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The purpose of this study was to explore the characteristics, the existing drawbacks and the future
opportunities of thermal spas in Greece. Using a ccse“study approach, "Thermae’ spa was chosen
because of its long-standing establishment and current reputation. The sample included fifty spa
visitars and two managers. One-to-one inferviews and guestionnaires were used to collact the
data. Thermal spas in Greece attract mainly clder adults whe saek alleviation of their medical
preblems. The medical treqtments gre of high quality, however, thermal spas need to develop their
leisure and recrectiondl image and provide more opportunities for social interaction. Greace, of-
fering an abundarnce of natural resources with significant healing properties, a great heritage, and
@ mild climate could be an attractive destination for people who want to take time off to relax and
re-energise. The future development of thermal spas in Greeze is a feasible option, however, there
is need for diversification into different market segments, ne s state-of the-art infrastructurs, and
co-operation of the public and the privete szctor far planning a leng-term and viable strategy.

Keywords: Greece, health, older adults, thermal spa
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intreduction problems. The earfiest archaeological evi-
The belief that the natural environment af-  dence that indicates people travelled for the

fects human health can be traced back almost  purpase of cure dates from the mid-third mil-

to the dawn of civilisation (Walton,1894;  {ennium BC (Gilbert, 1954; Krizek, 1964;

Casson, 1974). Throughout history there has  Kevan, SM, 1993)

been documentation of people travelling long Nowadays, experts are agein “discovering”

distances to seek difevigtion of their health  the importance of natura cures for improving

This research was supported by a postgraduate research scholarship from the Greek State Scholarship
Foundation. Special thanks are extended to Dr. Yvonne Harahousou for her guidance in this research and 1o the
rmanagers of the thermal spa for their important help,
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and preserving health, Recent studies report
the beneficial effect of spa treatments in low
buack pain and arthritis (Nouyen, Revel and
Mougados, 1997; Constant et al., 1995), in
lnee and hip osteoarthritis (Forastier, 2000)
aind the contribution of agqua exercise to gen-
erat mobility in older adults {Espanha et al.,
2000). Spa therapies may play a complemen-
tary role in the treatment of several disegses
as they alleviate suffering, they are almost to-
taily devoid of serious adverse effects and they
contribute to a better quality of life (Sukenik,
Flusser & Abu-Shakra, 1999; Constant et dl,
1998).

The awareness of the significance of
healthy iiving and the general trends towards
physical and menta! development has made
people more than ever eager to adopt a
healthier lifestyle. Apait from madical care
and rehabilitation  purposes, fitness  ond
weliness constitute important reasons for the
increased selection of holiday destinations
that offer a relaxed atmasphere and a healthy
environment. In addition, the growing recog-
nition of the benefits of preventive medicine
and the need to take time off to relax ond re!
energise have resuited in an increasing trend
towards lefsure activities that provide pilenty of
opportunities for pampering and coddling
(Cocherell, 1998).

Europe is world-widely known for its spa
baths and the therapeutic power of thermal
waters. Germany, ltaly and France are the
leading destinations in Europe for health-re-
lated tourism. Germany generates the biggest
share of stays at heclth-related resorts in Eu-
rope and lts spa towns atiract 40-45% of the
total tourists in Germany (Cocherell, 1994).
Switzerland, Austria, Czech Republic, Hun-
gary, Romania und Turkey attract also visitors
for the some purposes.

Hedlth tourism went through severcl
changes and stages of growth and decline
over the centuries. Until recently, citizens
were supported by social security and insur-
ance schemes that subsidised the expenses
of treatments in spc resorts. Subsidisation
has had a majer impact in sustaining and ex-
panding the spa industry, but the current re-
duction in subsidy levels throughout FEurope is

perceived as a significant threat for its sur
vivel. The dacline over the last few vears of
the French spa business clegrly demonsirates
the impact of the introduction of more strin-
gent rules on social security relmbursement
{(Cocherell, 1998). The ageing market has
also given a tired image to thermal spas and
as a result once-fashionable spas in the UK,
Belgium and Luxembourg have experienced
a decline.

However, as the interest in heolth-related
tourism Is increcsing, a number of former
popular spa resorts are currently being reno-
vated and upgraded-"Countries with appropri-
ate natural resources and fucilities develap
and implement plans for improvement and
growth. Thermglism as o specific product can-
not generate mass interest, but it can be tai-
lored to individual needs and tap higher in-
come customers.

