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Abstract: This research aims to present a conceptual approach to the strategic importance of communication in the thermal
sector. This therefore seeks to identify and analyse the scientific publications addressing the thermal sector from the strategic
communication perspective. Furthermore, this also sets out the objectives and conclusions of the studies and conveys their
relationship with communication. This study correspondingly applies a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) in keeping with
the PRISMA Statement method covering the Scopus and Web of Science databases with 27 articles incorporated into the
qualitative analysis. The results demonstrate that the three clusters obtained via the similarity of words enable the
identification of the features that frame strategic communication as an essential tool for leveraging and promoting thermalism.
This study contributes to identifying strategies and operationalised guidelines impacting on the publications able to outline
promising future research paths for better knowledge about thermal tourism in Europe.
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* * * * * *

INTRODUCTION

Tourism is an industry not only with high growth potential but also generating the competitive value that boosts the
economic performance of countries (Sipayung et al., 2021). The term wellness is often raised in European tourism (Tang et
al., 2021) and represents a very modern form of relaxation and regeneration, with personal care deemed essential for
physical and mental well-being, the reasons driving the exponential growth in demand for this type of tourism around the
world (Liberato et al., 2021). From this perspective, the concept of wellness that initially derived from the application of
mineral and natural heat (balneotherapy and thermalism) offers a good starting point for a discussion on the growth and
development of the thermal and health and wellness tourism sectors (Erfurt and Cooper, 2009). Thermalism has been
gaining importance in recent years, both in the global context of tourism and in academic research, visible in the various
approaches and scientific areas, specifically marketing, health, and psychology (Pelegrin-Borondo et al., 2020; Wang,
2015). Trends and evolution in the media, as well as its overall influence, have also contributed to this type of tourism
developing very rapidly (Sipayung et al., 2021). This research strives to identify and define an appropriate communication
strategy for promoting thermal destinations. In this context, this article’s objective is, through a systematic literature review
(SLR), to analyse and identify the scientific articles addressing thermalism from the strategic communication perspective in
order to reflect on the current state of research on this sector. Furthermore, this shall also identify the objectives and
conclusions of the studies and understand their relationship with communication. To this end, two research questions
guided our study: Q1 - What are the subjacent dimensions of thermalism emphasized in scientific publications? Q2 - What
is the relationship between strategic communication and thermal tourism? Strategic communication should provide a lever
capable of achieving the potential of this tourism product and foster the economic growth of the destinations.

The proposed conceptual model includes scenarios and communication strategies to overcome the communication gap
in thermalism. After this brief introduction, the structure of this article contains four sections: in the first, a theoretical
approach details thermalism and strategic communication; in the second section, there comes a description of the
methodology applied before the third presents the findings and analysis of the articles as well as the discussions and final
considerations of the articles under review. Finally, we set out the conclusions, limitations, and future lines of research.
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(Re)thinking Thermalism in Europe from the Strategic Communication Perspective: A Theoretical Reflection

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research into health, wellness and medical tourism has grown significantly (Smith, 2015). According to Alina-Cerasela
(2015) and Mijajlovic et al. (2020), thermalism represents one of the oldest types of tourism and has also undergone constant
evolution. Tang et al. (2021) identify how thermalism dates back to Roman times, when they took public baths in European
cities with natural thermal waters, such as in France and Britain. The European culture of thermal tourism then developed in
Bath in Britain, Slovakia in Eastern Europe and Baden-Baden in Germany. Gradually, other thermal destinations have since
promoted thermalism, such as in the United States, Canada and more recently in Asian countries, including Japan and Korea.
However, this raises a problem as there is no single definition of what constitutes thermalism. Mijajlovic et al. (2020) state that
for many Western European countries, thermalism emerges as an important factor in local and regional development and
defining thermalism constitutes a priority as the term is often used in tourism promotion under the "SPA" designation.

According to Smith and Puczko (2015), this may therefore lead to confusion in the minds of some consumers who
primarily seem to associate the word 'spa’ with relaxation and comfort. In this perspective, Mosqueira et al. (2009) suggests
three classifications for centres according to the type of water: (1) spas and spa centres, which apply mineral waters to
preventive and therapeutic purposes; (2) thalassotherapy centres, which use sea water and marine elements for preventive and
therapeutic purposes; and (3) spas that offer hydrothermal and beauty techniques through tap water, with or without additives.
Mijajlovic et al. (2020) maintains thermalism is an authentic term because it implies being performed in a thermal centre to
improve physical and mental health, treat certain diseases or just relax the body through using natural mineral water.

