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Summary 

 

Tourism is one of the most dynamic sectors of economy, with a multiplier effect, able to 

transform small destinations in major tourist attractions. Related industries recorded an obvious 

increase, which has resulted in a broad approach to this sector from the authorities, with benefits 

in certain zones of the globe regarding tax facilities and lifting of visas. 

Tourism has always played a significant role, with people traveling for different reasons 

since ancient times. Even during centuries marked by impending danger and risky road conditions, 

the tourism activity was not interrupted. In antiquity, such journeys implied danger, but 

archaeologists found evidence attesting the traveling of groups of people around large prehistoric 

sites, which demonstrates the tourist behavior of people (Hajime, 2015). 

Later on, with transportation becoming easily accessible, there was an increase in the 

number of tourists who undertook trips regardless of the distance. After analyzing the most recent 

period, it is clear that expansion of this sector began after World War II and it intensified especially 

following 1968, when the cost of air transport became more accessible. European countries began 

to relax their visa policy and started viewing this field as an engine for economic growth, with the 

motto: "Tourism - Passport to Peace" (Becker, 2013). The benefits of tourism include a peaceful 

social climate and the preservation of natural resources and local customs - often the main 

motivations for tourism (Lickorish and Jenkins, 2011). 

Health tourism is one of the oldest forms of tourism and it has witnessed a significant 

increase, regardless of its main attraction. An important component is medical tourism, which has 

beneficial effects on improving the quality of health services for the local population. Also, people 

in rich countries can benefit from affordable medical interventions and treatments abroad, both in 

terms of availability and financial cost.   

Based on the observation that conventional treatment schemes are intended to treat the 

effects of diseases using medications and to treat the cause using surgery, both associated with 

high risks, SPA procedures represent a viable alternative. Depending on the associated diseases 

that a person has and on natural resources existing in a resort. The physician may prescribe a 

specific SPA treatment based on the intended effects demonstrated through academic studies and 



 

based on the government sponsored programs in European countries, which subsidize these cures. 

By using natural resources, wellness tourism may constitute an important basis for the education 

of young people, exposing the benefits of prevention measures to the healthy population.  

Analyzing the current demographic context in Europe and in Romania, it is certain that the 

proportion of people over 65 is increasing. Thus, it reinforces the need to find alternatives to ensure 

a healthy life as long as possible. Even if life expectancy is increasing in Europe, the quality of the 

final years of life is an important indicator of the economy. Years of life with high levels of 

morbidity represent a significant expenditure on public health systems and population structure 

predictions and this situation puts a warning in this regard. The spending of a large portion of 

public revenues on medication would significantly affect the economy. 

In the European Union, the large proportion of ageing citizens has various causes such as 

low birth rates, higher life expectancy and a large number of immigrants (European Parliament, 

2008). There are some specific issues regarding the ageing population: a steadily decreasing active 

population, increased levels of contributions to the social security systems and the need to find 

ways to alleviate the suffering caused by associated diseases. 

The European Union has the most rapidly growing elderly population in the world 

(Tragaki, 2014). According to Eurostat, the percentage of retired citizens is growing both in the 

EU countries and in countries wishing to join (Eurostat, 2015) and of great importance is the age 

group over 80 (Consiliul Național al Persoanelor Vârstnice, 2014). The predominance of elderly 

citizens in the Union lead to the release of several scenarios like the "gray century scenario" or the 

"open borders scenario" that propose different directions (Davoudi et al., 2010) to reduce the 

negative effects. Countries such as Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovenia and 

Slovakia are faced with the migration of the working age population to more developed countries, 

meaning there is a ratio of 1.5 working people at a pensioner, with powerful negative implications 

(Consiliul Național al Persoanelor Vârstnice, 2009). 

 

This PhD thesis, entitled” Innovative ways of valuing natural SPA resources in 

Romania by means of tourist services” approaches health tourism as a possible solution to 

improve the health status of elderly citizens and better the prevention measures for the young 

segment of the population, while focusing on the situation in Romania. Given the various strong 

points of our country, such as: low rates, subsidized services for certain categories, diversity of 

natural resources, experience in the field, the Roman heritage and last but not least, the possibility 



 

of treating several diseases at the same resort, we considered this research direction to be 

appropriate, bringing to light new aspects in this field. 

