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Abstract

:

This article expands on knowledge about modeling tourism business. The basic scientific problem of the conducted research was the need to modernize the way of doing business in spa tourism enterprises by popularizing the business model and to provide an indication of the elements of the business model that should be grounded in the principles of sustainable spa development. The aim of the article is to present the results of our own research carried out in Polish spa enterprises in 2018. The key scientific issue was to examine the range of use of the business model templates in the management of tourism-treatment activities carried out in spas. Discussing the research results was preceded by a review of the literature on business models and the characteristics of activities carried out by spa tourism enterprises. The conducted research used qualitative methods, especially in-depth interviews, conducted with managers of the largest enterprises of spa tourism in Poland. Quantitative research was also conducted to examine the needs of tourists and patients. Our own scientific research has shown that spa enterprises in Poland very rarely and only within the scope limited to some elements of their activity, use the business model, and are not always aware of the wide range of its applications. As a result of the applications received, a business model dedicated to spa enterprises was developed. The article refers to the overtourism phenomenon in spas and indicates the need to put in business models, which are activities that protect spa areas against excessive pressure on tourism and the exploitation of natural resources.
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1. Introduction


In Poland, there are 45 health resorts, meaning areas of confirmed therapeutic properties of the climate that may be a remedy to limit the negative influence of harmful phenomena on society. It seems that health tourism and especially spa tourism can limit both the negative effects of pollution by engaging in tourism in natural areas and at the same time meet the demanding needs of the aging society to maintain good health for as long as possible [1].



The hitherto social role of spas, which perform mainly social functions in the field of health care and health prevention, is undergoing significant changes, caused by several significant events. Although the changes in the market of spa treatment services are usually evolutionary in nature, as they have been occurring since the beginning of the 1990s, there is still a clear discrepancy between the potential of Polish health resort enterprises and its use, as well as between the needs reported by the market and the offers of most tourist and healing establishments. An additional feature of the noticeable changes is the ambiguous perspective of conducting the spa facility, because while some facilities continue to operate almost exclusively in pursuit of social objectives, others seem to direct the purposefulness of their operations almost exclusively towards economic effects, and far later towards social effects, for which health resort activities have been included in the health care system [2].



The progressing transformation of tourist and healing activities in the scope of broadly understood organizational and market processes reveals at the same time that the tools for operating this activity are outdated. The functioning of an enterprise deprived of reliable strategic tools in a turbulent environment is becoming more and more difficult, and the lack of response to the reported market needs may even lead to a crisis. It is necessary to offer managers modern management tools, covering the broadest possible scope of integration of elements of the conducted business activities, and at the same time, adjusting to the specificity of the market in which the enterprises managed by them operate [3,4]. The proposal formulated in the light of the presented needs is to use the concept of business models to develop a business model of a spa enterprise adapted to the existing conditions of tourist and healing activities.



The basic research problem discussed in this paper results from difficulties in developing a business model dedicated to health resort enterprises, as it requires both theoretical knowledge of the activities of health resort enterprises and available business modeling concepts, as well as empirical research on business practice concerning the elements of tourism and health resort activity and market expectations of the customers. The area of issues includes issues related to business models and the activities of spa enterprises. However, the latter issue requires the identification of two other areas of knowledge directly related to the tourist and healing activities. The first one is health tourism carried out in spas, while the second area of scientific knowledge which is closely related to health tourism, is therapeutic activity within the scope of spa treatment (conducted on the basis of medical specialization concerning balneology and physical medicine).



It is also worth noting the phenomenon of overtourism [5], which also applies to the spa areas. As literature shows, most often tourism concentrates on economic and social viability at the expense of environmental sustainable development. Some scientists are trying to develop environmental policy integration [6], but it is generally difficult to implement. The problem of overtourism in tourism destinations and spas was noticed in the 1980s in the concept of TALC (Tourism Area Life Cycle) put forward by R.W. Butler [7] and its modifications or development hypotheses [8]. The arduous impact of excessive tourist traffic in a health resort may deprive the area of its features that distinguish it among other tourist areas. However, the literature proves that other important factors affecting the load on the area are also the behavior of visitors, duration of stay, concentration of tourists, and the type of tourism [9,10]. Therefore, all business activities in this area should take into account not only the profits, but also the social role of spa enterprises and their sustainable development [11]. However, in order to find a balance between the expansion of business activities and its permissible interference in the spa area, activities aimed at sustainable development should be included in contemporary business models.



The existing research achievements in the field of business models in tourist and healing enterprises proves that this area is still unexplored, and few studies in this area concern only a fragmentary approach to the subject [12]. There are some works that address the characteristics of particular elements of the business model, rather than its complete form, as well as those that include business models developed for tourism activities in other areas, e.g., related to post-industrial cultural heritage tourism [13]. Researchers in the field of tourism economics generally focus their attention on individual elements of spa activity, e.g., on a health resort product, as a value proposition or on selected segments of customers, forgetting about the importance of other elements of the activities and about the mutual relations between these elements. Such a possibility is offered by business models, especially the model dedicated to spa enterprises.



In relation to the research problem identified above and the current state of knowledge in the subject under discussion, it is possible to identify a clear cognitive gap, which should be defined as a lack of knowledge on the applicability of business models and their elements in modern spa enterprises, as well as the possibility of a model approach to tourist and health resort activities conducted in health resorts using a business model dedicated to health resort enterprises.



The cognitive purpose of the paper is to recognize the scope of applicability of the business model in spa enterprises, using Polish spa enterprises as an example. The implementation of the goal of the article will allow us to answer two questions—what is the range of applicability of business models in spa enterprises and what are the characteristics of elements of business models of spa enterprises? The identification of the research problem made it possible to define research questions and at the same time allowed us to organize the research process and direct its further preliminary stages towards determining its purpose. Knowing and understanding the mechanisms of conducting spa business, establishing what constitutes the components of the business model of spa enterprises, and consequently proposing a business model dedicated to health resort enterprises was a key vision for the implementation of the research works presented in the article.




2. Literature Review


Business models in the economic sense have been known in the literature only since the 1970s [14], when E. Konczal [15] added to business models a managerial value, clearly suggesting that they should not be perceived only as scientific or natural science tools. Since then, the models started to be associated with business, but their usage was not widespread. When looking at modern definitions of business models, one can notice that they are perceived though the discipline of a particular researcher. They can be perceived as a synthetic description of the business nature [16] or as a tool [17] describing the relations between the components that lead to the development and capturing of value by the organization [18].



