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This study explores and maps the existing literature on thermal tourism to provide 
comprehensive insights and inform future research directions. The research design is 
based on a bibliometric analysis of 48 documents published between 2013 and 2023 and 
indexed in the Web of Science database. Data were processed and visualized using 
Microsoft Excel and Bibliometrix, followed by a content analysis of 42 English-language 
articles to capture thematic developments in the field. The findings indicate that, despite 
a temporary decline during the COVID-19 pandemic, publications on thermal tourism 
have shown strong growth and recovery, with an annual growth rate of 46.65%. The 
most significant contributions originated from Portugal, China, Spain, Taiwan, Turkey, 
and Japan, with research disseminated across 37 journals. Four central themes were 
identified: (1) tourist behaviors and satisfaction, (2) demand and motivations, (3) quality 
and resource management, and (4) strategic and sustainable development. Among these, 
tourist behaviors and satisfaction emerged as the most prominent research area, 
representing 38.10% of the analyzed literature. This paper addresses a gap in the 
literature by mapping the knowledge landscape in the relatively underexplored field of 
thermal tourism, highlighting its growth potential and proposing a future research 
agenda. The practical implications suggest that recognizing these trends and themes can 
help policymakers, industry stakeholders, and academics develop strategies to enhance 
sustainable practices and expand opportunities in thermal tourism. 
 

Contribution/Originality: This study contributes to the existing literature by systematically mapping global 

thermal tourism research. It is among the few studies to combine bibliometric and content analyses, identify key 

research themes, and propose a future research agenda, offering both quantitative and qualitative insights for 

academics and industry stakeholders. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Health tourism encompasses travel for medical treatments and includes subcategories such as medical, 

rehabilitation, spa, wellness, geriatric, and thermal tourism (Global Wellness Institute, 2023). Thermal tourism, or 

thermalism, leverages the therapeutic properties of thermal waters, such as hot springs and thermal baths with unique 

chemical compositions and elevated temperatures, to promote healing, preventive care, and relaxation in natural 

settings (Brandão, Liberato, Teixeira, & Liberato, 2021; Global Wellness Institute, 2023). It integrates healing, 

prevention, and the enhancement of physical, psychological, and social well-being through natural resources like 

mineral water, air quality, and climate, offering comprehensive benefits for the body, mind, and spirit (Brandão et al., 

2021).  
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Combining elements of medical and wellness tourism, thermal tourism provides treatments for diseases while 

promoting relaxation and improved physical and psychological health (Antunes, Gonçalves, & Estevão, 2023). Its 

benefits include stress reduction, obesity management (Dutheil et al., 2019), as well as relaxation, stress relief, 

improved sleep, enhanced mental health, and the alleviation of medical conditions such as back pain, arthritis, and 

musculoskeletal issues (Clark-Kennedy & Cohen, 2017). Thermal tourism offers opportunities for indulgence, 

connection with nature, and escape from daily routines, providing a wide range of physical, mental, and social benefits 

(Clark-Kennedy & Cohen, 2017). It aligns with the $181 billion mental wellness market, underscoring its growing 

role in supporting mental health and overall well-being (Brandão et al., 2021; Global Wellness Institute, 2023). 

Thermal tourism has surged in popularity since the COVID-19 pandemic as people increasingly prioritize their 

health (Pereira, Costa, & Gomes, 2023). For instance, Thermal/Mineral Springs Spas experienced a significant 

revenue decline during the pandemic, dropping from $3.66 billion in 2019 to $2.43 billion in 2020. However, the 

sector demonstrated strong post-pandemic recovery, reaching $6.21 billion in 2023. This growth was accompanied 

by a slight rebound in establishments, with numbers shifting from 9,349 in 2019 to 9,276 in 2023, reflecting renewed 

demand and expansion (Global Wellness Institute, 2023, 2024). 

