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The Impact of COVID-19 on Temple Stays:
A Case Study from Koyasan, Japan
Ricardo Nicolas Progano
Wakayama University, Center for Tourism Research
nprogano@wakayama-u.ac.jp

The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic had a dramatic impact on worldwide religious tourism, with
wide repercussions for both visitors and local stakeholders. However, previous studies on disaster
management and tourism do not address the impacts on religious destinations. The viewpoints and
experiences of religious stakeholders are seldom studied. Therefore, using a qualitative approach,
this research aims to examine the impact of COVID-19 on temple stays by utilising Faulkner’s
tourism disaster management framework. The case study of the Buddhist complex of Kōyasan
(Wakayama Prefecture, Japan) is taken, where 52 temples offer temple stay services. Two rounds
of semi-structured interviews were first carried out with the main local tourism stakeholders. In
addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted with Buddhist temples to assess the COVID-19
impacts and the posterior countermeasures taken. Results show that temple stays were negatively
affected, losing an important number of visitors since March 2020. In particular, inbound tourism
was largely affected, leading to a renewed importance of the domestic market. Novel approaches to
funding, teleworking and wellness were reported, as stakeholders explored new avenues towards
a post-pandemic scenario. The utilisation of virtual alternatives to physical travel were observed
but in a limited form. Also, collaborative networks between lay and religious stakeholders proved
to be a vital factor for carrying out disaster management measures and later, tourism initiatives. In
particular, the existence of international religious networking for carrying out disaster relief was
noted.
Key Words: religious tourism; COVID-19; Japan; temple stay; disaster event

Introduction
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic outbreak was first
reported in the Chinese city of Wuhan in December 2019
and quickly expanded to other countries. Due to the
severity of the situation, the World Health Organization
(WHO) declared the outbreak as a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) on January
30th, 2020 (Jamal & Budke, 2020). When compared to
previous pandemics such as SARS or MERS, COVID-19
quickly expanded worldwide, reaching a total of 47.13
million confirmed cases as of November 3, 2020 (Our
World in Data, 2020). To curb the pandemic, different
national governments issued a wide range of preventive
measures, including travel bans, mobility restrictions,
social distancing, cancellation of events, and lockdowns.
As global mobilities halted, the tourism industry suffered
profound negative impacts, declining 65% during the
first half of 2020, with a loss of 440 million international
arrivals and about USD 460 billion in export revenues
from international tourism. Asia and the Pacific was
the hardest-hit region, registering a 72% decrease. The

hotel and airline industries registered severe declines in
their performance as well (UNWTO, 2020). This context
has profound implications for religious tourism as well,
influencing pilgrimage and other religious practices, as
lay and religious stakeholders found themselves in an
uncertain scenario to carefully balance prevention and
recovery efforts.
Among the ample variety of experiences found in
religious tourism, temple stays are a distinctive and
relevant service in Asia and the Pacific region that offers
visitors a chance to experience a stay in an authentic
Buddhist temple and take part in a range of related
activities such as sutra copying and religious ceremonies.
Following previous research on disaster management
and tourism, this study aims to examine the impact of
COVID-19 on temple stays, by presenting the case study
of Kōyasan, Japan. Through it, the study contributes
to the study of crisis tourism management in religionrelated destinations and subsequent recovery strategies.
In particular, the impacts on religious stakeholders and
Kōyasan’s temples, are considered.
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Literature Review
According to Faulkner (2001), a ‘crisis’ can be defined
as a situation where the cause of an event is self-inflicted
to a certain extent, such as poor management decisions.
On the other hand, ‘disaster’ refers to a situation where
an enterprise, or a group of them, find themselves in a
catastrophic event largely out of their control. Still, many
real-life events find themselves in a ‘grey area’, as even in
the case of natural disasters, the damage can be partially
attributed to human action. Previous studies explored the
impacts on tourism of different types of disasters, such as
earthquakes, floods, tsunamis and volcanoes, bushfires,
and tsunamis (Faulkner, 2001; Faulkner & Vikulov, 2001;
Hall, 2010). One particular calamity which has impacted
on tourism is global pandemics. These have been shown
to have a great impact on the tourism industry, which
plays a role in spreading diseases (Cooper, 2005; Hall,
2010). During the 2002-2003 severe acute respiratory
syndrome (SARS) pandemic, both public and private
tourism sectors in the Asia-Pacific region were reported
to have been largely affected, such as accommodation,
retail, and airlines (Henderson, 2003; Henderson & Ng,
2004; McKercher & Chon, 2004; Cooper, 2005). The
2001 foot and mouth pandemic that occurred in the United
Kingdom produced similar negative impacts in affected
rural areas such as the cancellation of events, recession in
tourism businesses, and job losses, among others. Initial
policy responses were also regarded as slow and failed
to recognise the severity of these impacts. On the other
hand, the disaster contributed to highlighting the tourism
industry’s role in rural economies (Sharpley & Crave,
2001; Miller & Ritchie, 2003). More recently, academics
have researched the impacts of the 2015 Middle East
respiratory (MERS) pandemic (Shi & Li, 2017).
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has had an important
impact on the performance of religious travel worldwide.
Researchers point out that pilgrimage practices risk acting
as ‘super-spreader’ events, showing the potential risk of
religious travel and performances during pandemics.
(Ebrahim & Memish, 2020; Olsen, 2020a; Olsen &
Timothy, 2020; Quadri, 2020). Sigala (2020) points
out that tourism is a highly sensorial experience, and
the preventive measures eliminate or inhibit sensorial
elements, thus fundamentally altering the visitor’s
experience. This fact is of importance for religious travel,
as visitors carry out a variety of ritual performances to
commune with the divine and feel part of the larger
community of devotees. This can be manifested through

