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Abstract: COVID-19 is a trigger event which is changing the complexion of African tourism and the directions of African 
tourism research. This article offers an overview and commentary on the state of African research produced during the 
uncertain times of 2020-2021 in specific response to the immediate impacts and changes which have been catalysed by the 
pandemic. The article is a progress report to capture and profile the body of focussed contributions on COVID-19 and tourism 
which have appeared for sub-Saharan Africa. Further, it is a contribution towards strengthening our understanding of tourism 
and change in the Global South. Overall, the discussion serves to highlight an emerging African scholarship which is engaged 
on a range of issues around three core themes of ramification, adaptation and transformation.  
 

Key words: COVID-19, tourism in change, Africa, ramification, adaptation, transformation, Global South 

 
*  *  *  *  *  *  

 

INTRODUCTION  

The years 2020-2021 will be defined always by the enormous challenges and changes that COVID-19 has brought to 

everyday life. With continued travel and lockdown restrictions around COVID-19 severely impacting international tourism 
flows it is observed “in no uncertain terms, the pandemic has forever changed the tourism industry as we once knew it” 

(Sin et al., 2021: 655-656). Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged also that “change is a constant feature of tourism” 

(Saarinen and Rogerson, 2021: 4). Nair and Sinha (2020: 307) pinpoint that travel behaviours and specific changes in 

decision-making are “not new concepts in the tourism industry and have been especially important over the past two 

decades, as the industry has witnessed a range of catastrophes from natural disasters to terrorist attacks”. Yet the COVID-

19 is distinctive for the truly global nature of the crisis as the pandemic effectively has halted the operations of the tourism 

sector in an unparalleled fashion as well as reshaping patterns of consumer travel demand and of supply chains (Buckley, 

2020; Hall et al., 2020; Nair and Sinha, 2020; Cooper and Buckley, 2021; Nhamo et al., 2020; Gössling et al., 2021; Matiza 

and Slabbert, 2021; Pham et al., 2021; Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021a; Sharma et al., 2021; Tellioglu, 2021).     

This article builds upon the foundations of such works with the modest goal of offering an overview and commentary 

on the state of African research produced during the uncertain times of 2020-2021 and in specific response to the 
immediate impacts and changes which have been catalysed by the pandemic. Methodologically, the paper undertakes a 

systematic literature review which follows procedures adopted in similar studies (eg. Alhammad, 2020; Chen et al., 2021; Trip 

et al., 2021). The analysis is informed by the viewpoint that “a review of past research efforts is an important endeavour in all 

academic research areas” (Nunkoo et al., 2013: 5). Among several advantages of undertaking review articles is the 

identification of research trends as well as potential knowledge gaps where additional research might be useful. 

 

UNCERTAIN TIMES 

Arguably, the pandemic is unlike many other disasters and crises that previously have impacted the tourism sector and 

its enterprises (Hall et al., 2020). Bianchi (2020: 80) observes that “in contrast to previous disruptions, whether brought 

about by terrorism, natural disasters, financial crises or indeed previous pandemics, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic 

has precipitated an unprecedented shutdown of travel and tourist destinations on a truly global scale”. Seemingly, there will no 

return to the ‘normal’ as existed before (Brouder, 2020; Sigala, 2020; Butler et al., 2021; Gössling et al., 2021). Activities 
involving direct contact between consumers and service providers have been those most adversely impacted by restrictions 

imposed on movement and social distancing. The pandemic strikes at the very DNA of hospitality as social distancing is the 

absolute antithesis of what one traditionally expects from hospitality enterprises (Garrido-Moreno et al., 2021). The essence of 

hospitality is to create unique experiences which often are based on closeness with customers and personalized interactions. A 

redefinition of hospitality operations is taking shape (Pillai et al., 2021). Implementation of strategies to flatten the COVID-

19 curve such as lockdowns, stay-at-home orders, social distancing or mobility restrictions have resulted in the temporary 
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(and increasingly permanent) closure of many tourism and hospitality establishments (Gursoy and Chi, 2020; Nhamo et al., 

2020). For tourism enterprises Assaf and Scuderi (2020: 731) observe that COVID-19 “has been one of the most impactful 

and tragic pandemics of modern times”. In the opinion of Duarte Alonso et al. (2020: 1) the pandemic “represents the 

ultimate test for numerous leaders, entrepreneurs and employees operating in most if not all industries”.   