The tourism industry has traditionally been based on economic and financial returns with metrics serving for the
measuring of tourism performance standards (Costa et al., 2022), however, communication remains a necessary area of
research and deemed by Emanoil and Fraticiu (2013) as vital to organisational success. According to Song et al. (2021), a
destination might class as excellent but when there are shortcomings in its communication, whether through a lack of social
media or a lack of promotional channels facilitated by technology, its level of attractiveness will be influenced.

After undertaking close scrutiny of the strategy concept, Hallahan et al. (2007) present an in-depth analysis of the term that
opens new horizons for the practice of communication in modern organisations. In this sense, the exploration of the different
meanings related to the term strategic as applied to the practice of communication management enables new research trends in
the field of communication, contemplating all organisational aspects and skills, thus legitimising communication work across
all levels. On the one hand, Pan et al. (2019) refers to how the communication strategies deployed should be realistic and
direct as these types of tourism destinations provide tourists with a healthy lifestyle, maintaining and promoting their physical,
mental, and spiritual health through travel. On the other hand, Kim et al. (2017) indicate it is essential to design marketing
strategies able to promote health and wellness tourism and that communication professionals might incentivize previous
tourists to share their travel stories on social media, through videos, photos, comments highlighting their memorable
experiences. This approach also leads us onto clarifying the term strategic which, according to Hallahan et al. (2007),
integrates the study of several areas of communication including marketing, public relations, and advertising.

Achieving a positive impact for a company/tourism destination necessarily requires a positively perceived brand and
reputation conveyed through an open communication strategy (Smith, 2015). The promotion of tourism destinations has to
respond to the expectations and desires of potential visitors and to offer specialised, distinguished, and authentic products
and services built on the potential endogenous resources of a destination that, coupled with history and traditional
competences in health and wellness, are important factors for these destinations maintaining their competitive advantage
(Szromek and Naramski, 2019). Heung and Kucukusta (2013) identify the most effective methods for promoting health and
wellness tourism, such as advertising in social media, government support and organising new regional events. Anaya-
Aguilar et al. (2021) and Joukes and Gerry (2010) mention websites with well-structured, updated information that should
be bidirectional in real time. Meanwhile, Liu et al. (2021) identify how travel websites allow tourists to share their
thoughts, beliefs and experiences in relation to various travel destinations. Website evaluation models have to become
diverse and accurate and websites have to become high-level communication systems. Thermalism for a better projection
must, through using strategic communication, follow trends and adapt continuously to the new demands of the clients of the
future. The relevance of this article stems from it addressing strategic communication from the thermalism perspective.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The method adopted here is an SLR using the PRISMA Statement because it is an iterative process and researchers may
need to specify or modify their original review protocol over the course of the review (Moher et al., 2009).

The SLR process carried out in February 2021 involved four distinct steps. First, the keywords "public relations” OR
"strategic communication” AND "wellness tourism™ OR "health tourism™ OR "thermal tourism™ were firstly identified and
then applied in a search of the Scopus and Web of Science databases. This option stems from these databases covering several
different fields, specifically Sciences and Technology, Social Sciences and, Arts and Humanities, among others. In addition,
they together broaden the search and reduce the likelihood of bias in journals indexed exclusively to one of the databases, with
Mongeon and Paul-Hus (2016) ascertaining how this returns the breadth necessary for truly comprehensive research.