The perspective of perceiving business models through description is confirmed by J. Magretta [16]. She considers the business models to be a story explaining how the enterprise works. More detailed definitions can be found in the perspective related to the tool character of the business model. D. Teece [17] perceives them as a tool describing the design or architecture of creation, supply or value-capturing mechanisms. He also notes that the core of a business model is defining the way in which the enterprise captures the value for the customers, entices them to pay for this value, and converts payables into profits. S. Prendeville and N. Bocken [19] perceive the business model similarly. They describe it as a conceptual tool describing the activities that refer to business transactions between customers, partners and suppliers and the organization and their participation in the development and capturing of value.



When paying attention to the tool character of the business models, it was emphasized that they are not only used to describe the business reality, but also—when effectively used—to shape this reality. For that purpose, it is important to indicate elements of that model and relations that occur between them. It was emphasized by M. Geissdoerfer et al. [20], who defined the business model as a simplified representation of organization elements, together with the interaction between these elements, to analyze, plan and communicate in the intricate organizational structure. A similar approach is presented by M. Johnson et al. [21], describing it as interrelated elements, that is, the proposal of value, profit formula, key processes, and resources that create and deliver the value.



T. Falencikowski [22] believes that a business model is a multi-component unit, developed and separated to present, in a simplified way, the manner of running a business, by describing the logic of value creation for the consumer and capturing its part by the enterprise. B. Rusu [23] also maintains the above assumption and understands the business model as a correlation system that enables the creation of value for customers based on enhanced planning of architecture of the designed system and correlated activities. A. Wiśniewski [24] presents a specific way of perceiving the revenue. He defines the business model by referring to the basic concepts and presents it as a description of construction, activity and correlations in a venture that generates profits.



C. Batistella et al. [18] have an interesting approach to this subject. They pay attention to the relations with other manager tools. They assume that the business model presents how the strategy is implemented by description of creation, supply and recording of economic, social or other values. The description of relations with other manager tools and manners of value creation and capturing can occur in two ways: with the use of description or graphics. It is emphasized by M. Al.-Debei et al. [25], who perceive business models as an abstract textual or graphic representation of interrelated structures of model architecture prepared by the organization and of all the products and services, that the organization has in offer and that are essential to achieve its aim.



B. Iwasieczko [26] defines a business model as a configuration of business elements established to create value for the customers and to be an element of effective competition. B. Nogalski [4] has similar views, while also paying attention to the resources being a key aspect of an organization. He described a business model as a characteristic of value for the customer, a set of basic resources, activities and relations with partners, the aim of which is to create this value and competitive advantage.



The issue of business models in tourism is rarely discussed in literature. In general, it is analyzed in a context of another major subject, such as knowledge and technology or in the scope of innovations. An example can be the work of J. Souto [27], who focuses on the research on the innovation in the scope of business modeling and implementation of innovations. It can also be noticed that much thought is devoted to knowledge as a strategic resource of innovative enterprises. The proper usage of knowledge enables one to design more attractive tourism experiences and more innovative marketing channels through which new recipients can be reached [28].



Some enterprises gain knowledge on their customers and their preferences by building relations with them. F. Mantaguti and E. Mingotto [29] when researching tourism enterprises in the small and medium enterprises sector, noticed that an important success factor is the common identification between the entrepreneur, staff and customers, especially with the use of electronic media.



Many tourism enterprises in their business models often assume new technologies to be indispensable elements to maintain competitiveness and profitability [30]. In that publication, the subject of creating value for the consumer of tourism services with the use of augmented reality was discussed. When researching the technology potential as a value proposal, the researchers noticed that there is significant support from the side of visitors and stakeholders. Among the advantages to which the researches paid attention was the increase of tourism attractiveness, revenues and competitiveness. Augmented reality is definitely an interesting proposal when diversifying the product of tourism enterprises. However, it is an additional element, supporting the basic product, just like other modern technologies.



An example of diversifying the offer is the use of a multimedia application to present tourist attractions. In their publication on innovative museums, C. Ciurea and F. G. Filip [31] indicate the advantages of such a solution. According to them, it can be a possibility to present the collections to which access is difficult (for example, delicate museum pieces). Moreover, they describe the possibility of using the tool by many entities, when in case a number of museums belong to a common network, virtual exhibitions can be opened, expanding the displayed heritage by adding pieces or collections belonging to other facilities.



Publications concerning the establishment or co-establishment of value for the customer, both in terms of sustainable tourism [28,32] and in creating value [33], are a valuable inspiration when creating innovative business models. An interesting discussion on business models in the tourism sector concerns the accommodation and catering services. M. Diaconu and A. Dutu [34] paid attention to the evolution of the hotel industry towards innovative business models. They emphasized that this results from the belief that the development of new technologies became a way to achieve success, as it offers the possibility to expand the distribution channels, reduces the time of reservation bookings, and creates a network of organizations engaged in maintaining the value chain.



Similar views are expressed by L. Knop and J. Brzóska [35], who in their characterization of a business model focus on the customers and what the enterprise can offer them. They describe the business model as configuration system of resources and activities (intercorrelated), covering among others the creation of values that on the one hand need to satisfy the needs of the customer and on the other hand need to be a source of revenue for the enterprise. J. Gordijn and H. Akkermans [36], when describing the enterprises of the energy sector, developed a sequence called “BusMod”, being a gradual general methodological process of modeling and analyzing business activity. They identified six construction stages. In the proposed sequence, the authors underlined the value of the idea as a crucial stage being the beginning of business designing. It is the first step of business model creation in which a central axis is formulated with which the remaining components will be aligned. The value of the idea is to be a source of knowledge on the reasons why the customer will be likely to use the end product; therefore, next, it is proposed to create a list of business goals and their priorities. It makes it possible to adjust and select the technologies necessary to implement these goals. By implementing particular stages of the presented designing sequence, one can obtain a values model based on the available resources, key activities and business partners. Next, the prepared values model needs to be analyzed in terms of profitability. The procedure ends with preparing scenarios of business model development. It is an example of business modeling taking into account the linear character of the designing process.