COVID-19 has generated an avalanche of writings from the community of international tourism and management 

scholars about its impact on the tourism and hospitality sectors. In addition, the pandemic is triggering changes in research 
agendas and shifts in the topics of tourism research (Brouder, 2020; Kock et al., 2020; Rogerson and Baum, 2020; Zenker 

and Kock, 2020; Assaf et al., 2021; Mattei et al., 2021; Persson-Fischer and Liu, 2021). For tourism scholars COVID-19 

represents a critical challenge as “research that contributes to industry practice will need to reorient the focus of studies, 

given that the industry will undoubtedly change with new normal practices in place” (Kwok and Koh, 2021: 386). A 

thematic content analysis conducted of COVID-19 specific literature on tourism disclosed a number of critical themes that 

are emergent as well as new areas that merit further attention. Three thematic clusters of work were distilled in the content 

analysis recently performed by Kwok and Koh (2021). The first relates to ‘ramification’ which involves empirical 

assessments of the pandemic’s impact on tourism, including changes in tourism demand as well as evaluations of the impacts 

of government support. The second concerns ‘adaptation’ which is a stream of investigations including responses in terms of 

the application of new technologies as well as explorations of the capacity of destinations and tourism businesses to adapt 

to change and build resilience. The third is ‘transformation’ which relates to the major corpus of work which is forward-

looking to the extent that it is analysing the prospects for restructuring future tourism and offering post-pandemic outlook 
analysis (Bianchi, 2020; Brouder, 2020; Butler, 2020; Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020a, 2020b; Niewiadomski, 2020).  

Reviewing international tourism research controversies about COVID-19 Saarinen and Wall-Reinius (2021) identify the 

appearance and consolidation of two differing narratives or schools of thought on ‘transformation’. Both narratives 

highlight the seriousness of the COVID-19 pandemic for global tourism, albeit differ in terms of what comes or should 

come next.  First, is a ‘resilience school of thought’ which stresses the historical capacity of the tourism sector to cope with 

or adapt to shocks such as the global financial crisis, SARS, or natural events such as earthquakes or tsunamis (Saarinen 

and Wall-Reinius, 2021: 145). Much attention is upon the sector’s capacity to return to pre-crisis growth paths. This 

perspective is projected by much of the tourism industry and would be the stance taken by national governments across 

sub-Saharan Africa. Second, is the ‘readjustment school of thought’ which emphasizes the imperative to re-think the 

‘growth at all cost’ and ‘volume at all cost’ pathway for tourism which has dominated in recent years and partly is 

responsible for the current crisis (Saarinen and Wall-Reinius, 2021: 146).  
For this second school COVID-19 is a watershed or turning point for tourism. It projects the changes and impacts as 

irreversible and fundamentally shifting the character of tourism and human mobility into the future (Higgins-Desbiolles, 

2020b; Niewiadomski, 2020; Sigala, 2020). Put simply, it is argued that it is time to “question the sustainability of success 

defined by growth in visitor numbers or increases in material consumption” (Hall et al., 2020: 591). Pre-COVID-19 “many 

international organisations and policymakers framed the tourism industry and its local and regional development 

connections as high-potential tools for putting sustainable development into practice” (Saarinen, 2021: 15). Higgins-

Desboilles (2020a: 70) projects COVID-19 as a possible game-changer for global tourism and that it offers “a chance to 

turn away from the hegemony asserted by market forces for their profit and return to an earlier vision of tourism as a social 

force”. Many academics contend that as COVID-19 exacerbates social and economic inequalities there is a need for 

recovery strategies which identify locally-tailored solutions to redefine tourism based on local rights, interests and benefits 

(Rastegar et al., 2021).   Kwok and Koh (2021: 390) aver that “it is critical for tourism as a complex adaptive system to 
continue to respond, adjust and adapt with resiliency against COVID-19”. The above context of international research 

debates around COVID-19 provides the setting for this discussion of African tourism research in uncertain times. 

Traditionally Africa has been on the periphery of mainstream international tourism scholarship and research debates 

(Rogerson, 2012; Adu-Ampong and Mensah, 2021). During the past decade, however, the volume of research generated on 

tourism in Africa has elevated noticeably (Senbeto et al., 2021). This surge is manifest most strikingly in the appearance of 

several valuable edited collections of new research about African tourism (Rogerson and Visser, 2020; Adu-Ampong and 

Kimbu, 2021; Leonard et al., 2021; Novelli et al., 2021; Ngoasong et al., 2021; Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021b).  