many ways: touching or manipulating religious artefacts,
burning candles or incense, praying, or leaving offerings.
However, in the current pandemic context, these religious
performances possess an inherent risk for both the
participants and the locals. To avoid this, some religious
organisations have switched to conducting online
religious gatherings (McLaughlin, 2020; Sulkowski &
Ignatowski, 2020). Research suggests that many people
utilise religious performances such as prayers as a coping
mechanism during the COVID-19 pandemic to sustain
their mental health (Bentzen, 2020; Thomas & Barbato,
2020). While previous research examines different
public and non-public stakeholders’ initial reactions
and countermeasures during a pandemic event, such as
tourism organisations, government bodies, airlines, and
lodging establishments (Henderson, 2003; Miller &
Ritchie, 2003; Henderson & Ng, 2004; Cooper, 2005;
Hall, 2010), the impact on religious stakeholders, such
as temples remains relatively understudied in this regard,
despite the importance of religious stakeholders in
tourism development (Olsen, 2020b). This is surprising
when pilgrimage and religious travel has experienced
in the last decade an important growth in contemporary
travel. Griffin and Raj (2017) point out that, while the
scale of religious tourism is not well-measured by
public agencies, it is understood to possess potential
of an immense scale and encompasses a wide range of
motivations. Extensive academic attention has focused
on the study of religious tourism and pilgrimage in recent
decades (Kim, Kim & King, 2019; Collins-Kreiner,
2020), but, despite this, topics related to religious tourism
and disaster management remain scarcely researched.

Case Study: Kōyasan
Temple stays have become a well-known tourism
experience offered by certain Buddhist temples that
open their doors to accommodate non-affiliated guests
in their lodging facilities, providing them with unique
experiences based on traditional culture and rituals
(Kaplan, 2010; Matsunaga, 2014; Song et al., 2015).
While past studies have centred on case studies from
South Korea (Kaplan, 2010; Song et al., 2015; Ross et
al., 2021), the present research takes the case study of the
Shingon Buddhism temple complex of Kōyasan, located
in Wakayama Prefecture, Japan. The site was founded
in 819 AC by the revered monk Kūkai (空海), also
known as Kōbō Daishi (弘法大師). It is the seat of the
head temple of the Kōyasan Shingon Buddhism branch,
Kongōbu-ji. In 1889, the Japanese government merged
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the Kōyasan temple complex and nearby villages into
Kōya-village; and later in 1925, further merging created
the current Kōya-town. As of June 2020, the population
is estimated to be 2,969, which is characterised by its
aging and steady decline. Its surface is 137 km2 and 60%
of it is located 600 meters above sea level. While the
town is officially established as Kōya Town, in this paper
it will be referred to as Kōyasan, its traditional name that
is utilised by the tourism industry.
Although Kōyasan is located in a high mountain
surrounded by forests and relatively far from main
urban hubs, transport infrastructure constructed during
the 20th century facilitated access for tourists. Postwar economic development also increased the number
of domestic visitors to Kōyasan, who stayed the night
utilising temples’ stays services, called shukubō (宿坊)
in Japanese. The profile of its visitors gradually changed
from religious tour groups to non-affiliated small groups.
The inscription of Kōyasan as a UNESCO World Heritage
site in 2004 as part of the ‘Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage
Routes in the Kii Mountain Range’ increased its
popularity among overseas tourists (Matsunaga, 2014),
serving as an important milestone in international tourism
development. According to official Prefectural statistics
(Wakayama Tourism Agency, 2020), during 2019 a
total of 1,481,788 people visited the town. Regarding
lodgers, 224,393 of them stayed the night in Kōya Town,
and 48.57% (108,993) of them were foreigners from
countries such as France (22,834), the United States
(12,174), Germany (8,884), China (6,975), and the
United Kingdom (6,923). Westerners, in particular, are
reported to be interested in its pilgrimage and religious
elements, as well as experiences not commonly found
in everyday life, such as shukubō accommodation and
monastic cuisine (shōjin ryōri -精進料理) (Matsunaga,
2014; Jimura, 2016). Due to these developments, the
town’s economy is largely dominated by the service
sector, with 84.4% of the workforce employed in it during
2015. In contrast, traditional industries such as farming
and forestry are in decline (Kōyasan Town, 2019). As
can be observed, Kōyasan town has increasingly become
dependent on tourism development.