H. Chesbrough [37] argues that innovation in business models has vital importance but at the same time, it is hard to achieve. The reason is, that even with help of tools like business maps, charts, or CANVAS are helpful to bring a change into a business model. However, the realization of that change is challenging, because when the model changes, the organizational processes has to change as well, and those are not mapped by such tools. Therefore, the curtailed tasks of introducing innovations into business models lays on internal leaders who can manage the change a deliver relay functioning innovative models.



Innovation in a business model should concentrate on the value proposition it includes, adopting it to the ever-changing market conditions and customer demands. One can say that the main purpose of a business model is to respond to the needs of clients, building all other elements around it. This finds reflection in the very definition of a business model used by D. Teece [38], who defines a business model as a description of a design of architecture of value creation, delivery and capture mechanisms. So, the main function of such a model is to recognize customers’ needs and their ability to pay for fulfilling this need. It also defines the manner of how an enterprise responds to those needs by delivering value to the customers. In other words, a business model tells the company what the client wants, how they want it, what they are willing to pay for it, and how the enterprise should be organized to meet those needs as best as it can, getting paid well for doing so.



The same applies to business models in tourism; therefore, the key aspect to understanding their role in a tourist enterprise, it is crucial to examine the receiving side first: who are the clients, what is it that they want, and what makes the value of the delivered product for them.



In business models for tourism enterprises, the offer has to respond to the needs and preferences of tourists, so their perspective on the value proposition is highly important. This is especially significant in the case of spa facilities that mainly service domestic visitors. As S. Page [39] notices, domestic tourism is the dominant form of tourist activity in terms of traffic volume. So studying the local preferences and needs serves to improve the part of the tourist sector that has the biggest impact on all of the tourist traffic in the country. Findings from Central Europe confirm, that in the case of countries like Poland or Czech Republic, tourists prefer domestic products [40] and value them more over abroad alternatives. Therefore, it is much more suited to continuously update the state of knowledge about detailed tourist perceptions of a product, rather than using generalized data and observations about global trends; even if they are accurate, they may lack specific details. Moreover, while knowledge about international tourism is relatively broad and in center of researchers interest [41], domestic tourism gets oftentimes marginalized, staying unknown and rarely researched [42]. This is because international tourism is oftentimes perceived as having more economic importance in comparison to domestic tourism [43].



Even if the concept of business models has previously not been approached in spa tourism, or even other forms of tourism, i.e., heritage tourism (before the authors first researched on this matter [13]), value proposition has been studied in various forms of tourism, it was not examined from the business model’s perspective most of the time. The vast majority of the research that unintendedly did that were the studies on tourist perception of a destination, or those where tourist satisfaction was measured and examined. One can name multiple examples of such an activity, like, for instance, the research on international tourists’ perception of Kuala Lumpur by N.A. Ragavan, H. Subramonian and S.P. Sharif [44], where the authors conducted a survey in order to determine the impact on tourist perception such attributes like accommodation and food, attractions, climate, culture etc. have. A similar approach was taken by M. Kozak [45] when he studied tourist satisfaction among British and German visitors in Mallorca and Turkey. Again, the factors taken into consideration among others included: accommodation service, hospitality and customer care, facilities and activities, transport services, and pricing. J.S. Akama [46] tackled the issue of tourist satisfaction in Kenya’s safaris by comparing visitors’ perception grades with expectation grades that concerned various aspects of this kind of tourism (i.e., natural attractions, facilities—the looks and functionality of them, staff’s attitude, and pricing). One can find similar approaches in recent works as well [47,48].



While results obtained using such methods can be compared within studies that approach similar forms of tourism (i.e., vacation tourism to marine locations, holidays in tourist resorts etc.), cross form comparisons might give false results. It is the very core of a touristic product that makes up the value for customers. Heritage tourists expect authentic culture to be in the center; spa clients seek health improvement in the first place; families taking a 2 week vacation in a beach resort are there for the sun, beach, entertainment and hotel living comfort etc. Therefore, this study being the first one that focuses on the issue of value proposal in spas not only fills a recognized research gap, but also might be used to perform such comparisons for other studies in this field.




3. Method


Research carried out in the field of a business model and its applicability in spa enterprises requires a step-by-step procedure. In the first stage of empirical research, qualitative research was carried out based on in-depth interviews conducted among managers of the largest spa enterprises in Poland. The research carried out at this stage made it possible to identify the scope of applicability of business models in spa enterprises.



The second stage of research concerns the task of getting to know and analyzing the preferences and expectations of tourists visiting Polish spas, as well as potential tourists in order to formulate the value proposition for the client. This stage of empirical research is aimed at getting to know the necessary activities aimed at identifying a potential additional segment of Polish spa clients and extending the scope of existing activities in the light of observed cultural and demographic changes.



In the research stage of spa enterprises, the study was attended to by managers of 17 entities which together provide 33% of all health resort treatment services in Poland, operating in 95 facilities (sanatoriums and spa hospitals), which constitute 36% of all facilities in Poland. The research was carried out in 2018.



The companies analyzed were selected from the list of spa treatment establishments developed and made available by the Ministry of Health of the Republic of Poland. The choice was made based on the potential of the services provided—these were the largest spa enterprises in Poland in terms of annual visitor count and accommodation capacity. Some of those enterprises are spread across multiple health resorts in various towns. Such a choice of research subjects provided a good insight into the discussed industry and allowed to draw conclusions of enough significance to picture the current state of spas in Poland. The research questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first one included 18 questions characterizing the structure of the business model, enabling a description of each of the model’s components. In the second part of the questionnaire, the subject of general information on the conducted activity and sources of its financing was taken (eight questions). Some of the questions concerned not only the indication of selected variants of the answer, but also their weighing. The responses helped to formulate a universal model of a spa enterprise business.



