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Abstract. The purpose of this study is to identify the impact that the COVID-19 
pandemic had on the tourism sector in Poland in terms of the tourist mobility 
of Poles, i.e., on the volume and nature of tourist trips of Polish residents. It is 
based on a comparison of the numbers and natures of tourist trips made during 
the pandemic (2020–2021) against the preceding period (2018–2019). This study 
is based on data from Statistics Poland collected from several hundred thousand 
participants (an average of over 136,000 people surveyed annually). The study 
discusses changes in: Polish residents’ level of participation in tourist trips; the 
number and breakdown of tourist trips; and the reasons/purposes for tourist 
trips. In addition, changes in the breakdown of accommodation facilities used 
and means of transport used during tourist trips are shown. Changes observed in 
tourist travel expenses from 2018 to 2021 are also discussed. Another subject of 
our analysis is changes in tourist travel destinations and the seasonality of these 
trips.
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1. Introduction

Tourism is one of the world’s main economic sectors. 
It is the third largest export area (after fuels and 
chemicals). The leisure industry, including tourism, 
culture, sport and recreation, was one of the fastest 
growing areas of the world economy in the last 
decade. In the last decade, all regions of the world 
saw a large increase in the number of international 
tourists, reaching 1.5 billion in 2019. Around 9 
billion people traveled within their home countries. 
This situation changed dramatically at the beginning 
of 2020.

According to data from the United Nations 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), tourism 
alone generated over 10% of global GDP and 
employed almost 12% of the workforce (2019), but 
the COVID pandemic decimated a $9.6 trillion 
industry, halving its production value and leaving 
62 million people out of work (WTTC conference 
in Manila, 21-04-2022; https://www.gmanetwork.
com/news/money/economy/829261/wttc-global-
tourism-to-recover-from-pandemic-by-2023-post-
10-year-growth-spurt/story/).

Tourism has been one of the sectors of the 
economy directly affected by the crisis resulting 
from the COVID-19 pandemic, which greatly 
upset and disrupted the tourism industry, and it is 
claimed that its effects will last for another decade.

Travel & Tourism GDP declined by 50.4% (USD 
4,855 billion) in 2020 vs the overall economy’s decline 
of 3.3%, Travel & Tourism GDP grew by 21.7% 
(USD 1,038 billion) in 2021 vs the overall economy’s 
growth of 5.8%/ (EIR2022-GlobalTrends.pdf; https://
wttc.org/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2022/EIR2022-
Global%20Trends.pdf).

Research by the World Travel and Tourism 
Council (WTTC) shows that Travel & Tourism 
GDP could return to 2019 levels by the end of 2023. 
The industry is expected to post an annual average 
growth rate of 5.8% from 2022 to 2032 versus the 
2.7% increase in global GDP, and what is more, the 
sector is expected to create nearly 126 million new 
jobs within the next decade (WTTC conference in 
Manila, 21-04-2022).

The COVID-19 virus took the international 
community by surprise, and its spread was rapid, 
because, according to Gössling, Scott & Hall (2021), 
in the period from December 2019 to March 2020 
it spread from China to most areas of the world, 
covering 90% of the world population. Therefore, 
on March 12, 2020, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) declared a pandemic. Tourism became 
a victim of the pandemic on the one hand, and, 

on the other, contributed to its spread (Hall et al., 
2020). Different countries and states responded to 
the pandemic differently (Cole & Dodds, 2021). 
Traditional methods of physical isolation were 
introduced to prevent the spread of the virus. State 
borders were closed, mobility was limited, blockades 
and quarantines were introduced, educational and 
cultural institutions were closed, and even measures 
such as curfews were introduced. Teaching and 
working adopted remote models. This created 
economic uncertainty and reduced social capital 
(Fetzer et al., 2021). It was particularly severe and 
very costly for the economy, especially for tourism.

The “waves” of rising and falling case rates 
resulted in restrictive measures being tightened or 
loosened, and the introduction of Covid-19 vaccines 
as of the last days of December 2020 allowed them 
to be further significantly loosened. The relaxation 
of restrictions was conducive to tourist trips, while 
heavier restrictions clearly reduced their number. 
After the decrease in tourist travel seen around the 
world in 2020 (including in Poland), there was an 
increase in 2021.

The purpose of this study is to identify the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the tourism sector 
in Poland – specifically on the tourist mobility of 
Poles, i.e., on the volume and nature of tourist trips 
by Polish residents.

It was based on a comparison of the numbers and 
natures of tourist trips made during the pandemic 
(2020–2021) against the preceding period (2018–
2019).

2. Literature review

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact 
on the modern tourism industry, with a spectacular 
decline in tourist travel, especially international 
travel (UNWTO 2020, 2021a). The outcomes have 
included a surge in scientific research (Zopiatis et 
al., 2020; Sigala, 2020). Platforms such as Google 
Scholar already contain thousands of articles on 
the topic (Gösling & Schweiggart, 2022). Several 
reviews of scientific research to date addressing 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism 
have been presented (Zopiatis et al., 2020; Yang et 
al., 2021; Utkarsh & Sigala, 2021; Huang & Wang, 
2022; Pahrudin et al., 2022). The pandemic was 
transformative, allowing significant changes in both 
the strategic and operational functioning of the 
tourism industry, as well as affecting the specifics of 
scientific research undertaken (Sigala, 2020). Many 
researchers have taken the opportunity to examine 
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the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism 
from different perspectives (Zopiatis, et al., 2020; 
Yang et al., 2021; Utkarsh & Sigala, 2021; Huang & 
Wang, 2022; Pahrudin et al., 2022). Some templates 
have also been provided by earlier studies on the 
impact that SARS (2003), H1N1 (2009), MERS 
(2012), Ebola (2014), Zika (2016), natural disasters, 
terrorism, etc. had on tourism (Pansiuk, 2020; Hall 
et al., 2020; Gössling et al., 2021; Aronica et al., 
2021).

The issue of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on tourism demand is addressed in numerous reports 
by international organizations, institutions and 
individual countries. Examples include: the reports 
of the European Commission (Marques Santos et al., 
2020), the Organization for Development and Economic 
Cooperation (Dupeyras et al., 2020; OECD, 2021), the 
World Tourism Organization (Note 1) (UNWTO, 
2020, 2021a), the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD, 2020), the Swiss tourist 
association AIEST (Bieger & Laesser, 2020) and others; 
the results of surveys monitoring the intention to travel 
tourist of USA residents during the COVID-19 period 
(MMGY Travel Intelligence, 2020); and the results of 
monthly reports on UK visitors during the COVID-19 
period in the UK (Visit Britain, 2020). In Poland, 
surveys of participation in tourism are conducted by 
Statistics Poland (Główny Urząd Statystyczny - Central 
Statistical Office GUS), which publishes industry 
yearbooks entitled “Tourism” (data for 2020–2021 are 
included here) and develops Signal Information (e.g., 
GUS published a study entitled “Tourism in Poland 
in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic” in 2020). In 
addition, several hundred academic publications on 
tourism in the context of COVID-19 were published 
during the pandemic (Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021; 
Gösling & Schweiggart, 2022). Academic reports and 
research mainly use surveys, especially online surveys 
conducted via social media. The results of academic 
studies of consumer demand for tourist travel are now 
available for many countries (Rogerson & Rogerson, 
2021; The Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism…, 2021; 
(Note 2).