all visitors, while 7 are exclusive to devotees. They also
offer experience activities, such as meditation, monastic
cuisine, witnessing rituals, and sutra copying. Reflecting
Kōyasan’s status as a world-renowned Buddhist site,
the temples’ tangible and intangible heritage constitute
the main travel motivations (Wakayama Tourism
Agency, 2020). The temples that offer shukubō services
operate independently but are members of the Kōyasan
Shukubō Association, a private organisation that advises
its members, provides visitor assistance, and offers
an online reservation system. They also recognise the
authority of Kongōbu-ji but, as mentioned before,
operate independently. In this sense, their organisation
differs from South Korea’s case, where the government
has a direct influence on temple management (Kaplan,
2010; Song et al., 2015). The shukubō temples possess
a dual management system which is divided into
hospitality services and proper Buddhist ceremonies (see
Figure 1). The hospitality side of management is centred
on providing the aforementioned shukubō services to
visitors and is subject to taxation. Because of a lack of
experience in accommodation management and the
decreasing numbers of monks in recent decades, the
temples sometimes subcontract lay personnel to support
the hospitality services. Previous research notes other
instances of lack of management expertise in religious
institutions (Shackley, 2001; Olsen, 2020a). The religious
side of management is centred on religious labour, such
as performing Buddhist ceremonies and other religious
services. This is provided by trained monks and it is not
subject to taxation, as any payment received is considered
a donation.

In the town’s tourism development, Buddhist institutions
play a central role. Kōyasan is populated with historic
temples, with 52 of them providing temple stays.
Through their shukubō services, temples provide nearly
all of the destination’s accommodation capacity: 6,185
out of a total of 6,242 beds. Most of them are open to
118
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Table 1: Faulkner’s Six Phases in Tourism Disaster Management
Phase
1) Pre-event
2) Prodromal
3) Emergency
4) Intermediate
5) Long term
6) Resolution

Description
Managerial action can be taken to prevent or mitigate a disaster.
The disaster becomes inevitable.
The effects of the disaster are felt, and it is necessary to protect both people and property.
The short-term needs of people are secured, so efforts can be mobilised towards the restoration
of services and the daily routine of the community if this is desirable or possible.
Other items that could not be attended to quickly are put in focus.
Either routine is restored, or a new improved state is established.
(source: Faulkner, 2001)