In economic terms, alkhough investment
and operational costs are high and returns
appear in the long term, the multiplier effect
is strength for the hechh related tourism in-
dustry. It is estimated that 15 spent by o con-
sumer in heclth-related services in Hawali’s
resorts generates 2.15$. By comparison, 1%
spent by & typical vacationing tourist to Hawaii
generates 1.76% (University of Hawaii, 1994).
The lorger multinliers for health-ralated tour
ilsm, 0s compared to general fourism, are
accounted for by lower leakage and higher
volue added due to the specialised skills and
services required in the bealth-tourism seg-
mentis.

The hot springs of Greece have been re-
nowned for their remarkable healing proper-
ties since the earliest of times. Greeks visit the
spas since 1500 BC. Herodotus (484-410 BQ)
and Hippocrates {460-375 BC) praised the
healing properties: of the hot springs. Until the
19th century, there were no rules and specific
therapies for the different diseases. In 1918,
the Department of Hot Springs in the Ministry
of Notional Economy was established, and
since 1950, it has been incorperated into the
Greek National Tourism Organisation (GNTQ,
19623,

Thermalism is the major form of health-re-
loted tourism in Greece. According to Konins
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(1991}, there are approximately 850 hot
springs in Greece, but fewer than 100 have
some infrastructure and operate regularly.
Thermal spas are divided in two main catego-
ries according to the foliowing eriteria; ) tour-
ist importance of the spa town, b} number of
visitors per year, ¢ the chemical composition
of the waters (ETBA, 1991).

Despite the long history and existence of
spa baths in Greece, the contemporary
thermalism presents several problems. The in-
frastructure of the most spa baths is inad-
equate, except for some spas of tourist impor-
tance which have adequate infrastructure and
facilities (ETBA, 1991). The lack of modern
buildings, the use of ohsolete equipment, the
dearth of recrectional faciiities and the low
level of service have resulted in the creation of
a ‘tired’ and gloomy image. Furthermore, the
avercge age of the visitors is high because
younger pecple do not find these destinations
attractive (Karaiskaki, 1996). Finally, intarna-
tional travellers do not consider health-related
services as a motive for choosing Greece as a
noliday destination. Accerding to a research
at Aristotle University (Psoinos, 1994) ameng
3,412 tourists only 19 {0.6 %) considered the
existence of spa baths gs a motive to visit
Greece,

It seerns that for many vears the GNTQ did
net perceive thermalism as a viable option
and no strategic planning for the development
and promotion of this form of tourism had
been implemented. Furthermore, the lack of
necessary facilities and services has resulted in
the creation of resorts that have been devel
oped suppleinentary to the major thermal
spas without the initiative and the control of
the GNTOC.

The growth of heafth-related tourism in
countries that can provide the necessary re-
sources, its positive impact on their economies
and its important role as @ means of reducing
the negative effects of mass tourtsm have cur-
rently turned the attention of the government
planners to the potential of thermalism in
Greece.

According to the most recent law for the
thermal spas {1892/1990),-one of the produc-

- tive investmants is:

Bothing in the healing woters. A cuse-study of the devefepment of thermal spas In Greece

The building, extending and modernis-
ing profiteriented thermal spas, ssa
bathing centres and heclth tourism
centres as well as, buying equipment
upon GNTO's agreement and on the
basis of specifications stated by o joint
ministerial decision of the Ministies of
Environment/Urban Planning and Pub-
lic Works and Developrnernt (Tourism),
{GNTO, 1990)

After 1594, the subsidies for investment
and development for building or extending
profit-oriented health spas, sea-bathing spas
and tourismn health centres, range between 25
and 42% of the total investrient (GNTO,
1994). Additionally, in the European Union
programme  “Tourism-Cufture” (section 1.2)
incentives for developing health-related tour
isrt have been establishad.

Greece as @ country with a great history in
spa treaiments, is nowadays re-evalucting the
positive impoct that heaith-related tourism
could have in its economy. The number of
changes demonstrate the increased impor-
tance that health-related tourism is gaining
{Ktenas, 1997).