Most research to date has focused on the 
possibly huge potential for transforming tourism 
towards sustainability without a critical look at the 
depletion of our planet's resources. For many years, 
the current model of tourism based on a steadily 
growth in tourist trips that generate high income at 
the expense of damage to nature, local communities, 
etc. has been the subject of sharp criticism from 
both academic and non-governmental organizations 
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles et 
al., 2021). The need for more sustainable tourism 
development is indicated. Currently, most research 

advocates for more sustainable, responsible and 
equitable tourism after the pandemic, but hardly any 
research explores in depth whether, why and how 
such theoretical proclamations have materialized 
(Utkarsh & Sigala, 2021).The COVID-19 pandemic 
has begun to be perceived as an event that could 
significantly change the existing paradigms deeply 
rooted in the tourism industry (quantitative growth 
in travel as a goal to generate income, jobs, etc.) 
(e.g., Sigala, 2020; Niewiadomski, 2020; Zenker 
& Kock, 2020; Zenker et al., 2021; Prideaux et 
al., 2020; Galvani et al., 2020; Romagosa, 2020; 
Ioannides & Gyimothy, 2020; Brouder, 2020; 
UNWTO, 2021; Abbas et al., 2021). Most of these 
studies were conceptual in nature due to the 
paucity of data at the time, and they were based on 
theoretical considerations in the existing literature 
on pandemics, crisis management and the nature 
of sectoral recovery (Sigala, 2020; Hall et al., 2020; 
Gössling et al., 2021). In subsequent studies, the 
impacts and harmful effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on tourism began to come to the fore, 
with particular emphasis on the risks and challenges 
that it brought. Studies have been performed on 
the impact that the risk of viral infection during 
tourist travel had on: the size and distributions of 
tourism demand (Kock et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 
2021; Li et al., 2020; Jacobsen et al., 2021; Sánchez-
Cañizares et al., 2020); the monitoring, valuation 
and forecasting of economic costs of the pandemic 
for tourism (Bausch et al., 2021; Polyzos et al., 2021; 
Yang  et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021); social costs 
(Qiu et al., 2020); and governments' responses and 
proactive actions to stimulate tourism demand and 
tourism recovery (e.g., WTTC, 2021, 2022; Sharma 
et al., 2021; Haywood, 2020; Dupeyras et al., 2020). 
Attention has also been drawn to the impact 
that new technologies implemented during the 
pandemic had on tourism (Fenell, 2021; Gretzel et 
al., 2020; Kwok & Koh, 2021; Zeng et al., 2020). In 
addition, the impact of mass media (agenda setting) 
on decisions to undertake tourist travel has been 
described (Matczak et al., 2022; Chemli et al., 2020), 
as has the impact of vaccinations on tourist demand 
recovery, which also recently became a  subject of 
research (Wang et al., 2022; Bęben et al., 2021; 
Gursoy et al., 2021).

The growing abundance of primary data has 
enabled empirical research into the attitudes 
and behaviors of tourists and companies, and 
the development of appropriate models for both 
tourism and hotel activities (Walas & Kruczek, 2020; 
Napierała et al., 2020; Fotiadis et al., 2021; Škare et 
al., 2021). The literature indicates that numerous 
studies of behavioral intentions conducted online 
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(which has certain inherent limitations) are a poor 
indicator of actual behavior (Kock et al., 2020), 
while field studies, experimental and qualitative 
data have thus far been scarce in tourism analyses 
(Viglia & Dolnicar, 2020; Volgger et al., 2021).

The literature to date contains two opposing 
assessments of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on tourist travel: 1) there will be a  transformation 
in the participation and nature of tourist travel 
(presented in numerous academic publications: 
e.g., Sigala, 2020; Hall et al., 2020; Gössling et al., 
2021) and 2) there will be no transformation in 
the participation and nature of tourist travel, and, 
after the shock period, they will return to a slightly 
modified pre-pandemic state, this second suggesting 
that tourism is highly crisis-resistant. Tourism 
should receive government support to recover 
quickly (preferably on a sustainable model). This is 
indicated by the ongoing discussions on the global 
paths of tourism recovery (e.g., UNWTO, 2021b; 
WTTC, 2021, 2022; Kennell, 2020; Jones, 2022).

3. Data

The data used in the study come from the survey 
of participation in tourism and recreation of Polish 
residents conducted by Statistics Poland (GUS) 
by interview method. In these studies, GUS uses 
a random sample used in studying household 
budgets. The random sample includes many 
thousands of members of these households (e.g., 
in 2020 there were almost 130,000 people from 
almost 51,000 households (Note 3), but it does 
not include people absent from these households 
(pupils, students, people in old people homes, 
etc.). There are thus differences in selected socio-
demographic characteristics between the sample and 
the population of Poland, which indicates certain 
limitations in generalizing the results of research 
conducted by GUS in this area. In general terms, 
however, these study results are highly representative 
and prognostic, while in detailed cross-sections 
they can serve to illustrate the socio-demographic 
and economic conditions of participation in 
tourism. Polish residents’ participation in tourism 
is surveyed systematically every year (2014), using 
more-or-less the same research methods, which 
allows for basic comparative analyses. The purpose 
of the research by GUS is to determine the level 
of participation of Polish residents in travel, the 
characteristics of domestic and foreign trips with 
one or more overnight stays (e.g., start date, end 
date and main purpose of trip, places visited, 

number of nights, type of accommodation, form 
of trip, type of transport used, method of booking) 
including related expenses (accommodation, meals, 
transport, shopping, cultural and recreational 
services, etc.). The results of these surveys are 
made available in the published yearbook entitled 
“Tourism” (Turystyka), in section III entitled 
“Participation of Polish residents in travels”. The 
results and tables in the publication are synthetic, 
which somewhat limits the scope for more detailed 
analyses. However, it sufficiently allows us here to 
conduct synthetic analyses of changes caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Polish residents’ level and 
nature of participation in tourism. This article uses 
data published in the “Tourism” yearbooks for 2018, 
2019, 2020 and 2021 (Note 4). They make it possible 
to assess changes in the volume and structure of 
tourist trips in particular years, the motives for 
undertaking them, the type of accommodation 
used, tourist destinations and their seasonality, and 
the size and breakdown of expenditures incurred 
on tourist trips.

4. Results

4.1. Polish residents’ level of participation in 
tourist trips

In light of the data sources of Statistics Poland 
(GUS) mentioned above, an upward trend in 
Polish residents’ participation in tourism has been 
observed in the last few years. In 2019, 20.8 million 
(64.1%) Polish residents aged 15 or over participated 
in at least one private tourist trip with at least one 
overnight stay (Table 1). This fell radically to 14.1 
million, i.e., by 43.6%, in 2020, probably due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The size of this decrease in 
2020 varied according to the demographic, social, 
economic and spatial structure of Polish society. 
The decrease in participation in tourism was 
slightly deeper among women (32.7%) than men 
(31.7%). Participation in tourism by people aged 
65 and over dropped by 40.7%, while in younger 
age groups (15–64) it was lower (at around 27.8–
38.9%). The social and economic characteristics of 
Polish residents had a much stronger influence on 
the depth of the decline in participation in tourism. 
Level of education had a significant impact on the 
size of the decline in participation in tourism. 
In general, the lower the level of education, the 
greater the decline in participation in tourism. 
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Breakdown  
Year 

Changes: Drop in 
2020-2019 

Changes: Rise in 
2021 2020 

2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 
Total 20.0 20.8 14.1 17.0 6.7 32.2 2.9 20.6 

By sex 
Men  9.6 10.1 6.9 8.4 3.2 31.7 1.5 21.7 
Women 10.4 10.7 7.2 8.6 3.5 32.7 1.4 19.4 