Despite this field’s growth and potential, systematic research examining the literature remains scarce. For 

example, Pereira et al. (2023) provided an overview focused exclusively on Portuguese thermal tourism, while Del 

Río-Rama, Maldonado-Erazo, and Álvarez-García (2018) conducted a bibliometric and thematic analysis of 

thermalism, thalassotherapy, and spas, comparing publication trends between Scopus and Web of Science. However, 

these studies did not map the literature on thermal tourism. To address this gap, the goal of our research was to 

analyze the literature on thermal tourism systematically in order to provide both quantitative and qualitative insights 

(Donthu, Kumar, Mukherjee, Pandey, & Lim, 2021). The findings include identifying key current research areas, 

proposing a future research agenda, and offering practical guidance. This was done using mixed methods (bibliometric 

and content analysis) to offer valuable insights to various stakeholders such as academics, researchers, and industry 

professionals. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY  

The objective of this research is to provide a combination of quantitative insights through bibliometric analysis 

and qualitative findings from literature content analysis. While bibliometric analysis reveals the growth of the 

literature and key contributors using metrics such as publication counts, content analysis identifies key research areas 

and themes within the literature (Donthu et al., 2021; Kyngäs, 2020). 

This review utilized the Web of Science as the sole database to collect the relevant data. This was based on: (1) 

it is a comprehensive hub for scholarly information since 1900; (2) it is renowned for its vast collection of over 159 

million publications across various scientific disciplines (Pranckutė, 2021). The selection process was carried out 

through the following combination of keywords: (“Thermalism” OR “Thermal” OR “Hot springs” OR “Hydrothermal” 

OR “Thermal baths” OR “Thermal spa” OR “Geothermal”) AND (“Tourism” OR “Travel”). 

Since this niche field is closely connected to health, wellness, and spa tourism, researchers independently 

reviewed the articles to determine whether their focus or results were primarily related to thermal tourism. Only 

articles with a primary focus on thermal tourism were selected for analysis. The inclusion criteria excluded book 

reviews, editorial materials, and irrelevant articles, and included those published between January 2013 and December 

2023, without language restrictions. In June 2024, the initial search yielded 1,759 articles, which were narrowed down 

to 48 after removing duplicates and irrelevant publications (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Methodology. 

 

First, bibliometric analysis was conducted using the final dataset of 48 documents. Microsoft Excel was used to 

identify key contributors, while Bibliometrix R tools were employed to construct and visualize bibliometric networks 

(Aria & Cuccurullo, 2017). Following this, content analysis was performed on the 42 English-language articles, 

excluding four articles in Spanish and one each in Portuguese and Turkish (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2. Publications language. 
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3. RESULTS 

3.1. Bibliometric Analysis  

Table 1 provides an overview of bibliometric data from 2013 to 2023, covering 48 documents published in 37 

sources, with an annual growth rate of 46.65%. The dataset highlights significant collaboration among 185 authors, 

averaging 2.5 co-authors per document, with 15.79% of works involving international co-authorship. 

 

Table 1. Main information. 

Timespan 2013:2023 

Sources (Journals, Books, etc.) 37 
Documents 48 
Annual Growth Rate % 46.65 
Document Average Age 4.86 
Average citations per document 9.683 
References 3734 
Document contents  

 

Keywords Plus (ID) 93 
Author's Keywords (DE) 124 
Authors 

 

Authors 185 
Authors of single-authored docs 6 
Authors collaboration  

 

Single-authored docs 6 
Co-Authors per Doc 2.5 
International co-authorships % 15.79 

 

3.1.1. Publications Annual Growth and Documents’ Type 

Figure 3 illustrates the publication trend in thermal tourism research highlights a steady growth in publication 

output over the years. A notable increase is observed from 2018 onward, peaking at 12 publications in 2023. Although 

the COVID-19 pandemic led to a slight stagnation in publication numbers during 2020 and 2021, the upward 

trajectory resumed thereafter. Despite this trend, the overall number of publications remains relatively low, indicating 

a significant gap in the field and underscoring the need for further research, as previously emphasized by Del Río-

Rama et al. (2018). 

 

 
Figure 3. Publications growth. 

 

The data includes 46 articles and only 2 reviews (4%), as shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Publications type. 

 

3.1.2. Key Countries 

Figure 5 shows the distribution of publications by country, with Portugal leading at 9 publications, followed by 

China (7), Turkey (6), Taiwan (6), Spain (5), Japan (4), and several other countries contributing fewer publications. 

