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Introduction

Tourism plays an indispensable role in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (World Tourism Organization,
2022a). As the fastest and largest growing sector during the last few decades, tourism has become a key driver for economic
growth and social development (Lenzen et al., 2018; Rastegar et al., 2021). According to the World Travel & Tourism Council
(WTTC) report (2021), tourism created 10.6 % of all jobs (334 million) worldwide, contributing to 10.4 % of the global GDP
(US$9.2 trillion) prior to the pandemic in 2019. For many countries, domestic tourism contributes a significant portion to the tour-
ism sector. For example, in China, tourism's contribution to the country's economic GDP was $1.72 trillion, accounting for 11.05 %
of the total GDP in 2019 (Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the People's Republic of China, 2020).

All over the world, tourist mobility has been significantly affected by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (Gössling et al., 2020;
He et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2021; Uglis et al., 2022). According to United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) data
(2021), global international arrivals dropped by 74 % in 2020 compared with 2019, leading to a potential $2.4 trillion loss in in-
ternational tourism revenue (United Nations News, 2021). In many countries, assessing tourist mobility changes due to COVID-19
is important for reaching sustainable development goals and implementing policies for post-pandemic economic recovery
(Guerriero et al., 2020; Matsuura & Saito, 2022). However, tourist mobility changes following the outbreak of COVID-19 remain
unclear due to a lack of accurate data from before and after the outbreaks. In addition, due to the ongoing pandemic's multiple
waves and variants appearing successively (Callaway, 2021), the majority of countries have experienced recurring outbreaks
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(Aleta et al., 2020). During the past two years, tourism has experienced continuous ‘rises and falls’ that have become the new
norm. Thus, there is a current need to explore the changes in tourists' mobility after multiple outbreak waves using mobile
phone data.

Data-driven research strongly hinges on the quality of data. The cell phone mobility data used in this study has benefits re-
garding long-term (i.e., three years), high temporal resolution (i.e., daily basis), and large-scale (i.e., all over China) human mo-
bility behavior (Huang et al., 2022; Kar et al., 2021; Levin et al., 2021), which enables us to comprehensively understand the
changes in tourist mobility before and after COVID-19 outbreaks. Here, we take Beijing as the destination and compare two
waves during the same months in a row - during the first wave at the start of 2020, and during the second wave at the start
of 2021 - by using three years mobile phone data from 277.15 million tourists. The data span the pre- and post-pandemic periods,
covering 254 cities in China and capturing the daily inter-city tourist movements with socio-demographic information. China's
capital city, Beijing, was selected as the case study to answer these questions, since it suffered from both waves during the
same months in 2020 and 2021, creating an effective chance of comparing the first- and second-wave impacts on tourist mobility.
As well, Beijing is the center of the country's economy and culture and is one of the main domestic tourist-friendly destinations.
Furthermore, major cities are more likely to experience recurring outbreaks due to extensive human mobility.

Three main research questions will be addressed in this exploratory study:

• RQ1: How did overall domestic tourist mobility change in response to COVID-19 during different outbreak waves?
• RQ2: How did such changes vary among different socio-demographic tourists?
• RQ3: How did such changes differ from one city to another?

The main contributions of this study can be summarized as follows: Firstly, by using unparalleled mobile phone data, we mon-
itor the dynamic changes in China's tourist mobility in response to COVID-19 during the whole outbreak, as well as during mul-
tiple waves. Secondly, we reveal the social demographic disparities and spatial heterogeneity in tourist mobility changes after the
outbreaks, which reveals information about tourism equality. Thirdly, we offer comprehensive and national insights for the tour-
ism sector and for stakeholders in order to provide targeted support for future tourism crises such as public health emergencies.
As well, this offers timely knowledge for evidence-based decision-making for future waves and can guide equitable tourism recov-
ery in the post-COVID-19 era.

Literature review

COVID-19 impacts on tourist mobility

Mobility is an important part of tourism (Shoval & Isaacson, 2007). Tourist mobility involves a sequence of the spatial move-
ment of tourists (Hannam et al., 2014; Hardy et al., 2020), and is the key issue within tourism geographies (Lin et al., 2020). Un-
derstanding and modeling how tourist mobility in time and space plays an important role in tourism planning and management,
such as the ways in which tourism facilities and routes design, tourism destination marketing, and management strategies (Zheng
et al., 2022). The main topics in tourist mobility studies include monitoring and modeling spatio-temporal patterns and heteroge-
neity (Han et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2019), revealing factors that affect tourist movement and mobility (Henok, 2021; Jin et al., 2019),
and predicting future tourist mobility trends (Mertzanis & Papastathopoulos, 2021; Zheng et al., 2017).