The implementation of pians for the devel-
cpment of health related tourism in Greece
requires extensive reseaich both in supply (in-
frastructure, personnel, costs, promotion) and
demand (customers’ profile). However, there
is a lack of studies on the subject of heaith-re-
lated tourism in Greece {Tsartas, 1991).

The investigation of the current develop-
ment and characteristics of thermalism, both
in terms of supply and demand, could be an
indicator for its potenticl for Greece and could
generate some ideas for its further develop-
ment and expansion in the domestic and inter-
national market.

The purpose of this study, with reference to
the specific case of "Thermae” spa, was to in-
vestigate the characteristics, both in terms of
supply and of demand, of thermalism in
Greece and to explore the existing drawbacks
and futuwre opportunities. '

Method

The novelty of the concept of health-re-
lated tourism in Greece and the lack of up-to-
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date information cbout the current situation
necessitated the collection of primary data.
Therefore, in an attempt to explore ond de-
scribe the choracteristics and trends of con-
temporory thermalism as these are presented
in one of the most important thermal spa in
Greece, case study was chosen as the rmost
approprite research strotegy. Case studies
can take place in settings where it is otherwise
difficult to collect information (Donmovyer,
1990). Furthermore, due to the particular op-
portunities for involvement and personal ob-
servation that this strategy provides, an in-
sightful perception of the setling was made
feasible.

The choice of @ thermal spa (the artificial
name “Thermae’ will be used in this article),
which constitutes one of the most important
thermal spa resarts in Greece, was based on
the degree that this spa represents thermalism
in Greece,

Sample

The spa visitors and the managers were re-
cruited for the collection of the approprigte
data. An initia] contact with the 5pa manager
and the manager of the "Municipal Corpora-
tion for Tourism Development’ of the city that
the thermal spa belongs to was made, infor-
mation regarding the characteristics of the
visitors using these facilitjes was taken and ac-
cess to the spa was agreed, : -

The final sample comprised 50 middie-
cged and older adults (Male = 20, Female
= 30) who were asked to fili in o questionnaire
and two managers who participated in one-to-
one interviews.

Data Collection

The data were mainly collected in terms of
two methods: a) in depth interviews and b)a
questionnaire survey. The purpose of having
these methods was the sefection of both quan-
titative and qualitative data to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the charae-
tertstics of thermalism in ' Therrhge’ spa.

The Questionnaire

A combination of inferviewer-completed
and self-completed questionnaire forms was

used. The participants who did not have prob-
lems in understanding the guestions com-
pleted the questionnaire by themseives. An in.
terviewer-completed form wos used for visitors
with various difficulties such as poor vision,
and Insufficient understanding of the gres-
tions. The novelty of the concept of health-re-
lated tourism in Greece and the lack of rel.
evant research mode the creation of an origi-
nal questionnaire to obtain the essential infor-
mation for the research purposes inevitable.
The development of the gueasticnnaire was
based on questions created and information
gathered from previous studies. The key ob-
jectives were to: -

I Present the dernographic and lifestyle
characteristics of the spa visitors.

2. Identify the factors that influence the
choice of the “Thermas’ spa.

3. Record spa visitors’ evaluations and
recommenaations for the specific spa resort.

The first six questions were used to obtain
information on visitors’ demographic charac-
teristics. Two questions referred to the fre-
quency of participotion in physical octivities
and fo the degree participants were diet con-
scious. Six guestions were used to collect infor-
mation on the reasons for going to a spa re-
sort, and the impertance of the various factors
for visiting "Thermae’ spa. Finally, six ques-
tions were used 1o demonstrate the visitors’
evaluation of "Thermae’ spa and their recorm-
mendations for its future development.

In crder v confirm the appropricieness
and applicability of the questionnaire, the fol-
lowing stages were applied:

1. The revision of the questionnaire by an
English longuage teacher giming to improve
the accuracy and understanding of the ques-
tions” meanings.

2. The transiction in Greek and the subse-
quent revision by a Greek language teacher

3. The administration of a pilot studyto 5
Greek older adults. Confusing items along
with items that people found difficult to under-
stand or inappropriate for the purpose of the
instrument were excluded.

All descriptive analyses were performed us-
ing the SPSS for Windows statistical software.
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The irderview guide was based on finding
out about: af the development of the spa re-
sort and changes through the years, b) The
comparative odvantages of the particular spa
esort, ¢) The design and implementation of
the morketing plan, d} The customers’ needs
and the diversification of the products, offered
for the Greek and foreign visitors and e) The

© Greek health-related tourism market, its po-

tential and future development.