Methods
To assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic,
this study utilises the tourism disaster management
framework created by Faulkner (2001), which has
been utilised in previous studies on tourism disaster
management (Faulkner & Vikulov, 2001), and specifically
in the investigation of tourism management related to
pandemics (Miller & Ritchie, 2003; Henderson & Ng,
2004). Faulkner identifies six phases in the process of
tourism disaster management, as shown in Table 1.
As Miller and Ritchie (2003) pointed out, Faulkner’s
framework was initially applied not to pandemics, but
to disaster management involving floods (Faulkner &
Vikulov, 2001). Therefore, the model shows variances
when applied to a different kind of disaster. For example,
the duration of stages is variable. Also, the evolution of
the stages is not necessarily linear, as pandemics can have
different ‘waves’, forcing a return to previous phases if
an outbreak occurs and stronger preventive measures
are carried out again. The studied timeframe for this
research was set between January and September 2020,
and thus, any development outside this time frame is not
part of the study’s scope. Setting a specific timeframe for
examining an ongoing event helped to keep fieldwork
and data manageable. Regarding fieldwork, the first
round of semi-structured interviews was carried out in
person during July-August 2020 with the main tourism
organisations involved in tourism: the Kōyasan Town
Tourism Association (hereafter, the Tourism Association),
the Kōyasan Shukubō Association (hereafter, the
Shukubō Association), the Kōyasan Tourism Information
Centre (hereafter, the Centre), which acts as the local
Destination Management Organisation, and Kongōbu-ji
to grasp the destination’s general tourism situation during
the pandemic, and how it impacted the tourism sector.
Organisations were asked 13 questions each about their
role in tourism development, their responses to the

pandemic, and stakeholder collaboration. The role of
temple stays in local tourism and COVID-19 impact
were also included. They were also asked to provide
the researcher with relevant documents related to local
tourism development and the impact of COVID-19,
such as statistics on visitations and tourism promotion
initiatives.
The second round of interviews consisting of 7
questions, was undertaken with the same informants
in October 2020, to inquire about the situation during
August and September regarding visitation, events, new
countermeasures and stakeholder collaborations. All
interviews were carried out in Japanese and recorded.
Additionally, semi-structured interviews were carried
out with shukubō temples during October 2020. The
sampled temples were randomly selected from a list
provided by the Shukubō Association, detailing all
52 members. After contacting a total of 21 shukubō
temples, 5 establishments accepted to be interviewed
in Japanese: Ekō-in, Sōji-in, Fukuchi-in, Fudō-in, and
Ichijō-in. In the author’s experience, the low number
of responses reflects the difficulty of interviewing
religious organisations, which often distrust ‘outsiders’
such as academics. Due to time restrictions, Ichijōji asked to answer the researcher’s inquires by e-mail.
The other 4 temples were interviewed in person and
recorded. All of the interviewed temples share the same
profile as described before: they are traditional Buddhist
institutions that have a dual management structure,
offering shukubō stays while carrying out religious
duties. The temples were asked 11 questions about the
impact of the pandemic on shukubō management and
religious duties, the subsequent countermeasures, access
to public aid, stakeholder collaboration, and changes in
visitation. Because the interviewed temples’ responses
were so similar to each other and to other stakeholders,
data saturation was considered to have been reached and
no other temples were contacted (Fush & Ness, 2015).
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Thus, public, private, and religious stakeholders were
included, as their experiences and actions are vital
to understanding tourism impacts during COVID-19
(Sigala, 2020). Data were contextualised utilising
official statistics from the Japanese National Tourism
Organisation (JNTO). Following previous literature
(Miller & Ritchie, 2003; Henderson & Ng, 2004),
Faulkner’s (2001) framework was applied to structure the
findings in a comprehensive way and examine impacts,
particularly on temple stays.

certain religious performances were temporally restricted,
such as the ritual purification that is conducted before
entering sacred grounds by washing one’s hands and
mouth with water. According to Kongōbu-ji, Buddhism
ceremonies, called hōe (法会), were not suspended
because they constitute a religious duty. However, the
participation of lay participants was discouraged, and
the monks undertook preventive measures such as social
distancing, masks, and speaking only when necessary.
Since ancient times, we carry out the hōe
despite anything that happens. But the general
public comes to see these ceremonies. There are
also events related to the hōe, so we decided
to suspend any related events so people do
not gather. We continue ceremonies that are
obligatory with the monks. But people who have
a deep faith still come, even when we do not
announce the ceremonies anymore (Kongōbuji).

Findings
Pre-event Phase (January 2020)
The Pre-event Phase started when the first COVID-19 case
was reported in Japan on January 15th. At this time, the
number of cumulative confirmed cases was low, reaching
31 cases by January 31st, 2020 (Our World in Data, 2020).
Therefore, travel restrictions were not enacted, and
inbound tourism only registered a small negative growth
of -1.1% (JNTO, 2020). During this phase, no cases
were confirmed in Kōyasan. Regarding any possible
preventive measures, the town already possessed a
disaster prevention plan focused on earthquakes and fire
prevention (Kōya Town, 2019). However, pandemics
were not mentioned, perhaps due to the lack of direct
experience with pandemics in recent Japanese history.
For example, while the 2003 SARS pandemic negatively
affected Japan’s tourism industry, no infections were
registered inside its national borders (Cooper, 2005).
According to the interviewed stakeholders, the impact on
tourism was minimal during January, as winter is the low
season.