 

AFRICAN TOURISM RESEARCH RESPONSES TO COVID-19 

During the onset of the pandemic it was often stated that Africa had escaped the worst of COVID-19; by mid-2021 

there was little sign of the continent being spared, most especially with the impact of the third wave. The spatial spread of 

the pandemic, its impacts for the African continent’s health care system, socio-economic ramifications and government 
policy responses have been well-documented (eg. Acquaah et al., 2021; OECD, 2020; Ozili, 2020). It is a familiar story of 

the implementation of drastic measures to combat public health effects, partial or complete lockdowns, and the closure of 

borders. Such developments have adversely affected national, regional and local economies, disrupted value chains, decreased 

consumer demand and intra- and inter-regional trade (Arezki et al., 2021a). The societal and business haemorrhage induced by 

COVID-19 as well as the hopelessness experienced by many African governments is typified by the recorded Zimbabwe 

experience (Chirisa et al., 2021). The businesses hardest hit by the pandemic are the continent’s cohort of small, medium and 

micro-enterprises and informal businesses (Acquaah et al., 2021).  Arguably, across Africa the danger is that the long-term 

ramifications of COVID-19 will be to reverse development gains made over previous decades and deepen the continent’s 

chronic challenge of poverty (Buheji et al., 2020).   COVID-19 is a trigger event which is changing African tourism and the 

directions of African tourism research. The crisis is exerting significant negative ramifications for African tourism as is 
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disclosed by the OECD (2020). Using UNWTO data Nyaruwata and Mbasera (2021) indicate that Africa recorded a 74 

percent decline in international tourism in 2020 as compared to 2019 with this negative trend accelerating in 2021. The UNDP 

(2021: 4) states that in 2021 whilst some countries have started reopening borders “the situation remains dire as waves of the 

pandemic continue to rage through the African continent”. As tourism is highly demand elastic the trajectory of significant 

decline is confirmed most recently by the mining of ‘big data’ by Arezki et al. (2021b). Further ramification research has been 

pursued on the impact of the pandemic for the tourism industry as a whole of individual countries. This has been produced 
variously for Kenya (Muragu et al., 2021), South Africa (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2020a; Dube, 2021a; Sao Joao, 2021) and 

Tanzania (Mwamwaja and Mlozi, 2020). All these studies point to the atrophy experienced by African tourism.  

The implications of the pandemic for the tourism industry of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 

as a whole are assessed as setting back “the gains the region had accumulated over the twenty three years of working 

together” (Nyaruwata and Mbasera, 2021: 10). Gender disparities in tourism employment impacts are pinpointed for the 

case of South Africa (Chipumuro et al., 2021). Another thread of research centres on the uneven spatial impacts of the 

pandemic with its most devastating ramifications experienced in tourism-dependent destinations (Rogerson and Rogerson, 

2020b, 2021c, 2021d). At Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe Sibanda and Cheer (2021) highlight that COVID-19 underscores the 

imperative for livelihood diversification in order to ensure that the town develops resilience to shocks that impact tourism 

visitation. Drummond (2021) reflects on the potential challenges and possible opportunities of COVID-19 for small towns. 

Issues surrounding government policy response, or the lack thereof, to the pandemic also have been explored in the African 

environment (Mensah and Boakye, 2021; Nyawo, 2020; Rogerson and Rogerson, 2020a). With limited financial resources 
to support businesses directly, for tourism recovery the logical and most widespread government response is promoting 

domestic tourism (Rogerson and Baum, 2020; Woyo, 2021). Arguably, the pandemic has fostered a heightened level of 

awareness of how important tourism experiences and consumption are for people and local communities (Saarinen and 

Wall-Reinius, 2021). The implications of the pandemic for specific sectors of the African tourism product mix further have 

been under scrutiny (Swart and Maralack, 2020; Adinolfi et al., 2021; Bama and Nyakana, 2021; Dube-Xaba, 2021; 

Mohamed, 2021; Sucheran, 2021; Woyo and Nyamandi, 2021). The implications of COVID-19 for ‘distressed destinations’ 

have been probed in the setting of Zimbabwe (Woyo, 2021). One distinctive African contribution for international 

scholarship is exploration of the impacts of COVID-19 for the economy of international informal sector business tourism 

(Makoni and Tichaawa, 2021). Of greatest importance is, perhaps, the pandemic’s impacts for leisure-related nature 

tourism and of protected area management in Africa. Lewis et al. (2021) interrogate the potential for incentivising investment 

in natural capital protection environmental management in South Africa through pro-poor tourism. Across the continent the 
COVID-19 pandemic has confirmed both “how dependent some conservation areas and many local communities are on 

tourism, and also the physical and mental health benefits of nature for visitors” (Spenceley et al., 2021: 113).  