Tourist mobility is easily influenced by external political and crisis events (Jin et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2021). At the beginning
of the COVID-19 outbreak, researchers mainly captured how tourist mobility affected the spread of the virus because mobile peo-
ple were regarded as potential vectors of viral transmission (Iaquinto, 2020). With COVID-19 continuing, a growing number of
studies have explored how tourist behaviors have changed (i.e., tourism desire, travel behavior, consumption patterns) (Kock
et al., 2020; Ren et al., 2022), and how these changes have been impacted by government-controlled policies (Collins-Kreiner
& Ram, 2021; Zha et al., 2022) and tourists' psychological factors (Arbulú et al., 2021).

These studies can be divided into two mainstream categories according to the research paradigm: data-driven research, which
highly relies on data availability and computational modeling, and explanatory research, which is designed for causal and mech-
anism analyses that identify the driving force behind tourist mobility and behavior changes. Most studies are based on statistics
such as by using the government's official tourism statistics, one study compared the volume and structural changes of the flow of
tourism in Finland and Estonia from 2019 to 2020 (Ivanov et al., 2021). Some studies have tried to use big data to monitor how
COVID-19 has impacted tourist mobility behavior. For example, based on social media comment data using the travel contact tra-
jectory and spatial trajectory approach, Gao et al. (2021) explored the changes in urban tourists' spatial behaviors before, during,
and after the pandemic in Nanjing, China. Another study using Google Destination Insights data examined how moderating dis-
tance factors (i.e., geographic, cultural, economic, social, political) affected the relationship between COVID-19 cases and origin-
destination countries' bilateral tourism demands (Yang et al., 2022).

Given that there are a collection of factors that influence tourist dynamics, unpacking the mechanism of COVID-19s impact on
tourist mobility is a long-term challenge. Previous studies have mainly been based on related theories, such as travel risk percep-
tion (Neuburger & Egger, 2021) and tourist personalities (Morar et al., 2021), creating an empirical analysis of the determinant
factors that might influence the tourist mobility response to the pandemic. One study used the tourist trust, travel constraint,
and extended theory of planned behavior as a theoretical basis to explain the influence of travel promoting, restricting, and atti-
tudinal factors on tourist travel decisions (Shin et al., 2022).
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Data and tools used in tourist mobility studies

Previous studies on tourist mobility involve various types of data and spatial analysis methods (i.e., complex network,
geoinformatics) (Kádár & Gede, 2021). Over the last few decades, tourism geography scholars have mainly used actively solicited
tourists' travel behavior data, including, for example, the self-reported questionnaire survey data (Han et al., 2021), and GPS data
requires that tourists carry GPS sensors during their travels (Liu et al., 2022). However, because tourist mobility information is
collected via actively collected, these studies are restricted to relatively small samples and at the micro spatial scale (i.e., within
a destination) (Domenech et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2019). Additionally, statistical data have also been widely used in tourist mo-
bility studies (Kulshrestha et al., 2020), but this data has had low temporal and spatial precision issues.

In recent years, the fast development of tracking and big data technologies (i.e., machine learning models) (Hardy & Aryal,
2020) have allowed us to obtain massive positioning information of tourists' travel behaviors (i.e., mobile phone signaling data,
smart-card data, social media check-ins data) (Chen et al., 2021; Türk et al., 2021), attracting the greater interests of tourism ge-
ographers. These data are passively generated without the users' awareness instead of being actively collected like survey data
(Schmücker & Reif, 2022). Mobile phone positioning data has the advantage of generating real-time information about tourists
with high temporal and spatial resolution, such as who they are, where they visit, and when (Saluveer et al., 2020). This kind
of data have been widely used in monitoring the spatial structures and patterns of tourist mobility (Park et al., 2020; Xu et al.,
2021). These studies have greatly broadened our understanding of tourist mobility, but many studies have been inhibited by
shortages in the availability of mobile phone positioning data, such as time precision and long-time series span, spatial scale,
and coverage amounts. These studies have primarily been based on short-term temporal data (Kraemer et al., 2020; Tan et al.,
2021) and cannot comprehensively assess the long-term changes occurring before and post-pandemic (Miao et al., 2021;
Weaver, 2021; Xie et al., 2021).

Research gaps analysis

Based on the aforementioned literature, we identify the following gaps that we will address in this paper: Firstly, current stud-
ies on changes in tourist mobility after the COVID-19 outbreaks either use traditional data (i.e., statistic data, surveying data) or
focus only on the early stage after the initial outbreak. It is necessary to understand the long-term changes of tourist mobility in
order to bolster tourism recovery. More importantly, given the recurrence of the pandemic, establishing how multiple waves can
affect tourist mobility is becoming more urgent. Nevertheless, current literature suggest that to date, such contributions are few
due to the difficulty of data acquisition.

