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Abstract 
In recent years, the growing emphasis on health and self-care has fueled the rise 
of wellness tourism, with practices like yoga, Ayurveda and spa therapies gaining 
global prominence. This shift reflects changing consumer priorities, as travelers 
increasingly seek experiences that promote physical, mental and emotional 
well-being alongside relaxation and rejuvenation. This qualitative study 
examines the potential of integrating wellness tourism including yoga, 
meditation, Ayurveda and traditional healing into sustainable tourism and 
destination development. 
 
Using purposive sampling, the research captures the perspectives of key 
stakeholders, such as local business owners, community members and tourism 
professionals, through semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. 
Thematic analysis of 82 interview transcripts identified five key dimensions 
linking wellness tourism to sustainability. Findings reveal that wellness tourism 
not only drives consistent tourist visits, income generation and local business 
growth but also fosters environmental awareness, cultural pride and community 
engagement. The study proposes a model positioning wellness tourism as a 
viable pathway for sustainable development, demonstrating its multifaceted 
impact on economic, social and environmental sustainability. 
 
Keywords: Community Participation, Environmental Awareness, Sustainable 
Development and Destination development, Wellness Tourism. 
 
Introduction 
Health and wellness tourism has entered a transformative phase, marked by the 
rise of innovative products, services and a global movement toward holistic 
well-being (Guerra et al., 2022). Modern travelers no longer view tourism solely 
as leisure; instead, they seek experiences that enhance physical, mental and 
spiritual wellness (Rai & Sreenivasan, 2023). Wellness tourism transcends 
traditional medical tourism by incorporating activities like spa therapies, yoga, 
meditation and immersive natural experiences (Suntararak & 
Boonyanmethaporn, 2024). Today, it is recognized as one of the fastest-growing 
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segments of global tourism (Andriani et al., 2024; Rajapakshe & Arachchi, 2024; 
Yuvono et al., 2021). 
 
The concept of traveling for health is not new. Historically, people journeyed to 
destinations with natural healing resources, mineral springs, sacred sites or 
temperate climates to restore their well-being (Tuzunkan, 2018; Goodrich, 1993). 
In contemporary society, this practice has evolved into a pursuit of 
transcendence, with wellness travel becoming a cornerstone of the global 
spiritual and self-care marketplace (Rai et al., 2023; Cheer et al., 2017; Heelas & 
Woodhead, 2005). According to the Global Wellness Institute (GWI), wellness 
tourism represents the intersection of two trillion-dollar industries: tourism and 
wellness. It is defined as travel aimed at maintaining or enhancing personal 
well-being, often tied to unique geographic features, cultural heritage and 
holistic health offerings like yoga retreats or Ayurvedic therapies (Tuzunkan, 
2018; Wray et al., 2010). 
 
Wellness tourism is a form of special interest tourism (Smith & Puczkó, 2015) 
with inherent ties to sustainability. It offers an alternative to mass tourism by 
leveraging local resources, traditions, and low-impact practices (Chrontsiou, 
2023; Zaroucha, 2020; Farsari & Sotiriades, 2009). Post-pandemic, its resilience 
has become even more apparent, with non-medical practices like yoga 
addressing broader societal challenges (Chhabra, 2020). Destinations now blend 
wellness with cultural, culinary, and ecological attractions to create immersive 
experiences (Nair, 2019). Even urban areas are adapting, with cities like those in 
Europe rebranding as wellness hubs to attract tourists (Susanna, 2022). Research 
underscores the need to integrate wellness tourism with policy-making and care 
sectors to maximize its sustainable development potential (Zhong et al., 2021). 
 
Originally focused on personal health, wellness tourism has emerged as a 
catalyst for sustainable growth. The Global Wellness Economy Monitor (2024) 
reports that the wellness economy reached $6.3 trillion in 2023 and is projected 
to grow to $9 trillion by 2028. Beyond direct revenue, it fosters employment, 
cultural preservation and environmental stewardship. By aligning with the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), wellness tourism 
supports holistic progress from economic equity (SDG 8) to environmental 
conservation (SDG 12). 
 