The semi-structured interviews consisted of
open-ended questions, which allowed the in-
terviewers tc probe and fo divert in order fo
purstie an idea in great detail, as well as ex-
pand and paraphrase the interviewses’ re-
Sponses.

Procedure

Participants completed the questionnaires
during their visit to the spa resort. After o brief
presentation of the scope of the study, the two
forms of the questionnaire were presented
and the participants chose the appropriate
form for them. Two interviewers helped partici-
nants to fill in the questionnaires. The data
were collected during the summer when most
of the people visit a thermcl spa.

The interviews were conducted after the
initia! analysis of the questionnaires in order to
compare the viewpoints of the customers with
those of the managers and to gather informa-
tion on topics that emerged from persongl
contact with the customers and from the ob-
servation of the thermal spa cperation. Each
interview losted approximately 60 minutes.
Having ensured informants’ consent, the inter-
views were tope recorded and later transcribed
verbatim.

Results ,
Manogement of "Thermae'

‘Thermae' is under the supervision of
Greek National Tourism Organisction and es-
pecially the Department of Management and
Development of Thermal Springs, which sets
the prices ond ficenses the operation of a
spa. Furthermore, it decides the specifica-
tions that thermal spas must have and checks

athing in the healing woters. A case-study of the development of tharme! spos in Greece

if spas operate according to the stondards.
Still, this seems to be a typical procedure,
since, to quote the General Manager of the
Municipal Enterprise, “the conirol is taking
place once o year, and it Is not o prescriptive
procedure  but a fypical one’, Finally,
G.N.T.Q. has the guthority to examine all the
development plans.

‘Thermae’ has its own management for the
day-to-day operation and this is in direct co-
operation with the Municipal Eriterprise for de-
cision-making on development and marketing
matters. The main index of measuring the per-
formance of the spa is the number of baths,
which is also the official index of G.N.T.O.

The marketing plon

The therma! and natural mineral woeter, the
geographical location and the natural re-
sources constitute the strong competitive od-
vantages of "Thermae’ spa. However, market-
ing “Thermae’ is not an easy task, as the mar-
keting plan must be adjusted to the nzeds of
two different segments, the domestic and for-
aign visitors. According to the manager of the
Municipal Corporation:

The Greek customer acts as an indi-
vidual ond not as a part of ¢ group
therefore it is difficult for us to promote
group holidays for the Greeks. On the
other hand the European customers
travel in groups. Tlour operators de-
mand a full package including treat-
ments, food and accommaodation, The
cuts in funding for health cures {from
the Greek government make the diver-
sification in foreign markets even mare
necessary, therefore we have to adjust
to the narms and preferences of the
Eurcpean customer.

The promotion of special ‘hydrotherapy
packages’ for 3, 7, 10 and 15 days aims at the
foreign market. These packages include treat-
ments for medical problems and programmes
for relaxation, physical and mental revival,
stress management and are tatlored to atfract
a younger clientele.

 As hecith problems are related with
older ages we try to offer also treat-
ments for younger customers who do
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wWant to recover thelr strengths, to get
pampered and to feel free from every-
day obligations and siress. {"Thermae’
menager)

Participation in exhibitions and Co-0parg-
ton with tour operators is an important gctiv-
ity for the promotion of ‘Thermae’. The busy
programme and the scheduled participation in
several exhibitions oll over Europe are indica-
tive of the effort that the Municipal Enterprise
makes to expand in the further European mar-
ket According to the manager of the Munici-
pal Corporation:

Although the promction manifests en-
couraging resulls, we must continue
this organised and intensive effort, Very
often in the exhibitions people ask i
our city is an island close to the farnous
istands of Mykonas, Rhodes, etc. and
that shows that we have a lot of work to
do.

The eastern market is very important, as
countries like Russia show en increased inter-
est in fourism, and more specifically in hegith-
reiated tourism. The participation In exhibi-
fions in Moscow and St Petersburg ars part
of the "Thermae’ plan to tap this market.
According to the manager of the Municipal
Corporation the "3-5% of people in Eastern
European countries are very rich. Baaring in
mind that the whole population is 150 million
it is easy to understand how significart this
market is for us”.

