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Abstract

Business travel, a critical engine of the global economy, has undergone profound paradigm
shifts in the 21st century. This article systematically analyzes the evolution, crisis adaptation,
and future trajectories of the international business travel sector from 2001 to 2025. Utilizing a
multi-dimensional documentary research framework—encompassing economic, technological,
psychological, legal, and sustainability dimensions—the study evaluates three distinct eras: pre-
pandemic growth, pandemic-induced disruption, and post-pandemic recovery. Findings indicate
that while the pre-COVID-19 era was defined by robust economic expansion and the nascent
emergence of "bleisure," the devastating 2020 crisis served as an unprecedented catalyst for
digital transformation and remote work. Consequently, the post-pandemic landscape is no
longer characterized by a return to the traditional status quo, but rather by the mainstreaming of
bleisure travel, the proliferation of digital nomadism, and the accelerated integration of smart
airport ecosystems. Furthermore, the analysis highlights a critical pivot towards environmental
sustainability and enhanced corporate duty of care. Ultimately, this study proposes strategic
policy recommendations for stakeholders to balance economic imperatives with social and
environmental responsibilities, ensuring a resilient, technologically integrated, and adaptable
future for global business travel.
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Introduction

Business travel has emerged as a crucial engine driving the global economy in the first quarter
of the 21st century. In 2019, expenditures in this sector reached an impressive US$1.28 trillion,
accounting for 21% of the total global tourism industry. Despite business travelers constituting
only 13% of all passengers, they generated 75% of the airline industry's total revenue,
underscoring the significant economic importance of this traveler segment (Miiller & Wittmer,
2022). However, this industry has undergone several major transformations, beginning with the
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks (Ito & Lee, 2005), the 2008 global financial crisis, and
most notably, the COVID-19 pandemic, which had the most profound impact in 2020, causing
the tourism industry to lose an estimated US$2.1 trillion in GDP (Gossling et al., 2020). This
study is therefore essential for understanding the dynamics of change, patterns of adaptation,
and emerging trends within the business travel industry, particularly the phenomenon of
"Bleisure Travel," which integrates business and leisure and has become a new norm for travel
in the post-COVID-19 era (Chen & Petrick, 2013; Lichy & McLeay, 2018).

The objective of this research article is to establish a foundational understanding of business
travel from a broad perspective and to provide an overview of the status and trends of business
travel during the first quarter of the 21st century (2001-2025) across multiple facets. This
analysis is structured around three key periods: pre-COVID-19 (2001-2019), during the
COVID-19 crisis (2020-2021), and post-COVID-19 (2021-2025). Furthermore, the article aims
to analyze the impact of significant events on traveler behavior, work models, and industry
structure, including the examination of emerging factors such as Smart Airport Ecosystems
technology, the development of Digital Nomad visa policies, and environmental sustainability
concerns. The scope of this study is limited to international business travel, focusing on
secondary data published in academic journals and reports from reputable international
organizations within the defined timeframe.

This study employs a multi-dimensional framework for review and analysis, integrating five
key dimensions: (1) Economic and Market Dimension: Examining the value, volume, and
structure of the business travel market; (2) Technology and Innovation Dimension: Analyzing
the development of digital technologies, Smart Airport ecosystems, and online platforms; (3)
Organizational Psychology and Behavior Dimension: Investigating traveler motivations, well -
being, and work-life integration; (4) Legal and Policy Dimension: Analyzing regulatory
frameworks, visa policies, and risk management; and (5) Environmental Sustainability
Dimension: Studying carbon impacts and sustainable management approaches. The research
methodology employs a documentary research approach, systematically reviewing secondary
data from various sources, including statistical data from the United Nations World Tourism
Organization (UNWTO), research, and academic articles published in peer-reviewed
international journals, indexed in national (e.g., TCI) and international academic databases (e.g.,
Scopus, WoS, PubMed, and JSTOR), and other global databases (e.g., Google Scholar), reports
from global business travel associations, and policy documents from relevant government
agencies. The findings are presented in a descriptive-analytical format to foster a comprehensive,
in-depth understanding of business travel in the first quarter of the 21st century.