Despite extensive research on wellness tourists’ motivations and destination 
attributes (McCartney, 2024; Rai & Sreenivasan, 2023; Guerra et al., 2022; Cheer 
et al., 2017), few studies explore its role in sustainable destination development. 
This gap is particularly evident in India, a global leader in wellness tourism as the 
birthplace of yoga and Ayurveda. States like Kerala, Uttarakhand and Goa have 
capitalized on their natural and cultural assets to attract international visitors. 

124 
 



SSN:  2515-6780 
JOURNAL ON TOURISM & SUSTAINABILITY  

Volume 8 Issue 1 July 2025 
 

This study investigates how stakeholders perceive wellness tourism’s impact on 
sustainability across key Indian destinations including Delhi, Varanasi, Haridwar, 
Rishikesh, Kovalam, South Goa and Mysore.   
 
Objective Of The Study 
This study explores how key stakeholders perceive the role of wellness tourism 
in promoting sustainable destination development. Specifically, it aims to: 
 

● Understand stakeholder perspectives on how wellness tourism 
contributes to sustainable development. 

● Examine the economic, social and environmental benefits of integrating 
wellness activities (e.g., yoga, Ayurveda) into tourism. 

● Develop a conceptual model illustrating the relationship between wellness 
tourism and sustainable development. 

 
Research Focus 
The Study Addresses The Following Guiding Questions: 

● How do stakeholders perceive the role of wellness activities (e.g., yoga, 
meditation, Ayurveda) in advancing sustainable tourism at their 
destination? 

● What economic benefits (e.g., employment, business growth) have 
emerged due to wellness tourism? 

● In what ways does wellness tourism foster environmental 
consciousness in the region? 

● How do wellness activities encourage community participation and 
local engagement? 
 

Literature Review 
The concept of wellness tourism has evolved significantly in recent decades, 
emerging from its roots in traditional health tourism to become a distinct sector 
blending travel with holistic wellbeing (Koncul, 2012; Müller & Kaufmann, 2001). 
While academic definitions vary, most scholars agree it encompasses travel 
primarily motivated by maintaining or enhancing personal wellness (Tuzunkan, 
2018; Smith & Puczkó, 2009). Unlike static concepts of health or happiness, 
wellness represents an active process of making conscious choices toward 
optimal wellbeing (Global Wellness Institute, 2024). This dynamic nature makes 
wellness tourism particularly relevant in today's fast-paced world, where stress 
and lifestyle changes have created growing demand for rejuvenation experiences 
(Rai & Sreenivasan, 2023; Nair & Solanki, 2022). 
 
Modern wellness tourism extends far beyond traditional spa treatments to 
include diverse offerings like yoga retreats, Ayurvedic therapies, meditation 
programs and nature-based healing experiences (Suntararak & 
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Boonyanmethaporn, 2024). The UNWTO defines it broadly as tourism activities 
improving multiple life dimensions: physical, mental, emotional, occupational, 
intellectual and spiritual. Research identifies several core benefits sought by 
wellness tourists, including transcendence, physical health improvement, 
relaxation, novelty, self-esteem enhancement and indulgence (Voigt et al., 2011). 
What makes these experiences particularly valuable is their grounding in 
authentic cultural traditions and natural environments (Meikassandra et al., 
2020), with destinations worldwide developing unique offerings based on their 
heritage, from Japanese onsens to Indian Ayurveda. 
 
The connection between wellness tourism and sustainability has become 
increasingly apparent. Environmentally, wellness activities often depend on and 
promote conservation of natural settings like forests, beaches, and hot springs 
(Khunnikom et al., 2025). Culturally, they help preserve traditional healing 
systems while fostering community pride and identity (Bandyopadhyay & Nair, 
2019; Koncul, 2012; Smith & Kelly, 2006). Economically, wellness tourism 
generates employment, supports local businesses, and reduces seasonal 
fluctuations in tourist arrivals (Mishra & Panda, 2021). These multidimensional 
benefits position wellness tourism as a strategic pathway for destinations to 
achieve sustainable development goals while meeting growing global demand for 
authentic wellbeing experiences. 
 
