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The U.S. Travel Market and A Once-in-a-Century Pandemic 

 

Situational Analysis: Early 2020 Travel Forecast for U.S.  

Before the pandemic caused by COVID-19,  2020 was shaping up to be a strong year 
for Americans traveling internationally.  Even with an intense election year that was 
beginning to monopolize the news cycle, travel agents and operators were 
projecting  increases of between nine and 30 percent.  

In April, a survey by LuggageHero found that 75 percent of American respondents 
said they would keep traveling in 2020.  As reported by TravelPulse, a U.S. travel 
trade publication, when asked about travel between June and December 2020, 77 
percent of respondents said that they were sticking to their plans as long as their 
hometowns or travel destinations were not under quarantine. Fifty-six percent of 
travelers who responded to the survey said that they already had plans to travel 
between June and December. 

According to the U.S. Commerce Department’s National Travel and Tourism Office 

cited in Skift Research article, 93 million U.S. citizens traveled outside the country for 

business and leisure in 2018, a jump of 6 percent over the previous year.  Besides 

those traveling to Mexico and Canada (more than 51 million) the majority of 

Americans – more than 17.7 million – headed to Europe, a 12.3 percent increase over 

the previous year.  Americans are the second largest group of spenders in Europe 

after the Chinese, with their 2018 expenditures reaching 52.43 billion, according to 

the U.S. National Travel and Tourism Office,  with airfares alone reaching $17.82 

billion. 

According to a report on US News.com, American travelers spent $67 billion in the 

European Union in 2019, according to U.S. government figures. That was up 46% from 

2014. 

We know how important the North American market is for many destinations in 

Europe.  In particular, Switzerland has seen tremendous growth in U.S. visitors in the 

last 10 years.   In 2018, Switzerland had its best year ever in terms of overnight stays.  

The U.S. saw the greatest increase of all foreign countries with 2.3 million overnights, 

an increase of 249,000 or an 8.9 percent increase – the highest total since 1990.  

Canada had an increase of 23,000 overnight stays, up 9.4 percent.  

 

https://luggagehero.com/covid-19-travel-sentiment-monitor/
https://www.travelpulse.com/
https://research.skift.com/report/the-state-of-tours-and-activities-2018/
https://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/outbound.general_information.outbound_overview.asp
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And in 2019, U.S. arrivals to Switzerland continued its upward arch, reaching 
1,1154,155, an almost 10 percent increase. The number of overnight stays was 2.47 
million, an increase of 9.8 percent compared with 2018. 

Claudio Zemp, Switzerland Tourism’s new director-Americas noted, “We are thrilled 
that the United States cements its position as Switzerland’s most important long-
haul market.”  “With a growth of almost 10 percent for the third year running, we not 
only see more and more Americans visit Switzerland, they also travel to every corner 
of our beautiful country,” Zemp explained. 

COVID-19 in the U.S. 

The first case of coronavirus in the U.S. was found on January 20, 2020 in the state of 

Washington.  New York state’s first case appeared on March 1 and by the 17th, there 

were 1,700 cases. Only a month later, on April 7, there were 134,836 cases and at its 

peaks in mid-April, the state had 247,512 cases.  New York state ramped up testing, as 

did New Jersey and Connecticut and the curve began flattening.  By August 1,  the 

state was conducting 82,737 tests and the positive rate for infection was under 1 % 

where it remains now in mid-September. 

While the New England and Mid-Atlantic states had managed to flatten the curve by 

August and reduced the number of cases and deaths, states in the South and the 

Mid-West, are now seeing dramatic spikes in infections in September. 

Travel Bans 

On February 2, the government announced travel restrictions on non-citizens (not 

included were U.S. citizens and permanent residents) who traveled to China within 

the last two weeks. 

On March 14, a ban was announced on non-Americans from Schengen border free 

travel areas who had traveled within 14 days of arriving in the U.S.  

The Trump administration issued a blanket worldwide travel advisory, on March 19, 

the first of its kind since the creation of the department’s tiered travel advisory 

system in January 2018. (After the terrorist attacks on 9/11, the government closed 

the airspaces of the United States and Canada, and it resumed civilian air traffic two 

days later.) 