This step resulted in the detection of 4,525 scientific article. In the second stage, following careful screening, we removed
55 duplicate articles and, based on the exclusion and eligibility criteria defined for fine-tuning the study review, we then
excluded 2,487 articles as they were Systematic Review Studies, Conference Proceedings, Books, Book Series, Chapters in
Book, Serials, lacking in their Full Text, not in English and with 1,956 full-text articles excluded on the grounds they lacked
any relationship with the study’s focus, or were not Empirical Studies. The third stage subjected the articles to analysis initially
by considering the abstract before then proceeding with an in-depth reading of the full articles to identify the themes and sub-
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themes established. This final review stage resulted in 27 articles that served for the qualitative analysis process. We deployed
EndNote20 and Nvivo software to identify the articles for the study, analyse them and systematize the information collected in
accordance with the research objective. Figure 1 illustrates the flow diagram according to the PRISMA Statement.
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

This section describes the study results and analysis. Firstly, Figure 2 depicts the year of publication of the articles:
Analysis of the graph above conveys how in 2013 and 2015, there were already expressions of interest in thermalism by
various researchers with the publication of six articles in total. However, 2019 and 2020 experienced the largest number of
publications, with the 12 articles reflecting the heightened scientific importance of this theme.
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Figure 2. Number of References by Year of Publication Figure 3. Cluster by word similarity

Considering that 2019 marked the appearance of Covid19, it is notable that this year saw an increase in publications
related to well-being across different fields of science. Navarrete and Shaw (2021) stress the need to make known the

1202



(Re)thinking Thermalism in Europe from the Strategic Communication Perspective: A Theoretical Reflection

opportunities provided by the thermal sector, focusing on treatment, prevention and well-being, conveying the benefits of
this type of tourism through attractive messages. Table 1 systematises the methodologies used in the selected study sample
according to the instrument, type of study, and analysis carried out: We may therefore conclude that most studies adopt
guantitative approaches and as regards the study type, the questionnaire accounted for the most commonly used instrument.
However, the importance of qualitative methodologies that consider different points of view and research practices is
growing and strives to understand the particularity of concrete cases. Qualitative research involves the collection of a
selection of empirical materials, important for the communication research area, with examples being websites, platforms,
and netnography to analyse social media content and sentiments (Liu et al., 2021).

Table 1. Type of Study of the Articles Analysed

Type of study|  Instrument References
Beriatos and Papageorgiou (2009); Chrobak et al. (2020); Clark-Kennedy and Cohen (2017); Esiyok
Questionnaire et al. (2018); Heung and Kucukusta (2013); Kim et al. (2017); Lin (2013); Medina-Munoz and
o (14) Medina-Munoz (2013); Mijajlovic et al. (2020); Pelegrin-Borondo et al. (2020); Smith and Puczko
Quantitative (2015); Stefko et al. (2020); Szromek and Wybranczyk (2019); Vila et al. (2021)

Delphi Study (2) |Pan et al. (2019); Smith (2015)
Secondary Data(1)|Alen et al. (2014)

Case Study (3) |Rodrigues et al. (2020); Walton (2014); Zunic et al. (2019)
Qualitative Interview (3)  |Alina-Cerasela (2015); Huijbens (2011); Pforr and Locher (2012)
Netnography (1) |Dillette et al. (2020)

: Questionnaire and : — . . ;
Mix Interview (3) Noviello and Smetkiewicz (2019); Szromek (2020); Szromek & Naramski (2019)

Figure 3 reports the results of the cluster analysis that grouped the articles in terms of the similarity of their vocabulary
based on Pearson's Correlation Coefficient. This analysis stands out due to the importance of thematic segmentation as a
determining factor for better knowledge on this field. Cluster 1 - Tourist Behaviour, Emotional Balance, Economic and
Financial Analysis and Marketing (Esiyok et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2017; Lin, 2013; Mijajlovic et al., 2020; Pelegrin-Borondo
et al., 2020; Stefko et al., 2020; Vila et al., 2021). Kim et al. (2017) analyse the relationship between engagement, motivation,
and loyalty in the context of the wellbeing tourism destination as a strategy to understand and predict the behaviour of this type
of tourist. Spirituality, health, pleasure with experience, nature, relaxation, unique environments, culture, and traditions are
some of the motivations identified in the study. If, on the one hand, Vila et al. (2021) propose a “model based on the Unified
Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT2)”, originally applied to a non-technological service, to describe
potential tourist purchase intentions in a spa context. The key implication of this study’s results for spa managers involves the
need to focus their communication on convincing potential customers of the utility of their services. In this regard, both health
and leisure aspects must be considered when formulating spa marketing communication campaigns and designing thermal
suites. On the other hand, Pelegrin-Borondo et al. (2020) deploy the “Cognitive-Affective-Normative (CAN) model” to
compare the factors that explain the purchase intentions in relation to two types of spa tourists: health and wellness tourists.