By age 
15  19 years 1.8 1.8 1.3 1.6 0.5 27.8 0.3 23.1 
20  24  1.7 1.8 1.1 1.3 0.7 38.9 0.2 18.2 
25  44  8.2 8.6 6.0 7.1 2.6 30.2 1.1 18.3 
45  64  5.7 5.9 4.1 5.0 1.8 30.5 0.9 21.9 
65 and older 2.6 2.7 1.6 2.0 1.1 40.7 0.4 25.0 

By education level 
Higher  6.2 6.0 4.7 5.9 1.3 21.7 1.2 25.5 
Secondary and post-
secondary 

7.2 7.9 5.3 6.2 2.6 32.9 0.9 17.0 

Basic vocational 3.8 4.2 2.4 2.8 1.8 42.9 0.4 16.7 
Lower secondary, primary 
and no education   

2.8 2.7 1.7 2.1 1.0 37.0 0.4 23.5 

By labor market status 
In work  12.1 12.6 9.4 11.2 3.2 25.4 1.8 19.1 
Unemployed 0.8 0.8 0.4 0.4 0.4 50.0 0.0 0.0 
Student or pupil 2.4 2.5 1.8 2.3 0.7 28.0 0.5 27.8 
Other not in the labor force 4.7    2.4    

By place of residence 
Urban 13.4 13.7 9.4 11.6 4.3 31.4 2.2 23.4 
Rural 6.6 7.1 4.7 5.4 2.4 33.8 0.7 14.9 
 

Table 1. Participation of Polish residents aged 15 or over in private tourist trips (with at least one overnight stay) in 2018–
2021 (in millions)

Source: as in Note 4

The size of the decline in Polish residents’ tourism 
participation differed greatly by labor market status. 
Among the employed and students, the decrease 
in participation in tourism was lowest (25.4% and 
28.0%, respectively), while among the unemployed 
and persons not in the labor force (e.g., retirees and 
those on permanent benefits, etc.) it was highest 
(50% and 49%). Participation in tourism is also 
strongly differentiated by place of residence. City 
dwellers participate in tourism to a much greater 

extent than rural dwellers. The decline in tourism 
participation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
was slightly lower for urban residents (31.4%) than 
in rural areas (33.8%).

The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally 
changed the breakdown of reasons for lack of 
participation in tourism among Polish residents 
aged 15 or over. While a sense of insecurity was 
a marginal factor in not participating in tourism in 
the years preceding the COVID-19 pandemic (in 

Breakdown of causes Year 

2018 2019 2020 2021 
Lack of security 0.8 0.7 36.9 32.3 
Financial reasons 37.2 37.4 21.7 21.6 
No motivation to travel 14.9 14.8 11.3 13.0 

 

Table 2. Reasons for non-participation in tourism by Polish residents aged 15 and 
over in private tourist trips (with at least one overnight stay) in 2018–2020 (in %)

Source: as in Note 4
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2019, it was reported by 0.7% of the inhabitants 
of Poland), in 2020 the lack of security resulting 
from the COVID-19 threat was the most important 
reason for not taking a tourist trip (reported by 
36.9%). Both prior to and during the COVID-19 
pandemic, financial reasons and no motivation to 
travel had a traditionally high share among factors 
limiting the undertaking of tourist trips in Polish 
society (see Table 2).

In 2021, despite the still high risk of COVID-19 
infection and the various restrictions in force in 
many areas of socio-economic life, especially in the 
tourism industry, there was a significant increase in 
Polish residents’ participation in tourism compared 
to 2020 (Table 1). However, this increase did not 
bring Polish residents’ participation in tourist trips 
back to 2020 levels. Similarly to the preceding decline 
in participation, this increase varied according to the 
demographic, social, economic and spatial structure 
of Polish society. There was a general pattern that 
the older and better educated the inhabitants, the 
higher the increase in their participation in tourist 
travel in 2021. Among students, school pupils, 
retirees and other people not among the labor force, 
the increase in participation in tourist trips was 
significantly higher than among either the employed 
or the unemployed. In 2021, participation in tourist 
trips increased far more among urban residents 
(23.4%) than rural residents (14.9%).

4.2. Number and structure of tourist trips

We should mention here that, since Poland's 2004 
accession to the European Union (EU), Polish 
society’s interest in tourist travel, domestic and 
(especially) foreign, has been steadily growing. In 
2019, tourist trips reached 75.1 million, including 
domestic trips (59.8 million) and foreign trips (15.3 

 
Breakdown 

 
Year 

Changes: Fall in 
2020 relative to 2019 

Changes: Fall in 
2021 relative to 

2020 
2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 

Total 72.1 75.1 53.0 62.5 22.1 29.4 9.5 17.9 
National: 57.7 59.8 46.2 55.1 13.6 22.7 8.9 19.3 
2-4 days 33.6 34.5 26.1 30.9 8.4 24.3 4.8 18.4 
5 days or more 24.1 25.3 20.0 24.2 5.3 20.9 4.2 21.0 
Foreign: 14.4 15.3 6.8 7.4 8.5 55.5 0.6 8.8 
2-4 days 2.7 2.9 1.3 1.4 1.6 55.2 0.1 7.7 
5 days or more 11.7 12.4 5.5 6.0 6.9 55.6 0.5 9.1 
 

Table 3. Tourist trips of Polish residents in 2018–2021 (in millions)

Source: as in Note 4

million, which accounted for 20.4% of all tourist 
trips made that year). The COVID-19 pandemic 
caused tourist trips to decrease to 53 million in 
2020 (i.e., by 29.4% compared to 2019), with the 
number of domestic trips falling by 22.7%, and 
foreign trips by as much as 55.5%. The 2021 increase 
in tourist trip numbers was only a partial recovery 
from the decrease of 2020. It affected domestic trips, 
especially long trips, more than foreign ones, whose 
number increased only slightly (Table 3).

In domestic tourism, short trips (2–4 days) 
clearly exceeded long trips (5 days or more). In 
2019, 34.5 million domestic short trips and 25.3 
million domestic long trips were made (Table 3). 
In 2020, despite the decrease in absolute numbers of 
domestic trips to 26.1 million short and 20 million 
long, the ratio of the one to the other did not change. 
In foreign trips, however, the breakdown was 
different, with long trips (12.4 million) prevailing 
over short trips (2.9 million) in 2019, and long trips 
decreasing to 5.5 million in 2020 while short-term 
trips fell to 1.3 million. The growth of 2021 was 
clearly limited (domestic growth of nearly 20% and 
foreign growth not exceeding 10%). Both before 
and during the pandemic, the ratio of short trips 
to long, both domestic and foreign, changed little.