Secondly, it would be valuable for policymakers and stakeholders in crisis management to understand the socio-demographic
disparities in tourist mobility changes after the outbreaks. While some studies have gained a glimpse of social-demographic gaps
in tourist mobility by using questionnaire surveys, they are faced with issues of representation. Therefore, it is necessary to con-
duct a study using big data with demographic information.

Thirdly, even though we acknowledge that different cities have different responses to the public health crisis, there is a lack of
empirical evidence regarding how these tourist mobility variations appear in diverse territorial contexts in response to COVID-19.

Fourthly, it is relatively underdeveloped for researchers by using a national scale daily mobility dataset to explore the long-
term dynamics of tourist mobility after COVID-19, this provides constrained information about the nation's emergency manage-
ment policy. In this vein, it is necessary to analyze how these changes differ between cities on a national scale to holistically iden-
tify the disparities of the pandemic in different cities.

Methods and data

Study methodology

Time series tourist mobility pattern cluster analysis. The time series cluster analysis helped us identify tourist mobility patterns
using the daily number of tourists in each city. The cluster algorithm method is the K-means of the machine learning method,
which is the distance measurement clustering algorithm of unusual scenic spots (Gibbs et al., 2020). Given a set of observations
(x1, x2, …, xn), where each observation is a d-dimensional real vector, K-means clustering aims to partition the n observations into
k (≤ n) sets S = {S1, S2, …, Sk} to minimize the within-cluster sum of squares (i.e., variance). Formally, the objective is to find the
Eq. (1). The K value was identified by the “Elbow method” (Eyre et al., 2020; Tian et al., 2019) and “Silhouette Coefficient” (Hie
et al., 2019).
argmin
S

∑k
i¼1∑x∈Si x−μ i

�� ��2 ð1Þ
Assessing the dynamic changes of tourists and the impact of COVID-19. In this study, the tourist change rate was constructed
to measure the year-on-date tourist change percentage (i.e., 1st Jan 2020 vs. 1st Jan 2019) before and after the COVID-19 out-
breaks. The year 2019 was defined as the base year to compare the difference between the first and second outbreak waves.
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The tourist change rate was calculated using the following Eq. (2):
TCRy,d ¼ TNy,d � TN2019,d

TN2019,d
� 100% ð2Þ
where TCR is the number of tourist year-to-date change rates after COVID-19. For the pre-pandemic levels ratio, y is the year, d is the
date, and TN is the number of tourists.When TCR=0, the number of tourists is the same as at pre-pandemic levels;when TCR> 0, the
number of tourists is higher than at pre-pandemic levels;when TCR< 0, the number of tourists fell below that of pre-pandemic levels.

The relationship of tourist change rates and city features in two waves.
Model 1 : TCRwave1 ¼ F Xg ,Xp,Xd,Xk
� �
� �

Model 2 : TCRwave2 ¼ F Xg ,Xp,Xd,Xk

TCR is the tourist change rate function;Xg is the GDPper capita of the city; Xp is the population size; Xd is the distance to Beijing;
where
Xk is the average daily COVID-19 cases; F(·) is the linear regression formulation.

Data description

Tourist data
We followed the United Nations World Tourism Organization's broad definition of ‘tourist’ in our study and defined a tourist

“as a traveler taking a trip to the main destination outside his/her usual environment, for less than a year, for any main purpose
(business, leisure or other personal purpose) other than to be employed by a resident entity in the country or place visited”
(World tourism organization, 2008). In this study, we aggregate daily tourist mobility by the city of origin, which can be calcu-
lated from Beijing's total inflow of human mobility, minus non-tourism mobility (travel to work or a place of residence).
Where total human mobility is extracted from the location of the mobile phone signaling base station. Work and place of resi-
dence are identified by the algorithm of the longest dwelling time during the day and night according to the time-constrained
detection method (Vanhoof et al., 2018). Here is a sample of mobile data that belongs to the tourist in Table S9 of the Supplemen-
tary Data file.

The data are anonymized mobile phone data provided by a third party, China Unicom, which is one of the three major pro-
viders in China. By 2021, China Unicom had a market share of 19.26 % (China Mobile Annual Report, 2021; China Telecom Annual
Report, 2021; China Unicom Annual Report, 2021). We obtained three years of data during the same period between Jan 1st and
May 31st, from 2019 to 2021, and three variables of tourist behavior, including the daily number of tourist mobility, their age
groups, and gender groups. To ensure anonymity, every piece of data must be grouped by at least 15 individuals in the database.
The study used mobility data aggregated by city and only considered cities with at least 15 tourists per day. For our analysis, we
derived the daily tourist data in 254 cities in mainland China.

Daily COVID-19 data
We mainly collected the historical daily number of confirmed cases and risk levels under the Hierarchical Containment Mea-

sures in each city. All these data were openly available on the official website of the National Health Commission of the People's
Republic of China.

