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Global city travel trends  

 Domestic travel has provided a lifeline for the Travel & Tourism industry during the 

pandemic, filling at least some of the void left by inbound travel. Travel restrictions 

across the majority of European destinations have dampened activity for most of the 

past year. 

 Tourism Economics forecasts from late 2020 had hoped that 2021 would see a return 

to more ‘normal’ behaviour and an easing of restrictions through the year. But second 

and third waves of the virus have proliferated across Europe since the start of year, 

significantly stalling the reversion to norms. The reintroduction of restrictive measures 

to combat this and a slow start to the vaccination process have cast doubt around the 

hoped-for boom in summer travel across Europe in 2021.  

 While a gradual easing of restrictions has now commenced in several European 

countries, the ‘stop-go’ nature of restrictions and extra effort and new costs involved 

in foreign travel, including for tests, may continue to weaken travel demand. The 

potential for new variants to emerge and spread adds greater volatility to the outlook. 

In a scenario of limited inbound travel during the coming summer, the question 

remains to what extent can destinations expect domestic demand to fill the gap? 

 Destinations with a dominant domestic market, such as Romania, Germany, and 

Poland, are better placed to endure another summer of fewer inbound tourists. 

Similarly, those with typically large outbound travel markets will be in a more 

favourable position if this demand can be redirected towards domestic travel with 

international restrictions.  

 More vulnerable destinations in this scenario include Montenegro, Malta, and Cyprus 

since these possess very small domestic travel markets; another summer of minimal 

foreign travel would devastate the tourism industry in such destinations.  
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The travel outlook for Europe’s summer season  

Despite some positive progress on the vaccine front, Europe looks set to face another 

summer season with much-reduced levels of demand due to government-mandated travel 

restrictions, job losses as a consequence of the pandemic induced recession, and lingering 

concerns about the potential for infection through new variants of the virus. Requirements 

to provide negative tests or proof of vaccination when travelling will also act as a 

deterrent.  

While announcements of greater easing in European destinations such as the reopening of 

borders in Greece and the resumption of foreign travel in the UK from mid-May are 

positive steps, they must also be considered with caution.  The easing of international 

restrictions does not necessarily denote that a surge in international activity will ensue. For 

example, while the UK government has now permitted international travel, it is only for a 

handful of countries. Most destinations face quarantine restrictions and a strict warning 

remains against citizens travelling to countries on the amber and red travel list. There are 

also enduring anxieties surrounding the volatility in international travel arrangements and 

the possibility that restrictions could change before or during your trip, which is likely to 

deter many from travelling overseas regardless of the easing of restrictions.  

The potential for greater domestic substitution to salvage travel demand 

The general population is as keen as ever to enjoy some much-needed rest and recovery, 

particularly given the stresses endured over the past 12 months. Pent-up travel demand 

supported by enforced savings will facilitate this desire to travel and if there is limited 

opportunity/confidence to travel abroad, it is likely that many will turn to domestic travel.  

Indeed, last summer there was a high degree of domestic substitution due to prohibitive 

travel guidelines: as a share of total travel within European destinations (inbound and 

domestic), domestic travel jumped from 55% in 2019 to 69% in 2020. (It should be noted 

that some loss of international business travel will have arisen as a consequence of the 

pandemic and it is unlikely that this portion of lost travel demand will have been 

substituted for domestic travel. This impact will account for some increase in the domestic 

share of total travel.) 

 

Following tight restrictions towards the end of Q1 and Q2 2020, concessions granted 

during Q3 2020 facilitated some opportunity for international travel, but there was a more 

notable uplift in domestic travel during this period, with the uncertainty making tourists 

more reticent to travel abroad. Travel restrictions returned across most of Europe due to a 

vigorous resurgence of Covid-19 case numbers in early-2021; with these likely to persist in 

some form into this summer due to a cautious approach by governments, the behavioural 
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shift observed in Q3 2020 is likely to repeat itself, notwithstanding any developments 

which offer cause for a more positive outlook for international travel.  

Given that Covid-19 case numbers have, for the most part, been brought under control (in 

most of Europe at least) and vaccination programmes continue to progress rapidly, there 

is some hope that, like last year, some portion of the summer season can be salvaged. But 

governments across the region will be eager not to repeat the same mistakes as in 2020 – 

relaxing restrictions too much and too soon, undoing all of the sacrifices made during 

lockdown.  