The data analysis shows that the COVID-19 
pandemic caused a significant decrease in the 
number of domestic and foreign tourist trips in 
2020, both short and long, and the increase in 
2021 did not constitute a recovery from that fall. 
In 2021, the share of domestic trips increased from 
79% in 2019 to 88.2%, while the share of foreign 
trips decreased (from 20.4% to 11.8%, accordingly). 
The significant decrease in tourist trip numbers 
during the COVID-19 pandemic did not change the 
proportions between short trips (2–4 days) and long 
(5 days or more), neither in domestic nor foreign 
trips.
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4.3. Breakdown of reasons for undertaking 
tourist trips

In the years preceding and during the COVID-19 
pandemic alike, Polish residents aged 15 or over 
undertook tourist trips mainly for leisure purposes 
(rest, recreation, vacation) and visiting friends and 
relatives (VFR tourism). These two reasons were 
in equal standing among total tourist trips (each 
accounting for slightly over 45%). Their shares 
differed between domestic and foreign trips. Among 
domestic trips, VFR generally dominated, especially 
for short trips, whereas leisure generally dominated 
among long trips. By contrast, trips abroad for 
leisure were almost twice as common as those for 
VFR. The pandemic saw the share of foreign trips 
undertaken to visit friends and relatives rise and 
the share of leisure trips fall. Business trips were an 
important reason for travel. Their share was almost 
unchanged in 2018–2021, especially in domestic 
travel (3.5% share), whereas for foreign travel there 
was a slight upward trend (from nearly 9% in 2019 
to 13% in 2021). Other reasons for tourist travel, 

 
Journeys 

Year 

Changes: Drop 
in 2020 

relative to 
2019 

Changes: Rise 
in 2021 

relative to 
2020 

2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 
Total 

Rest, recreation, vacation 27.0 28.8 20.8 24.6 8.0 27.8 3.8 18.3 
Visiting friends, family 27.0 28.1 20.0 23.9 8.1 28.8 3.9 19.5 
Work 2.9 2.9 2.0 2.3 0.9 31.0 0.3 15.0 
Health 1.5 1.6 0.8 1.1 0.8 50.0 0.3 37.5 
Other 2.1 2.1 1.1 1.2 1.0 47.6 0.1 9.0 
Total 60.5 63.5 44.7 53.1 18.8 29.6 8.4 18.8 

National: 
Rest, recreation, vacation 19.9 21.1 17.7 21.0 3.4 16.1 3.3 18.6 
Visiting friends, family 23.1 24.1 17.9 21.8 6.2 25.7 3.9 21.8 
Work 1.7 1.7 1.3 1.4 0.4 23.5 0.1 7.7 
Health 1.4 1.5 0.7 1.1 0.8 53.3 0.4 57.1 
Other 1.6 1.6 0.9 1.0 0.7 43.7 0.1 11.1 
Total 47.7 50.0 38.5 46.3 11.5 23.0 7.8 20.3 

Foreign: 
Rest, recreation, vacation 7.1 7.7 3.1 3.5 4.6 59.7 0.4 12.9 
Visiting friends, family 3.9 4.1 2.1 2.1 2.0 48.8 0 0 
Work 1.1 1.2 0.7 0.9 0.5 41.7 0.2 28.6 
Health 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 100.0 0 0 
Other 0.5 0.5 0.2 0.3 0.3 60.0 0.1 50.0 
Total 12.7 13.6 6.1 6.8 7.5 55.1 0.7 11.5 
 

Table 4. Reasons for tourist trips by Polish residents aged 15 and over in 2018–2021 (in millions)

Source: as in Note 4

despite having a marginal share in the structure of 
tourist trips in 2018–2019, fell to even lower levels 
in the breakdown of reasons for tourist travel 
during the COVID-19 pandemic – especially 
trips for religious, educational and other purposes 
(Table 4).

In summary, although the COVID-19 pandemic 
caused a deep decrease in tourist trip numbers, it 
had a very limited impact on the breakdown of 
reasons to travel.

4.4. Accommodation facilities used during 
tourist trips

The breakdown of tourism objectives among Polish 
residents aged 15 and over presented (Table 4) and 
discussed above is also reflected in the breakdown 
of the use of accommodation facilities (Table 5). 
In 2018–2019, overnight stays in rented and non-
rented facilities were almost equal. The COVID-19 
pandemic resulted in a slight increase in the share 
of non-rented accommodation in tourist travel, 
especially in that provided by family or friends, and 



Andrzej Matczak and Daniela Szymańska / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 58 (2022): 183-201190

to a lesser extent in the use of second homes. On 
the other hand, the importance of rented facilities 
(especially hotels and holiday resorts) in meeting 
tourist accommodation needs decreased in the same 
period, but the share of private and agritourism 
lodgings in the accommodation provision for tourist 
trips increased (Table 5).

 
Accommodation 

Year 

Changes: Drop 
in 2020 

relative to 
2019 

Changes: Rise 
in 2021 

relative to 
2020 

2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 
Journeys total 

Rented accommodation 
of which: 

29.2 32.0 20.4 24.5 11.6 36.2 4.1 20.1 

hotels and similar 16.8 18.8 10.7 12.9 8.1 43.1 2.2 20.6 
holiday vacation facilities 2.5 2.6 1.4 1.8 1.2 46.1 0.4 28.6 
private and agritourism 6.4 7.1 5.8 6.5 1.3 18.3 0.7 12.1 
other 3.5 3.5 2.5 3.3 1.0 28.6 0.8 32.0 
Non-rented accommodation 
of which: 

31.3 31.6 24.3 28.3 7.3 23.1 4.0 16.5 

staying with friends or relatives 29.2 29.4 22.3 25.9 7.1 24.1 3.6 16.1 
Other 2.1 2.2 2.0 2.4 0.2 9.1 0.4 20.0 
Total rented and non-rented 60.5 63.6 44.7 52.8 18.9 29.7 8.1 18.1 

Domestic travel 
Rented accommodation 
of which: 

20.9 23.0 16.5 20.3 6.5 28.3 3.8 23.0 

hotels and similar 10.4 11.8 7.8 9.5 4.0 33.9 1.7 21.8 
holiday vacation facilities 2.2 2.3 1.3 1.7 1.0 43.5 0.4 30.8 
private and agritourism 5.4 5.9 5.1 6.1 0.8 13.6 1.0 19.6 
Other 2.9 3.0 2.3 3.0 0.7 23.3 0.7 30.4 
Non-rented accommodation 
of which: 

26.8 27.0 22.0 26.0 5.0 18.5 4.0 18.2 

staying with friends and relatives 24.8 25.0 20.0 23.7 5.0 20.0 3.7 18.5 
Other 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.3 0 0 0.3 15.0 
Total rented and non-rented 47.7 50.0 38.5 46.3 11.5 23.0 7.8 20.3 

Foreign travel 
Rented accommodation 
of which: 

8.3 9.0 3.8 4.5 5.2 57.8 0.7 18.4 

hotels and similar 6.4 7.0 2.8 3.4 4.2 60.0 0.6 21.4 
holiday vacation facilities 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.2 66.7 0 0 
private and agritourism 1.1 1.2 0.6 0.7 0.6 50.0 0.1 16.7 
Other 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.3 0.2 40.0 0 0 
Non-rented accommodation 
of which: 

4.5 4.5 2.4 2.3 2.1 46.7 -0.1 -4.2 

staying with friends and relatives 4.4 4.4 2.3 2.2 2.1 47.7 -0.1 -4.3 
Other, e.g., second homes 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0 
Total rented and non-rented 12.8 13.5 6.2 6.8 7.3 54.1 0.6 9.7 
 

Table 5. Tourist accommodation establishments used for overnight stays during tourist trips by Polish residents aged 15 
or over in 2018–2021 (in millions) 

Source: as in Note 4

The breakdown of accommodation facilities 
used during tourist trips differed between domestic 
and foreign trips. During domestic tourist trips, 
overnight stays were most often provided in non-
rented facilities, i.e., with friends and relatives, 
especially during short trips (which accounted for 
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two thirds of trips) However, in long-term travel, 
accommodation in rented facilities prevailed 
(especially hotels and private lodgings). In domestic 
long trips, the share of hotel facilities among 
accommodation services fell slightly during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, while the importance of 
private and agritourism lodgings rose.

When traveling abroad, two thirds of trips were 
in rented facilities – mainly hotels and, to a lesser 
extent, private accommodation. The remaining third 
of trips used unrented rooms, mainly staying with 
friends and relatives. The COVID-19 pandemic, in 
addition to significantly decreasing the number of 
foreign tourist trips, produced limited changes in 
the breakdown of accommodation facilities used 
during these trips.