Evolution and Landscape of Business Travel in the Pre-COVID-19 Era (2001-
2019)

The nearly two decades prior to the COVID-19 crisis represented an era of sustained growth for
the business travel industry, despite encountering several significant crises. In terms of market
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size and economic value, this industry demonstrated strategic importance to the global economy
(Rattanasirivilai, 2023). It was propelled by globalization, the expansion of multinational
corporations, and the imperative for face-to-face business interactions. These interactions
remained critical for fostering trust and robust business relationships, particularly in cross-
border ventures and crucial negotiations (Beldona et al., 2005). In 2019, global business travel
spending totaled US$1.28 trillion, accounting for 21% of the tourism industry. Business
travelers, meanwhile, accounted for as much as 75% of the aviation industry's total revenue
(Miiller & Wittmer, 2022). This disproportionate contribution was primarily due to lower price
elasticity, lower booking, and a preference for higher-tier services compared to those of general
tourists.

Nevertheless, the industry faced significant crises and adaptations on multiple occasions during
this period. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks marked a critical turning point, severely
impacting air travel. Ito and Lee (2005) observed a significant short-term and long-term decline
in demand for air travel. Corporations suspended non-essential business travel, and airport
security systems became substantially more stringent, making travel more time-consuming and
cumbersome. Subsequently, the 2003 SARS crisis affected business tourism, particularly in the
Asia-Pacific region, prompting the industry to learn the critical importance of health risk
management and pandemic preparedness (McKercher & Chon, 2004). The 2008 global financial
crisis led to reduced corporate business travel budgets and spurred the development of cost
management innovations, the adoption of teleconferencing technologies, and more efficient
travel management practices. Although each crisis had short-term repercussions, the industry
consistently rebounded after its resolution, demonstrating its inherent resilience.

Technological advancements and innovation were a hallmark of this period. The years 2001-
2019 saw an Information and Communication Technology (ICT) revolution that significantly
transformed the business travel industry (Lee et al., 2021). The emergence of Online Travel
Agencies (OTAs) made booking accommodation and travel services more convenient and faster.
Travelers could compare prices, read reviews, and book services independently online. This
compelled traditional travel agencies to adapt by focusing on relationship building and
personalized services. Mobile technology became a crucial tool for business travelers during the
2010s; Douglas (2019) found that mobile applications were adopted across all stages of travel,
from planning and booking to the trip itself and its aftermath. Furthermore, teleconferencing
technology gained increasing prominence as an alternative to physical travel. However,
Faulconbridge et al. (2020) noted that face-to-face meetings remained essential for building
trust, especially in critical negotiations.

Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibitions (MICE) tourism constituted a significant
component of business travel during this period, playing a vital role in stimulating urban and
national economies. Owiyo et al. (2023), in their study of Kenya, found that despite government
promotion of the MICE industry, this sector generated only 0.2% of tourism revenue in 2019,
compared to 63.15% from leisure tourism, reflecting a significant gap and potential for
development. Conversely, Bik et al. (2020) observed in their study of £6dz, Poland, that
systematic development of MICE infrastructure, particularly the provision of conference
facilities in high-end hotels, significantly enhanced the city's competitiveness in the MICE
market.

In terms of organizational psychology and traveler behavior studies, research during this period
began to focus on the impact of business travel on employee well-being. Mikela et al. (2021)
found that frequent business travel, particularly long-haul trips, positively correlated with job
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exhaustion and negatively impacted work-life balance. However, Nawijn and Biran (2019)
observed that incorporating leisure activities into business trips, known as "Bleisure," could
enhance individual productivity, creativity, and innovation, while also mitigating the negative
effects of business travel. The concept of Bleisure, which gained recognition in the late 2010s,
subsequently catalyzed significant shifts in business travel behavior.