The debilitating impact of the pandemic on wildlife tourism and for the livelihoods of communities involved in natural 

resource-based management programmes in Southern Africa has been clearly demonstrated (Nyaruwata and Mbasera, 2021). 

In the case of Botswana Hambira et al. (2021: 1) go so far as to characterise COVID-19 not only as a health challenge “but also 

a socio-economic and ecological emergency”. The unsustainable and predominant dependence of the country’s tourism sector – 

especially nature-based tourism – on the international market has brought the industry to a standstill with devastating impacts 

upon local community development accompanying abrupt losses of income and employment (Stone et al., 2021).  

A second stream of African tourism research associated with COVID-19 relates to the broad theme of adaption 

responses concerning the application of new technologies as well as explorations of the capacity of destinations and 

tourism businesses to adapt to change and build resilience. The role of new technologies and digital transformation are 
highlighted in a number of African studies (Arezki et al., 2021b; Masaki et al., 2021; Musango and Rusibana, 2021). The 

potential for virtual tourism in Africa as a means to contribute to sustainability under the impact of the pandemic has been 

explored in the distressed destination of Zimbabwe (Chirisa et al., 2020). Tourist business adaptation responses to COVID-

19 are highlighted through research investigations conducted both in Ghana and South Africa. Adaptive resilience emerges 

as a vital strategic response by small and medium enterprises to the COVID-19 pandemic (Aidoo et al., 2021). For tourism 

and hospitality businesses in Africa one of the first studies of crisis-coping strategies as well as immediate recovery 

strategies is research conducted in Ghana (Dayour et al., 2020). The Ghana investigation explored how tourism and 

hospitality small enterprises are managing the crisis given what they describe as their typical peculiarities of lack of 

adequate resources, use of informal risk management strategies and heavy reliance on social capital (Dayour et al., 2020). 

Crisis management responses involved different approaches; in many cases business operators used more than one coping 

mechanism and adaptation to the pandemic (Dayour et al., 2020). These included inter alia, cost reduction measures 

through lay-offs and non-payment of remunerations, rigorous social media marketing, application for government support, 
and diversifying their services to activities more resilient to the pandemic’s impact. In the case of ecotourism in Ghana 

Soliku et al. (2021) point out that existing facilities are over-reliant on the international market and starting to pivot towards 

the promotion of domestic tourism.  Certain parallels emerge with the results from South African research on the adaptive 

responses of local tourism businesses (Giddy and Rogerson, 2021; Rogerson, 2021; Rogerson et al., 2021).  

For South Africa it is demonstrated that adaptation to the crisis has been challenging because of the financial distress 

experienced by tourism enterprises in the wake of minimal government support (Booyens et al., 2021). Adaptive responses 

included downsizing of businesses, including worker retrenchments, price-cutting and readjustments to attract the domestic 

market, limited initiatives towards product diversification, energetic social media marketing and, in the case of 

accommodation enterprises, the re-purposing of properties (Rogerson, 2021). A strengthening of local inter-enterprise 

cooperation has been an additional widespread response (Giddy and Rogerson, 2021; Rogerson, 2021). For nature-tourism 
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enterprises alongside price discounts targeted at domestic tourists, the promotion of adjusted tourism product offerings 

towards an emerging Black South African middle class domestic market has been a favoured adaptive response (Giddy and 

Rogerson, 2021). Another dimension of policy adaptation to COVID-19 change is a revitalised focus on niche tourism for 

African tourism researchers. Several tourism scholars suggest that in a post-COVID-19 environment tourism is likely to see 

mobility patterns which are marked by a shift away from large group travel to a preference for smaller groups where the 

risk of catching an infection is reduced (Chebli and Said, 2020). Indeed, as an outcome of the risk perceptions surrounding 
COVID-19 the tourism sector is projected to see an expansion in various forms of special interest or ‘niche travel’ which 

will be driven primarily by the confidence of travelling in smaller groups and less risk-prone environments (Nair and 

Mohanty, 2021). COVID-19 introduces the opportunity to investigate tourism offerings in which smaller-scale, controlled 

and operated niche products can be established to satisfy the changing demands and needs of consumers. In the post-

COVID-19 era the competitiveness and growth of African destinations must hinge, at least in part, upon their capacity to 

understand and adapt to the new equilibrium at which tourism may reach (Assaf et al., 2021).  