The monks continue doing their duties during
the morning, but people do not come anymore.
Now (in September) people are returning but it
is not as always (Fukuchi-in).
Mass events, such as the important Candle Festival, were
suspended. By March 2020, the shukubō reservations
had dropped to around a -50% growth rate, as travel
restrictions were imposed on inbound tourism and
Japanese society began to restrict its activities.
Certainly, in March (2020) the corona-related
problems started to appear … One of the
impacts was the great reduction of visitors. We
also set up these acrylic separations, … hand
disinfectants … there were also changes during
check-in. There were these impacts (Ekō-in
temple).

Regarding Kōyasan, there are always few
visitors during winter, so until February 2020
their numbers were the same as previous offseasons (Ichijō-in).

Workers are using masks, we disinfect and we
check everyone’s temperature every morning.
We also check the visitors’ temperature and
make them clean their hands with disinfectant
(Fukuchi-in).

In conclusion, no major managerial decisions were taken
to mitigate the pandemic in Kōyasan during the PreEvent Phase.
Prodromal Phase (February-March 2020)
The Prodromal stage can be identified as the period when
the infection expanded across Japan. In consequence,
the national government announced entry restrictions
and asked the citizens to voluntarily restrict their outings
and cancel events. In Kōyasan, to curb the infection rate,

The impact (of COVID-19) began at the start of
March (Kongōbu-ji).
The shukubō temples in particular considered the safety
recommendations of the Prefectural ryokan and hotel
association.
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Emergency Phase (April-May 2020)

Figure 2: Empty Main Street of Kōyasan, July 2020

During this Emergency Phase, due to a surge in confirmed
COVID-19 cases (Our World in Data, 2020), the Japanese
government issued a national state emergency on April
16th, with gradual openings in certain prefectures from
May 14th, and a complete lift on May 25th. This context
had a very negative impact on Japanese tourism: By
October 2020, inbound tourism had a consistent negative
growth rate of -99% compared with April 2020 (JNTO,
2020). According to both JNTO statistics and Kōyasan’s
stakeholders, the negative impact on local tourism was
deeper than the 2002-2003 SARS pandemic or the 2011
Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami disaster. Kōyasan’s
local government requested tourists to refrain from
visiting. Due to the reduced number of reservations and
the recommendations from national and local authorities,
most of the shukubō temples decided to temporally close
their doors, with only 4 temples receiving visitors during
April.
In May and June, the number of visitors fell
almost to zero. Around -95%. In this situation,
inbound tourism was devastated. It is zero
(Shukubō Association).

(source: author).

We stopped visitations (to Kongōbu-ji) during
April and May (Kongōbu-ji).

Intermediate Phase (June 2020 – September 2020)

Shukubō reservations registered a -80% in April and
a -95% decrease in May, as mostly only religiously
motivated visitors continued to travel. For these visitors,
preventive measures such as mask usage, temperature
check, hand sanitation, and ventilation were taken. Also,
the governmental bodies started to issue financial aid
for the affected industries. However, according to the
informants, financial support to shukubō temples was a
complex issue as the government is legally restricted in
its financial dealings with religious institutions.
Because of the law, the government cannot make
payments to religion. That is why Kōyasan’s
shukubō are in a complicated situation. Shukubō
proprietors are religious corporations, and
because of that, they cannot receive emergency
aid (Tourism Association).
Despite these complications, the shukubō reported
that they could apply for certain financial assistance
programs, although they required assistance from the
Shukubō Association to fill and process applications.