 

 
Figure 5. Global scientific production. 

 

The high publication counts in these countries reflect their significant investment in thermal tourism, driven by 

factors such as rich cultural heritage, government support, and the growing demand for health and wellness services. 

The ongoing challenges faced by the thermal tourism sector require further research to better understand the 

economic, cultural, and environmental factors that will shape its future. For example, with over 3,000 hot springs, 
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China attracts millions of visitors annually, and the government has expanded these establishments to meet rising 

demand from an aging population and sedentary lifestyles (Zhou et al., 2023). However, post-pandemic, China’s 

thermal springs revenues continued to decline through 2022 due to extended lockdowns and economic conditions 

(Global Wellness Institute, 2023). 

Many European countries, including Portugal, Spain, and France, have a long-standing tradition of utilizing 

thermal and mineral waters, with Portugal alone featuring 40 thermal spas and over 400 springs that significantly 

contribute to its thermal tourism industry (Pereira et al., 2023). Germany and Hungary each attract approximately 

10 million foreign thermal tourists annually, while France’s renowned spa towns host about 1 million visitors, and 

Switzerland welcomes around 800,000 tourists (Global Wellness Institute, 2021). Europe’s thermal and mineral 

springs sector, valued at $22.55 billion in 2020, encompasses 6,492 establishments, thriving on a combination of 

diverse offerings, state-of-the-art facilities, and sustainable practices (Global Wellness Institute, 2023; Pereira et al., 

2023).  

Spain’s thermal spas prioritize preventive care, traditional treatments, relaxation, and beauty, with continuous 

efforts aimed at modernizing facilities to appeal to a broader audience (Pinos-Navarrete, Shaw, & Maroto-Martos, 

2020). Turkey, ranked first in Europe and seventh globally in thermal resources, witnessed a decline in tourism 

revenue from $1 billion in 2019 to $500 million in 2020 due to the pandemic, yet experienced a remarkable 48.2% 

annual growth in thermal establishments between 2021 and 2022, positioning it as the tenth-largest global market 

(Global Wellness Institute, 2023; Kalyoncuoğlu, 2021). Despite the economic significance of thermal tourism for these 

countries, further research is necessary to evaluate the long-term effects of disruptions and evolving patterns in the 

post-COVID era (Global Wellness Institute, 2023). 

Taiwan, a prominent player in global thermal tourism, features over 100 resorts and spas that attract millions of 

visitors annually while recently emphasizing sustainability through private, health-focused experiences, aiming to 

maintain resilience in the face of current challenges (Global Wellness Institute, 2021, 2023). Similarly, Japan, which 

is home to 55% of the world’s thermal and mineral springs, has faced the closure of approximately 3,500 onsen 

facilities despite increasing revenues in the sector (Global Wellness Institute, 2023). Beppu, one of Japan’s most 

popular thermal destinations, typically attracts 13 million tourists annually. However, it experienced a significant 

decline of 38.5% in domestic visitors and an 86.6% drop in international visitors due to the pandemic. In response, 

recovery efforts have been implemented, including the introduction of travel packages (Handler & Kawaminami, 

2023). Nevertheless, further studies are essential to assess the efficacy of these strategies in sustaining competitiveness 

and ensuring recovery in the post-pandemic period. 

 

3.1.3. Keywords Analysis  

The word map (Figure 6) illustrates key themes within thermal tourism using authors’ keywords. Central and 

most prominent terms like "thermal tourism" and "health tourism" are surrounded by related but less prominent 

keywords such as "hot springs," "wellness tourism," "sustainable development," "balneotherapy," as well as terms 

related to consumer behavior, such as "satisfaction" and "segmentation." This keyword analysis reflects the industry's 

increasing focus on health and well-being, environmental sustainability, and marketing strategies, as evidenced by 

many studies in this field (e.g., (Fu & Tzeng, 2016; Kurata & Ohe, 2020; Rocha & Brandao, 2014)). 

 



Journal of Tourism Management Research, 2025, 12(2): 231-244 

 

 
237 

© 2025 Conscientia Beam. All Rights Reserved. 