The Collapse and Major Transformation in the COVID-19 Crisis Era (2020-
2021)

The COVID-19 crisis inflicted unprecedented damage on the business travel industry, marking
the most severe disruption in modern history. By March 2020, global tourism came to a near
standstill due to widespread travel restrictions affecting over 90% of the world's population. The
magnitude of this impact was staggering; the travel and tourism industry lost an estimated
USS$2.1 trillion in GDP, with 75 million jobs lost (Gdssling et al., 2020). From January to
October 2020, international tourist arrivals plummeted by 72%—a revenue loss of US$935
billion, which was 10 times that incurred during the 2009 global financial crisis (UNWTO,
2020). To contextualize the scale of this collapse relative to its historical peak of US$1.28
trillion in 2019 (Miiller & Wittmer, 2022), and to illustrate the projected post-pandemic recovery
trajectory returning to pre-crisis levels by 2023, Figure 1 synthesizes the estimated economic
shock and resilience of the global business travel sector.
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Figure 2 The Shock and Recovery Trajectory of Global Business Travel (2001-2025)

The decline in air travel was particularly acute; Shemer et al. (2022) indicated a 75% reduction
in commercial air travel volume by mid-April 2020, while long-distance rail travel in India
decreased by approximately 50% from normal levels. The regional impact varied, with Asia and
the Pacific being the first region affected, experiencing an 82% decline from January to October
2020, followed by the Middle East (73%), Africa (69%), Europe, and the Americas (68%)
(UNWTO, 2020).
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This crisis significantly altered behavior and work models. The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed
swift and pervasive shifts in working practices, with "Work From Anywhere" becoming a new
norm. Companies previously resistant to remote work were compelled to adapt and found that
most employees could work efficiently without being physically present in the office (Cook,
2020). This shift directly impacted the demand for business travel. Miiller & Wittmer (2023)
noted a rapid increase in the adoption of teleconferencing technologies, with platforms such as
Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Google Meet becoming primary tools for work and meetings. A
late 2020 study by Inmarsat Aviation (2020) revealed that 41% of business travelers anticipated
reduced air travel post-pandemic, while only 8% expected to travel more. Moreover,
sustainability awareness heightened, as the disruption of economic activities during lockdowns
led to noticeable improvements in air quality, fostering discussions on the environmental impact
of business travel and the necessity for more sustainable alternatives (Jain & Sharma, 2020).
The impact on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) was particularly severe. Bartik et al.
(2020) surveyed over 5,800 small businesses in the United States between late March and early
April 2020, finding that mid-sized businesses with monthly expenses exceeding US$10,000 had
only about two weeks of cash on hand. This led to widespread layoffs and business closures just
weeks after the crisis began. Business owners held widely differing beliefs about the duration of
the crisis, which influenced their investment decisions and strategic planning. A case study from
Japan by Yagasaki (2021) illustrated the severity of the impact: in 2020, Japan's total tourism
consumption dropped to 11 trillion yen, a 61% decrease from 27.9 trillion yen in the previous
year, and overnight domestic travel fell from 17.2 trillion yen to 7.8 trillion yen.

Despite the profound crisis, the industry demonstrated diverse adaptation and survival strategies.
Akhyadov et al. (2021) studied the development of business tourism during and after the
relaxation of COVID-19 restrictions, finding that the industry adopted several adaptive
strategies. These included technological innovation, with Taiwanese Online Travel Agencies
(OTAs) developing survival strategies through the adoption of new technologies, digital
platform development, adaptable services, and offering flexible cancellation and rebooking
options (Chu, 2024). Accelerated development of Smart Airport Ecosystems was another key
strategy, with many airports rapidly implementing Industry 4.0 technologies, such as touchless
check-in, biometric systems, and real-time data management, to minimize physical contact and
enhance health and safety (Amankwah-Amoah, 2020). Government support also played a
crucial role in enabling tourism businesses to survive the crisis. Many countries provided loans
and other support measures to stabilize businesses during the pandemic (Yagasaki, 2021).

The Revival and Reshaping of Business Travel in the Post-COVID-19 Era
(2021-2025)

The recovery of business travel during 2021-2025 has demonstrably differed from historical
post-crisis recoveries. Oskam (2025), employing Complex Systems Theory to study business
travel recovery in Amsterdam, found that while business travel is projected to return to pre-
COVID-19 levels by 2023, several significant changes have occurred, including evolving
accommodation patterns. Business travelers are opting for longer stays to incorporate leisure
activities, increasing their use of midscale hotels, and new source markets are emerging. The
most prominent shift is the mainstreaming of Bleisure Travel. Research by Muja et al. (2025)
indicates that 68% of domestic and 83% of international business travelers now integrate leisure
activities into their trips, and 70% of business travelers expect their future travel frequency to be
at or above pre-pandemic levels by 2023. Palis and Siwek (2024), studying the KRAKDENT®
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International Dental Fair in Poland, identified key factors driving bleisure trends in cities, such
as discounts on attractions and urban infrastructure. However, other elements, such as local
culture, travel convenience, and unique experiences, were found to be equally significant.