It is proposed that the Intermediate Phase is situated at the
end of the national state of emergency, starting on June
2020. The public and private sector aimed to stimulate the
lagging domestic tourism industry through national and
local initiatives, offering discounts, gifts, and coupons
for domestic travellers. The most notable example is
the national ‘Go To’ campaign, started in July 2020. In
order to participate, the shukubō reported that they had to
comply with preventive measures, such as using masks
and disinfecting surfaces. The Wakayama Prefectural
Government, through the ‘Wakayama Refresh’ campaign,
also aimed to stimulate domestic demand. From October
2020, the Nankai Railways private company, which
provides train and cable access to Kōyasan, initiated the
‘Visit 10,000’ campaign, aimed at providing discounts
to reach 10,000 visitors. This campaign also allowed the
public to have virtual chats with Kōyasan monks about
Buddhism or their personal issues. In October 2020, the
Tourism Association launched the ‘Kokoro no Furusato’
discount campaign, aimed at domestic visitors who
used to live in Kōyasan. Local stakeholders also utilised
crowdfunding to offer discount tickets. Through these
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efforts, shukubō reservations began to show a slight
recovery, reaching an occupation of 20-30% during
August and September. Some shukubō reported up to
50% capacity during weekends when domestic tourists
tend to travel.
After the end of the state of emergency, Japanese
visitors started to slowly come back. In addition,
it is good that they gradually started coming
during weekends, but it is only a little. Regarding
the shukubō, definitely their online sales are in
this situation. They are slowly coming back. It is
still a long way off from saying that visitors are
back (Shukubō Association).

Nearby schools from Wakayama Prefecture
come here on excursions without going far. They
come from Wakayama city and the surrounding
area (Kongōbu-ji).
Also, a small-scale food fair took place in September.
The slight return of tourists helped the local service
sector, although business activity remained low, leading
to shops closing early.
Both the Long-term and Resolution Phases are not
considered to have been reached as of October 2020, as
the pandemic was still ongoing and Kōyasan’s tourism
remained largely affected. For example, events were
mostly suspended, and inbound travel was largely limited
due to the entry restrictions of non-residents foreigners
from 159 countries (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan,
2020). Domestic tourism began to slowly recover since the
Intermediate Phase, but the industry is far from reaching
its pre-pandemic situation or a ‘new normal’. Therefore,
the last two phases from Faulkner’s framework are not
included.

Until July, there was a -90% (of reservations)
with no changes whatsoever, but around the
Obon festival season (mid-August), I think
visitor reservations improved a little. However,
in comparison to previous years, liveness has
not returned to Kōyasan (Ichijō-in).
During weekdays, we have a third of visitors.
Regarding weekends, since July we do not have
many changes in comparison to previous years
(Ekō-in temple).

Discussion
Findings show that the COVID-19 pandemic and its
subsequent preventive measures had a wide range
of impacts on temple stays in Kōyasan and its local
service sector. The most salient effect was a dramatic
fall in the number of shukubō reservations, particularly

From June, we started to offer lunch, little by
little we started to recover. Now (in September)
we offer shukubō (Fukuchi-in).
I believe that many people are coming using Go
To (Kongōbu-ji).
Some shukubō temples began to explore new alternatives
in this new tourism scenario. For example, Ekō-in
started to offer a teleworking program to offer lodging
to office workers - a relaxing space to work away from
the bustling city centres, and also re-purposed certain
spaces with equipment such as laptops, printers and WiFi. Fukuchi-in bought high-pressure oxygen capsules
to offer wellness programs, as they predict visitors will
need relaxation services due to pandemic-induced stress.
However, in Japan, events remained suspended, in order
to avoiding mass gatherings. Non-tourism events in the
area were suspended such as a major juvenile baseball
event scheduled for July. School excursions, usually
made during the summer, were also suspended. However,
there were some exceptions. For example, schools from
Wakayama Prefecture carried out study excursions to
Kōyasan, showing the importance of intra-prefectural
travel.
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during the Prodromal and Emergency Phases, and the
cancellation of numerous events. The aforementioned
entry restrictions to Japan (Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Japan, 2020) include Kōyasan’s key inbound markets
such as France, China, Germany, and the United States,
thus preventing any significant recovery for international
tourism during the studied timeframe. The absence of
inbound visitors produced a imbalance in the occupation
of the shukubō temples, as domestic visitors tend to
concentrate on weekends, while international visitors
were previously present both weekdays and weekends.
This new visitation pattern affected both the shukubō and
the local service economy at large, who experience much
less business activity during the weekdays. Previous
studies note pandemic-related negative impacts on rural
communities located in tourism destinations such as this
(Sharpley & Crave, 2001; Miller & Ritchie, 2003). As
international tourism’s recovery still remains unclear,
the domestic market has been found to play a vital role,
reflecting trends seen in other countries (UNWTO, 2020).
Another relevant finding was the resilience demonstrated
by the domestic visitors motivated by religion, who even
during the Emergency Phase continued to travel. Previous
research also notes the figure of the ‘crisis-resistant’
tourist as an important element during a crisis (Hajibaba et
al., 2015). However, their numbers alone are not enough