Another reason for this direction comes out of the literature review. Based on the 

documentation, we concluded that health tourism research in Romania is not based on this 

approach, so we wanted to fill this gap in the literature. Particular for Romania is the research 

based mainly on heritage SPA services, assessing the quality and the use of such resources in 

treating diseases. In this situation, the economic component is ignored. We followed the emphasis 

on the economic, social and health segments.  

The purpose of the thesis is to position Romania as a SPA destination on the European 

market characterized by an ageing demography through innovative ways of exploiting 

natural SPA resource. To achieve this goal, several qualitative and quantitative research models 

were developed, with the purpose of providing a detailed radiography of Romanian  

SPA tourism, in the local, national and international context.  

Based on this structure, we outlined the objectives that target several layers at the local, 

national and international context, reaching both individually and overall. In developing the main 

objectives, we took into account factors which characterize the area: the existence of an important 

local resort in a poor condition, the focus on treatment offered by SPA establishments, efforts 

undertaken in recent years in the field and the existence of unique SPA resources. 

Regarding the thesis structure, it has 6 chapters, including theoretical and applied aspects. 

The research followed three levels: local, national and international. 

 

Chapter 1 included elements of terminology, emphasizing on the need for a common 

glossary accepted by all countries with SPA potential.  We detailed key terms used in the field, 

such as: wellness tourism, medical tourism, SPA tourism, SPAs, thalassotherapy. It also covers 

the main approaches about this type of tourism by region or country. We also analyzed components 

such as demographic data, SPA heritage and innovation in the field. We highlighted the existence 

of natural resources and their exploitation in European countries, including beauty products. 

 

Chapter 2 was focused on Romanian SPA tourism, based on a structure similar to the one 

used in the previous chapter, with applicability at the national level. Through literature review, we 

wanted to demonstrate that Romania has experience in the field, the natural resources have a large 

diversity and the resorts have a rich history. This approach ignored the medical aspects and the 

physical-chemical analysis of resources, focusing more on economic and social effects. Taking 



 

into account the national economy level and scarce investment in tourism in general, we wanted 

to analyze the presence of innovation also. 

The Conceptual approach has a high level of originality, differing from other works which 

are mainly focused on the analysis of natural resources. We wanted to bring a high level of novelty 

by positioning SPA tourism in the current demographic context. We put particular emphasis on 

matters related to population structure that creates the context of research carried out in the 

following chapters. Thus, we included the following issues in our researches: the current 

demographic structure in Romania, the main statistical indicators of health tourism in the country 

(which expressed the evolution of accommodation capacity in the last 21 years), the evolution of 

tickets (which were subsidized during the 1996-2014 period) and the distribution of resort tickets. 

Also included in this chapter was the degree of innovation in the sector, focusing on the degree of 

innovation in the treatment facilities as a result of using specific equipment, setting up clusters, 

segmentation in the field, innovation in the wellness centers and SPAs, new ways of promoting 

services, new aspects highlighted at the World Congress of Balneology (which took place in 

Bucharest) and the level of inclusion of young entrepreneurs in SPA tourism.   

 

Chapter 3 included research methodology, the scope of the paper, objectives and research 

hypotheses. The work is based on four major researches: 3 were qualitative and one quantitative. 

There were set six objectives: the conceptual approach of the main elements found in the literature, 

the analysis of SPA tourism in Romania, the research of the current situation of health tourism in 

the country, tourist opinion about SPA tourism, building a comparative analysis between Romania 

and another European country with natural SPA resources (Spain), and proposing innovative ways 

of capitalizing on the Romanian SPA heritage. We checked the confirmation or rejection of the 

assumptions made in the beginning of the research: 

 

- (h1) Romania has a high natural SPA potential, allowing room for the decline of 

some resorts; 

- (h2) Romanian SPA tourism is mainly specialized on treatment, an approach which 

will also be followed in the future.  