Recent studies highlight wellness tourism's particular resilience post-pandemic, 
as travelers increasingly prioritize health and self-care (Chhabra, 2020). The 
sector's economic potential is substantial, with the global wellness economy 
reaching $6.3 trillion in 2023 and projected to grow to $9 trillion by 2028 (Global 
Wellness Economy Monitor, 2024). Importantly, this growth aligns with several 
UN Sustainable Development Goals, including good health (SDG 3), decent work 
(SDG 8), and sustainable communities (SDG 11). However, researchers note the 
need for more studies examining how wellness tourism specifically contributes 
to destination sustainability (Zhong et al., 2021) a gap this study aims to address 
through its focus on stakeholder perspectives in key Indian wellness 
destinations. 
 
Methodology 
This study employed a qualitative research approach to explore stakeholder 
perspectives on wellness tourism's role in sustainable destination development 
across prominent Indian locations. The qualitative methodology was chosen to 
capture rich, in-depth insights from participants' lived experiences and 
professional observations (Dillette et al. 2019; Corbin & Strauss, 1998). Given the 
study's wide geographic scope covering Delhi, Haridwar-Rishikesh, Varanasi, 
Goa, Mysore, and Kerala, purposive sampling was used to identify key 
stakeholders directly involved in wellness tourism operations. 
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The research team compiled a comprehensive network of 100 potential 
participants including tour operators (16), hotel/wellness center managers (20), 
guides (15), yoga/Ayurveda practitioners (11) and local artisans/business owners 
(38). Due to logistical constraints, data collection utilized both online (video calls) 
and offline (in-person) methods. Of the initial sample, 82 participants ultimately 
completed interviews or focus group discussions, with 18 unable to participate 
due to scheduling conflicts (see Table 1 for complete participant demographics) 
 
Table 1 : Participant Distribution Across Study Locations 

S.N Location Invited Participated Participation Rate 

1 Delhi 15 13 87% 

2 Goa 17 14 82% 

3 Haridwar & 
Rishikesh 24 21 88% 

4 Kerala 16 12 75% 

5 Mysore 11 8 73% 

6 Varanasi 17 14 82% 

7 Total 100 82 82% 
Data AnalysisThis study employed thematic analysis using a deductive approach, 
guided by predefined research questions (Dillette et al. 2019; Braun & Clarke, 
2006). The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: 
 
Familiarization 
Interview and group discussion transcripts were reviewed multiple times to 
immerse the researchers in the data. Initial notes highlighted patterns relevant 
to the research questions, while additional observations were documented for 
potential emergent themes. 
 
Generating Initial Codes 
Manual coding was conducted systematically across all transcripts. Responses 
were tagged with descriptive labels (e.g., "employment generation," "cultural 
pride") aligned with the study’s objectives. For example: "Wellness tourists come 
for long stays... creating jobs for young people in spas and yoga centers." → Coded 
as "Economic stability" and "Skill development." 
 
Searching For Themes 
Coded data were organized into a tabular matrix (see Table 2), grouping quotes 
under broader themes (e.g., Economic Impact, Environmental Sustainability). This 
visual mapping clarified relationships between codes and themes. 
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Reviewing Themes 
The themes were refined by cross-checking coded extracts against the original 
data. A codebook was developed with operational definitions (e.g., "Perceived 
Value of Wellness Tourism" = stakeholder views on tourist motivations and 
authenticity). Discrepancies were resolved through iterative discussion. 
 
Defining Themes 
The themes were finalized by synthesizing narratives. A conceptual model 
(Figure 1) illustrated how wellness tourism interlinks with sustainability pillars 
(economic, social, environmental). For instance: 
"Wellness tourists’ demand for nature-based activities fosters environmental 
consciousness." → Theme: Environmental Sustainability. 
 
Reporting 
Representative quotes were selected to substantiate findings (e.g., stakeholder 
testimonials on cultural revival). Results were contextualized within existing 
literature (e.g., Lim et al., 2016 on nature’s role in wellness tourism). 
 
Table 2: Example Data Extract from Codebook 

S.N Theme Code Stakeholder Response 
(Quote) 

Interpretation 

 
 
1 

Perceived 
Value of 
Wellness 
Tourism 

Physical and 
Mental 
Well-being 

“Wellness tourists come 
looking for personal 
wellbeing, healing, and 
peace... Many return yearly 
and recommend 
us.” (Wellness resort owner) 

Seeks authentic 
practices; 
loyalty drives 
business 
growth. 

 
2 

Economic 
Impact 

Employment 
generation 

“Wellness tourists’ long stays 
created jobs in spas and 
yoga centers... Locals gained 
skills.” (Tour operator) 

Stable income, 
reduced 
seasonality, 
skill 
development. 