Others
Data used to identify the factors influencing tourist change rates in cities, such as population size and GDP per capita, are from

the China City Statistical Yearbook (2020). The city data used in this study are from 2019, pre-COVID-19. Distances were measured
from the central location of each city to the central location of Beijing.

Results

How did overall domestic tourist mobility change in response to COVID-19 during different outbreak waves?

Fig. 1a illustrates the main stages of the process following the first wave in 2020 and the second wave in 2021. Based on the
daily number of tourist change trends, we divided the period after the initial COVID-19 outbreak into a downturn and the subse-
quent recovery stages, respectively. As the number of confirmed cases gradually decreased due to improvements in massive test-
ing, contact tracing, and a series of effective control measures, many cities began relaxing travel restrictions and resumed their
tourism businesses, with tourist mobility gradually reaching pre-pandemic levels (Fig. 1a). Fig. 1b shows the daily total number
of domestic tourists in Beijing during the same months in a row over three years, from 2019 to 2021. From 2019 to 2021, the
number of domestic tourists in Beijing witnessed a dramatic decline with a rate of 35.49 % in 2020 and a noticeable increase
with a rate of 62.61 % in 2021. On average, the number of tourists showed a slight growth of 2.45 % during the same period.
4



Fig. 1. The correlations between tourist mobility and COVID-19. a, changes in the time series of the number of tourists and COVID-19 cases in four stages; b, the
daily number of domestic tourists in Beijing, which shows the breakdown numbers of tourists in weeks; c, the spatial distribution of the percentage of the tourist
change rate for 254 cities during four stages; d, the spatial distribution of the average daily number of COVID-19 cases for 254 cities during four stages.
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The maps in Fig. 1c and d show the year-to-date tourist change rate and its corresponding COVID-19 cases in pairs for 254 cities
in four stages (see Tables S1, and S2 of Supplementary Data). We can see that a non-correlated relationship between the tourist
change rate and confirmed cases in the origin cities in terms of tourist mobility.

By comparing the downturn stages of two waves - the downturn stage of the first wave (D1, from Jan 10th, 2020, to Feb 14th,
2020) and the downturn stage of the second wave (D2, from Jan 1st, 2021, to Feb 12th, 2021) - we found that the number of
tourists in D1 declined more than in D2. The volume of tourists dropped sharply - around a 90 % decrease in the first wave
and around a 70 % in the second wave compared to pre-pandemic levels. The relatively smaller percentage in the second wave
is partly due to the precision and refined control policies by the central government that greatly reduced the impact of the pan-
demic on population mobility, such as intensive Hierarchical Containment Measures (HCMs) (National Health Commission of the
People's Republic of China, 2021). The control area was also gradually narrowed down to specific residential communities and
buildings. Recently, more precise control measures have emerged, such as the “Time and Space Companion” in November
2021, which uses big data to locate the possible contacts of potential virus carriers. The temporal resolution reached 10 min
and space accuracy reached 800 m × 800 m.

By comparing the recovery stage of the first wave (R1, from Feb 15th, 2020, to May 31st, 2020) with the recovery stage of the
second wave (R2, from Feb 13th, 2021 to May 31st, 2021), we found that the number of tourists in R2 recovered (106 days) faster
than those in R1 (30 days) in terms of time spent rehabilitating themselves to pre-pandemic levels. Possible reasons for this im-
provement could be a) after a long-term decline in the tourism economy, policymakers and tourism practitioners enacted a series
of strategies to expand domestic demand, leading to the fast-paced recovery of domestic tourism; or b) lessons were learned from
the previous wave, and the government and stakeholders were better prepared both physically and psychologically. Notably,
along with the introduction of vaccines after March 2021, the number of tourists had soared to 40 % higher than at pre-
pandemic levels in 2019. This might be partially explained by the increasing number of people getting vaccinated and the irratio-
nal consumption activities of individuals after the virus hit.

How did tourist mobility changes vary among different socio-demographic tourists?

By gender
Since the categories of gender do not fit a normal distribution with 95 % confidence (see Table A3 in appendix), we chose nonpara-

metric tests (De Biasi et al., 2020) to examine disparities in the gender categories in four stages. Fig. 2a and b illustrate how the number
of tourists changed by gender during the twowaves. Subplots a and b introduce similar trends observable in female andmale groups dur-
ing the downturn stages of the twowaves (Table A4 shows no statistical differences between females andmales for tourist change rate in
the two decline stages). However, the trends differed during the recovery stages (Table A4 shows statistical differences between females
andmales for tourist change rate in the two increase stages). Females recoveredmore slowly thanmales during the first wave, whereas
the opposite occurred during the second wave. During R1, the pandemic affected females more than males (the red line below the blue
line), implying that it wasmore difficult for female tourists to recover to pre-pandemic levels after the first wave. During R2, both female
andmale groups recovered to pre-pandemic levels at the same time, whereas after they reached that level, female tourists recovered far
better and faster (the red line went beyond the blue line).