 
Figure 6. Word map.  

 

3.2. Content Analysis 

An extensive literature review identified 4 key themes (Table 2). The most researched theme is tourists' behaviors 

and satisfaction (38.10%), followed by strategic and sustainable development (26.19%), focusing on promoting growth 

and sustainability. The remaining themes, demand and motivations (19.05%) and quality and resource management 

(16.67%), receive less attention and address the drivers of thermal tourism and the need for efficient resource use and 

regulatory compliance. 

 

Table 2. Distribution of studies by theme. 

Theme Total 
studies 

Percent Studies 

Demand and 
motivations  

8 19.05% Brandão et al. (2021); Chrobak, Ugolini, Pearlmutter, and Raschi 
(2020); Chen, Liu, and Chang (2013); Clark-Kennedy and Cohen 
(2017); Kervankıran (2016); Loureiro et al. (2023); Medai, Okamoto, 
Ogasawara, and Hihara (2022) and Pereira et al. (2023) 

Tourists' 
Behaviors and 
Satisfaction 

16 38.10% Alén (2018); Anaya-Aguilar, Gemar, and Anaya-Aguilar (2021); 

Chen, Li, Weng, and Wang (2023); Esiyok, Kurtulmuşoğlu, and 
Özdemir (2018); Handler (2022); Handler and Kawaminami (2023); 
Huang, Zhang, and Li (2022); Japutra, Loureiro, Molinillo, and 
Primanti (2023); Kaya (2018); Lin (2012); Liu, Fu, and Li (2019); Mi, 
Chen, Cheng, Uwanyirigira, and Lin (2019); Montargot, Férérol, and 
Kallmuenzer (2023); Moreno-González, León, and Fernández-
Hernández (2025); Rodrigues, Brochado, and Troilo (2020) and 
Chang, Lin, and Wu (2022) 

Quality and 
resource 
management 

7 16.67% Fu and Tzeng (2016); Liao, Hsu, and Chang (2019); Pavić et al. 
(2023); Tretiakova, Shmeleva, and Brankov (2018); Vaz et al. (2023); 

Vuković, Čavlin, and Čavlin (2015) and Wang, Xin, Zhu, Fang, and 
Zhu (2023) 

Strategic and 
sustainable 
development 

11 26.19% Antunes et al. (2023); Bertan (2019); Bozóti (2015); Del Río-Rama et 
al. (2018); Emir and Saraçli (2014); Kurata and Ohe (2020); Liu, 

Browne, and Iossifova (2022); Noviello and Smętkiewicz (2019); Pina 
and Martins (2022); Rocha and Brandao (2014), and Stavroula and 
Vasiliki (2020) 
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3.2.1. Demand and Motivations  

Thermal tourism has grown into a vibrant niche within the broader health and wellness tourism sector, driven 

by a global shift toward preventive health, mental well-being, and immersive nature experiences (Kervankıran, 2016; 

Pereira et al., 2023). Today’s tourists are motivated by a variety of reasons—from seeking relaxation and relief from 

physical discomfort to reducing stress and escaping the routines of daily life by connecting with nature (Chen et al., 

2013; Clark-Kennedy & Cohen, 2017). There is also a shift in their behavior as they have started to prefer wellness 

and leisure over traditional experiences, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic (Loureiro et al., 2023). Additional 

factors such as accommodation quality, ease of access, and reliance on inbound tourists are vital for the success and 

appeal of thermal destinations (Medai et al., 2022). Some unique features of these destinations (e.g., geology, cultural 

heritage, authenticity, and nostalgic charm) also increase their demand and economic viability (Brandão et al., 2021; 

Chrobak et al., 2020). 

The recent global health crises caused by COVID-19 have not just shifted tourists' behaviors but also revealed 

gaps in current knowledge about their expectations and preferences. For example, there is limited understanding of 

the factors influencing their decision-making about traveling to seek thermal tourism in light of the continuous 

changes and concerns in health and wellness trends. Examining the new demands of tourists through long-term and 

comparative research (pre- vs. post-COVID) is extremely important to create personalized experiences with greater 

emphasis on health safety in this new era. Also, comparing what tourists want with expert views on the cultural and 

geological value of destinations could reveal important differences. Addressing these gaps could help create more 

innovative and well-rounded thermal tourism experiences particularly when combined with geotourism approaches. 