4.5. Means of transport used during tourist 
trips

The COVID-19 pandemic not only caused 
a  significant decrease in the number of tourist 
trips (sections 4.1 and 4.2), but also changed the 
structure of means of transport used (Table 6). In 
the pre-pandemic period, private and hired motor 
vehicles (mainly cars) accounted for just over 75% 
of domestic trips (both short and long) and close 

to 30% of cross-border trips. During the pandemic, 
the role of passenger cars in servicing tourist trips 
clearly increased for both domestic and foreign 
travel (by ~8% and ~10%, respectively). In the case 
of domestic travel, this was mainly at the expense 
of reduced shares of other means of transport). 
International travel was dominated by air transport, 
both prior to and during the pandemic. Despite a 
large decrease (of 4.6 million) in the number of air 
trips in 2020 compared to 2019, and with a slight 
increase of 0.5 million trips in 2021 (over 2020), 
air travel still served slightly over half of foreign 
tourist trips. The increase in importance of cars 
in servicing foreign travel during the COVID-19 
pandemic was due to a significant reduction in 
public transport use. The car, which better facilitates 
social distancing, turned out to be a safer means 
of tourist transport than public transport – hence 
its increased importance in servicing tourist travel 
during the pandemic.

4.6. Tourist travel destinations

The COVID-19 pandemic caused a change in 
domestic tourist travel destinations (Table 7). 
Cities were hardest hit. Before the pandemic, they 

 
Journeys 

 
Year 

Changes: Fall in 
2020 relative to 

2019 

Changes: Fall in 
2020 relative to 

2020 
2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 

Total: 
Flights 6.8 7.7 3.0 3.6 4.6 60.6 0.6 18.8 
Bus, coach (scheduled, chartered) 7.9 7.7 3.4 4.1 4.3 55.4 0.6 19.1 
Automobiles (private and rented) 40.6 42.6 35.3 41.8 7.4 17.2 6.5 18.5 
Other 5.1 5.5 3.0 3.6 2.5 45.6 0.6 19.2 
Total 60.4 63.5 44.7 53.1 18.8 29.6 8.3 18.6 

National: 
Flights 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 64.1 0 19.9 
Bus, coach (scheduled, chartered) 6.2 6.0 2.9 3.6 3.1 51.6 0.6 21.6 
Automobiles (private and rented) 36.7 38.7 32.8 39.3 5.9 15.3 6.5 19.8 
Other 4.7 5.2 2.9 3.4 2.3 65.8 0.6 20.0 
Total 47.7 50 38.6 46.3 11.4 22.9 7.7 20.0 

Foreign: 
Flights 6.7 7.6 3.0 3.5 4.6 60.6 0.6 18.8 
Bus, coach (scheduled, chartered) 1.7 1.6 0.5 0.5 1.1 69.8 0 4.6 
Automobiles (private and rented) 4.0 4.0 2.5 2.6 1.4 36.1 0 1.3 
Other 0.4 0.3 0.2 1.8 0.2 52.6 0 6.0 
Total 12.7 13.5 6.2 6.8 7.3 54.3 0.6 10.1 
 

Table 6. Tourist trips by selected means of transport among Polish residents aged 15 and over in 2018–2021 (in millions)

Source: as in Note 4
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accounted for slightly over half of tourism trips, but 
around 45% during the pandemic. The decrease in 
trips to cities in 2020 was as much as 9.6 million, 
a drop of 32.5% compared against 2019. In turn, in 
2021, the increase of 2.8 million in the number of 
trips compensated to a limited extent for the loss 
of the previous year. Despite rural areas increasing 
their share in travel services in 2018–2021 from 
21.4% to 23.3%, they lost 1.3 million trips in 2020 
compared to 2019 and regained only 0.5 million in 
2021 compared to 2020 – an only partial recovery 
from the decrease of a year earlier. The country’s 
most attractive tourist destinations are coastal 
and mountain areas, and, although these recorded 
significant decreases in trip numbers in 2020 (of 1.4 
million and 1.8 million, respectively), their share 
rose steadily between 2018 and 2021 (from 14.9% 
to 18.1% and from 12.5% to 13.4%, respectively). 
In 2021, mountain areas received 0.8 million more 
trips, recovering only half the loss of the previous 
year. In the second year of the pandemic, coastal 
areas were the only ones to not only make up for 
the losses but to even exceed 2019’s pre-COVID trip 
numbers by 0.3 million (Table 7).

There are interesting observations to be 
made regarding the distances traveled abroad by 
Poles. Polish residents’ trips abroad are mainly 
to neighboring countries and countries in the 
Baltic Sea basin whose capitals are not more than 
1,000 km from Warsaw as the crow flies. Despite 
heavily decreasing the number of trips abroad, the 
COVID-19 pandemic increased the importance 
of this zone for Polish residents traveling abroad 
(Table 8). In 2019, 42.6% of trips went to this 
distance zone, but ~55% during the pandemic. This 
zone’s share in trips to visit friends and relatives 
increased particularly markedly (from 51.2% in 
2019 to 66.7% in 2021), and its share of business 
trips also increased. Conversely, its share in rest, 
recreation and vacation trips increased to a lesser 

extent (from 41.0% in 2019 to 45.7% in 2021). In 
turn, countries 1,000–2,000 km capital-to-capital 
from Poland (mainly in the eastern and western 
Mediterranean) accounted for 36.4% of all foreign 
tourist trips in 2019, and the COVID-19 pandemic 
caused only a slight decrease (of 2.6%) in its share 
of total foreign trips. However, Polish residents’ 
reasons for travel to this zone were clearly changed 
by the pandemic’s impact on the zone’s share in 
servicing foreign travel. Travel for rest, recreation 
and vacations accounted for 37.1% in 2019, then fell 
to 32.3% in 2020, but in 2021 not only recovered 
its pre-pandemic share, but significantly exceeded 
it, rising to 40.0%. The pandemic affected differently 
the zone’s share of trips to visit friends and relatives, 
business and other, significantly reducing it. It 
should also be mentioned here that, in 2019, prior to 
the pandemic, countries more than 2,000 km from 
Poland handled 21% of Poles’ foreign tourist trips 
and the pandemic reduced this share by almost half 
(to 11.8%). This zone was visited mainly for leisure 
purposes, while other reasons for travel (VFR, 
business trips and other) had a marginal share 
(despite the significant number of Polish emigrants 
and Polish diaspora in the Americas). Therefore, for 
this zone, the pandemic only slightly reduced the 
share of trips for leisure purposes, while it reduced 
the share of trips for other purposes by almost half.