By age
Since the categories of age do not conform to a normal distribution with 95 % confidence (see Table A5 in appendix), we used non-

parametric tests to examine the disparities in the age categories in four stages. Fig. 2c and d illustrate how the number of tourists changed
by age during the twowaves. Subplot c introduces a severe issue of tourist loss for all groups in the first wave: a lower-than-normal level
of tourists persisted for about fourmonths (Table A6 showsno statistical differences between females andmales for tourist change rate in
the D1 stage). The lowest daily decrease in the ratio of tourist change rate reached around 80 % for the number of tourists. During the R1
stage, tourists aged 19 to 39 years old recovered relatively faster than other groups, and tourists over 50 and under 18 years old recovered
at a relatively slower pace (Table A6 shows statistical differences between females andmales for tourist change rate in the R1 stage). Sub-
plot d shows that during the second wave, D2, those under 18 years old suffered the most serious stress, while those over 60 years old
were the least affected (Table A6 shows statistical differences between females andmales for tourist change rate in the D2 stage). During
R2, tourists over 50 years old recovered relatively faster than other groups (Table A6 shows statistical differences between females and
males for tourist change rate in the R2 stage).

A comparison of Fig. 2c and d reveals that, contrary to any intuitive projection, those most infected by COVID-19 in the first
wave were the elderly tourists, whereas they suffered relatively lower rates, with the highest post-event recovery performance
level occurring during the second wave. Control strategies such as the testing certificate and the “Health Quick Response code
(HQR)1” used for accessing airport and tourist attractions, reinstated the elderly's lost travel accessibility during the first wave.
Many government and public spaces are still actively trying to solve the problems faced by the elderly by using the HQR, such
as the “Scan ID card2” and “Offline code.3” These measures alleviate the COVID-19 control measures that discriminated against
the elderly during the second wave.
1 The mobile internet-based “Health Quick Response Code” has played a crucial role in helping China control the pandemic and resume work, production, and
businesses.

2 “Scan ID card”means the elderly can check their “Health Quick Response Code” using a professional reading device.
3 “Offline code” means the elderly can take a printed version of offline “Health Quick Response Code”.
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Fig. 2. The socio-demographic disparities in the tourist change rate. a, the tourist change rate compared with pre-pandemic levels measured by gender groups in
the first wave; b, the tourist change rate compared with pre-pandemic levels measured by gender groups in the second wave; c, the tourist change rate compared
with pre-pandemic levels measured by age groups in the first wave; d, the tourist change rate compared with pre-pandemic levels measured by age groups in the
second wave. Note: The imaginary lines are the actual daily number of tourists. The solid line is the 7-day moving average. To filter the fluctuations between
workdays and weekends, we conducted a 7-day moving average.
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How did tourist mobility changes differ from one city to another?

The spatial variation in inter-city tourist mobility change remains largely unknown. Based on the time-series tourist change
rate dynamics using the K-means cluster analysis method, we identified the tourist mobility change patterns at the city level.
The K value was decided by using the “Elbow method” and “Silhouette Coefficient.” In the first wave, as shown in Fig. A1 in
the appendix, the K value of the elbow is 3 (the highest curvature), so the best K value for clustering this data set should be
3, and the silhouette score with three clusters is 0.487, which is relatively higher. In the second wave, as shown in Fig. A2, the
K value of the elbow is 3 (the highest curvature), so the best K value for clustering this data set also should be 3, and the silhou-
ette score with three clusters is 0.371, which is relatively higher. Finally, we decided on three kinds of tourist mobility change
patterns in the first (Fig. 3a) and second waves (Fig. 3b).

Notably, in the fluctuation shown in Fig. 3c and d, the turning points of the lines were rather similar, but the fluctuation mag-
nitudes were heterogeneous, which indicates that COVID-19 outbreaks have impacted cities at the same time, but in varying de-
grees. The cities from the pattern A cluster (such as Zhumadian; see the characteristics of these cities in Tables A7 and A8 in the
appendix) displayed the quickest recovery and strongest increase ratio in tourist mobility; however, such cluster cities accounted
for only 13.78 % in the first wave and 7.87 % in the second wave. The cities from the pattern C cluster (such as Shanghai; see the
7



Fig. 3. Tourist mobility change patterns in response to the first wave of the outbreak in 2020, and the second wave of the outbreak in 2021. a, b, pattern map
showing the spatial distribution of time-series clusters; c, d, tourist mobility change pattern clusters correspond with the daily COVID-19 cases in each city.
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characteristics of these cities in Tables A7 and A8 in the appendix) suffered a relatively more severe hit in tourist mobility, which
occupies a large proportion, with a ratio of 72.05 % in the first wave and 61.02 % in the second wave.