Another important area for future research is the role of microeconomic factors and shifting market dynamics. 

For instance, understanding niche segments within thermal tourism means looking at things like household income, 

local economic conditions, and spending habits, especially among travelers from diverse economic backgrounds. In 

emerging markets, the growing middle class represents a significant opportunity for expansion. Researchers should 

also explore how social and cultural influences, along with digital platforms like social media, shape demand and 

visitor choices. Since climate often affects when and how appealing thermal tourism is, more attention should be given 

to how seasonal weather patterns influence tourist flows. These insights can help develop more targeted marketing, 

improve resource management throughout the year, and leverage technologies such as virtual wellness tours to reach 

a broader audience and meet the changing motivations of today’s thermal tourists. 

 

3.2.2. Tourists’ Behaviors and Satisfaction 

Increased health awareness and changing consumer expectations have made understanding tourist behavior and 

satisfaction key to the strategic growth and long-term sustainability of thermal tourism (Handler & Kawaminami, 

2023). Tourists today place greater importance on mental health, emotional well-being, and high-quality, restorative 

experiences (Huang et al., 2022). They now expect clean environments, personalized services, and meaningful social 

interactions. Because of this, destinations need to adapt their offerings to create memorable on-site experiences that 

build strong connections to the place, encourage loyalty, and boost the likelihood of repeat visits (Liu et al., 2019; 

Moreno-González et al., 2025). 

Enjoyable and nostalgic aspects such as dining and cultural activities also play a significant role in shaping 

travelers’ intentions, especially for those seeking emotional comfort and connection (Chang et al., 2022; Chen et al., 

2023). Service quality and fairness have become increasingly important for brand perception and recovering from 

service issues, particularly in luxury thermal hotels (Japutra et al., 2023). Psychological well-being and culinary 

experiences are now crucial predictors of whether visitors intend to return, depending on their own health status 

(Lin, 2012). Practical factors such as food and beverage options, pricing, facility standards, and the perceived value of 

the environment continue to influence how relaxed and satisfied visitors feel (Alén, 2018; Kaya, 2018; Mi et al., 2019; 

Rodrigues et al., 2020). Demographic and socioeconomic factors also shape behavior; older tourists tend to prioritize 
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health, relaxation, and safety, while younger visitors often seek longer stays and more social interaction (Anaya-

Aguilar et al., 2021; Esiyok et al., 2018). Catering to senior travelers means understanding their diverse needs, 

including financial limits, health concerns, and a stronger preference for personalized and secure experiences 

(Handler, 2022). 

Although tourist satisfaction and behavior have received significant attention in the literature, future research 

should adopt a multidimensional approach to satisfaction incorporating cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

perspectives to support the development of resilient, customer-centric thermal tourism ecosystems. For example, 

while current studies have identified some key experiential factors, there remains a need to explore underexamined 

constructs such as compensatory experience quality, perceived restorativeness, and resort typologies to better align 

service offerings with tourists’ evolving expectations. From planning before the visit, through the journey itself, to 

reflections after the trip, future research should also examine tourist behavior across all phases of travel to enhance 

the overall visitor experience. Researchers should further investigate how on-site experiences impact both satisfaction 

and future travel decisions. To support personalized and culturally sensitive marketing strategies, factors such as 

food quality, multi-modal accessibility, and long-term data should be studied. Creating innovative marketing 

strategies that can engage consumers, shape their travel plans, and enhance their satisfaction by utilizing online 

reviews and digital platforms is also a significant step that needs to be taken. For instance, innovative storytelling 

and digital marketing strategies can help attract younger, tech-savvy tourists while preserving cultural heritage and 

emphasizing wellness (Montargot et al., 2023). Adopting these new and creative approaches in marketing such as 

incorporating humor and cultural heritage in storytelling could offer valuable insights into thermal tourist 

engagement and overall regional tourism development. 