However, the Greek market always consti-
tutes the main target as it holds 95% of the
whole market. Marketing by word of mouth
has more influence (80%) than advertisement,
as visitors get more easily persuaded by
friends’ or doctor's recommendations than by
the media or travel agencies. The “tired’ im-
oge that therma! resorts have is a major con-
stroint on expansion in different market seq-
ments other than the older adults. For that
purpose, "Thermae’ has produced brochyres
and cotalogues that promote the fitness and
wellness facilities aiming at the attraction of g
younger clientele. However, no positive results
have been reached so far as all the visitors are
more than 50 years of age.

not have acute health problems but

Finally, the operation of the fitness and
physiotherapy centre on a vear round hasis
constitutes on important step towards the
change of image that Thermce’ tres to
achieve. The diversification in several market
segments is the overall aim and cfl the promo-
tional efforts are designed to accomplish that
target.

In summary, both managers agrez that
"Thermae’ has a strong position in the Greek
maorket offering halpful services and an abun.
dance of natural resources. Financigl inde-
pendence offers them the freedom to design
the further expansion ond development of
"Thermae’ to foreign markets. However, ot
tracting foreign customers and furthermore,
promoting  “Thermae’ to younger people
needs a lot of effort, careful promotion tech-
niques and new, state of the art, infrastruc-
ture.

The profile of ‘Thermae' visitors

Athens is the main area of residence for
the majority of the spa visitors as together with
the municipality of Piraeus host 74% of the to-
tal number of visitors, Important is also the
fact that only 4 % are forsigners.

Following international trends, wormen
outnumber men, as they are more interesied
and motivated to visit a health and beauty
resort. However, this difference is not so big
as health probiems do not discriminate be.
tween men and women and health improve-
ment can equally motivate both sexes. The
spe attracts older adults, offering therapies
for ailments mostly appearing in elderly peo-
ple (Table 1).

Table 1. The Demographic Characteristics of
Participants
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The educations! level appears rather low,
as almost 45% of the visitors are primary
school graduates, People uged over 66 weare
born in the 1930s and grew up In a very turbu-
fenit periad for Greece (war, poverty, unstable
government, lack of organisation). This situa-
tion made further education very difficult, as
people had to work from « very young age to
survive. In younger ages, « greater parcentage
of peopie hove higher education and uni-
versity degress.

Table 2 presents the frequency of participa-
tion in physical activities. Equal number of visi-
tors is never involved in any activity or parlici-
pates regularly in physical activities. Visitors
percelve os physical cetivity the 15 minutes
programme that thelr docter or phystothera-
pist has suggested them to do everyday as a
part of the therapy for the relief of arthritis or
other painful diseases. The perception of what
constitutes physical activity to the participents
came out during the administration of the
questionnaire wiien respondents commented
on the specific question.

Tuble 2. Lifestyle potterns

Maost of the visitors take care of their diet
because of their health condition. Respond-
ents strassed that the diet control is based on
the doctors’ advice rather than on their sound
knowledge over nutritional matters.

"Thermae’ as a spa destination

The majority of visitors suffer from o healih
problam, which is the main reason of visiting
the "Thermoe' spa (Figure 1),

"Thermae’ does not atiract people who
want to improve their appearance or to recu-

. perate from stress management and that im-
" plies the establishment of the ‘tired” image of

thermal spaos.

Visiting @ spa is more than a cholee for va-
riety and new experiences. Most of the cus-
tomers perceive that staying in the spa is a
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Figure 1. Reasons for visiting "Thermae”

iadical
problem

yearly necessity, sc 82% have been to a spa
before. This continufty shows that visitors find
visiting a spa very helpful for their health, As
they mentioned, spa baths help therm 1o suffer
fess during winter. Customer loyeity is also im-
portant as 52% of visitors keep going every
year to "Thermae’ because they find the thero-
pies offered there beneficial for their health.

Visitors stoy at “Thermae’ spa for two or
more weeks, This implies that for most of
them going to "Thermae’ coincides ofso with
their yearly holiday. Important is also the fact
that for 80% of the interviewses costs ara fully
or pertly subsidised showing clearly the de-
nendence of thermalism on the government’s
health acts and decrees.

Figure 2. Motives for visiting “Thermiag”

Wedoat  Paymant
reasong torins.