We then quantified how tourist mobility change patterns vary with the origin city's population size, economic development
level, and distance to Beijing. Through correlation analysis (see Tables A9 and A10), the three clusters were significantly associ-
ated with the city's population size (first wave: r = 0.180, p = 0.004; second wave: r = 0.191, p = 0.002), GDP per capita
8
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(first wave: r = 0.336, p < 0.001; second wave: r = 0.268, p < 0.001), and distance to Beijing (first wave: r = −0.162, p < 0.01;
second wave: r = −0.338, p < 0.001). As shown in Fig. 4a and b, we found that although pattern cluster cities were associated
with their population size, economic development level, and distance to Beijing, there were also substantial spatial disparities in
the two waves.

Firstly, there are obvious variations in the pandemic's effects on inter-city tourist travel between cities in terms of their geo-
graphical distance to Beijing. As shown in Fig. 4g, the tourist change rate was not association with distance during the first wave,
which likely had a massive and widespread impact. Yet, during the second wave, as shown in Fig. 4h, the tourist change rate ex-
hibits linear attenuation with the distance to Beijing. The closer city was hit hardest of all, while the city farthest away showed a
relatively better increase rate. Tobler's first law of geography (Joo et al., 2017) may explain the aforementioned facts to some ex-
tent. Because geographical distance is a key determinant of the uneven spreading of the virus (Tsiotas & Tselios, 2022), cities
nearest to Beijing may be more likely to be infected by the pandemic, leading to a wider-range outbreak. For instance, after
the second wave, cities around Beijing such as Shijiazhuang were quickly infected by their proximity to the high-risk area. This
aggravated the issue of tourists' travel behaviors in the vicinity of Beijing. The main COVID-19 pressure points have been in cities
near Beijing, rather than being dispersed all over the country during the second wave.

Secondly, urban economic development levels were considered to be the main factor in determining their tourist travel pos-
sibilities. We referred to the GDP per capita of each city to compare the tourist change rate variations among them. We found that
the tourist change rate depends nonlinearly on the GDP per capita. The higher the city's GDP per capita is, the lower their tourist
change rate. Moreover, the correlative relationship between the city's GDP per capita and tourist change rate in the first wave (p
< 0.001, R2 = 0.235, see model 1 in Table A11 of appendix) is more significant than in the second wave (p = 0.012, R2 = 0.247,
see model 2 in Table A11 of appendix). As shown in Fig. 4c, the most developed and wealthy cities experienced the hardest pan-
demic shock in the first wave (most of the dots in the fourth quadrant are orange). In addition, as shown in Fig. 4c and d, both in
the first and second waves, most tourists originating from poorer cities suffered a lower negative impact from the pandemic
(most of the blue dots representing pattern A are located in the second quadrant). Both richer and poorer cities were hit hard,
Fig. 4. Tourist mobility patterns in response to local-scale epidemic wave. Each dot represents a city in here and the coloring scheme is shared with Fig. 3. a, b, box
plot of the characteristics of the city for tourist mobility patterns. All value scaling compressed to 0–1; c, d, quadrant analysis for addressing the tourist change rate
in GDP per capita of the city, units are Chinese yuan; e, f, quadrant analysis for addressing the tourist change rate in the city's population size; g, h, quadrant
analysis for addressing the tourist change rate in the city's distance to Beijing.
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and the main differences were in the recovery speed and level. It is also evident that the recovery speed is inversely proportional
to the maturity level of economic development.

Thirdly, urban population size was the key variable in measuring the volume of inter-city travel mobility. However, the corre-
lation between tourist change rate and the city's population size was not always significant. The correlation was not significant in
the first wave (p < 0.190, R2 = 0.235; see model 1 in Table A12 of appendix), but as shown in Fig. 4e, tourists in the largest cities
suffered the most (in orange, which represents pattern C). While the correlation was negatively significant in the second wave (p
= 0.098, R2 = 0.247; see model 2 in Table A13 of appendix), the best recovery-level cities were smaller (see Fig. 4f), showing
that small cities can actually be more robust than larger ones. This may be because these cities usually have less human mobility,
which, to some extent, may have protected them from the spread of the virus. Moreover, the number of tourists in those cities
was relatively small during the previous year, so even a slight increase in tourists would lead to a large tourist change rate.

