point to three recurring 
key messages which are discussed below.

The potential for an increasing market demand accelerated by post-pandemic 
tourism trends

Sustainably managed nature, core values and professional training as key 
ingredients for the development of Green care tourism

The interviewed Italian and Austrian experts 
have been working in and following the Green 
care tourism market for 10-15 years and reported 
an increasing demand for Green care tourism 
starting before the COVID-19 pandemic and 
continuing over the past two years. M. Irsara, 
an expert from Italy, explained that this increase 
in demand is driven by sustainability and health 
trends (personal communication, 5 August 
2021). According to the expert from Austria (R. 
Pilz), this evolution has been accompanied by a 
transformation of the market: while 15 years ago 
treatments were based on the Asian culture, 
nowadays there is a greater focus on regional 
products and services in nature (personal 
communication, 21 July 2021). 

Tourism was one of the most impacted sectors 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Experts noted 
during this period a decrease in the number 

of international tourists, and an increase in 
national and local tourists. Although 2020-2021 
has been a challenging period for tourism, all 
experts were very positive about the future of 
Green care tourism. They all expect an increasing 
demand for Green care tourism, supported 
and accelerated by the pandemic and by the 
increase in non-communicable diseases such 
as stress, anxiety and depression. Experts 
noted that people have been increasingly 
looking for ways to promote their wellbeing 
while travelling. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has also increased people’s awareness of the 
benefits of nature for health and wellbeing. A 
post-COVID focus on health, spending time in 
nature and the influence of nature on health 
and wellbeing is expected to propel the Green 
care tourism market. The coming years can 
bring opportunities for (future) Green care 
tourism entrepreneurs.

Several interviewed experts stressed that 
natural areas and natural resources are key and 
need to be managed sustainably for supporting 
a rich biodiversity and this is a prerequisite for 
Green care tourism to thrive in a destination. 
Many other requirements depend on the quality 
of nature in the area: one example mentioned 
by the experts from Romania and Germany is 
the use of local products (V. Chiper, personal 
communication, 26 July 2021; V. Schneider, 
personal communication, 17 August 2021). 
Other requirements mentioned by one or 

more experts include the availability of public 
transport towards and within the destination, 
small infrastructural elements (e.g., signs, 
benches, trails) and information services (e.g., 
maps, brochures, online resources). These 
elements enable destinations to promote 
safe and secure access to natural areas and 
increase the perception of a welcoming and 
well-organised destination. 

Valorisation of nature also needs to be 
embedded in local culture and values. For 
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example, in Romania, there is a need to make 
the local population aware of the values of 
nature in order to spark interest in developing 
activities for green care tourists. Likewise, the 
Austrian green care expert noted how hosts 
and hoteliers that cater to green care tourists 
need to embody Green care tourism values as a 
part of their mindset (personal communication, 
21 July 2021).

Together with values and personal motivation, 
experts also stressed a need for specific 
training of Green care tourism entrepreneurs 
as a requirement for a thriving Green care 
tourism sector. V. Chiper explained that there 

is a need for competent people, and this 
means the need for training and education 
in Green care tourism activities (personal 
communication, 26 July 2021). L. Tyrväinen, 
expert from Finland, emphasised that 
professionalism is needed for Green care 
tourism entrepreneurs to succeed (personal 
communication, 6 August 2021). According 
to L. Tyrväinen, “Entrepreneurs may have the 
passion for nature, but need more business 
and marketing skills to become economically 
sustainable”. Within the next key message, 
we will elaborate on the role that DMOs can 
play in the training of Green care tourism 
entrepreneurs. 

The key role of destination management organisations

All experts mentioned the role of destination 
management organisations (DMOs) as key 
for a thriving Green care tourism sector 
in a destination. Many of the benefits that 
are delivered by DMOs are related to their 
organisational power at a higher scale. By 
managing the promotion and commercialisation 
of an area, DMOs can promote the Green care 
tourism offer of a destination and lead to the 
development of innovative Green care tourism 
products. DMOs can also achieve projects at 
a larger scale, for example they can support 
efforts to protect natural areas and build relevant 
infrastructure. DMOs can also support training 
of Green care tourism entrepreneurs, including 
for Green care tourism guides, involved in e.g., 
forest bathing or nature immersion, and for 
hospitality entrepreneurs that want to focus on 
the green care tourist market segment. 
DMOs also play a key transversal role in the 

local tourism ecosystem. They support the 
creation and implementation of a common 
strategy in the destination and can integrate 
the viewpoint of Green care tourism providers, 
with that of the local population and tourist 
demand, to ensure a sustainable, holistic and 
liveable type of tourism. Through the DMOs’ 
holistic view of the destination, they can assess 
which Green care tourism offers to implement, 
and foster the creation of new businesses by 
providing workshops, training and consultancy 
to potential Green care tourism entrepreneurs. 
It is notable that the GCT initiatives that 
responded to the survey were only in a very 
few limited cases supported by the DMO, 
a sign that operators in GCT still need to be 
recognised and connected to DMOs, and that 
DMOs need to reach out and harness these 
new experiences and work with operators to 
develop them into tourism products.
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In conclusion, while the COVID-19 pandemic 
has been deleterious for the tourism industry 
and it will take time for the tourism system to 
recover, some important trends have emerged 
which valorise recreational access and use of 
nature, and thus support efforts at enhancing 
responsible management, a process in line 
with calls for greater sustainability. At the same 
time, there is an increased interest in health 
and wellbeing, and greater awareness of 
nature’s positive effects. Consumer interest in 
healthy and sustainable lifestyles is expected 
to impact on consumers’ travel choices, with 
visitors prioritising to a greater degree health, 
wellbeing and sustainability while travelling. 
This demonstrates a clear opportunity for Green 
care tourism entrepreneurs that place nature 
and natural resources at the nexus between 
health, wellbeing, and sustainable tourism. 
Visitors have also continued to participate in 
green care experiences during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Thus, we can expect that in a post-
COVID world where travel returns to normality, 
the Green care tourism providers will see their 
customer base increase.

However, experiences in nature are often 
connected to a demand for healthy foods, 
sustainable and healthy mobility (biking, 
hiking, clean transportation), and healthy 
spaces connected to green areas. This 
can translate into better infrastructure that 
benefits not only tourists but also residents. 
Green care tourism can satisfy visitors’ 
demands for a holistic holiday which fits 
with healthy and sustainable lifestyles. For 
example, as highlighted in the analysis of 
the survey, Green care tourism providers 
can work together with the hospitality sector 
to provide for local and seasonal menus as 
well as for healthy menus. With regards to 
infrastructure, they can support access to 
quiet areas and areas to rest, through marked 
and maintained trails and when possible, 
through special needs accessible trails and 
networks of cycle trails.

Within this sphere, DMOs can play a key role in 
fostering the development and growth of this 
comprehensive tourism product by engaging 
local communities, opening up these activities 
from single entrepreneur-led experiences to 
fully developed tourism products, connected 
with healthy gastronomy and healthy mobility. 
They can also promote these new tourism 
products widely, identifying the right markets 
and supporting operators. Finally, their 
organisational power at a higher scale can also 
go hand in hand with higher level efforts at 
enhancing the valorisation of nature not only in 
and around protected areas, but in all valuable 
green areas of a destination, for example by 
making them more accessible, supporting 
fruition of quiet areas, and setting targets for 
their responsible and respectful use. 
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