They also mention the importance of promotional communication within a differentiated and segmented strategy. Esiyok et
al. (2018) analyse the factors affecting the duration of stay of senior spa guests, which results in fluctuating lengths of stay and
hence the corresponding importance of defining marketing strategies specifically tailored to this market segment.

Lin (2013), in his structural model, integrates the factors of “destination personality” and “gastronomic experience and
psychological well-being” and supports the emerging belief that intentions to revisit a spa destination are strongly
influenced by these respective factors. The study’s findings also aim to help spa destination organisations improve the
definition of their marketing strategies so as to build tourist loyalty and ensure stability through a sustainable economic
development model. The study by Stefko et al. (2020) highlights the importance of evaluating the economics of companies
and promoting the development of effective management strategies for economic and sustainable growth to boost the
sector's profitability. Finally, Mijajlovic et al. (2020) provide an overview and complete assessment of the recent state of
wellness places according to specialist decision making and multi-criteria analytical methods, putting forward 16 choices
and eight sustainable criteria for improving spas and consequently raising their competitiveness. They consider the results
obtained can contribute to managers understanding the positioning of their establishments and better leverage their
advantages while mitigating their shortcomings to improve their business through recognising marketing and
communication as essential promotional tools. From this perspective, forecasting tourism demand and promoting effective
management strategies for the economic growth of the sector should be supported by effective marketing strategies.

Cluster 2 - Innovation, Destination Image, Diversity, Benefits and Promotion/ Communication (Clark-Kennedy and
Cohen, 2017; Dillette et al., 2020; Heung and Kucukusta, 2013; Huijbens, 2011; Medina-Munoz and Medina-Munoz, 2013;
Pan et al., 2019; Pforr and Locher, 2012; Rodrigues et al., 2020; Smith, 2015; Smith and Puczko, 2015).

Innovation, through the emergence of new products and services, characterizes this cluster. Within this perspective,
Pan et al. (2019) propose a new concept for wellness tourism that includes health preservation, sports, recovery, medical
treatments alongside some concepts integrated into Chinese culture. Medina-Munoz and Medina-Munoz (2013) refer to
how developing this type of tourism requires certain specific considerations, especially: the transformation of goods and
services into health care convenience, natural landscapes, the relationship between daily life and holidays, as well as the
reasons for seeking this type of tourism. Dillette et al. (2020) advocate creating a holistic sense of wellness for tourists,
presenting strategies to underpin its development: firstly, the “body dimension”, secondly, the “mental aspect of
wellness travel”, thirdly, an emphasis on “solo travellers” (the power of sharing experiences with others while travelling
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alone) and finally, a focus on creating and maintaining an “environment conducive to wellness”. Within this perspective,
they provide new perceptions for wellbeing tourism businesses that integrate the ideas of building interpersonal
relationships, personal growth, dining experiences, development, and community atmospheres.

Huijbens (2011), meanwhile, highlights how wellness destination images are typically nature-oriented, such as healthy
local cuisine, local culture, outdoor experiences, clean air, nature and water. Similar to other existing health and wellness
clusters, Smith (2015) proposes the creation of a Baltic Health Tourism Cluster with the aim of increasing cooperation in
the region and improving service excellence through collaborative work to successfully promote its wellness range. This
strategy seeks to create strong brands with criteria of excellence, highlighting the importance of communication in
consolidating this brand and the image of the tourist destination. Heung and Kucukusta (2013) study the resources and main
promotional strategies for the development of wellness tourism destinations. They highlight environmental resources,
landscapes, clean air, clean water, among other attributes, as necessary for the promotion of this niche market. They also
analyse the most effective methods for promoting this type of tourism, such as advertising on social networks, among others.