Discussion and conclusion

With the help of this long-term, wide-scale, high temporal resolution using highly reliable mobile phone data, this study con-
tributes a comprehensive understanding of the dynamic changes in tourist mobility both before and post outbreak, and following
the multiple waves. We observed that compared with the previous year's level, the number of domestic tourists in Beijing suf-
fered a severe loss during 2020, then increased to even better than pre-pandemic levels one year after COVID-19. The number
of domestic tourists in 2020 dropped sharply by 35.49 % compared with 2019. However, there was a slight average growth
rate of 2.45 % from 2019 to 2021. Groups such as females and the elderly were more vulnerable during the first outbreak, whereas
the opposite occurred during the second wave one year later. The same groups exhibited a relatively small external impact and
recovered faster and more robustly than other groups, which demonstrates a distinct pattern of ‘better-than-before’ performance.
Tourists under 18 years old suffered the most constant and serious impact of COVID-19. We also observed that the pandemic im-
pacted cities simultaneously but to various degrees. This depended on the travel distance and socio-economic development of
these cities, with larger, wealthier cities suffering from the most severe hit of all.

This study's findings are discussed in the following ways. Firstly, given that the tourism sector was severely hit by the pan-
demic over the past two years (Chica et al., 2021; United Nations News, 2021; World Tourism Organization, 2021), many studies
are pessimistic about tourism's recovery (Fotiadis et al., 2021). Here, we demonstrated the new situation for Beijing, China, where
the number of domestic tourists in the post-pandemic time was substantially greater than in the pre-pandemic stage, which could
partly be explained by the strong international travel restrictions promoting domestic tourist mobility recovery (Yang et al.,
2021). This means that the rapid increase in the number of tourists may have originated due to the substantial decrease in out-
bound international travel during the outbreaks. For example, tourists preferring international travel may choose domestic tourist
destinations instead (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2020). This result highlights the strong resilience
and potential for domestic tourism to bolster economic recovery in the post-pandemic era (World Tourism Organization, 2020),
especially for major cities in populated countries. If the global pandemic persists, these changes may have far-reaching conse-
quences for the future development of tourism as a whole.

Secondly, recognizing tourist segmentation features is a fundamental issue in tourism research. Our results revealed that while
the COVID-19 impact on tourist mobility varies for different socio-demographic subgroups, there were also substantial disparities
during the two waves. We found that the elderly and female groups, which are normally recognized as vulnerable groups, were
particularly affected by slow recovery speeds during the first wave. While their abilities to fight off the pandemic were limited in
the first outbreak, during the second wave in the following year, these groups showed a relatively strong and faster recovery in
terms of tourism-related activities. This might be explained by the fact that COVID-19s impact on tourist mobility was derived
from external factors (i.e., travel restrictions of government strategies) and the internal psychology of spontaneous behavior
(i.e., fear of contagion).

The gender disparities might be explained by the shift in female tourists' health risk perceptions (Neuburger & Egger, 2021)
after the two waves. Our findings supported the previous studies that female tourists tended to be more sensitive to external dis-
turbances after the first outbreak (Bhopal & Bhopal, 2020). However, one year after the pandemic, female tourists got used to the
crisis and their risk perception gradually fell. This, coupled with suppressed tourist demands, led to massively increased tourist
mobility after the second outbreak.

The difference in the elderly tourist mobility response between the first and second waves demonstrated high capabilities of
‘coping’ and ‘learning from the past.’ Previous studies indicated that access to information and the ability to respond to said in-
formation were associated with the subjective probability of risk preferences (Weill et al., 2020). Even if the elderly had lower
risk perception due to their limited contact with the internet to access crisis information (Qiu et al., 2020), they were directly
or indirectly constrained by government policies and restrictions in many ways during the early stage, such as the inability to
show their “Health Quick Response code (HQR)” using a smartphone. With the help of family members and related organizations
(i.e., the National health and wellness commission, and the National office for aging) facilitating “smart help for the elderly,” more
and more elderly people have improved their ability to use a smartphone (Xinhua News, 2022).

Thirdly, young people under 18 found it harder to recover to pre-pandemic levels, which might be explained by the fact that in
mainland China, COVID-19 vaccinations were initially implemented for adults over 18 years old, and were not offered to those
under 18 during our study period (Zheng et al., 2021). The latest research and media reports suggest that although vaccinations
were offered to individuals under 18 after our observation period, their actual vaccination rate was very small (Bramer et al.,
2020). This might be primarily because of “vaccine hesitancy,” as many parents were concerned about the possible complications
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of vaccines and their unclear explanations for youngsters (Bell et al., 2020). This implies a relatively negative post-pandemic per-
formance for tourists under 18, suggesting that the effects of the crisis are likely to persist for young people.