- (h3) Romanian SPA market is characterized by a low rate of innovation; 

- (h4) Romanian tourists have a high degree of knowledge regarding health tourism; 



 

- (h5) strengths and weaknesses of the Romanian SPA tourism are similarly 

identified by the two main categories involved in the field: tourists and 

representatives of SPA units; 

- (h6) Spain could represent a development model for the Romanian SPA tourism, 

due to the similarities between the two countries. 

 

Chapter 4 included the results of the researches that took place in Romania: the local 

qualitative research, the national qualitative study based on structured interviews and the national 

quantitative research based on administered questionnaires. The results were presented and 

interpreted according to the research instrument which was used. We wanted to analyze the status 

of the Romanian health tourism starting from the local level by choosing a resort of local interest 

in the Vrancea region – Soveja, a model of exploiting natural resources in a poor way. We analyzed 

it using the Butler method and structured interviews. Thus, we made a description of the current 

status of the resort and detailed the causes in order to develop models for Soveja’s recovery. 

At the national level, we interviewed representatives of 10 resorts of national interest, 

pursuing issues such as promotion, future directions, positioning towards social tourism, problems 

and strengths identified in offering services. We surveyed a sample of 321 tourists, focusing on 

elements such as the general opinion towards the SPA tourism, issues identified by them in this 

field, the level of information about foreign competitors, the view towards social aspects. Three 

main layers were included in this research: actions taken at the individual level, prospects 

identified nationally and innovation in the field. In our quantitative research conducted on tourists 

from Romania, we focused on identifying their perception of health tourism and their degree of 

awareness of other competitors.   

 

Chapter 5 included a qualitative research about SPA tourism in Spain. By conducting this 

study we wanted to paint a detailed description of this field in Romania based on research visits 

and interviews taken in the treatment units, with the purpose of underlying the proposals made in 

the last part of the paper. Research visits were conducted at the following establishments: Hotel 

Balneaire Font Vella **** in Hilari Sacalm resort, Hotel Balneaire Prats *** and hotel Vichy 

Catalan*** in Caldes de Malavella resort;  Bains Termaux Caldes d`Estrac in Caldes d`Estrac 

resort, Hotel Balneaire Termes Victoria ***  and Hotel Vila de Caldes **** in Caldes de Montbui 

resort; Hotel TermaEuropa **** in El Vendrell resort, Hotelul Termas Marinas **** in 



 

Benicassim resort and Hotelul Balneario Marina D`Or ***** in Orpesa del Mar resort. The 

objectives of this part of the study were: 

 To describe tourist typology and strategies used in promoting SPA units; 

 To describe specific infrastructure and SPA procedures; 

 To detail the social aspects of SPA cures; 

 To identify innovation in the sector. 

 

 The research included two main aspects: one regarding the landscape (in which we 

positioned the analyzed resorts according to certain criteria), and one about the structure (we 

covered aspects like the existing infrastructure, promoting, typology of tourists, available services, 

social aspects and innovation). 

 

Chapter 6 presents the personal contributions. Based on the results of our research and on 

the information found in the literature review, we mentioned the main innovative ways to exploit 

the SPA resources in the country, comprising 5 main layers: promoting, segmentation, investors, 

establishments and the relationship between SPAs and authorities. 

 

The first layer identified by the author, which may be established through innovative 

actions is promotion. Given the international trend and the example set by Spain, Romania has 

enough tools needed to develop SPA tourism. Resorts can rely on a modern promotion pattern, 

carried out online, using tools such as SEO optimization, mobile application development, the 

development of portals in foreign languages and the help of famous figures who can use their 

notoriety to increase the international visibility.  

 The second layer studied in the research, segmentation, arises from the international 

direction in which countries with a long tradition in SPA tourism have adopted, keeping a fine 

balance between treatment and relaxation. This way, luxury resorts rely mainly on wellness, based 

on a more attractive financial perspective. Such development is beneficial at the national level, 

because it attracts tourists with high income who prefer high quality services.    