The methodological objective was also possible through empirical research and its subsequent use in the conceptual phase. The basis for the research and analysis was the most popular business model scheme CANVAS by A. Osterwalder and Y. Pigneur [49] because of its dual prominence; it is a tool, but also a concept that describes what a business model is, by breaking it down into nine key elements. Among them, we can distinguish: (1) customers’ segment, being the axis of each business model; (2) proposals of values for selected customers’ segments; (3) communication channels between the defined elements; (4) relations with customers; (5) revenue streams; (6) key resources, (7) key activities; (8) key partners; and (9) cost structure, meaning all the costs related to the execution of the defined business model. Nine of the mentioned elements are defined as the business model template. They compare the tool to a canvas which can be used to paint a picture of the existing or new business model. The utilitarian character of CANVAS makes it also a suited research tool, thanks to this clear division of a business model into elementary pieces. By studying each of them separately, it is possible to gather data that describes the whole picture of the business model in full detail, focusing on all nine aspects, oftentimes using different sources for fully understanding each of them. While asking the managers directly to describe their business model, the outcomes might be incomparable if even provided, given the low rate of familiarity with the business model concept among spa managers, and considering the vast selection of definitions describing business models.



According to the adopted research methodology, the implementation of the objectives of this work assumed the application of a step-by-step approach, in which the current state of the situation is first identified, concerning both the activities of spa enterprises, the scope of application of business models in health resort enterprises, and the characteristics of individual components (elements) of the business model. Due to the diversity of factors influencing health resort operations, it was also necessary to learn about the nature of organizational and social changes that affect the situation of the spa enterprises (Figure 1).



In terms of tasks, the first stage of the research consisted of in-depth interviews on the applicability of business models of selected spa enterprises, considering their forms, as well as the characterization of particular elements of the applied business strategy (in the absence of business models). In the second stage, the preferences of patients concerning the spa treatment services and the needs of potential patients were analyzed, which constituted the basis for a conclusion concerning the proposal of value for the spa customer, for it is a key element of each business model that shapes all its other elements.



In the research of tourist expectations, a research survey was made available to determine their expectations regarding the offer of Polish health resorts, and at the same time, to develop a proposal of value for visitors. The study mainly concerned people who had already completed a spa treatment, but potential clients were excluded, and the research required reaching those people in their everyday life environment. The questionnaire contained 34 questions and was divided into three major parts. The first and last one included questions for all participants, while the second one contained two sets of questions—one for spa visitors and one for potential visitors. Answers that where given by the respondents in the first part decided what set of questions they should receive in the second part. This way, the conducted research allowed us to gather opinions of spa visitors, as well as get to know the expectations of potential clients. Clients who visited a spa in the last 10 years where asked about their experiences and needs, while the potential clients explained why they have not visited a spa so far and what their expectations are. The questionnaire was made available and disseminated on the Internet on social networks related to health resorts, and people interested in the subject were made available in the Internet community. Eight-hundred-and-ten people participated in the study. After the selection of the collected questionnaires for further research, 753 respondents were qualified, of which 63.5% (478 people) were patients of Polish health resorts (TS), i.e., people who had been in one of the Polish spas in the last 10 years. The second group of respondents (275 respondents) are people who have never been to Polish health resorts, and who at the same time express such a desire, having specific expectations (PT).



In the tourist group, 478 responses were obtained, which exceeded the minimum sample size estimated at 474 surveys (for the accepted level of maximum statistical error of the sample of ±4.5% and the confidence level p = 0.95). In the case of potential patients, the maximum statistical error of the sample is ±6%, with the assumed significance level of α = 0.05 (then the minimum size of the research sample is 267 respondents).



Statistical analysis of the collected data required the use of descriptive methods (arithmetic average supplemented by standard deviation) and intergroup comparisons (attribute significance index based on the structure index). In the case of normal distribution variables, the Student’s t-test was used to compare two mean values in the independent groups tested, first determining the uniformity of variance (Fisher-Snedecor test) [50,51]. For a comparison of the two groups with non-normal distribution, the U (Mann-Whitney) test was used [52]. As a result, this stage of research allowed us to learn about the needs of both spa patients and potential patients, which at the same time made it possible to focus on developing a proposal of value consistent with the needs of the market. Then, it was also possible to integrate the structure of the obtained spa product into the business model.



In accordance with the adopted approach to research, the preliminary identification of the research problem led to a conclusion on the classification of the undertaken research. Therefore, it should be stressed that they were applied research in both descriptive and practical terms. However, using the physical criterion, the undertaken research was primarily of a qualitative nature, although quantitative research was also carried out in the dimension of creating a value proposition for the patient.




4. Results


The presented results are divided into two parts that correspond to the two different groups of research subjects. In the first subsection, findings from the literature review regarding business models are presented. Those are supplemented by the findings from in-depth interviews of spas’ managers, giving an overall insight into all key elements of a business model used in a current spa enterprise. Because value proposition is the key component of every business model, and because it can be perceived from two perspectives, the company’s and the customers point of view, the second subsection is dedicated to the standpoint of spa visitors. It contains findings obtained through the previously described questionnaire, regarding expectations and value for spa customers and potential customers. The results of both findings are used in the discussion section in order to get a comprehensive model of a spa enterprise business that meets both the issues of running a spa business from the enterprises stand point, as well as meeting the needs of clients in the form of expectations towards value proposition.



4.1. The Structure and Chararcetistics of a Business Model in Modern Spas


The exploration of the literature on the subject was conducted in the direction of the characteristics of the activities of spa enterprises. It includes social and economic factors (both historical and contemporary) that influence the current situation of the sector. The analysis of literature has also made it possible to identify historical changes in Polish spas and to cite selected concepts for the development of health resort areas.



The literature research undertaken allowed us to point out the key economic and social transformations (including cultural) affecting the current situation of the spa enterprises. It is possible to see three factors of influence. The transformation of health resort enterprises is conditioned by the market, product and ownership changes. They take:




	
market character (through the marketization of spa services and the change of the existing therapeutic form of activity into tourist and healing activity, methods of financing, and scope of services for spa guests),



	
product character (e.g., due to the fashion for a healthy lifestyle and the transformation of a traditional spa product, which allowed us to offer a mixed form of a spa product and openness to tourists), and



	
ownership character (e.g., through privatization of state-owned spa enterprises, which changed the social perspective of conducting spa business into a perspective focused primarily on the economic result).