The interaction between psychological well-being, culinary experiences, and revisit intentions has not been 

sufficiently examined across different health segments. Segmenting tourists based on motivations, health risk 

perceptions, and travel behaviors is crucial to uncover deeper patterns in how their behavior is changing. Other factors 

like age, income, travel distance, and seasonality also provide valuable insights into how often and how long people 

participate in thermal tourism. For example, cultural influences on tourists’ behavior still require further investigation 

especially among senior travelers. Furthermore, when examining what drives revisit intentions and satisfaction, 

broader factors such as corporate reputation, service fairness, and business performance should be considered. 

Improving human resource skills and enhancing service delivery to meet evolving customer expectations is also 

crucial to achieving visitor satisfaction. 

 

3.2.3. Quality and Resource Management  

The sustainability of this sector, along with achieving better tourist satisfaction and loyalty and meeting their 

expectations, starts with better resource management and ensuring high-quality services. For example, the 

peacefulness of rural settings, combined with the healing benefits of thermal baths, can be utilized to offer more 

diversified services and attract a broader range of tourists (Vuković et al., 2015). However, previous research indicates 

that it is essential to develop skills in personalized service and customer care, along with investing in staff training, 

as these areas are still lacking (Vaz et al., 2023). 

A deeper understanding of the current thermal systems' hydrogeological and geochemical characteristics would 

maximize the economic value and appropriate management of these hydrothermal resources (Pavić et al., 2023). 

Another important aspect of managing these resources and ensuring the highest quality of the provided experiences 

is studying and managing climate change. Climate plays a significant role in enhancing year-round utilization of these 

establishments and increasing the appeal of thermal experiences, as favorable weather conditions boost tourist flow 

(Tretiakova et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2023). 

Quality and service management in thermal tourism also encompasses many aspects, such as ensuring smooth 

operations, protecting the environment, and enhancing public health. For example, maintaining and improving water 
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temperature, pH levels, disinfectant concentrations, and microbiological quality of thermal water are vital parts of 

this management (Fu & Tzeng, 2016). Continuous investments from thermal tourism providers, combined with 

strong oversight from governments, can regulate these resource management practices and ensure safe and high-

quality experiences for tourists. 

Developing standardized safety indicators and evaluating how various safety management systems are applied 

across different thermal destinations is essential, as currently there is a lack of comprehensive safety metrics. Future 

research should provide a deeper understanding of how factors such as facility cleanliness and compliance with health 

and safety measures (e.g., hygiene and social distancing) affect tourists’ trust and satisfaction. These issues are 

important under normal conditions, but they become even more critical during public health crises like COVID-19, 

when travelers need to feel both physically and emotionally secure. 

The COVID-19 pandemic also heightened these concerns and raised tourists' awareness of such vital issues. 

Moreover, in thermal facilities, there is still a lack of strict safety measures in high-risk zones such as bathing and spa 

facilities, which inhibit consistent monitoring and quality assurance. Thus, advancements in safety management 

systems including the use of data analytics and risk assessment tools should be addressed by further research. 

Integrating safety-focused practices into broader quality management strategies will help providers proactively 

mitigate potential hazards, enhance visitor confidence, and promote long-term loyalty thereby bolstering the 

resilience, competitiveness, and sustainability of thermal tourism destinations. 

 

3.2.4. Strategic and Sustainable Development 

Thermal tourism has great potential in the sustainability and viability of the tourism industry. It has some unique 

characteristics, such as the ability to diversify services, reduce seasonality, and stimulate regional economic 

development (Rocha & Brandao, 2014). Also, through its operation as a year-round economic engine, it has other 

potentials such as reducing seasonality, attracting long-term investments, and stabilizing local economies (Emir & 

Saraçli, 2014; Stavroula & Vasiliki, 2020). Despite this potential, sustainability in this field is undermined due to 

uneven success and resources across establishments. This means that while some thermal destinations benefit from 

well-established infrastructure and strong reputations, others struggle with underdevelopment and face the risk of 

facility closures (Bozóti, 2015). Thus, it is necessary for these establishments to take some steps to ensure sustainable 

strategic growth and enhance competitiveness. For example, they should effectively integrate strategic management, 

marketing, and quality assurance practices into their operations (Del Río-Rama et al., 2018). Their services must also 

align with the current socio-economic realities of host communities, and they should address key challenges such as 

inadequate accommodations, legal restrictions, and a lack of complementary cultural programming (Pina & Martins, 