4.7. Seasonality of tourist travel

In studying tourism mobility, it is interesting 
to attempt to identify whether the COVID-19 
pandemic changed the seasonal distribution of 
tourist trip numbers. Thus, COVID-19 cases 
peaking in the colder periods of 2020 and 2021 
caused changes in the seasonal distribution of tourist 
trip numbers, domestic and foreign alike (Table 9). 
These changes consisted in increases in the shares of 

 
Breakdown 

Year 
Changes: Fall in 2020 

relative to 2019 
Changes: Fall in 2021 

relative to 2020 
2018 2019 2020 2021 in mill. in % in mill. in % 

Towns/cities 27.5 29.5 19.9 22.7 9.6 32.5 2.8 14.1 
Rural areas 11.5 12.5 11.2 11.7 1.3 10.4 0.5 4.5 
Coastal 8.0 8.8 7.4 9.1 1.4 15.9 1.7 23.0 
Mountains 6.7 7.7 5.9 6.7 1.8 23.4 0.8 13.6 
Total 53.7 58.5 44.4 50.2 14.1 24.1 5.8 13.1 
 

Table 7. Selected destinations of domestic tourist trips of Polish residents aged 15 or over for private 
purposes in 2018–2021 (in millions)

Source: as in Note 4
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Breakdown 

 
Year 

Changes: Drop in 
2020 relative to 

2019 

Changes: Rise in 2021 
relative to 

2020 
2018 2019 2020 2021 in thous. in % in thous. in % 

Total: 
do 1 000 km 5.9 6.1 3.4 3.7 2.7 44.3 0.3 8.8 
1,000  1,999 km 4.8 5.2 2.1 2.3 3.1 59.6 0.2 9.5 
2,000  3,000 km 1.1 2.0 0.4 0.5 1.6 80.0 0.1 25 
over 3,000 km 1.0 1.0 0.3 0.3 0.7 70.0 0 0 
Total 12.7 14.3 6.2 6.8 8.1 56.6 0.6 9.7 

Rest, recreation, vacation: 
do 1 000 km 2.9 3.2 1.5 1.6 1.7 53.1 0.1 6.7 
1,000  1,999 km 2.6 2.9 1.0 1.4 1.9 65.5 0.4 40.0 
2,000  3,000 km 1.0 1.1 0.3 0.4 0.8 72.7 0.1 33.3 
over 3,000 km 0.6 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.3 60.0 0 0 
Total 7.1 7.8 3.1 3.5 4.7 60.3 0.4 12.9 

Visiting friends and relatives: 
up to 1,000 km 2.0 2.1 1.3 1.4 0.8 38.1 0.1 7.7 
1,000  1,999 km 1.6 1.7 0.8 0.7 0.9 52.9 -0.1 -12.5 
2,000  3,000 km 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 0 0 0 
over 3,000 km 0.2 0.2 0 0 0.2 0 0 0 
Total 3.9 4.1 2.1 2.1 2.0 48.8 0 0 

Other (work, other): 
up to 1,000 km 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.3 33.3 0.2 33.3 
1,000  1,999 km 0.5 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.4 66.7 0.1 50.0 
2,000  3,000 km 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 0 0 0 
over 3,000 km 0.2 0.2 0 0 0.2 0 0 0 
Total 1.7 1.8 0.8 1.1 1.0 55.5 0.3 37.5 
 

Table 8. Foreign trips by Polish residents aged 15 and over by distance of travel in 2018–2021 (in 
millions)

Source: as in Note 4

summer months (June, July, August) and decreases 
in the shares of winter months (December, January, 
February). The decrease in total domestic trips 
made in the summer months in 2020 compared to 
2019 amounted to 2.6 million, while the increase 
in 2021 compared to 2020 amounted to as much 
as 4.4 million. In turn, in the winter months, there 
were decreases in the number of trips in both 
2020 and 2021 (of 1.6 million and 0.7 million, 
respectively) and in those months’ share from 20.9% 
to 17.9% from 2020 to 2021. This translated into an 
increase in summer months’ share in the number of 
domestic trips during the pandemic (from 42.6% 
to 49.9%, respectively). The summer-to-winter ratio 
of domestic trip numbers rose from 2.0 in the pre-
pandemic period to 3.1–2.8 during the pandemic. 
In the summer months, for domestic travel, the 
increase in short trips was clearly less than the 
increase in long trips (Table 9).

There were similar changes in the seasonal 
distribution of foreign trips, because in the summer 

months of 2020 the number of foreign trips fell by 
3.3 million compared to 2019, and in 2021 rose by 
1.1 million, recovering only 33.3% of the earlier 
decline. The share of summer months increased 
from 39.3% in 2019 to 43.7% in 2021. In turn, in 
the winter months, trips decreased in both 2020 
and 2021 (by 0.6 million and 0.9 million), and their 
share decreased from 19.4% in 2019 to 16.6% in 
2021). The summer-to-winter ratio of foreign trips 
increased from 2.0 in 2018–2019 to 2.6 in 2021. The 
change in number of foreign and domestic seasonal 
trips abroad was less among short trips than long 
trips (Table 9).

4.8. Travel expenses 	

Up until 2020, there had been a steady increase 
in spending on both domestic and foreign tourist 
travel by Polish residents (Table 10). In 2019, 
expenditures reached PLN 73.4 billion (PLN 29.3 
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Months Year 

Changes: Drop in 
2020  
relative to  
2019 

Changes: Rise 
in 2021 relative 
to  
2020 

 2018 2019 2020 2021     
 in mill. in % in 

mill. 
in 
% 

in 
mill. 

in 
% 

in 
mill. 

in 
% 

in mill. in % in mill. in % 

National total: 
Summer  20.3 42.6 21.3 42.6 18.7 48.5 23.1 49.9 2.6 12.2 4.4 23.5 
Winter 10.0 20.8 10.5 20.9 8.9 15.7 8.2 17.9 1.6 15.3 -0.7 -7.9 

short-term 
Summer 9.7 33.3 10.0 33.3 8.4 37.5 10.3 38.6 1.6 16.0 1.9 22.6 
Winter 6.8 23.3 7.0 23.3 6.0 26.8 5.8 21.6 1.0 14.3 -0.2 -3.3 

long-term 
Summer 10.6 56.8 11.3 56.6 10.3 64.3 12.8 65.4 1.0 8.8 2.5 24.3 
Winter 3.2 17.1 3.4 17.2 2.8 17.5 2.5 12.7 0.6 17.6 -0.3 -10.7 

Foreign total: 
Summer 5.0 39.9 5.3 39.3 2.0 34.2 3.1 43.7 3.3 62.3 1.1 55.0 
Winter 2.5 19.2 2.6 19.4 2.0 31.2 1.1 16.6 0.6 23.1 -0.9 -45.0 

short-term 
Summer 0.8 33.2 0.8 33.0 0.4 28.3 0.5 34.8 0.4 50.0 0.1 25.0 
Winter 0.6 21.8 0.6 21.8 0.4 32.8 0.3 20.1 0.2 33.3 -0.1 -25.0 

long-term 
Summer 4.3 41.6 4.4 41.0 1.7 35.8 2.5 46.0 2.7 61.4 0.8 47.1 
Winter 1.9 18.5 2.1 18.8 1.5 30.9 0.9 15.6 0.6 28.6 -0.6 -40.0 
 

Table 9. Changes in the seasonality of tourist trips by Polish residents aged 15 and over in 2018–2021 in millions of people 

Source: as in Note 4, summer months (VI, VII, VIII), winter months (XII, I, II)	

billion domestic and PLN 44.1 billion foreign). In 
2020, relative to 2019, these expenses decreased by 
PLN 28.8 billion (i.e., by nearly 40%), of which, 
domestic travel spending decreased by only PLN 
5.7 billion and spending abroad by PLN 23.1 
billion. In turn, in 2021, expenditures increased, 
constituting a recovery of only 30.5% of the 2020 
decrease and mainly due to a PLN 7 billion increase 
in expenditure on domestic travel. Spending on 
foreign travel increased by only PLN 1.8 billion. 
In 2020, the decrease in expenditure was highest 
for transport, food, accommodation and purchase 
of goods. In 2021, the increase in expenditure was 
attributable mainly to accommodation and meals, 
and then transport and other services (it constituted 
only a 19.7% recovery from the 2020 decrease in 
expenditure). Meanwhile, purchases of goods 
increased slightly (Table 10).