to drive any noticeable recovery in the shukubō sector,
which nowadays relies on inbound tourists and nonaffiliated domestic visitors. Also, religious stakeholders
such as Kongōbu-ji reported that they avoided inviting
lay participants to religious ceremonies, further curbing
the potential impact of ‘resistant’ tourists.
Previous researchers pointed out that some religious
institutions followed similar policies to avoid outbreaks
(Ebrahim & Memish, 2020; Quadri, 2020; McLaughlin,
2020). The impact on the shukubō temples was diverse,
with sites that attract more inbound tourists being the most
affected. For example, a shukubō mentioned that 70% of
lodgers were international, thus suffering a significant
loss during the pandemic. Therefore, it is probable that
the impact of COVID-19 is not equal among the temples,
and varies according to their visitor market.
One of the challenges that temples face is the difficulty of
offering a virtual substitute for the highly sensory shukubō
experiences, in a context where mobilities remain affected
and visitors refrain from long-haul travelling. While
some religious organisations have switched to online
alternatives in Japan (McLaughlin, 2020) and elsewhere
(Sulkowski & Ignatowski, 2020), the sensorial experience
that visitors undergo during their shukubō stay, including

Figure 4: Domestic Visitors in Kōyasan, September 2020

(source: author).
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eating monastic cuisine and observing morning rituals,
is complicated to replicate virtually. As other researchers
note, this is a common issue with tourism experiences
in general (Sigala, 2020). In addition, virtual alternatives
find it difficult to satisfactorily replicate the sense of
place for centuries-old sacred sites such as Kōyasan.
Even in a hypothetical scenario where a satisfactory
virtual alternative is implemented, the physical absence
of visitors in Kōyasan would constitute an overall loss for
the town’s growing service sector. Kōyasan has resorted
to virtual alternatives to a certain degree, as Nankai
Railways’ campaign offers a facility for people interested
in having an online talk with monks, but this initiative
comes with the aforementioned limitations. Still, some
researchers suggest that temple stay experiences could be
virtually adapted (Ross et al., 2021).
Other innovative approaches that the interviewed shukubō
offer, such as teleworking and wellness programs, suggest
that wellness-related tourism services may become
increasingly relevant. In a similar line, other researchers
(Ma et al., 2020) note that post-COVID-19, tourism
may include elements that emphasise mental relaxation,
as travellers cope with pandemic-induced emotional
distress. These innovations highlight the general
relevance of wellness in religious tourism, as previous
academics have pointed out (Stausberg, 2011; Progano
et al., 2020), and built upon the centuries-old tradition
of travelling to sacred sites for healing purposes, found
in different cultures (Connell, 2011; Stausberg, 2011;
Olsen, 2020a). Yet, it should be noted that other shukubō
temples have a more conservative position, and thus tend
to discourage these wellness-related innovations.
Another important finding was the legal restrictions that
the shukubō faced in relation to accessing economic relief
from national government at the time of the study. The
Shukubō Association mentioned that they assisted with
applications for funding, as the individual shukubō found
difficulties in the process. This shows that governmental
aid may be complex to reach for religious institutions
due to legal barriers and lack of knowledge regarding
the application process, requiring cooperation with other
parties. Still, as religious organisations are not subject to
taxation, receiving financial aid utilising taxpayers’ money
may raise a critical debate on this issue (McLaughlin,
2020). This tax exemption does not mean that the overall
economic situation of the Japanese Buddhist temples is
comfortable; financial considerations should be viewed
through the general situation of Buddhist temples, which