The European Union has agreed to launch a Covid-19 certificate, with the aim to have the 

system established by the start of July. This certificate would allow vaccinated EU residents, 

those who have tested negative or able to prove they have recovered from the virus to 

travel freely across the EU. If successfully employed, this scheme will boost travel across 

the region, facilitating a less-stressful travel experience and boosting the appeal of safe 

foreign travel. But the success of this scheme is dependent on continued vaccine success, 

limited spread of new variants of concern and a rapid rebound in traveller confidence; for 

many, lingering anxieties and economic impacts may mean that they avoid foreign travel 

for a longer period of time. 

The impact of another lost summer season of travel on European destinations 

We have conducted a scenario analysis to ascertain how 2021 might transpire for 

European destinations should inbound travel be restricted for the entirety of the summer, 

linked to slower vaccine progress or new variants. In this scenario, full restrictions on 

inbound travel are assumed to endure until the end of Q3 2021, leaving only domestic 

demand on the table for the peak summer season. 

As expected, this would have a significant impact on inbound travel volumes in the region 

for the year. Further, the slower, more cautious removal of restrictions means the recovery 

is more protracted in the scenario compared to the baseline, with inbound travel volumes 

also lower in 2022 as a consequence. 

 

But the impact will be uneven across the region due to the importance of international 

travel relative to domestic for destinations. In countries where domestic travel already 

accounts for a large proportion of total activity (i.e., inbound and domestic combined) 

there is a greater opportunity to fill the gap left by inbound travel. Countries with typically 

large outbound travel markets will also be well-placed due to greater amounts of pent-up 

demand which can be redirected towards some form of domestic trip. 

While all European sub-regions can expect to see some uplift in domestic tourism relative 

to the baseline, this uplift would be insufficient to offset the corresponding declines in 
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inbound travel. This scenario assumes that travel restrictions will mean that a proportion of 

typical outbound will switch to domestic travel – past trends indicate that this substitution 

will be less than half of usual outbound activity. The impact of more severe restrictions 

would be most stark in Southern and Mediterranean Europe as a whole, since these 

destinations tend to be more reliant on inbound travel while Central and Eastern European 

destinations as a whole would see the smallest impact due to a greater dependence on 

domestic travel.  

 

A more detailed breakdown illustrating how this scenario would impact on country 

destinations is shown below. There is a clear relationship between inbound reliance (i.e., 

destinations with a low share of domestic nights relative to total nights) and the impact of 

the more sustained international travel restrictions. Destinations which are more reliant on 

inbound demand would suffer larger declines in the scenario compared to destinations 

with a lesser reliance on inbound travel demand. 

 

Destinations falling in the lower-left of this chart have the least scope to offset inbound 

declines with domestic travel. They have a relatively smaller domestic, and outbound, 

travel market and greater reliance on inbound travel. The impact of more severe travel 

restrictions over the summer would result in the largest decreases of total nights relative 

to the baseline. A number of Southern and Mediterranean destinations can be observed in 

this area: Montenegro, Malta, Cyprus, Croatia, and Greece.  
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greater reliance on 

foreign tourists will 

unsurprisingly suffer 

larger declines 

compared to those 

more reliant on 

domestic tourists.  
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Some destinations have a greater opportunity to mitigate inbound declines through 

increased levels of domestic travel. These destinations feature in the upper-right area of 

the scatter chart above. In the scenario, only a handful of European destinations could 

feasibly see domestic demand fully offset declines in inbound travel. This opportunity 

exists due to the relatively large size of the domestic market within these destinations. 

Romania, Germany, and Poland have the three largest domestic markets, accounting for 

more than 80% of total nights in each in 2019. Finland and Sweden also have sizeable 

domestic markets as a share of total travel demand. These five destinations are the only 

ones which could potentially fully offset inbound declines through higher levels of 

domestic travel activity based on usual rates of substitution. Their large domestic markets 

provide a degree of protection from international travel restrictions. 
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A dominant domestic 
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weather the impact 

of limited 

international travel 

during the summer 

season.  
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