 
3 Social and 

Cultural 
Impact 

Cultural Pride “Foreign visitors’ respect for 
our traditions made youth 
value our heritage.” (Local 
guide) 

Revives 
traditions; 
empowers 
women/youth 

 
4 Environmental 

Sustainability 

Eco-Friendly 
Practices 

“Tourists meditate in forests, 
prompting us to conserve 
nature and reduce 
plastic.” (Yoga instructor) 

Promotes 
resource 
conservation. 
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5 Destination 

Development 

Infrastructure 
Improvement 

“Wellness tourism improved 
roads and homestays... Govt 
and locals now 
collaborate.” (Tour operator) 

Enhances 
regional 
branding and 
planning. 

 
Findings And Discussion 
The study explored the positive outcomes of wellness tourism through 
stakeholder perspectives, emphasizing its alignment with sustainability. The 
findings are categorized into key themes: perceived value, economic impact, 
social and cultural impact, environmental sustainability, and destination 
development. Each theme highlights how wellness tourism contributes to 
holistic and sustainable growth. 
 
Perceived Value Of Wellness Tourism 
Stakeholders observed that wellness tourism differs significantly from 
conventional tourism due to its focus on health, well-being, and authentic 
experiences. Unlike leisure tourists, wellness travelers seek healing practices, 
spiritual enhancement, and inner peace, often engaging in activities such as 
yoga, Ayurveda therapy, and traditional healing rituals. This shift in tourist 
behavior adds value not only to visitors but also to local communities. Many 
participants, including tour operators and wellness center owners, noted an 
increasing trend of repeat visits and referrals, reinforcing the long-term viability 
of wellness tourism. 
 
One wellness resort owner stated, “Wellness tourists are different—they come 
looking for personal well-being, healing, peace, and spiritual growth. Many return 
annually and refer others, helping my business grow, especially in the 
off-season.” A tour operator from Delhi shared an example of a Canadian tour 
leader who organizes annual yoga retreats in Kerala or Rishikesh, demonstrating 
loyalty and sustained demand. Additionally, wellness tourists often travel during 
off-seasons, extending tourism periods and reducing seasonal gaps in arrivals. 
Their preference for longer stays and authentic experiences foster emotional 
and cultural connections with destinations. Stakeholders view wellness tourism 
as a niche that promotes personal well-being, preserves cultural traditions, and 
ensures year-round economic stability. 
 
Economic Impact 
Wellness tourism significantly contributes to local economies through job 
creation and business growth. Stakeholders reported increased employment 
opportunities in wellness centers, Ayurvedic clinics, yoga retreats, and organic 
food services. A wellness entrepreneur in Kerala and Goa noted, “The rise in 
wellness tourists has expanded our business, requiring more staff and boosting 
demand for organic products.” 
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Employment opportunities extend beyond skilled roles to support positions in 
transport, housekeeping, and kitchen services. Notably, women and youth are 
increasingly participating in wellness-related services, fostering inclusive 
growth. Small businesses, including herbal product makers and homestay 
owners, have flourished in response to tourist demand for authentic 
experiences. 
 
Public-private collaborations in skill development and policy support have 
further enhanced infrastructure. Stakeholders emphasized that repeat clients 
and word-of-mouth referrals sustain small businesses, reinforcing long-term 
economic stability. 
 
Social And Cultural Impact 
Wellness tourism has revitalized traditional practices among younger 
generations, blending personal well-being with economic opportunities. A 
Varanasi-based masseur shared, “My son once found my work embarrassing, but 
after studying tourism, he now values these skills and plans to open his own 
massage center.” 
 
The demand for authentic experiences has renewed community pride in 
indigenous traditions, extending beyond wellness to crafts, farming, and cuisine. 
A homestay owner noted, “Wellness tourists love participating in traditional 
cooking with us.” Cultural exchanges between tourists and locals have 
strengthened mutual respect and understanding. 
Women and youth play a vital role in preserving cultural identity through 
wellness services. A local tour operator remarked, “Seeing foreigners admire our 
traditions has made us value our heritage more.” Overall, wellness tourism fosters 
knowledge transfer, cultural pride, and community empowerment. 
 