The domestic-to-foreign ratio of travel 
expenditures also changed (Table 10). Before the 
pandemic in 2019, spending on foreign travel 
accounted for 60% of total travel spending and 
domestic travel for 40%. During the pandemic, 
in 2021, these relationships were reversed, with 

total travel expenditure at home exceeding that 
abroad (57.3% compared to 42.7%, respectively). In 
domestic travel, the highest expenses in 2021 went 
on accommodation and meals (approximately PLN 
10 billion each), half as much on transport, and 
least on purchasing goods and other services. It is 
worth mentioning that domestic travel expenses of 
2021 exceeded those from 2019. In turn, in 2020, 
expenditure on foreign travel decreased most in 
transport services – by PLN 7.4 billion from PLN 
12.9 billion in 2019 (i.e., by 57.6%) – and the increase 
in 2021 was negligible. There was also a significant 
decrease in expenditure on purchasing goods and 
other services in 2020, which did not increase in 
2021. Total expenditure on accommodation and 
meals also fell by half (from PLN 16.9 billion to 
PLN 8.7 billion) and grew in 2021 by a similarly 
low level as the increase in spending on transport.

The COVID-19 pandemic, despite having 
resulted in a decrease in spending on tourist travel 
by Poles both domestically and (especially) abroad, 
did not lead to any major changes in the breakdown 
of expenditures: on domestic trips the highest 
share continued to go on accommodation, meals 
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Travel expenses 

Year and expenses in PLN 
billion 

Changes: Fall in 
2020 relative to 

2019 

Changes: Rise in 
2021 relative to 

2020 
2018 2019 2020 2021 in bill. in % in bill. in % 

Total: 66.8 73.4 44.6 53.4 28.8 39.2 8.8 19.7 
Accommodation 16.2 17.9 11.6 14.8 6.3 35.2 3.1 27.0 
Consumption in restaurants, 
coffee shops, bars, etc. 

16.6 18.2 11.8 14.3 6.4 35.0 2.6 21.6 

Transport 16.1 18.3 9.7 11.8 8.6 46.9 2.1 21.9 
Purchases of goods 14.4 15.3 9.4 9.9 5.9 38.8 0.5 5.4 
Other services (cultural and recreational 
services, entrance tickets, etc.) 

3.5 3.7 2.1 2.6 1.6 43 0.5 22.1 

National: 26.3 29.3 23.6 30.6 5.7 19.4 7.0 29.6 
Accommodation 8.3 9.5 8.0 10.6 1.5 15.5 2.5 31.0 
Consumption in restaurants, coffee shops, 
bars, etc. 

8.7 9.6 7.6 9.9 2.0 20.4 2.2 28.9 

Transport 4.9 5.5 4.3 5.6 1.2 21.6 1.3 31.4 
Purchases of goods 2.8 2.9 2.5 2.9 0.4 15.5 0.5 19.0 
Other services (cultural and recreational 
services, entrance tickets, etc.) 

1.6 1.8 1.2 1.6 0.6 34.5 0.5 39.6 

Foreign: 40.5 44.1 21.0 22.8 23.1 52.3 1.8 8.6 
Accommodation 7.9 8.4 3.6 4.2 4.8 57.4 0.7 18.1 
Consumption in restaurants, coffee shops, 
bars, etc. 

7.8 8.5 4.1 4.5 4.4 51.4 0.3 8.0 

Transport 11.3 12.9 5.4 6.2 7.4 57.6 0.8 14.6 
Purchases of goods 11.6 12.4 6.9 6.9 5.5 44.3 0 0.5 
Other services (cultural and recreational 
services, entrance tickets, etc.) 

1.9 1.9 0.9 1.0 1.0 50.8 0 0.7 

 

Table 10. Expenditures on travel for private purposes by Polish residents aged 15 and over in 2019–2020 (in PLN billion)

Source: as in Note 4	

and transport, while on foreign trips expenditures 
continued to be highest for transport, purchase of 
goods, then accommodation and meals.

For domestic trips, the largest expenses were 
incurred on long trips (accounting for slightly over 
two thirds of total expenditure), and almost one 
third of total expenses went on short trips. The 
COVID-19 pandemic did not fundamentally change 
this spending structure. On the other hand, in the 
years preceding the pandemic, long trips accounted 
for slightly more than 60% of total expenditure on 
foreign travel; the pandemic reduced this share in 
2020 and 2021 to 55.4% and 58.4%, respectively. 
The pandemic “introduced” similar trends in 
expenditures on short foreign trips: their share was 
26.0–25.5% of total foreign travel expenses before the 
pandemic, which fell during the pandemic to 19.4% 
in 2020 and 23% in 2021 (Table 10). Expenditure on 
foreign one-day trips was characterized by different 
dynamics of change. The pandemic increased their 
share from nearly 30% in 2020 to 33.8% in 2021.

5. Discussion and conclusions

The research conducted thus far by international 
and national tourism organizations and institutions 
and academic research portray a fairly consistent 
image of consumer demand for tourist travel 
being changed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 
study generally confirms the trends in the volume 
and nature of tourist travel in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic that have been observed in 
previous studies.

Reports by national and international organizations 
and tourism institutions, as well as academic research, 
clearly indicate a very large decrease in the number of 
tourist trips in the first year of the pandemic, including a 
much greater decrease in foreign travel than in domestic 
travel (UNWTO, 2021a; OECD, 2020; Korinth, 2020). 
Domestic trip numbers began to recover in 2021 (e.g., 
UNWTO, 2020a; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2021; The 
Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism …, 2021; Arbulú et 
al., 2021). They increased much more sharply than did 
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foreign trips. Foreign travel is only expected to recover 
in the next few years (Farzanegan et al., 2021).

Changes in the volume of demand for tourist 
trips among Polish residents during the COVID-19 
pandemic were similar to those observed in many 
countries around the world. In 2020, foreign trips 
decreased in number more than did domestic trips 
(see Table 3). The decrease in travel was greatest 
among older, less educated and economically 
less well-off people (Table 1). As in many other 
countries, the volume of tourist trips began in 
2021 to recover with domestic trips, which grew 
significantly more dynamically than did foreign 
trips (Table 3). The increase in travel was also 
higher among pupils/students and senior citizens 
than among the professionally active (Table 1). The 
recovery in tourist demand was also greater among 
urban than rural residents.

The sense of insecurity resulting directly from 
the COVID-19 pandemic not only decreased the 
number of tourist trips but also changed the nature 
of those trips. In Poland, the pandemic caused 
some changes in the breakdown of reasons for 
tourist travel (Table 4), the use of accommodation 
facilities (Table 5), the means of transport used 
(Table 6), destinations (Table 7 and 8), seasonality 
(Table 9) and travel expenditures (Table 10). The 
results of our study generally confirm the trends in 
the nature of tourist travel in other countries caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, in the case 
of residents of Poland, the structural changes in 
tourist trips during the COVID-19 pandemic were 
relatively small, as also indicated by, among other 
things, surveys (e.g., Kowalska & Niezgoda, 2020; 
Gierczak-Korzeniowska et al., 2021).

In Poland, as in many other countries, most 
tourist trips were made for leisure and visiting 
friends and relatives (VFR). Their share in the 
reasons for tourist trips increased during the 
pandemic, especially for VFR. On the other hand, 
business trips and trips to participate in events 
(e.g., meetings, incentives, conferences, exhibitions 
[MICE]) decreased dramatically. Our study 
shows that the volume of business trips among 
Polish residents decreased during the COVID-19 
pandemic, but less than did all other tourist trips, so 
their share among reasons to travel showed a slight 
increase.