The phenomena of Digital Nomads and specialized visas represent one of the most prominent
trends in the post-COVID-19 era. The rapid expansion of Digital Nomad visas has been
observed across various regions, with Southeast Asian countries, particularly Indonesia (via its
"Work From Bali" initiative), leading the way in issuing such visas (Wang, 2024), alongside
European and South American nations offering similar Digital Nomad programs. Koskela and
Beckers (2024) conducted a comparative case study of Croatia, Thailand, and Spain, identifying
three primary rationales for issuing these visas: Tourism Rationale (promoting tourism), Wealth
Accumulation Rationale (attracting high-income individuals), and Immigration Rationale
(targeting skilled labor). The economic impact of Digital Nomads is significant; Maharani
(2023) found that Digital Nomads spend on average 2.8 times more than general tourists. Their
unique spending patterns prioritize long-term accommodation rentals, co-working spaces, and
daily necessities, creating a stable influx of capital for local economies. However, Koskela &
Beckers (2024) and Pacheco (2025) highlight associated challenges, including gentrification,
where the influx of Digital Nomads in certain areas drives up housing prices and living costs,
affecting residents, and the presence of inconsistent legal frameworks, particularly regarding
taxation.

The development of Smart Airport Ecosystems has accelerated significantly since the COVID-
19 pandemic. Gardt et al. (2024) investigated digital accessibility within smart airport
ecosystems, identifying key adopted technologies such as Biometric Technology (utilizing facial
and fingerprint recognition for fast and secure check-in and boarding), Artificial Intelligence
(deploying Al to enhance customer experience, improve staff knowledge, and create smarter
airport ecosystems), Internet of Things, and Digital Twin Technology (Newbold, 2020).
However, Gardt et al. (2024) also highlighted challenges, including privacy and cybersecurity
concerns arising from the use of biometric technology, and the imperative for global legal
frameworks to regulate and support technological advancements. Kim et al. (2025) found in
their study in China that passenger satisfaction is a crucial determinant of the adoption of smart
airport technology, necessitating an integrated approach that combines the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM) and the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) in system design.

The dimension of organizational psychology and well-being has gained increased importance in
the post-COVID-19 era. Muja et al. (2025) found that integrating leisure activities into business
trips enhances work performance, creativity, and innovation, and Bleisure travelers report higher
overall travel satisfaction and well-being. Culfaci et al. (2024) in their study on academics'
motivations for Bleisure Travel identified key drivers such as cultural exploration, personal
planning, participation in activities, discovering local cuisine, visiting architecture and cultural
sites, and using hotel amenities. However, Wang (2025) found that work-related constraints
significantly affect individuals' ability to engage in leisure travel, thereby affecting mental
health and work-life balance.

Sustainability and carbon footprint management have become critical issues in post-COVID-19
business travel. Fan & Rahman (2026) studied in China that corporate sustainability policies,
employee awareness, and the adoption of travel technology play crucial roles in reducing
operational carbon footprints. Ponette-Gonzéalez & Byrnes (2011) suggested replacing large
national academic conferences with smaller regional meetings that require less air travel,
potentially reducing carbon emissions by up to 73%. However, Gossling and Higham (2021)
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highlighted the inherent tension between growth and sustainability, as the tourism industry seeks
growth while sustainability demands reduced emissions. The Paris Agreement mandates
immediate action and significant annual progress towards net-zero carbon emissions.