Environmental Sustainability 
Stakeholders observed a growing environmental consciousness among wellness 
tourists, who prefer natural settings and eco-friendly practices. Activities such 
as yoga and Ayurveda often take place in natural surroundings, reinforcing the 
connection between wellness and nature. A tour guide mentioned, “I’ve learned 
to manage waste mindfully and passed this habit to my family.” 
 
Wellness tourists’ preference for eco-friendly accommodations and organic food 
has influenced local businesses to adopt sustainable practices, such as waste 
segregation and herbal product usage. The demand for nature-based 
experiences has also encouraged collaborations to preserve natural landscapes. 
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Destination Development 
Wellness tourism has enhanced destination development through improved 
infrastructure, cultural preservation, and public-private partnerships. 
Stakeholders reported better roads, sanitation, and wellness facilities in 
destinations like Rishikesh and Kerala. A local tour operator stated, “Wellness 
tourism has given our state a new identity, boosting small businesses and involving 
locals in planning.” 
 
Integrating wellness activities into existing tourism infrastructure requires 
minimal investment while offering substantial returns. The study highlights 
wellness tourism as a catalyst for sustainable destination growth, aligning with 
economic, social and environmental sustainability. 
 
Figure 1: Positive Outcomes of Wellness Tourism and Sustainable Development 
(As visualized above) 

 
This figure depicts how wellness tourism intersects with and supports major 
pillars of sustainable development, including economic, social, environmental, 
and infrastructural components. Each outcome strengthens the overall 
sustainability framework, forming a mutually reinforcing cycle of development. 
 
Conclusion 
This study has revealed wellness tourism as a powerful vehicle for sustainable 
development, offering unique insights into its multifaceted impacts on 
destinations and communities. Through comprehensive stakeholder analysis 
across India's prominent wellness destinations, we have identified how this 
specialized form of tourism creates synergistic value across economic, 
socio-cultural, and environmental dimensions. The findings demonstrate that 
wellness tourism generates substantial economic benefits while simultaneously 
preserving cultural heritage and promoting environmental stewardship. Unlike 
conventional tourism models that often prioritize short-term gains, wellness 
tourism fosters long-term relationships between visitors and host communities 
through its emphasis on authentic experiences and personal transformation. 
The sector's resilience to seasonal fluctuations and its ability to create diverse 
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employment opportunities make it particularly valuable for sustainable 
economic development. 
 
From a socio-cultural perspective, wellness tourism has emerged as an 
unexpected force for cultural revitalization. The study documents how 
traditional healing systems gain new relevance and economic value through 
tourism, facilitating intergenerational knowledge transfer and community 
empowerment. These findings align with contemporary sustainable tourism 
paradigms that emphasize community participation and cultural preservation as 
essential components of responsible tourism development. 
 
The environmental implications of wellness tourism present both opportunities 
and challenges. While wellness tourists generally demonstrate higher 
environmental consciousness than conventional tourists, the study highlights 
the need for systematic approaches to manage tourism's ecological footprint. 
The growing demand for nature-based wellness experiences creates natural 
incentives for environmental conservation, but requires careful management to 
ensure long-term sustainability. 
 
Several Key Recommendations Emerge From These Findings: 

● Destination planners should integrate wellness tourism into broader 
sustainable development strategies, recognizing its potential to 
contribute to multiple SDGs simultaneously. 

● Policymakers should develop targeted support mechanisms for 
small-scale wellness enterprises, particularly those preserving traditional 
knowledge systems. 

● Industry stakeholders should establish sustainability certification 
programs specific to wellness tourism operations. 

● Future research should focus on developing standardized metrics to 
assess wellness tourism's comprehensive impacts. 

 
This study contributes to the evolving conceptualization of wellness tourism as 
an integrative approach to sustainable destination development. The proposed 
conceptual framework provides a foundation for understanding how wellness 
tourism intersects with various sustainability dimensions, offering researchers 
and practitioners a holistic perspective on its potential. 
 
As global interest in health and wellbeing continues to grow, wellness tourism 
presents destinations with an opportunity to pursue tourism development that 
is not only economically viable but also culturally enriching and environmentally 
responsible. The challenge moving forward will be to scale these benefits while 
maintaining the authenticity and sustainability principles that make wellness 
tourism uniquely valuable in the global tourism landscape. 
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