The in-depth interviews revealed that the actual knowledge of business models among managers of the studied companies is negligible and fragmentary, as it usually refers to their abstract understanding, but without text or graphic representation of the related architecture structures of the model or the proposed services. Only 5 managers among 17 surveyed spa establishments declared knowledge and use of the business model in running a spa activity. In every third establishment (29.4%), there were studies concerning particular elements of the business activity, i.e., key activities, market segments, communication channels, and customer relations. None of the studied enterprises showed a compact characterization of the components of the company’s business model or a formalized attempt to integrate all components of the business model based on the business model concepts known in the literature. The acquired information on the knowledge and applicability of business models in spa enterprises allowed us to confirm that the spa enterprises in Poland use the business model very rarely and only to the extent limited to certain elements of their activity, and not always with the awareness of the wide range of possibilities of its application. The use of the business model in the largest Polish spa companies is incidental and limited by the scope of selected elements of the business. In the vast majority of the studied enterprises, the issue of applying the business model in enterprise management was completely unknown.



The conducted empirical (qualitative) studies revealed that the activity of modern spa enterprises is focused primarily on achieving economic effects by increasing profit, the source of which is an increase of commercial stays in the total number of spa stays, and only then it is focused on the implementation of health functions within the health care system. This also allowed us to identify three key values determining the essence of the spa business. These were: the value for the spa patient, the value intercepted by the enterprise, and the social value, showing the importance of a health resort activity in the fulfillment of the health function of society.



The results of the research on the components of the business model are presented in Table 1, while below each of the elements of the business model obtained are discussed separately.



According to the results of the research, the key partners of spa enterprises are entities with which cooperation provides the facility with offers of values to be intercepted, i.e., state health and social insurance companies, as they enable the spa enterprises to achieve the revenues from the execution of contracts. The second category is travel agencies, which allow patients who finance their own stay to get to know the offers of the facility. Other partners are the health resort communes, represented by the local government administrating the commune, as well as suppliers of natural resources, competitors with whom the facilities cooperate on a coopetition basis, and outsourcing companies.



An interesting feature of this element of the model is the noticeable need for coopetition with competitors from the same region, e.g., in order to reduce the costs of promoting the spa features of the region. Joint therapeutic programs based on intrasectoral cooperation are also important. It is, at the same time, an innovation that meets the needs of the spa patients who prefer to change the place of treatment within the same stimulus effect. An important element of this component is also the possibility of building cooperation networks between the spa competitors (both direct and indirect) within the scope of complementary and substitutable products.



Key activities directly related to the spa activity include accommodation services, health resort treatment services (natural therapies), as well as catering services and treatment programming, i.e., the establishment of a treatment plan. An important role is also played by such activities as assistance of a dietitian or psychologist, health resort clinic services, and health education classes.



The key activities should be complemented by services extending the spa treatment, such as tourist services and animation of leisure time. It is necessary to introduce methods to optimize accommodation (reducing hotel costs) and the implementation of therapeutic treatments (which should improve the consumer satisfaction). It is also necessary to extend the spa offer with spa & wellness services, which so far have been provided by local entrepreneurs on a rather small scale.



An important activity should also be monitoring the load of the spa (spa park) with the intensity of tourist traffic and responding to exceeding the established limits. The city authorities may limit the possibility of increasing the number of beds in sanatoria and spa hotels. It is also necessary to monitor the drainage of the spa water deposits.



In the scope of key resources, the necessity for continuous education of the treatment personnel and creation of databases of existing and potential customers, which are worth reaching with the offer or recall the emotions that accompanied them during their previous stay, was noticed. According to the conducted research, the most valuable resources at the disposal of the spa facilities are the medical infrastructure and employees, as well as intellectual resources (conducted therapies). Elements of accommodation and catering facilities are also important resources. In the facilities where the activity was based on obtaining medicinal raw materials (mineral waters, salt water, salt, thermal waters, and therapeutic mud), raw materials were also a significant resource.



The spa managers declare that building positive relations with customers is based on activities focused on new and existing customers and on running loyalty programs. Currently, the development of relations with new customers is mainly performed through Internet tools, i.e., social networking sites and the so-called “open door”, medical conferences, and direct offers addressed to organizations that may be interested in the facility’s offer. Similarly, in the case of existing patients visiting the facility, the encouragement to develop a lasting relationship is usually an offer of cheaper stay (loyalty card, price discounts).



The method of establishing and developing customer relations depends on the segment of concerned customers. The segments of individual and business customers are the target groups in terms of building positive relations, because the actions taken towards them are intended to result in the return of the patient to the facility or to promote good reputation for the services provided there through word-of-mouth marketing. Contract patients do not choose the place of treatment themselves, which means that the relationship with them is not built or can be described as very limited. This is due to the lack of decision making by the patient about the place of treatment, because even if they chose a specific health resort, they cannot choose a spa enterprise in which they would like to stay. This seems to be a mistake, because the patient’s willingness to return is not taken into account, even for a shorter period of time within the guest’s own resources.



Building a lasting relationship with patients requires a change in the attitude of the spa’s employees towards the persons undergoing the treatment. So far, the spa patients have been treated as kinds of medical patients, which raises a lot of controversies, especially when they come to the spa not only for health purposes. The attitude of the personnel should be oriented towards hospitality, and thus towards treating patients as guests (welcome and expected) and offering them a friendly atmosphere. It is also a solution, the effect of which may have an impact on the profitability of a spa facility.



An advantage of building relations can be the introduction of transport convenience “from door to door”, i.e., offering the possibility of comfortable transport of the patient from the house door to the sanatorium door and return transport, or at least transport from and to the places of access to the means of transport. The necessity of this innovation is seen in the reduction of stress factors among spa patients, and at the same time, it increases the satisfaction of the whole treatment at low costs to themselves.



Significant changes also occur in the case of the served customers’ segment. The managers of health resorts usually point to the segment of institutional (contractual) customers, the segment of individual (commercial) customers, and the segment of business customers. Some segments of customers already served will require additional benefits in order to bring the spa offer closer to a wider audience. These will be, for example, care services for underage children, so that their mothers can participate in the spa treatment without interruption.