While, Smith and Puczko (2015) analyse the current profile of health and well-being tourists, those who believe that
well-being is an important part of their lifestyle, implementing the new concept of lifelong well-being. Rodrigues et al.
(2020) refer to how designing strategies for the promotion of this type of tourist destination should take into account the
satisfaction and dissatisfaction factors identified using sentiment analysis. Clark-Kennedy and Cohen (2017) present
indulgence, relaxation, escape, connection with nature and taking time out as key motivators for hot springs bathers, and
the vast majority of hot spring users perceive health benefits from bathing. The most significant benefits from hot spring
bathing are reported for back pain, arthritis, stress/anxiety, depression and insomnia and balneotherapy warrants
consideration from Australian health practitioners and insurers as a form of complementary therapy for these conditions. As
regards benefits, Pforr and Locher (2012) study the impacts of reforms in Germany applied to the health and wellness
tourism sector. They also address the challenges and opportunities that have arisen from this transition process, centring on
health but in a holistic approach. The integration of a wide range of products and services under the umbrella of medical
and wellness tourism are the new offerings that provide a mix of health, wellness, and pleasure. Of the various relevant
factors, quality stands out both for its importance to loyalty and for application in marketing strategies. Existing
infrastructure, history, long-standing reputation, therapies and medical expertise provide officially recognised health resorts
in Germany with competitive advantages and a quality label that positions them at the top of the wellness tourism sector.

Based on the attributes of a destination, innovation, quality, reputation and brand are essential factors for
communication as a promotion strategy, once again highlighted in these studies.

Cluster 3 - Business and Tourism Development Models, Sustainability and Promotion Strategies (Alen et al., 2014;
Alina-Cerasela, 2015; Beriatos and Papageorgiou, 2009; Chrobak et al., 2020; Noviello and Smetkiewicz, 2019; Szromek,
2020; Szromek and Naramski, 2019; Szromek and Wybranczyk, 2019; Walton, 2014; Zunic et al., 2019)

While Szromek and Naramski (2019) examine business management models for tourism treatment activities carried out
in spas, emphasizing its uniqueness, for example, in terms of the raw materials available to the establishment (thermal
waters). Alen et al. (2014) propose an efficient business model with differentiated services as a strategy for survival. We
consider that promotion strategies based on differentiation and on appropriate communication and distribution channels are
fundamental to properly positioning thermal establishments. Sustainability is now a prevalent concept and thermalism
represents no exception. Szromek (2020) and Szromek and Wybranczyk (2019) propose a business model with sustainable
policies and natural environments for mutual benefits. They mention, on the one hand, that the relationships developing in
the health and wellness sector are promising coupled with the importance of applying a relational model based on mutual
trust, extending also to companies and other entities within this sector, including the government through local government
measures. The entrepreneurs participating in this study recognise how sustainable mutual synergies may be the only chance of
surviving the crisis caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. On the other hand, the design and deployment of sustainable business
models focused on tourist/therapist perspectives gain support from a set of characteristics able to become the basis for building
a thermal business model capable of adapting customer value suggestions to the needs demonstrated by their eventual tourists.

Noviello and Smetkiewicz (2019) propose potential utilisation of geothermal resources for boosting the socio-economic
development of the district of Bagnoli following the example of thermal complexes in Poland and Austria. Bagnoli is an
area with currently unexploited natural potential that could boost the sustainable development of cities and regions leading
to positive socio-economic changes of localities and regions as well as to environmental improvements. Chrobak et al.
(2020) suggest a comprehensive model of thermalism, integrating knowledge of the landscape and the scientific value of
nearby geological features. The authors sought to understand the receptivity of tourists with the perspective of increasing
their knowledge about a specific natural area, reinforcing the utility and relevance of promotional campaigns for deepening
people's general geological knowledge about the territory. This is an untapped potential that can help personalise present
and future tourists by exploiting invisible knowledge, such as natural mineral water and underground minerals. Beriatos
and Papageorgiou (2009) state that the development of thermal tourism in Greece should be based on a model with reliable
and sustainable service provision capable of contributing to the desirable attractiveness of any thermal destination.

Walton (2014) explain the intergenerational success through the case study of Balneario Mondariz (a family-run spa
hotel with an elite clientele) and identify factors such as amenity, patronage, imaginative advertising, networking,
sustainability, alongside additional factors of Galician culture important for integration into the regional economy.