The European Union banned U.S. travelers on June 30, due to the uncontrolled 

spread of coronavirus in the country, and has kept the ban in place until now in mid-

September. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20141018173802/http:/www.nysing.org/timeline.html
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/no-americans-please-eu-shuts-out-the-us-as-it-reopens-to-more-than-a-dozen-other-countries-2020-06-30?mod=article_inline
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On August 6, the U.S. State Department lifted its blanket Level 4 international travel 
advisory, but that did not necessarily mean Americans could travel. 

With no national plan to combat the pandemic, as of September 21, the U.S. has had 

6.83 million cases and has recorded 199,433 deaths.  The worst track record of any 

country in the world. 

Today, there are more than 20 companies around the world working to develop a 

vaccine against Covid-19 and scientists estimate one should be ready by mid to late 

2021. 

State the Media Pre Covid 

Traditional print media in America has been on the decline for a number of years.  

Glossy travel and lifestyle magazines have seen their readership and advertising 

revenues decline for more than 10 years.  The migration of readers to digital and the 

rise of social media have hurried that decline.  

Many print magazines have folded (Gourmet, National Geographic Adventure.) 

Magazines have consolidated including Conde Nast Traveler/Traveller and National 

Geographic and National Geographic Traveler. Editorial roles have also consolidated 

as editors at Meredith now work for both Travel +Leisure and Departures and at 

Hearst’s publications handle editorial duties for Town & Country and Elle Décor.  As 

the staffs at magazines shrink, editors have more work and travel less. 

On the digital side, coverage is shorter more often a round-up and slide show.  Less 

space means fewer feature stories and there is more competition. And the digital 

media has not been immune to cuts.  On January 24, 2019, more than a year before 

the pandemic, CNN Business reported that 1,000 journalists had lost their jobs at 

major digital publication including at Verizon (Huffington Post, AOL and Yahoo) and 

BuzzFeed (laid off 15% of its workforce).  And Gannett fired reporters and editors at 

100 newspapers and digital editions it owns. By the end of the year, another 6,700 

media jobs were cut from outlets like Spin, ThinkProgress, Disney, BuzzFeed, Verizon 

and Vice Media. 

Evolving State of the Media As Covid Spread April-July 2020 

After the coronavirus began spreading across the U.S. and an economic downturn 

put 30 million Americans out of work, the news media business became shakier. On 

April 10, 2020, in “News Media Outlets Have Been Ravaged by the Pandemic,” The  

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/travel/2020/08/06/state-department-lifts-blanket-international-travel-advisory-after-nearly-five-months/?itid=sf_travel
https://www.washingtonpost.com/travel/2020/08/06/state-department-lifts-blanket-international-travel-advisory-after-nearly-five-months/?itid=sf_travel
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New York Times reported that about 36,000 workers at U.S. news companies had 

been laid off, been furloughed or had their pay decreased.  

Sky, Delta’s inflight magazine, ceased publication as has the fashion magazine W, 

design-focused Surface and Watch Journal. The Time Out Group suspended print 

editions of 40 city magazines.  

Conde Nast, publisher of Vogue, Vanity Fair, The New Yorker and Conde Nast 

Traveller announced furloughs and pay cuts of 10 to 20 percent for editors making 

more than $100,000 (just over half the work force). 

Meredith, publisher of Travel + Leisure, Departures, Better Homes & Gardens and 

People cut the pay for more than 45 percent of its employees and highest-paid 

executives will receive 20 percent pay cuts. 

Headed for profitability in 2020, BuzzFeed, the news and lifestyle site, cut salaries in 

April and May for all U.S. employees making more than $40,000.   

Vox Media, publisher of Vox, Eater, Curbed, The Verge and New York Magazine will 

furlough nine percent of its staff for three months and give 15 percent pay cuts to 

those making more than $130,000 a year.  

In July 14,2020, the Pew Research Center reported even the digital-native news 

outlets – those “born on the web” – saw a wave of cuts since the outbreak of the 

coronavirus.  Quartz laid off 80 staffers. Buzz Feed shut down its divisions in the U.K. 

and Australia while furloughing dozens in the U.S.  And Vox furloughed 100 staffers 

and The Outline shut down entirely. 

Traffic to these digital-native news sites has plateaued in recent years after rising 

from 2014 to 2016. In 2019 the average monthly number of unique viewers for the 

primary domains of these outlets was 23.5 million. 

A majority of the revenue for digital display advertising goes to two tech companies: 

Facebook (42% and Google (11%) and another 12% went to Amazon; Verizon (which 

owns Yahoo and AOL); Twitter; and Microsoft. 