Thermae’ spo is a destination whose loca-
tion, climate, medical treaiments and overcll
reputotion are its competitive advantages, as
the 75-80 % of visitors find these factors very
important on choosing this specific spa (Figure
2). The price also is very important, as most of
the clients are subsidised and therefore they
try to find an avercge price in both the mem-
bership of the spa and the accommodation in
the city. Fitness and beauty facilities are not
considered as factors for choosing "Thermae’
and that can be explained by the fact that visi-
tors do not participate in exercise programmes
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The educational lavel cppears rather Jow,

as almaest 45% of the visitors are primary

scheol groduates. People aged over 66 were
born inthe 1930s and grew up in a very turbu-
lent period for Greace (waor, poverty, unstable
gavernment, lack of aroanisation). This situa-
tion raade further education very difficult, as

. peogle had to werk from a very young age o

survive. In younger ages, g greatey percentage
of people have higher education and uni-
versity degrees,

Table 2 presents the frequency of participa-
tien in physical activities. Equal number of visi-
tors i never involved in any activity or partici-
pates regularly in physical activities. Visitors
perceive as physical activity the 15 minutes
programme that their doctor or physiothera-
pist has suggested them to do everyday os a
part of the therapy for the relief of arthritis or
other painful diseases. The perception of what
constitutes physical activity to the participants

.come out during the administration of the

guestionnaire when respondents commented

- on the specific question.

Table 2. Lifestyle patterns

Maost of the visiors take care of their diet

- because of their health condition. Respond-

ents stressed that the diet centrol is based on
the doctors” advice rather than on their sound
knowledge over nutritiona! ratters.

“Thermue’ as o spa destination
The majority of visitors suffer from @ heaith
problem, which is the main reason of visiting

. the “Thermce’ spa {Figure 1).

“Thermae’ does not attract people who

wunt to improve their appearance or to recu-
_perate from stress monagement and that im-
plies the establishment of the “tired’ image of

‘thermal spas.
Visiting-a spa is more than o choice for va-

rlety and new experiences. Most of the cus-

tomers perceive that staying in the spa is a

Figure §. Raasons for visiting “Thermoe”

yearly necessity, so 82% have been to a spa
before. This continuity shaws that visitors find
visiting a-spa very helpful for their health. As
they mentioned, spa baths help them to suffer
less during winter. Customer loyaffy is also im-
portant as 52% of visitors keep going every
year to “Thermae’ because they find the thera-
pies offered there beneficialfor their health.

Visitors stay ot ‘Thermag’ spa for two or
more weeks. This implies that for most of
them geing to "Thermae’ coincides aiso with
their yearly holiday. Important is alse the faor
that for 80% of the interviewees costs are fully
or partly subsidised showing clearly the de-
pendence of thermalism on the government's
health acts and decrees.

Figure 2. Motives for visiting “Thermae”

'y
et Paymert
ressohs toir

"Thermae’ spa is a destination whoss foce-
tion, climate, medical treatments and ovaralf
reputation are Hs competitive advantages, as

“the 75-80 % of visitors find these factors very

Important on choosing this specific spa (Fgure
2). The price also is very important, as most of
the clients are subsidised and therefore they
try to find an average price in both the mem-
bership of the spg and the accommodation in
the city. Fitness and beauty facilities are not
considered os factors for choosing ‘Thermae’
and that can be explained by the fact that visi-
tors do not participate in exercise programmaes
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and therefore, they do not care about fitness
facilities. However, they.do care chout social
iife which is an Important factor as 56% of the
visitors find it very sionificant when choasing
"Thermae’. The social erviranment s2ems to
satisty the visitars but they sivessed the impor
tance of the social life of the city and not the
chances for socialising in the spa whers most
of them go just for the treatmerts,

svoluation of Thermas’ spo

Keeping its reputetion of offering very good
medical services, "Thermae’ wos evaluated by
94% of the customers as good Gr very good for
the medical treatiments (Figurs 3.