Zunic et al. (2019) developed a balneological study in the Ilidza region, due to the rich existing heritage of thermal
waters, thermo-minerals and minerals, with high thermalism value and impacts on destination development. The
importance of communication in the promotion and projection of a new tourist destination is essential for the marketing of
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Sarajevo as a European health tourism destination. Finally, Alina-Cerasela (2015) highlighted modern health tourism
through comparative analysis of two hotel units specialising in thermal treatments, one in Romania and the other in Spain.
Thermalism is a key segment for both countries and two aspects stand out: the social factor, which is developed in both
countries through programs for the elderly population, the main consumers of these services. From the communications
perspective, the authorities get involved in promoting wellness tourism through a series of social programs.

In order to attract tourists and increase their awareness in this field, these studies recommend the deployment of targeted
and creative communication strategies with a particular focus on sustainability.

DISCUSSION

Through this analysis, we sought to trace the research trends in the theme under study and identify the main challenges
characterizing the contemporary relationship between thermalism and communication. The first debate surrounds to the
importance of thermalism in recent years, both in the global context of tourism and in academic research, visible in various
approaches and scientific areas such as marketing, health and psychology (Wang, 2015). However, this reflection presents
an urgent need for the continuous updating of research on emerging themes in the field of communication related to
thermal tourism, through the publication of scientific articles on thermal destinations in journals with a high impact factor
to meet the goal of promoting thermal tourism. The second, relates to the problems inherent to the vagueness of the term
"thermalism™ (Smith and Puczko, 2015). Thermalism involves hot springs where the waters hold medical or healing
functions. According to Mijajlovic et al. (2020), thermalism however represents an authentic term and cannot be confused
with other types of wellness tourism. From the perspective of Brand&o et al. (2021), thermal tourism is one of the oldest
types of tourism worldwide and has undergone significant changes over time. While thermal springs and spas were initially
mostly associated with places of healing, the perspective of thermal tourism today differs. Its scope of action now extends
to environmental issues, aesthetics, quality of life and prevention. Nevertheless, we share the opinion that its singularity, a
source of natural mineral water, with important therapeutic properties for the treatment of certain illnesses, constitutes the
timeless characteristic that differentiates thermal tourism from other types of wellness tourism. The term "thermal tourism"
or "thermalism™ are synonyms, whereas the term "SPA" may mislead researchers as this may include treatments with any
type of water, with or without additives (Gomez Pérez et al., 2019; Mosqueira et al., 2009). Finally, we have drafted a
conceptual model, presented in figure 4, in order to highlight the logical aspects reflected in the articles in conjunction with
the factors framing strategic communication as an essential tool for leveraging and promoting thermalism in Europe.

(RE)thinking Thermalism
What? Why? Where? How?

Strategic
Communication

o
—
Emerging issues that can ff Thermalism  to  reinvent| | Eyrope has a cluster of own gre:ot;:w3:;;2??:;03:2’20'3
indicate  future trends || itself countries  with natural . ategy
such as: w* Invest in Innovation mineral water and to with its own characteristics
+ Covid 19 E- Explore Sustainability maintain the reputation Key Make people see your
* Health Z . Contribute to people’s of thermalism, countries benefits
+ Emotional Balance emotional balance needs to communicate . .
+ Sustainability Tell tiwzetist:ql:li?mcggmummte
e ry -

Figure 4. Conceptual Model (Source: Elaborated by the authors)

The need to rethink thermalism led to the formulation of four questions: “"What?", Why?”, "Where?" and "How?"
Starting by answering the "What?" — as there are emerging issues detailed in these articles capable of indicating future
trends for thermalism demand; Szromek (2020) addresses Covid 19, Dillette et al. (2020) approach health and emotional
balance and Mijajlovic et al. (2020), Szromek (2020), Szromek and Naramski (2019) and Szromek and Wybranczyk (2019)
mention concerns for the environment. Coronaviruses mainly affect the respiratory systems of those infected and thermal
springs may serve as a prevention or cure. In addition, water, the key resource for thermalism, is not a carrier for the spread
of disease, a factor that is also relevant for the destination’s safety (Navarrete and Shaw, 2021). In addition, we share the
opinion of Brand&o et al. (2021) who refer to three main reasons for seeking thermal tourism: (i) the increase in the average
longevity of populations, associated with the increase in the number of elderly people travelling; (ii) the migration to large
cities and the distance from nature, which causes psychosomatic imbalances (stress, anxiety, depression, among others);
and (iii) sedentarism, unhealthy eating habits and incorrect body postures as well as problems caused by the civilisational
crisis affecting the most developed countries, which translate into significant increases in loneliness and the associated
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affective, emotional and spiritual crises. From this perspective, thermalism emerges as a space for renewing physical and
emotional balance and for updating socialisation, lifestyles and social identities.