2022). This includes considering factors such as pricing strategies, local partnerships, and community-based 

governance (e.g., coordinated price regulation) to foster long-term development (Kurata & Ohe, 2020). In addition, 

integrating local voices into planning processes is essential for ensuring both this field's sustainability and the 

equitable distribution of tourism benefits to the host communities and providers (Bertan, 2019). 

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the shift in tourist preferences towards more health-conscious choices 

indicates the necessity for thermal establishments to adopt flexible strategies that prioritize health, safety, and digital 

innovation in thermal experiences (Antunes et al., 2023). This will rebuild trust and enhance resilience while 

unlocking the great potential thermal tourism holds to breathe new life into historical sites by blending wellness 

services with cultural heritage experiences. Furthermore, sustainability in thermal tourism does not only involve 

tourists and providers—it also involves combating environmental challenges. For instance, measures to prevent 

spatial inequality and gentrification, as well as conservation-focused policies for geothermal and water resources, 

must be ensured along with the active involvement of local communities to promote sustainability (Liu et al., 2022; 

Noviello & Smętkiewicz, 2019). Future investigations should adopt an interdisciplinary approach to evaluate the 

environmental, economic, and social impacts of thermal tourism across the entire thermal tourist journey to set 
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priorities. For example, they should explore how geothermal assets can be utilized to reduce regional inequalities and 

shape inclusive policies. Furthermore, to enhance market competitiveness and reach, the digital shift should be utilized 

through various digital tools such as virtual tours, online booking platforms, and social media. However, in order to 

do this, further research should be done to provide sufficient insights to various stakeholders, especially on how 

tourists seek and interpret information. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

This research successfully achieved its objective of providing both quantitative and qualitative insights into the 

literature on thermal tourism. The findings reveal steady growth in research output, despite temporary setbacks 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, despite this growth, gaps remain in comprehensive studies, particularly 

regarding customer experience, marketing strategies, segmentation, sustainability, safety, and the long-term 

economic impacts of global disruptions such as COVID-19. Thus, the study outlines a future research agenda with 

significant potential for growth among academics and industry stakeholders. To address these gaps, ongoing 

collaboration among researchers, industry professionals, and other stakeholders, along with sustained funding, is 

essential. Countries with well-established thermal resources such as Portugal, China, Spain, and Turkey continue to 

lead in both market development and scholarly output. However, further exploration is needed to understand how 

these destinations are adapting to evolving post-pandemic consumer behaviors. The results also suggest that the 

increasing interest in thermal tourism aligns with broader global trends toward wellness, health-related motivations, 

and preventive care. Thus, in addition to research collaborations, stakeholders such as tourism authorities, industry 

professionals, and policymakers should take concrete steps to enhance the competitiveness, sustainability, and 

resilience of the thermal tourism sector. They should integrate health and wellness goals into national tourism 

strategies, upgrade infrastructure, develop and enforce enhanced safety protocols, and provide comprehensive 

workforce training. They should also support regional planning that combines thermal, rural, and cultural tourism, 

and implement creative marketing strategies by investing in digital technologies and infrastructure. These changes 

will support the promotion of sustainable practices, which are critical to meeting tourist expectations and ensuring 

long-term success in the industry. 

 

5. LIMITATIONS 

The bibliometric analysis conducted in this study focused on a narrow scope, primarily aimed at quantifying the 

literature while providing complementary quantitative insights through content analysis. The study relied on Web 

of Science, which, while a comprehensive and widely recognized database, may have overlooked valuable articles 

published in other databases. To gain a more holistic understanding of the field, future research should expand the 

scope by including additional databases such as Scopus and PubMed, as well as grey literature resources, compare 

findings across different platforms, and conduct bibliometric analyses from broader perspectives. This analysis only 

considered English-language articles. Therefore, future studies should address this limitation by incorporating 

research in other languages. 
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