The level of investors, the third layer included, was considered an important aspect of 

capitalization on natural resources for several reasons. Resources used in SPAs are state property, 

and a sustainable exploitation from the private sector is required to maintain a balance in the field. 

Investors can be divided into two categories: people with a high level of financial power, who are 

able to build luxury centers in locations where natural resources are exploited and also young 



 

entrepreneurs.  In order for both categories to be encouraged to enter and remain on the market, 

several development guidelines which should ensure a high degree of confidence in the sector must 

be elaborated.  

 The fourth layer, represented by resorts and SPA units include innovative solutions for 

both the public and private sectors. It deals mainly with natural heritage capitalization following 

the model of countries that have relied on a rich SPA service history in order to attract tourists. 

Given the possibility of treating diseases associated with aging in Romanian resorts and the weak 

exploitation of the natural resources, we propose that local resorts should be transformed into 

regional SPA centers, which can provide the best framework for improving the level of health.  

 The last layer is represented by local and national authorities and it focuses especially on 

investment, legislation and lobbying which can be done by national representatives in foreign 

countries. Given the natural desire to sideline social programs in SPA tourism, we consider that 

national and local authorities should be more involved in creating a stable environment for 

investments in SPA tourism.  

 

Based on our researches, the main objectives were achieved. The 6 research hypotheses 

were tested as follows: 

- the first hypothesis, h1 stating that Romania has a high natural SPA potential, which 

allows for some resorts to decline was confirmed. The variety of natural resources 

in the country makes it impossible for their effective operation. The Soveja resort, 

which is representative for the local SPA tourism is a clear example. If Romania 

would have a more restricted range of resources, their exploitation would probably 

highly efficient. 

- the second hypothesis, h2: Romanian SPA tourism is mainly specialized on 

treatment, an approach which will also be followed in the future was rejected. Even 

though Romania has experience in the field, the research results showed that each 

unit offers wellness services and some of them want a separation between wellness 

and treatment, wishing to rely more on prevention.  

- the third hypothesis, h3: Romanian SPA market is characterized by a low rate of 

innovation was rejected. Despite the fact that treatment facilities for tourists are 

cataloged as old, innovation is present in this field. The desire to make customers 

most loyal convinced managers to invest in computer reservation systems, new 

access ways, forecasting feedstock. Also, investments have been made in pools and 



 

equipment for the modernization of treatment bases, which are connected to IT 

systems which automatically adjust the temperature, salinity and water flow.  

- the fourth hypothesis, h4: Romanian tourists have a high degree of knowledge 

regarding health tourism was rejected. The research results showed that Romanian 

tourists have an average level of knowledge about international health tourism, 

although this topic is often discussed in the media. 

- the fifth hypothesis, h5: strengths and weaknesses of the Romanian SPA tourism 

are identified in a similar fashion by the two main categories involved in the field 

– tourists and representatives of SPA units was rejected. The strengths identified 

by managers, such as: high quality of services and staff training do not coincide 

with tourist opinion: they want these issues to be changed for a better experience; 

- the sixth hypothesis, h6: Spain could represent a development model for the 

Romanian SPA tourism, due to similarities between the two countries was 

confirmed. The two countries we compared, Romania and Spain, present many 

similarities, and the Spanish experience and practice can be a useful example for 

the future development of local resorts, especially in the exploitation of natural 

resources by promoting them to tourists. Also, in terms of promoting, the Spanish 

model can give a direction for Romanian resorts to consider. The fact that social 

tourism is a constant part of Spanish health tourism is an example that such a 

direction can be still kept and successfully merged with wellness. 

The purpose of the thesis was to frame Romania as an attractive SPA destination on the 

European market, characterized by an aging demography. The paper also contains innovative ways 

of exploiting natural SPA resources which can help Romania to improve the health status of its 

citizens. This approach to health tourism was carried out in a new way for the Romanian literature, 

helping to improve other research in the field (focused mostly on the natural heritage and less on 

the economic and social effects of their exploitation). 
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