Why?" — Thermalism is an expanding sector and there is a need to make its characteristics and benefits visible through
an operational communication strategy. The articles analysed resulted in three clusters, which are aligned with the proposal
for a differentiated communication strategy for thermal tourism to achieve a new positioning in Europe. As our main
results, we conclude that rethinking thermal tourism requires resorting to innovation to create new and efficient business
models, differentiated by sustainable policies and natural environments for mutual benefits as in the studies by Dillette et
al., 2020; Pan et al., 2019. This new approach, with services providing a mix of health, well-being and pleasure, through
natural mineral water, will provide the tourist with an emotional balance to be well in life and to be successful personally
and professionally (Kim et al., 2017). This proactive vision, with its focus on quality, is key to maintaining position in the
growing wellness tourism market. Basing business models on assumptions of sustainable development (Smith and Puczko,
2015; Szromek, 2020; Szromek and Wybranczyk, 2019), uniqueness (Szromek and Naramski, 2019) and differentiation
(Alen et al., 2014) has become a priority factor to build competitive and differentiating advantages for the thermal sector.

To raise awareness and increase the profitability of thermal spas, an operational communication strategy is needed for
different thermal destination countries to attract as many tourists as possible. While Heung and Kucukusta (2013) identify the
most effective methods to promote health and wellness tourism, such as social media advertising, government support and the
organisation of new regional events, (Pan et al., 2019) report that the communication strategies deployed should remain
realistic, direct and convey a healthy lifestyle to tourists. This also involves deploying social media to communicate the
benefits of thermalism (Clark-Kennedy and Cohen, 2017; Pforr and Locher, 2012). Molleda and Kochhar (2015) share the
view that strategic communication research should analyse political, social and economic factors for tourism organisations or
destinations. In-depth research guides organisations to deal with environmental complexity and reinforces the need to create a
clear brand identity. According to Estevdo and Costa (2020), marketing and advertising play an important role in restoring the
tourist destination’s image. In this sense, reinventing thermal tourism requires investing in comprehensive strategic
communication that meets the challenges of strategic planning and the effective execution of communication campaigns.
Communication functions, such as public relations, advertising and marketing, provide support to all types of sectors and
industries, both in domestic markets and across borders that thermal tourism also responds to (Molleda and Kochhar, 2015).

"Where?" - The countries involved in the articles analysed are concentrated in Europe as this represents a geography
clustering thermal water destinations, including Portugal, Spain, Italy, Germany, Greece, Poland, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Romania, Slovakia, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, England, Turkey and Iceland. This article strives to make a contribution to a
theoretical reflection on thermalism in general and in Europe in particular. In one period, thermal baths were frequented
mostly by the European nobility and high society in Europe. (Tang et al., 2021). Currently and according to Stevens et al.
(2018), thermalism is enjoying a global resurgence of interest as consumers seek out ethical, natural, and place-based wellness
experiences. In Europe, the healing success rate of thermalism has maintained the high reputation of thermal springs with
curative powers. The tourist type is now more extensive but also more demanding and there is a need to invest in thermal
tourism in Europe to maintain thermalism’s reputation alongside the need for countries to communicate with each other.

"How?" - Our analysis demonstrates how the essence of thermalism can not only be maintained but also multiplied and
thereby contributing to a more efficient communication of just what thermalism is. This analysis also demonstrates how
strategic clusters interlink with communication through appropriately selecting the content. This requires ascertaining the
best means of communicating the uniqueness of natural mineral water and the beauty of the surrounding nature, the
location of each territory, including the respective culture, traditions and gastronomy, and the benefits for physical, mental
and spiritual health (Clark-Kennedy and Cohen, 2017; Heung and Kucukusta, 2013; Huijbens, 2011; Smith, 2015; Stevens
et al., 2018). Through economic, environmental and social sustainability, thermal territories should be promoted through
focusing on geotourism and geothermal tourism, valuing and protecting water as the main endogenous resource of
thermalism (Chrobak et al., 2020; Noviello and Smetkiewicz, 2019; Szromek, 2020; Szromek and Nanaramski, 2019;
Szromek and Wybranczyk, 2019). According to Anaya-Aguilar et al. (2021), Joukes and Gerry (2010), technologies
integrated into the strategy of promoting health and wellness tourism represent the most efficient means of communication.