It is possible to separate other sectors of spa customers. These may be tourists for whom the spa’s activity has only cognitive and recreational, but not health significance. There is also growing importance of customers using SPA services as well as organized, employee and special groups with different service profiles. Re-segmentation of the market of spa service recipients requires rethinking a number of criteria that may have an important role in identifying key segments in the individual approach of spa facilities. An important issue is not only the method of financing the patient’s stay, but also the awareness of the choice of place and time of stay in the spa, as well as the duration of the treatment. An important factor will also be the purpose of arrival, as well as the practice of returning to the same place or experience in spa treatments. The need for segmentation will also result from changes in the types of relationship between the spa enterprise and the spa patient. A modern health resort businesses model should be targeted towards the market dependency of B2C (Business-to-Customer) type, creating especially value for the customer, instead of the currently used approach of B2B (Business-to-Business) or B2A (Business-to-Administration) type relating to direct payers (insurers).



Nowadays, communication channels with a potential patient are mainly based on websites, advertising banners and leaflets, as well as having a presence on social media. Another channel used by managers is cooperation with travel agencies, which allows for communication especially with individuals and business patients. Channels of communication with the customer should give special consideration to the progress of electronic communication, regardless of the age group of the recipients. Nowadays, people over 60 very often skillfully use both social media and electronic communication tools. An important structural change is the increasingly common acquisition of treatments by travel agencies. However, it is important to standardize this type of channel in order to make the medical side of the treatment more precise. In many cases, it is also necessary to re-educate general practitioners to offer spa treatments in direct contact with the patient after the diagnosis.



Revenue streams and cost structure contain similar items, although they do not always have the same significance in terms of their impact on the health resort enterprise. The managers emphasize that the most expensive activities are related to accommodation in a sanatorium and a health resort hospital, implementation of a health resort treatment, and also to catering. The same result is observed in the case of revenue hierarchy. A different significance is attached to the activity of a health resort clinic, which generates higher costs than revenues. The key revenues of health resorts are primarily generated by the performance of contracts concluded with insurers (which includes: National Health Fund, The Social Insurance Institution, The Agricultural Social Insurance Fund, and the National Disabled Persons’ Rehabilitation Fund), but also from commercial activities targeted at individual and group patients, entrepreneurs, and sports organizations.



The component of the model that has undergone the greatest changes is the proposal of values that the spa enterprise offers to its customers. From the spas perspective, the value position consists of the core element, which is health treatment that uses local natural healing raw materials, fulfilled by the healing properties of the local microclimate, accommodation and medical infrastructure. Nevertheless, to fully understand the value proposed to patients, their perspective has to be included in the business model. To determine this component of the business model, the results of quantitative research were used, which are presented in the next subsection.



The in-depth interviews also revealed the most frequently used business strategy in spa enterprises. The possibility of servicing tourists in the spa treatment facilities allowed us to adopt double standards for the guests. This result has two reasons:




	
the profitability of commercial guests’ stays (individual and business), which is much higher than that of contractual guests;



	
the marginal impact of the contractual guest on the conditions of stay and its settlement (the direct payer is the insurer and not the direct beneficiary of the treatment).








As a result, the offer addressed to individual and business customers has not only a higher standard with higher prices of services, but also higher profitability for the facility. Therefore, managers try to optimize the structure of the stays. They reduce the contractual possibilities with the insurer to the level of the expected filling of the remaining sanatorium places with individual guests, who provide them with higher profits from the activity. These proportions may vary over the year depending on the seasonal fluctuation of commercial stays.



The observations allowed us to notice an increase in the popularity of treatment combined with recreation and an increase in the number of elderly people with a simultaneous downward trend in the level of financing of health resort treatment from the National Health Fund sources. These phenomena make it more and more often necessary to turn to self-financing spa patients or to companies sending their employees to regenerate their mental and physical strength. From this perspective, this will have an impact on the new price mechanisms that the spa enterprises will have to develop in order to increase their effectiveness. The pricing mechanisms applied in health resorts already provide for a different approach to individual and group customers, for whom the catalog price is adopted or dependent on the features of the offer (depending on the product properties, market segment, transaction volume). For contract customers, the price mechanism depends on the terms of the negotiations and, usually, the size of the transaction is also relevant.




4.2. The Needs and Expectations Towards Value Proposition of Spa Visitors and Potential Clients


As mentioned before, the perspective of spa clients and potential spa clients shapes the value proposal made by an enterprise. They verify if what is presented as a value really serves this purpose, or if they discern it in some other elements of the offer. In order to properly meet the expectations and needs of spa visitors, it is needed to identify and include them into the value proposition of a model; therefore, the second part of the study was designed to reach this purpose.



In the sample of 753 subjects, 73.4% were women and 26.6% were men; this reflects the structure of patients observed in many other studies carried out in spas [53]. A similar structure is observed in individual subgroups of the examined tourists TS (77.3% women and 22.7% men) and potential tourists PT (67.5% women and 32.5% men). Among those surveyed, only 1.4% of them visited foreign spas, and at the same time, 1.6% of respondents lived outside of Poland.



People visiting the spas were mostly under the care of a spa doctor (79%). Only every fifth respondent stayed in the spa without medical care (21%); 61.2% of spa guests came there with the insurer’s referral, which means that these people had no direct influence on the choice of spa in which they will take the treatment. Every third respondent had an influence on such a choice (34.8%), and 4.0% of respondents admitted that the choice was made by someone else (usually a family member).



Visitors to spas usually came from large cities with populations (33.7%) over 100,000, or medium-sized cities with 20–100 thousand residents (31.9%). Only every sixth respondent (18.9%) came from the village. The presented general structure of origin of respondents is not significantly different in groups (p ST vs. PT > 0.05). Almost the same number (2.4%) came to spas only for 1 day.



At the beginning of the research, the respondents were asked about attributes of a spa stay that make it a successful visit. Multiple options were available, as well as the possibility to add won remarks. The results are shown in Table 2.



One can notice that the quality of medical care and treatment (65.5%) and the quality of accommodation (63,3) have been the most frequently selected answers, being the only ones pointed out by more than 60% of participants. The diversity in treatments offered was the third (40.8%) most popular answer, outclassing attributes such as entertainment options (2.5%) or access to cultural tourism attractions (4.4%). It is interesting in juxtaposition with answers that regarded value propositions that would enrich a spa stay. Those answers are presented in Table 3, showing overall scores, as well as percentages in groups of spa visitors (TS) and potential clients (PT).