Social Media  

In 2018, for the first time, social media sites surpassed print newspapers as a news 

source for Americans, One-in-five adults say they often get news from social media.  

Facebook dominates in terms of news consumption as 52 percent of U.S. adults say 

they get their new there.  Twitter is next with 17 percent, Instagram with 14 percent. 
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Nearly four-in-ten U.S. adults (37%) prefer to get their local news via online channels 

versus 41% who prefer TV.  

Media in the Time of Corona  

On April 26, the New York Times announced, it would not be publishing a print travel 

section for the foreseeable future.  Instead, the newspaper introduced a “Home” 

section covering more relevant topics due to the pandemic. 

Currently, there are only a handful of newspapers with travel sections in print 

including the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post and the Chicago Tribune.  All 

other newspaper travel sections have gone digital. 

The pages in travel and lifestyle magazines have shrunk substantially due to a drop in 

advertising. 

Many editors at travel, lifestyle, women’s, men’s, spa, food, fitness, bridal, art, 

culture have lost their jobs, but continue to write about travel and luxury lifestyle, 

having become freelancers with entrée into the magazines they worked for 

previously. 

Travel Trends During Covid-19   April-June 2020 

Armchair Travel 

Bucket List Travel Planning 

Travel Reopening Slowly 

Domestic Before International Destinations 

Outdoors Before Indoors (Beaches, national parks, wildlife reserves) 

New Normal: Mask requirements, sanitizers, temperature checks, visitor limits  

July-September 2020 

Domestic Travel Options 

Road Trips  

Wilderness Seeking 

Flexible Booking  
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Importance of Wellness-themed Trips 

Pre-Covid 19, wellness and spa trips were increasingly important travel trends and the 

pandemic is likely to accelerate their popularity. Hotels are already beginning to add 

more wellness offerings. 

The long quarantine period and anxiety about the pandemic are giving rise to mid-life 

crises that could lead to the desire for long-term sabbaticals. 

In a September 11, 2020 article, the Wall Street Journal editors queried travel experts 

who forecast leisure travel rebounding robustly while business travel could be 

changed forever. 

Emerging Trends 

o Privacy: The New Luxury 
o Isolation Holidays: quiet coasts and lakes, mountains and rural destinations 
o Demand for private flights, helicopter transfers, yachts, villas and boutique 

hotel buyouts are soaring.  

Impact of Coronavirus on Travel 

In addition to the pandemic, Americans are in the final stretch of a brutal election 

year – and have been dealing with a number of climate-generated catastrophes.   

Horrendous forest fires have scorched the west coast states of California, Oregon 

and Washington. Hurricanes have flooded the southern states of Florida, Georgia and 

the Carolinas.  Tropical storms have inundated Texas, Louisiana and other Gulf states, 

and tornadoes have caused havoc in the Midwest. 

If climate change has been ignored and downplayed by the Trump administration, 

physical examples of it have been plaguing the United States in real time. 

Sustainability and climate change have become key topics in the upcoming election.  

Editors of travel and lifestyle magazines and at major newspapers have taken note.  

We will see more coverage of these topics in travel and lifestyle media.  

Additionally, the conversation about Overtourism continues with some experts 

believing iconic travel sites will be less crowded ad fewer travelers will be traveling. 

And travelers seeking out quieter, second-tier destinations. 
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The travel experience will change 

o Privacy: the New Luxury 

o Travelers will weigh sustainable goals against traveling in expensive ways – 

private jets, helicopters 

o Increased demand for wellness vacations 

 

What Does This Mean for Travel in 2021 and Beyond? 
 
While we are experiencing a fundamental restructuring of travel, several European 
countries remain well positioned for the future. Greece, Germany and Switzerland 
managed the early stages of coronavirus very well and were open to European 
travelers for the summer.  Countries including Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, 
Thailand and even China, where the virus originated, experienced fewer cases and 
deaths than other areas of the world and have been recognized as handling the 
pandemic safely and intelligently. 
 
Travel experts have made the following points about travel after the pandemic: 
 

o International travel will be more expensive (fewer people traveling). 
 

o Airlines will have to balance safety and profit. 
 

o Travel will return in a more sustainable way. 
 

o Fewer crowds as museums and historic sites limit capacity. 
 

o The preference for private travel will grow. 
 

o Top priorities for travelers: cleanliness and contact free technology. 