The need for social distancing during the 
pandemic clearly increased the use of private 
transport (cars, campers) on tourist trips, which 
may, over time, cause significant changes not only in 
the nature of travel but also in tourist development 
(The Impact of COVID-19 on Tourism …, 2021). 
In foreign travel, private means of transport (cars, 

campers) were used more during the pandemic 
than before, which shortened journeys and created 
a preference for more frequent trips to neighboring 
countries. Our study fully confirms the trends 
observed in this respect in other countries.

The greater inclination of tourists to visit areas of 
low overcrowding resulted in a preference for such 
forms of tourism as VFR and staying in second 
homes, campsites, agritourism lodgings and other 
small accommodation facilities, as well as in rural 
and environmentally valuable areas (both close to 
and further from the tourists’ place of residence); 
these places had hitherto been more rarely visited, 
and tourists tended to stay longer, especially in the 
warm season (UNWTO, 2020b; OECD, 2020b; 
Wojcieszak-Zbierska et al., 2020). Only in seaside 
tourist areas were such tendencies not observed 
(Miedziński, 2022).

The greater threat of viral infection in cities 
(due to greater overcrowding) greatly decreased 
tourist arrivals and slowed the recovery in urban 
tourism (Kowalczyk-Anioł & Pawlusiński, 2021a; 
Kowalczyk-Anioł et al., 2021b). This recovery may 
require that visits deglomerate – from the central 
districts of cities towards less-known, peripheral 
facilities and spaces off the beaten track.

The COVID-19 pandemic changed the volume, 
structure and directions of tourist spending flows. 
Countries exporting tourism goods and services 
(especially those with a lower level of development) 
lost out, while countries importing them (those 
with a high level of development) gained. Tourists 
stayed in Poland and spent their money there, rather 
than taking it abroad. This deepened the financial 
difficulties of exporters and improved the finances 
of importers of tourist goods and services. The case 
of Poland fully confirms such trends observed in 
previous studies in many other countries.

Data from Statistics Poland (GUS) taken on 
the demand side allow for a reliable assessment of 
the impact that the pandemic had on participation 
in and the nature of tourist trips among Polish 
residents. To date, most studies have been 
conducted on the supply side (e.g., Gabryjończyk 
& Gabryjończyk, 2021; Bąk-Filipek et al., 2022; 
Stojczew, 2021), using, among others, GUS data, 
which point to huge losses having been incurred by 
tourist businesses (especially air transport, hotels, 
restaurants, etc.). This is also confirmed by surveys 
among tourism companies (Gruszka & Manczak, 
2021). Academic analyses conducted on the 
demand side were usually based on proprietary data 
obtained during surveys of limited samples (e.g., 
Gierczak-Korzeniowska et al., 2021, 2022; Kowalska 
& Niezgoda, 2020; Widomski, 2020). The data from 
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GUS, which has for many years used a more-or-
less consistent research methodology regarding 
participation in and the nature of tourist trips, also 
provide an opportunity for some comparisons. This 
applies mainly to data relating to long tourist trips 
by Polish residents. They can be compared against 
the pandemic impact of other factors contributing 
to the transformation of tourism. Poland has 
experience of a planned economy and of a model 
of social tourism having been in effect. After the 
fall of communism, a market model of tourism 
was introduced. It was a strong factor transforming 
tourism in Poland, though entirely incomparable to 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.

After the end of World War II, Polish residents’ 
participation in leisure trips grew steadily until 
the end of the 1970s (Rocznik Statystyczny: 1977, 
1989, 1990, 2001, 2021). In the period 1960–79 
there was a slightly more than five-fold increase in 
this participation (from 3.5 million in 1960 to 18.1 
million people in 1979). The crisis in the socialist 
state (martial law and restrictions on freedom of 
movement in the country) and in the planned 
economy reduced this participation by more than 
half, especially in the first half of the 1980s (to 
8.5 million). It was a period of deep decline in 
Polish residents’ participation in tourism. By the 
late 1980s, the easing of restrictions and then the 
end of martial law and the gradual normalization 
of the planned economy had brought the number 
of people participating in long-term recreational 
tourism steadily back to the level of the early 1970s 
(about 9.7 million).

In the 1990s, the number of people participating 
in long-term tourism (5 days or more) increased 
slowly (from 9.7 million in 1990 to 10.7 million 
in 2000). However, the level of participation in 
long-term tourism reached in the late 1970s has 
not been restored. The global economic slowdown 
in the first decade of the 21st century resulted in 
another decrease in this participation (to 8.5 million 
in 2010). It is only in the second decade of the new 
century that this share increased until the end of 
the decade (11.1 million in 2019). The COVID-19 
pandemic again reduced the number of participants 
in holiday tourism (to 7.5 million in 2020), but 
much less so than the crisis of the socialist state 
and planned economy did.

After 1989, the nature of tourist travel by Poles 
also changed. The number of trips increased, while 
the length of individual trips decreased. Poles 
began to travel more often throughout the year but 
for shorter periods, similarly to most Europeans. 
Foreign travel increased. Destinations changed. 
Travel to former socialist countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe fell, while trips to Mediterranean 
and Western European countries, and to more 
distant countries on other continents, rose.

In the case of Poland, it can be concluded that 
the political and economic crisis of the 1980s 
reduced the number of Poles participating in 
tourism and changed its nature far more than have 
the economic fluctuations now taking place in the 
market economy or the restrictions introduced in 
connection with the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is an important factor in 
the decline in Polish residents’ participation in 
tourism and changes in its nature; however, in 
terms of scale, it is completely incomparable to the 
systemic changes introduced after 1989, though it 
is comparable to the impacts of periodic economic 
downturns to date. In the light of our research, it 
seems that the impact of COVID-19 on the tourist 
behavior of Poles is sometimes exaggerated. Perhaps 
COVID-19 will act like a delayed fuse and only 
a  longer perspective will show whether it has led 
to a significant transformation of modern tourism.

Notes

1.	 UNWTO issues reports on travel restrictions 
related to COVID-19 entitled Global Tourism 
Review. These reports aim to support the 
tourism sector in dealing with the COVID-19 
global health crisis by providing an overview 
and analysis of travel restrictions imposed by 
national governments. The reports are regularly 
updated and are designed to support mitigation 
and recovery efforts in the tourism sector.

2.	 The document prepared by the Polish Tourism 
Organization presents an overview of tourism 
policies in 18 selected countries around the 
world that were particularly heavily affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.	 In 2018, the survey covered 138.7 thousand people 
from ~52,000 households and subsequent years: 
136.6 thousand from over 52,000 households in 
2019; 128.7 thousand people from almost 51,000 
households in 2020; and 142 thousand people 
from over 58,000 households in 2021.

4.	 All calculations in the study were made on 
the basis of GUS data published online: 
Participation of Polish residents in travel in 
2018. In: Tourism in 2018, GUS, Warsaw 2019, 
Statistical analyses, pp. 99–109 and tables – 
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section III; Participation of Polish residents 
in travels. In: Tourism in 2019, GUS, Warsaw 
2020, Statistical analyses, pp. 61–72 and tables-
section III; Participation of Polish residents 
in travels. In: Tourism in 2020, GUS, Warsaw 
2021, Statistical analyses, pp. 63–75 and tables-
section III; Participation of Polish residents in 
travels. In: Tourism in 2021, GUS, Warsaw 2022, 
Statistical analyses, pp. 65–77 and tables-section 
III. Accessed: 24.07.2022.
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