The expectations towards value proposition vary significantly between spa patients and potential tourists in most cases. Both groups are consistent in expecting improvements of accommodation standards, making it the most frequently named improvement overall (51%). However, awaiting better quality of medical care occurs in the potential visitors group more frequently (9% difference) than in the actual patients group. Another major difference can be found in expectations towards visitor treatment. People who have not been to a spa before expect the facilities to improve in that aspect (41.9%) significantly (p < 0.05) more frequently than actual patients (27.8%). This might indicate that a large portion of respondents who have never been to a spa perceive those places as uncomfortable, with insufficient quality in service, not offering enough entertainment and not being addressed to younger people. Those two last observations come from relatively big differences in answers given in those two groups to the questions regarding the development of cultural activities (over 20% difference) and offering child care for the time of treatment (over 16% difference).



Quantitative research has also shown what the most important values for spa patients are. The results are shown in Table 4.



It is worth noticing that the main value for health resort customers is the effects of healing and recreation treatment. Those are the values that are obtained from natural resources, available only at the sight of a spa. Moreover, those values allow to diversify the spa enterprises’ product from other wellness offers. The beneficial effects of relaxation services such as stress relief, sense of beauty, beauty improvement, weight loss, fitness, and sports performance are also important, but not unique for spas. A significant value is also the tourist’s integration with other tourists (co-patients) with similar health, life, and social situations, or showing similar interests and ways of spending free time. An important value is the ability to break away from the everyday life.





5. Discussion


Activities in the conducted research related to the process of creating a business model dedicated to spa enterprises involved the analysis of business models, both in terms of reviewing definitions and typology, as well as the concept of creating and transforming business models. The structures of business models proposed in literature and their implementation in descriptive and analytical dimensions were also examined. Empirical research consisted of conducting in-depth interviews among managers of the largest spa enterprises in Poland. The actual knowledge of business models among managers of the studied companies is negligible and fragmentary, as it usually refers to their abstract understanding, but without text or graphic representation of the related architecture structures of the model or the proposed services. Only 5 managers among 17 surveyed spa establishments declared knowledge and use of the business model in running a spa activity. The spa enterprises in Poland use the business model very rarely and only to the extent limited to certain elements of their activity, and not always with the awareness of the wide range of possibilities of its application.



In the case of one of the elements in the business model—the proposal of value for the customer—it was necessary to perform additional research of a quantitative nature. Their aim was to learn about the expectations of spa patients and potential patients and to create a value proposition that would be attractive to customers and enable the identification of additional customer segments.



Quantitative research conducted on a representative sample of the respondents also revealed the needs of spa patients and potential patients towards the spa facilities. It is worth mentioning that the key values for the customer of a spa enterprise are the provided healing, leisure and recreational services. In this respect, health services, which are at the same time consistent with the objectives of the majority of spa stays undertaken by the patients, are the leading ones. Moreover, based on the quantitative data gained, one can assume that there is a gap in expectations of current spa visitors and potential clients. In order to attract them, newly proposed values in a spa business model could address those needs, offering not only health improvements, but entertainment and activities that can be enjoyed by age group. This, however, does not come without risks. Those highly expected by potential clients values diverge from the needs of current customers, and when implemented, could discourage them from further use. The only common thread for both groups was the core of spa stays, that is, using natural resources (raw materials and climate) to improve health conditions.



In the course of literature and empirical research, revealing significant differences between managers in the approach to the objectives of conducting spa business, as well as the way of formulating the health resort offer and strategy of conducting business in the financial sphere, it was noted that an individual approach to business modeling in health resort enterprises is necessary. Therefore, the presented initial model, concerning the presentation of the spa enterprise in its generalized form, requires additional presentation in the form of several key variants (Figure 2).



In the case of modern health resort activities, it seems justified to use two main criteria of division of the business strategy and business model, and thus two perspectives of conducting activities, i.e.,:




	(a)

	
Perspective I is oriented towards the creation of value for the enterprise, which uses the criterion of model division based on the type of recipient of services, with the two dominating groups of recipients:




	
insurers (financing the stay of spa patients from insurance funds),



	
individual and business recipients (self-financing the stay).









	(b)

	
Perspective II focuses on customer value creation, which uses the criterion of model division based on the type of health resort product in which dominates:




	
traditional form of a spa product (spa treatment),



	
a modern form of a spa product (mixed).














The dichotomous division of directions of activities in each of the criteria mentioned above indicates the dual nature of the business model. From the first perspective, the dual model assumes the adoption of a different cost structure in relation to the presented key customer groups.



In the case of contracts with insurers, it is assumed that costs will be minimized; the value will be built for the customer with low prices and mass availability of offered products and services (cost-driven). Whereas for other customers (individual and business), it suggests using a highly personalized offer of the spa, at the same time deriving from it a high income (value-driven).



From the second perspective, business models should clearly define a proposal of value for the customer, depending on whether they want to implement a traditional healing offer or a spa product is to be a mixed product, covering both traditional natural healing services and non-healing services (relaxation, recreation, cosmetic, sports).



However, it should be noted that the presented structure of the division of options for the necessary scenarios is still incomplete, as it lacks the purpose of tourist and healing activities. Health resorts, although they generally pursue both economic and social objectives, differ from one another in terms of the predominant objective of their business activity. Some focus their activities almost exclusively on achieving profit or acquiring new customers, while others try to achieve mainly social objectives, being satisfied with the income from the execution of contracts with the insurers. Therefore, it is proposed to modify the approach based on two criteria of division, introducing a third dimension of spa activities involving the domination of a specific objective.



Perspective III is therefore aimed at creating value for society, which uses the criterion of model division based on the dominant purpose of tourist and healing activity in the health resort, which may be first of all:




	
implementation of the social objective (implementation of the health policy while limiting the load of the area with tourist traffic and eliminating overtourism),



	
achieving primarily an economic objective (market, profit or other).








Perspective III is not exclusive, as is the case for perspectives I and II, as it can be applied simultaneously with the other two. Therefore, it is possible to integrate two perspectives at the same time (III and I and III and II). The existence of perspective III introduces changes in business models of the two previously discussed perspectives, because in some cases, e.g., domination of social objectives will require finding additional revenue streams, especially when the activity will be directed to the mixed form of a health resort product.



In the context of these three perspectives, the characteristics of the eight business model options have been summarized, depending on the used combination of perspectives and their variants. Their general perception is facilitated by the three-dimensional perspective of business models dedicated to health resort enterprises (Figure 3).