has been deeply transformed in the post-war period
(Covell, 2005). In this context, restrictions on tourismrelated activities may put smaller temples in a difficult
financial situation.
Finally, most interviewees emphasised that cooperation
between public, private and religious stakeholders was
an important factor in outbreak prevention and recovery
initiatives. Other researchers mention the importance
of stakeholder collaboration in religious tourism during
COVID-19 (Olsen & Timothy, 2020). In the Prodromal
and Emergency Phases, cooperation to prevent a possible
COVID-19 outbreak in Kōyasan’s temples was carried
out. These types of cooperative efforts are particularly
important when religious stakeholders are involved,
who may lack the necessary disaster management skills
(Shackley, 2001; Olsen, 2020a). Later in the Intermediate
Phase, tourism campaigns involving a variety of
stakeholders were put in place to slowly recover domestic
tourism. Stakeholders mentioned that their cooperation
networks were already established before the pandemic,
as they have previous experience in working together
for tourism-related initiatives. Interestingly, Kongōbuji mentioned obtaining 10,000 masks from associated
Shingon temples located in Hong Kong and Singapore,
showing the role of religious networks during a disaster
to provide relief and encourage ‘remote solidarity’ (Di
Giovine & Ascione, 2020). In particular, temples such as
Kongōbu-ji, whose importance is recognised worldwide,
possess extensive domestic and international networks.
The collaboration between Kōyasan’s stakeholders
also led to the utilisation of crowdfunding for tourism
revitalisation, showing the potential for innovative
approaches that involve religious stakeholders. Previous
research notes different instances of crowdfunding in
the tourism sector, showing its importance for small
and medium-sized enterprises (Camilleri, 2015; Kim
& Hall, 2019). However, the participation of religious
institutions has not been much studied in tourism-related
contexts, despite research showing cases in the use of
crowdfunding platforms for expanding their ministries
(Copeland, 2015).
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Conclusions
It was observed that the impact on temple stays during
the COVID-19 pandemic was profound, showing drastic
negative rates since the Prodromal Phase. According to
the Shukubō’ Association, it is estimated that reaching
pre-pandemic visitation numbers would require between
3 and 4 years, which is in line with estimations by
specialised agencies (UNWTO, 2020). Since the
Intermediate Phase, domestic tourism has experienced
a small recovery and has become a central point for
Kōyasan’s tourism sector, as visitors started to visit the
site again. The use of virtual technologies was noted to
a limited extend, although their capability to provide
satisfactory replacements for physical travel remains
unclear because virtual alternatives can hardly replace a
highly sensorial experience such as shukubō lodging, or
the general sense of place of a religious site. Thus, it can
be speculated that virtual alternatives in religious tourism
may only be a temporal coping mechanism, and visitors
are likely to resume their previous travel behaviour and
performance as the pandemic is brought under control,
while following preventive measures (Olsen & Timothy,
2020). The existence of reservations from spring 2021
from inbound visitors suggests a similar scenario for
international markets. However, this situation may
change in the future, as the pandemic still has not reached
the Resolution Phase. In a post-pandemic scenario, the
further incorporation of wellness-related products and
services in shukubō experiences is likely to hold great
potential for development, following existing trends in
religious tourism.
Collaborative action between governmental bodies,
the private sector, and religious institutions proved to
be a central factor for the implementation of disaster
management policies, showing the importance of
establishing collaborative networks during the Pre-event
Phase. In addition, the utilisation of religious networks
for disaster management shows that religious institutions

can play an important role in providing relief. This last
point, in particular, would be of interest for scholars
researching COVID-19 impacts on religious tourism,
as previous studies on tourism and pandemic related
disaster management mostly emphasise the collaboration
between public and private sectors (Miller & Ritchie,
2003; Henderson & Ng, 2004; Cooper, 2005).
Novel approaches to both campaign funding and
religious-related tourism experiences are considered
to be significant elements in the post-COVID-19
tourism industry, requiring further attention from both
stakeholders and academics. In particular, some shukubō
demonstrated flexibility and willingness to offer new
wellness-related services, which are considered relevant
for a population suffering increasing emotional distress
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and its subsequent
countermeasures enacted by the different governments.
Therefore, an acceleration of trends towards the
inclusion of wellness and relaxation elements in religious
destinations is expected, as their demand grows from
distressed visitors.
Finally, it is necessary to address the limitations of this
study. Firstly, since its scope is limited to Kōyasan, other
destinations offering temple stays may face different
development through Faulkner’s crisis management
framework. For example, Korean temple stays’ situation
and response may differ from Kōyasan’s case due to the
government’s central role in promotion and management.
Secondly, as the pandemic is still ongoing, the Longterm and Resolution Phases were not included. Thirdly,
because the study is centred on temple stays, the impact
on the general service sector is only partially mentioned,
although, judging from the interviewees’ observations, it
is apparent that is negative. Future research may further
examine COVID-19 impacts on the service economy of
religious destinations.
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