Although the shape of that new equilibrium remains uncertain one certainty is that niche tourism development must be 

highly relevant for the future tourism development in sub-Saharan Africa. Among others, the UNDP (2021) advocates the 

identification of niche sectors to unlock competitiveness and maximise the potential of African tourism. For South Africa 

Rogerson and Rogerson (2021e) provide an overview analysis of current research debates on niche tourism and policy 

development. Of particular significance is the findings about the expanded importance of the niches of heritage tourism, 

gastronomy and creative tourism as well as planning for themed niche tourism route offerings.  
In terms of transformation of tourism and future change the UNDP (2021) views the pandemic as an opportunity for 

revisiting the old business models of tourism in Africa. According to Ayiine-Etigo and Amankwah-Amoah (2021: 2) Africa’s 

aviation sector potentially can be rebooted towards increasing intra-African travel and using African low-cost carriers which 

“have the transformative potential of sustainable tourism in Africa post-COVID-19”. Looking forwards the UNDP (2021) 

urges a reshaping of African tourism as an anchor for endogenous and sustainable socio-economic growth. Rogerson and 

Baum (2020) argue that the COVID-19 crisis makes it imperative for African tourism research to become more aligned with 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Saarinen (2021: 25) opines that “tourism destination development should 

be managed for change, and there is a clear need for better destination governance towards SDGs, given the lesson the current 

crisis has provided us – not to mention the state of relatively near future affairs characterised by increasing globalisation, 

related economic insecurity and global climate change”.  In one recent African investigation Dube (2021b) reveals how the 

tourism industry of both Botswana and Zimbabwe is, to some extent, ‘localising’ the SDGs. It is demonstrated, however, that 
there is still a long way to go to ensure SDG localisation and considers “unlikely the sector will realise its full potential 

because of the lag taken to venture into the SDG space and the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic” (Dube, 2021b: 

12). Of particular concern for African tourism is the minimal attention which is devoted to SDG 13 on climate change, which 

will be the trigger for the forthcoming crisis that threatens to devastate the continent’s tourism economy (Fitchett, 2021; Pandy 

and Rogerson, 2021; Saarinen, 2021). Finally, in terms of the theme of transformation and COVID-19, it has been argued that 

there is considerable value for African scholars to learn lessons from past experience and undertake historical tourism research 

studies which might resonate with contemporary debates. An instructive example is an investigation into South Africa’s early 

development of health tourism which was linked to the perceived therapeutic impacts of the country’s climate for 19th century 

sufferers of tuberculosis (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021f). The arrival of consumptive invalids from Europe seeking to benefit 

from climate therapy in South Africa was a vector for spreading tuberculosis during the early 20th century in a manner which 

parallels the 2020 origins of the COVID-19 pandemic in the country.       
 

CONCLUSION 

This article is a progress report which seeks to capture and profile the body of focussed contributions on COVID-19 and 
tourism which have appeared for sub-Saharan Africa, the least well-documented global region by tourism scholars. In 

addition, it represents a further contribution towards a strengthened understanding of tourism and change in the global 

South (Rogerson and Saarinen, 2021; Saarinen, 2021). Although certain other changes might emerge in the unforeseeable 

future to impact the directions of African tourism currently tourism and change research is overwhelmingly dominated by 

the pandemic’s impact and responses. The review material serves to highlight an emerging African scholarship which is 

engaging on a range of issues around the themes of ramification, adaptation and transformation. Given the poverty 

challenges of the African continent, it is argued that policy-related issues around tourism and change are inevitably 

dominant on the agenda of African-based scholars.  Overall, the COVID-19 crisis stresses the urgency of developing better 

change management practices and for building resilience, most especially for nature-based tourism destinations and 

protected areas across sub-Saharan Africa (Giddy and Rogerson, 2021; Spenceley et al., 2021; Stone et al., 2021).  
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