Risk management and Duty of Care have become crucial corporate responsibilities in the post-
COVID-19 era. Paraskevas et al. (2022) examined risk management frameworks with travel
managers and insurance brokers across four international hotel groups, finding that employers
consider multiple factors in risk assessment, including travel characteristics, seven types of risks
(health, political, transport, natural, criminal, technological, and abduction), and traveler
profiles. Tufnell et al. (2021) proposed risk management strategies for the COVID-19 era,
emphasizing pre-travel risk assessments that require detailed evaluations, dynamic decision-
making, and the delegation of high-risk travel decisions to top-level management rather than to
travelers who might have conflicts of interest.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The literature review spanning the first quarter of the 21st century reveals that the business
travel industry has undergone significant transformations, characterized more as a paradigm
shift than an evolutionary change. From a continuously growing industry pre-COVID-19,
valued at US$1.28 trillion in 2019 (Miiller & Wittmer, 2022), it plummeted into an
unprecedented halt in 2020, incurring a GDP loss of up to US$2.1 trillion (Gdssling et al.,
2020), and then entered a distinct new recovery phase during 2021-2025. Oskam (2025)
confirms that although the industry is recovering to pre-COVID-19 levels, its structure and
behavior have permanently changed.

Five significant changes and key trends can be identified: First, the transition from pure business
travel to Bleisure Travel, with 65-83% of current business travelers integrating leisure activities
into their trips (Muja et al., 2025), reflects a shift in employee values towards greater work-life
balance. Second, the digital revolution is transforming every aspect of business travel, from
booking via OTAs and mobile apps (Douglas, 2019) to the development of Smart Airport
Ecosystems that incorporate Al IoT, and Biometric Technologies (Gardt et al., 2024). Third, the
Digital Nomad phenomenon, characterized by spending 2.8 times higher than general tourists
(Maharani, 2023), yet posing challenges related to gentrification (Koskela & Beckers, 2024).
Fourth, sustainability and environmental responsibility have become crucial issues, with
Gossling and Higham (2021) and Fan & Rahman (2026) emphasizing the need to balance
growth with sustainability. Moreover, fifth, risk management and Duty of Care have emerged as
core organizational responsibilities (Paraskevas et al., 2022).

The differences between the pre- and post-COVID-19 periods can be summarized in Table 1.

Table 1 Key Characteristics of Business Travel Pre- and Post-COVID-19
Dimension of Comparison Pre-COVID-19 (2001-2019) Post-COVID-19 (2021-2025)

Market Size Continuous growth, US$1.28  Recovered to near pre-
trillion (2019) pandemic levels, but the
structure changed
Travel Pattern Clear separation of business ~ Bleisure Travel is the new
and leisure norm (65-83%)
Length of Stay Short, focused on efficiency =~ Longer, incorporating leisure

activities
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Work Model Office-based, face-to-face Work From Anywhere, Hybrid
meetings Model
Technology OTAs, Mobile Apps, gradual ~ Smart Airports, Al, Biometrics,
development rapid Digital Transformation
Digital Nomad Not yet widespread A significant phenomenon with
special visas
Sustainability Not a primary concern A critical factor in decision-
making
Duty of Care Existed, but unsystematic A core organizational
responsibility
Risk Management Focused on general safety Covers 7 dimensions, including
health

The recommendations for stakeholders derived from this research are as follows: For businesses,
it is advisable to develop products and services that cater to bleisure travelers, especially
flexible, customizable packages; invest seriously in digital technologies; and cultivate clear,
transparent sustainability policies communicated to customers. For organizations, it is
recommended to develop business travel policies that support bleisure travel, establish
comprehensive risk management frameworks as suggested by Paraskevas et al. (2022), and
promote virtual meeting alternatives to reduce costs and environmental impact. For
governmental bodies, it is crucial to develop legal frameworks that accommodate digital nomads
and bleisure travelers, considering their impact on local communities, as recommended by
Koskela and Beckers (2024); foster infrastructure development supporting business tourism;
and create policies that balance promotion with sustainability. For academics, in-depth studies
on the long-term effects of bleisure travel and digital nomadism are warranted, alongside the
development of accurate environmental impact measurement tools, and investigations into the
relationship between technology, well-being, and work performance. Future business travel will
adopt a hybrid model, blending traditional travel with virtual meetings, with decisions driven by
necessity, value, and environmental impact (G6ssling & Higham, 2021; Miiller & Wittmer,
2023).
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