Based on the instigatory theory of Oliveira (2019), thermalism communication also needs to perpetuate and trigger
behavioural changes in people. This research seeks to look at the specificities of thermal tourism and to come up with
solutions for the communicative process and actions in the future. This analysis thus sheds new light on the dynamics of
how communication should be produced as knowledge for full exposure and recognition. This demonstrates the need to
conduct detailed analysis of communication in thermalism to fully understand the wealth of the interrelated forms of
tourism discourse on thermalism whether as a whole or on its constituent parts. According to Hallahan et al. (2007), for the
field of strategic communication to evolve into a mature scientific field, this needs researchers to conscientiously and
thoroughly work on this field with this study making a clear contribution to this goal.

CONCLUSIONS

This rigorous and in-depth analysis of the theme of thermalism has led us to conclude that there is an urgent need for
the continuous updating of research on these emerging themes. The relationship between thermalism and communication is
scarce and the publication of scientific articles in journals with a high impact factor is fundamental to communicating the
scientific findings on this sector. We answered the first research question through cluster analysis - What are the
subjacent dimensions of thermalism emphasised in scientific publications? The different approaches, including tourist
behaviour; analysis of companies in the sector; destination images, diversity, benefits/ incentives for both companies
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and tourists; business models and tourism development; sustainability, and communication and marketing strategies,
lead us to conclude that to rethink thermalism in Europe requires analysis of all of these approaches in keeping with the
future demands of tourism. According to Tang et al. (2021) and Navarrete and Shaw (2021), the pandemic caused by
Covid 19 led to a public discussion about health, longevity and quality of life, opening the door to thermal spas and
generating new opportunities for the sector. Therefore, we also conclude that the valorisation of companies and
establishments that provide sustainable products and services, that promote healthy lifestyles, such as using local
products and untreated raw materials, is not a fashion but rather a trend. Tourists are increasingly concerned about their
health and thus favour, above all, options in the tourism service range that best contribute to their health and well -being.

Answering the second question - What is the relationship between strategic communication and thermal tourism?
All the studies, in many different ways, refer to communication as fundamental for the promotion and management of
the relationships between thermal services/products/destinations, evoking communication as the main strategy for
developing the sector. Although the focus of the articles does not fall on communication, all the researchers perceive this
area as the means for a better projection of thermal tourism. Furthermore, we may conclude that communication
strategies, focused on the characteristics of thermalism can be produced and maintained through selecting the means of
communication that make thermalism both more visible and better understood. This study contributes to the identification
of operationalised strategies and guidelines with an impact in terms of the publications that may outline promising future
research paths. This research also discusses the implications of predictive factors for developing communication and
marketing strategies that lead people to view thermalism in a more "operational™ and "autochthonous" way.

According to Branddo et al. (2021), this importantly involves improving communication about the health and
wellbeing experiences on offer as well as communicating their benefits. We thus conclude that the beneficial effects of
thermal cures have been well known ever since ancient times, however, it is necessary to sustain them through scientific
knowledge and raise their profiles through instigatory communication strategies. The analysis also highlights the
importance of further research into thermal spas, with a particular focus on communication as this is a sector with great
growth potential. It is hoped these findings will motivate other researchers to conduct further empirical studies on thermalism.
In fact, the very role of researchers involves understanding, analysing and promoting a more operational vision of strategic
communication in thermal tourism. The study limitations include the fact that we only considered journal articles and from
two databases. As a future research path, we would suggest extending the theme to brand communication studies of thermal
destinations and carrying out qualitative studies on the communication strategies deployed by thermal spas. In addition, to
clarify the respective concepts requires carrying out research on the terms existing throughout the field of thermalism.
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