Figure 2. Evaluation of “Themaae spa”

Qeaby of  Gaff qualt
freatmenis §

The customer service was rated very high
by the respondents. They were enthusiastic
about the way the staff treated thern and this
is very importent especially for oider people
who need more affection, love and care, Fur
thermore, sanitation and safety, riecessary
elements in an environment where there are
people with health problems, have been rated
highly. Many of the participants have some
sorts of disability in walking or even sianding
and therefore sofety in a well-designed indoor
piace is a necessity,

However, respondents stressed a number
of problems such as the recrectional services,
Although social environment rates high, this is
mostly because people perceive it as the envi-
ronment outside and not inside the spa, with
which many were not sotisfied. ‘As one of the
things they want very much is fo meet new
people and build friendships especially at their
age when loneliness is frequently a big prob-
lem, Thermae’ does not offer them this po-
tential,

a8

Along with that, some participants stressad

e need for psychological support and they
suggested that a professional nsychologist
should offer advice 1o people during their stay
to the spa, Furthermore, they mentioned the
problems of insufficient infrastructure, expen-
sive restaurants and noise, especially during
the surmmer months.

i

Finally, despite the problems, 90% of the
visitors answered that they would like to visi
"Thermae’” again, and they wauid strongly rec-
ammend the spa to their frisnds, showing their
satisfaction and  positive  attitude  towards
"Thermae’.

e

Purpose of this study was 1o investigote the
characteristics, both in terms ot supply and of
demond, of thermalism in Greece and to ax-
plore the existing drawbacks and future oppor-
tunities through the case of ‘Thermae’ spa.

Travel for health and well-being is o grow-
ing sector in the world-wide tourism industry.
¢ increasing fmportance of o healthy Iife-
style, the use of body image as o sign of social
status (Bourdieu, 1984), ond the increased in-
terest in alternative medical treatments have
resulted in a rising demand for health-related
tourism. Demonstrating o great history in
thermclism, Greece is trying nowadays to pro-
mote health-reloted tourism through tradi-
tional and modern forms providing servicas for
medical, fitness and wellness, recuperation
and rehabilitation purposes.

Thermalism presents a “tired” image as the
majority of customers are older adults who da-
pend on social insurance subsidies for their
health-related holidays, which comprise also
their yearly holidays. The fact that the medical
associotion approves thermalism results i its
dependence on public policies in terms of sub-
sidies and insurance companies’ poficies. The
interngtionally increased reluctance of many
medical insurance companies 1o reimburse
the cost of spe treatment is becoming the case
also in Greece. The healih reforms have put
much pressure on the thermal spa industry as
the number of people eligible for subsidies is
decreasing.
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The majority of people who visit the ther-
meal spas find the treatments a vearly neces-
sity ond not a huxury good ond they keap vis-
iting them because they see improvements in
their health. Therefore, it is important to es-
tablish the importance of spo ireatment
through evidence-hased studias (Ernst &
Pittler, 1998; Ballint & Szebenvi, 1997) in or
der to arrive at rationally based decisions re-
tating to the efficecy of spa treatments. Fol-
lowing that, the Greek State, which is respon-
sible for the provision of the standords and
means for o quality lite to oll is citizens, raust
re-examine the health policies ond reforims
concerning thermalism, Furthermore, the
economic impact of the development of
' heclth-related tourism both in revenue terms
| and in crection of new jobs for specialised
| personnel indicates the need for g long-term

policy for development of health-related tour
ism in Greece.

Thermal spas attract mostly Greek custom-
ers, as they are not well known gbroad. The
“tired” image they have and the recent health
reforms, make diversification into other mai-

i ket segments their only way of survival, Spe-
cifically, "Thermag’ has adeguate infrasiruc-
ture for current needs but the plans for further
developiment and expansion require moderni-
sation of its facilities, new buildirgs, provision
of new services and creation of g younger and
vibrant look, Furthermore, thermal spas need
intensive promotion in foreign markets so as
to become known, and provision of attractive
‘nackages’ of treatments in co-operation with
tour-operators.

Having o great history and experience in
thermalism, ‘Tharmae’ is blessed with «
number of competitive advamages such os s
natural mineral water, geographical location,
climate and naturc! environment, The positive
“evaluation of ‘Thermae’ spa draws an encour-
aging picture for its future development. The
visitors acknowledge the medical treatments

and the custorner service os the best features

and that implies the coreful design and suc-
cessful service provision of the "Thermae’ spa.