Finally, our study indicated that tourists originating from larger and richer cities suffered more due to the pandemic. As pop-
ulated cities have been the main contributors to domestic tourism in Beijing, the high tourist decrease rate implies a very serious
gap in the number of tourists in these cities. In contrast, the number of tourists originating from small cities suffered lower losses.
In addition, we found that the tourist change ratewas not associated with distance during the first wave, which might be ex-
plained by the stronger and almost national impact of the pandemic during the first wave. However, during the second wave,
the tourist change rate exhibited linear performance with the distance to Beijing; the largest tourist decline rate was more likely
to happen as the remote cities performed better. It may be inferred that in the case of the second local outbreak, the associated
restrictions, policies, and government surveillance on tourist mobility were generally stricter for the surrounding cities due to a
higher-perceived contagion risk, which induced the highest decline in short-radius mobility around the city.

Our findings could provide several practical implications to promote the sustainable development of tourism in the post-
pandemic era as follows:

(1) Given the overall growth of current domestic tourism after the outbreaks and during current weak tourism investments, we
suggest and call for the government and stakeholders to strengthen investment in local tourism and provide strong support
for the merger and recombination of the tourism industry in the next few years (Pham et al., 2021). This will not only meet
tourists' needs and desires for travel, but can also encourage the benefits of tourism to spill over to other sectors.

(2) As the pandemic hit tourism mobility disproportionally in different demographic groups, this inspires us to rethink the issue
of travel fair (Alarcón & Cole, 2019) and guide tourism toward an equitable recovery (Rastegar et al., 2021). Based on the data
in our study, the impacts of the pandemic were larger in vulnerable groups, so special care for disadvantaged groups would
narrow down the inequity that COVID-19 caused. If this issue is not fully resolved, the tourism industry might lose a large
number of tourist markets during the recovery process, causing greater social and well-being inequalities.

(3) Our findings imply that the loss rate in the number of tourists was greater in larger and richer cities, which might help allo-
cate more investment and offer prioritization policies for tourist markets in those major cities. Governments are supposed to
allow some flexibility on control measurements (Bouman et al., 2021) rather than a “one-size-fits-all” solution. For example,
each city should have a specific control policy and tourism recovery plan to better promote the balanced recovery of the dif-
ferent cities.

(4) We did not find a correlative relationship between tourist change rates and COVID-19 confirmed cases after the outbreaks by
using mobile phone data from China. Despite mobility restrictions being one of the most common strategies to combat the
virus spreading (Schlosser et al., 2020), it is necessary to reexamine the effectiveness of government travel restrictions and
policies to avoid the spread of the virus, given the huge economic losses and consequences. Additionally, new evidence re-
vealed from our analysis confirms that under the premise of effective pandemic control (i.e., offering vaccination, testing)
(Aleta et al., 2020; Russell & Greenwood, 2021) and gradually precise control measures (i.e., China's National top-down Hier-
archical Containment policy) (National Health Commission of the People's Republic of China, 2021), it is possible to restore
domestic tourism and even accelerate its growth (Iaquinto, 2020). Therefore, there is a need for some new and more precise
strategies to seek balance between tourist economics and tourist mobility. For example, related management sectors in tourist
destinations have implemented strategies to increase social distancing and avoid overcrowding in places.

(5) As demonstrated in our findings, there were substantial disparities during the two waves. Pandemic prevention policies and
tourist mobility management measures are meant to be gradual processes that opportunely adjust according to the wave fea-
tures with different social-demographic subgroups. In addition, we suggest putting balanced recovery and equality develop-
ment at the core of related control policies and the tourism recovery plan, instead of narrowly focusing on the number of
tourist recoveries.

(6) Our findings imply that the tourist mobility change differentiates across cities and varies with the city's population size,
economic development level, and geographical distance to Beijing. As well, the social-demographic disparities in tourist
mobility have not previously been fully captured in tourist modeling. Researchers should be aware of such heterogeneity
and disparities in their model assumptions when developing tourist mobility models to further study the effects of
COVID-19.

We acknowledge that a major limitation in this paper is that our research used Beijing as its case study due to the limitation of
data availability, which has specific characteristics regarding what measures to take when dealing with the pandemic. Therefore,
we suggest that care be taken when generalizing our results. In addition, in big data studies, it is common to suffer from unbal-
anced observation issues. This is also a very cutting-edge research question in statistical analysis that we cannot address by our-
selves. However, we believe the representativeness of our data is relatively high in the context of China. A research report on
internet usage of underage residents in China during 2020 shows that the proportion of those under 18 years old who own mo-
bile phones accounts for 65 % (China Internet Network Information Center, 2021). For future studies, researchers should be aware
of tourism equity issues that have garnered a lot of interest in recent years (Rastegar et al., 2021) and should conduct a deep in-
vestigation to capture the inequities related to tourist mobility in the post-COVID-19 context. As well, according to UNWTO pre-
dictions (World Tourism Organization, 2022b), global tourism will recover to pre-pandemic levels by 2024 or later. International
tourism's future recovery could lead to a new hypothesis regarding whether or not domestic tourism will decline due to the
effects of the recovering number of people traveling internationally.
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