6. Conclusion


In the summary of variants of the model dedicated to health resort enterprises presented in the paper, the possibility of using not only one variant at the same time, but at least two variants, was noticed. The criteria for their selection have also been defined. The observation of the studied spa facilities indicates that in general it will be determined by the desire to serve both extreme market segments or to achieve both objectives of tourist and healing activities. An important premise may also be a specific feature of a particular establishment, emphasizing its uniqueness, e.g., in terms of the uniqueness of the presence of raw materials at the disposal of the establishment (underground salt pits, thermal springs).



It should be noted that there are two limitations to the research. The first concerns the fact that research concerns the area of Polish health resorts and may not be representative of all health resorts in the world. It is therefore worth comparing research in other countries. The second limitation is the method of reaching respondents (spa tourists). It was assumed that in this group there is access to Internet communication, but not every spa tourist uses the Internet.



In the face of the phenomenon of overtourism, it is particularly important to choose the form of a model aimed at achieving both financial and social goals. Implementation of financial goals can only lead to a spa for excessive exploitation [11,54]. However, focusing solely on the implementation of social objectives is burdened with the risk of excessive tourist traffic. The business model of a spa company should take into account the sustainable development of business in the field of choosing the objectives of a spa activity. In the conducted research, the need to include in business models activities that protect spa areas against excessive pressure on tourism and the exploitation of natural resources was noticed. Unfortunately, it is currently only a voluntary gesture of only those managers who understand that excessive tourist load may cause a decline in the spa function.



Because this was the first attempt to specify business models and value proposals in spa tours, further research is needed and it could build upon findings from this paper. The presented case of Polish spas could be compared to business models used in other European countries or even on the global scale, on one hand in order to pick out the differences, but on the other hand to attempt modeling a generic business model of spa enterprises. It might also be beneficial to classify values proposed by other spas. Future studies could also be helpful to determine if introducing features that are perceived as expected value by potential customers are also welcome, neutral or unacceptable for current spa patients. Furthermore, the developed methodology and tools used during research can be used to study business models in other kinds of touristic activities, such as heritage tourism, hospitality industry, or even partially in other businesses basd on supplying services.
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Figure 1. Research areas discussed in empirical and theoretical research. Source: Own study. 
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Figure 2. Implementation of the research process towards the development of a business model dedicated to health resort enterprises. Source: Own study. 
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Figure 3. Three-dimensional scheme of a dual business model dedicated to health resort enterprises. Source: Own study. 
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Table 1. The structure of the business model of a health resort enterprise.
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THE MODERN STRUCTURE OF THE BUSINESS MODEL OF A HEALTH RESORT ENTERPRISE






	
    Key partners

	–

	
national insurers




	–

	
travel agencies




	–

	
spa commune




	–

	
suppliers of raw materials




	–

	
outsourcing of gastronomy, treatments (swimming pool), entertainment




	–

	
coopetition between competitors (advertisement)




	–

	
intrasectoral cooperation (mobile treatments)




	–

	
development of a network model for cooperation with direct and indirect competitors







	
    Key activities

	–

	
health resort treatment (diagnostics, programme, treatment, education, health effect)




	–

	
spa&wellness and sport services




	–

	
accommodation and catering services




	–

	
tourist services (trips, tourist information)




	–

	
optimization of activities and programming of treatments




	–

	
additional services (cosmetic, sports, special)




	–

	
transport services







	
    Value proposition

The core of the spa product:

	–

	
maintenance/improvement of health with natural therapeutic raw materials




	–

	
recreation in a place with a healing climate




	–

	
achieving the effect of the treatment (relaxation, beauty, improved beauty, weight loss, improvement of fitness and sports results)




	–

	
cognitive, cultural and religious impressions obtained through various forms of tourism







	
 Relations with the customers

	–

	
the spa patient as a “guest” – B2B relations




	–

	
health, physical, emotional, (mental, spiritual) safety




	–

	
emotional bond (photos, films, animation, trips)




	–

	
transport (door-to-door)




	–

	
childcare







	
    Customer segments

Consumers:

	–

	
referred, without a referral (old division)




	–

	
decisive, not decisive




	–

	
returning, not returning




	–

	
wealthy, poor




	–

	
commercial/contractual




	–

	
treatment, prevention, beauty, sport, relaxation




	–

	
Internet, traditional channels




	–

	
spa patients, tourists, mixed






Institutions:

	–

	
establishments requiring frequent regeneration of employees




	–

	
sports clubs and associations




	–

	
therapeutic and support groups




	–

	
nursing homes for the elderly










	
    Key resources

	–

	
physical (health resort infrastructure, i.e., sanatoriums, health resort hospitals, health resort clinics, natural healing facilities, health resort equipment, tourist infrastructure, raw materials, sports, catering)




	–

	
financial (revenue from contracts, individual stays, grants)




	–

	
intellectual (brand, knowledge, coopetition agreements, databases)




	–

	
human resources (medical services)







	
    Channels

Spa patients

	–

	
communication to maintain the relationship




	–

	
outpatient clinics and special clinics




	–

	
media (TV, RTV, local press)




	–

	
leaflets, brochures




	–

	
Internet, websites, social media




	–

	
promotional programmes illustrating the effects of the treatment




	–

	
travel agencies, tour operators










	
    Cost structure

	–

	
hotel and catering costs




	–

	
costs of treatments and clinics




	–

	
costs of maintenance of natural medicine infrastructure




	–

	
costs of natural resources




	–

	
costs of media consumption




	–

	
costs of animation, entertainment, education




	–

	
costs of medical care




	–

	
transport costs




	–

	
administration costs







	
        Revenue streams

Sources: contracts with insurers, individual and group patients, entrepreneurs, sports organizations.

Values:

	–

	
spa treatment and its programme (treatments, diagnostics and medical care) and separation from harmful influence of civilization




	–

	
satisfaction with accommodation, food and information




	–

	
quality of the spa and wellness offer as well as sport and recreation




	–

	
availability of tourist attractions






Price mechanisms:

	–

	
for individual and group customers (catalog price, price depending on product characteristics, price depending on market segment, price depending on transaction volume)




	–

	
for contractual customers (negotiations, management of resources, price depending on the volume of transactions)














Source: Own study.
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