However, &t seems that management has
given cli its attention to organising the medi-
cal side of the spa, underestimating the rec-

Sathing in tha healing waters. A case-sitidy of the developmient of thermal spos in Greece

reational and leisure side. That becomes evi-
dent in the evaluation of “Thermae’ regarding
itz social environment. Respondents stressad
the lack of opportunities for interaction in the
spa and the need for more social avenis. Cor
sidering that for most respondents visiting the
thermal spo is also their annual holidoys and
clso the fact that recrectional activities can
contribute to the well-being of ofder odulis
(Stathi & Fox, 2000a), there is o strong nzed
for provision of recreational activities which
can enable social interaction among partici-
pants.

The sedentary lifestyle of the participanits
and their lack of knowledge regarding fitness
and nutrition presant an important gap nec-
essary 1o be addressed for improving their
well-being. Considering the recognised ben-
efits of physical activity to the physiological
and biomedical ospects of oider adults’
health who comprise the majority of the 5pa
visitors (ACSM, 1998, WHO 1997), it is im-
pertant to establish ways of hefping older par-
ticipants experiencing several physical octivi-
ties. In addition, the reported social and psy-
cholegical benefits of physical activity in the
well-being of older adults (Stathi & Fox,
2000b; Biddle & Faulkner, in press) stress the
need for inclusion of physical octivities iIn the
activity program of the spa resort. These ac-
tivities could contribute to the well-being of
the participants through the increase of men-
tal alertness, positive attitude, social interac-
tion and the avoidance of siress, negaiive
function and isolation. Furthermore, the fact
that most of the visitors stay in the thermal
spa for more that two waeks provides consid-
erabie opportunities for design and imple-
mewtotion of various fitness programs and
healthy lifestyle seminars. If thermalism is
about how to offer the maximum henefits for
participonts’ physical and mental health,
then a careful consideration on their charac-
teristics and neads is reguired and a holistic
approach should be adopted,

Conchizions

Greece, offering dn abundance of natural
resources, a great heritoge, ond a mild cii-
mate could be an atiractive health-related
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The competitive advan-
ages of thermalism in Greece constitute sig-
nificant foctors for the attraction of visitors
wiho sesk fo combine both holidays and physi-
cal and mental revival,

-
I

tourism dastination.
+
.

nermae’ is one of the most important
thermal spas In Greece, as it has long history
in thermalism and an equally important con-
temporary development. However, there are
at least three other importarit spas across the
country and a lot of smaller underdeveloped
spas, whose investigotion would lead to o
more complete and detoiled presentation of
health-related teurism in Greece. Therefore,
the findings should be considered only as an
indicator of the main characteristics of health-
reloted tourism in Greece. Nevertheless, this
research presented a number of primary data,
which drew an initicl picture of the health-re-
lated tourism in Greece, siressing the need for
further future research.

Based on the study’s findings, health-re-
lated tourism development in Greece appears
to be feasible, as its competitive advantages in
terms of notural resources and healing proper-
ties are strong. However a number of issues
were raised and the need for several changes
was stressed.

First, there is need for co-operation be-
‘tween the central and the local governments,
the health industry and the hospitality industry
to recommend pelicies and facilitute the de-
velopment of strategies for health-relcted tour-
ism. Furthermare, the private sector, the local
authorities and G.N.T.O should establish ways
in marketing Greace as a health-related desti-
nation combining the promotion of health-re-
lated producis with the Greek tourism
strengths such as favourable climate, natural
beauty, rich culture and reputation for good
hospitality.

Second, the state should provide incentives
to the private sector for building new and high
quality infrastructure in order to attract higher
income visitors. Furthermore, heaith-related
tourism providers in the private secior should
identify appropriate international counterparts
for the development of distribution channels
for referred visitors,

In the individual level, spa managers
should areate recreational  cctivity  pro-
grammes in the specific haalth-resors tailored
To the visitors’ characteristics and neads and
provide mare opportunities for sccial interac-
tion. They should dlso provide more fitness
and recuperation services to attract a younger
and more affluent clientele.

Finally, there is need for more customer
surveys for the better understanding of the
motivation, decision-making and satisfaction
level of using health-related services in Greece
in local and national level, .

In a world that becomes more health-con-
scious und oware of the importance of o
healthier way of living, the future of health-re-
lated tourism is fairly optimistic. However, its
further expansion and success in Greece will
he determined by the existence of c well con-
caeived, long-term plun, involving the best
ideas and the co-operation of all the inter
ested parfies, and aiming at providing high
guality and competitive set of services to hoth
the domestic and international market,
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