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The COVID-19 crisis and the related nationwide lockdowns reduced the available

types of physical activity, especially in the winter season. Besides closed indoor

sports facilities, some outdoor sports were also inaccessible because of curfews

and/or the closure of outdoor sports facilities. However, in Austria, the operation

of alpine ski areas was permitted even during the full lockdown in the winter

season 2020/21, albeit under strict hygiene requirements and capacity restrictions.

This posed a challenge for ski area operators, with those heavily dependent

on foreign multi-day guests facing severe declines in demand due to closed

accommodation and closed borders while others were challenged by demand

pressures from nearby population centers. We therefore want to examine how

Austrian ski area operators managed these challenges, how they evaluated

this extraordinary season and whether these new experiences and established

measures can be used to improve customer experience in the future. We used

a mixed-methods approach with a quantitative survey (n = 65) and follow-up

qualitative interviews with managers (n = 20) of Austrian ski areas. For 75% of

respondents, the reason for keeping the ski areas open, despite the fact that 95

% su�ered average revenue declines of 80%, was to provide an outlet for physical

activity for the local population. Respondents noticed a lot of gratitude and

growing trust from local customers that could be used to increase the approval

of tourism in the local population. The COVID-19 pandemic has also advanced

the spread of technological innovations in the cable car industry, such as online

ticketing and dynamic pricing. Furthermore, the COVID-19 crisis has continued to

drive the sustainability debate around ski resorts. Customers are seeking further

deceleration resulting in a stronger focus on qualitative rather than quantitative

development for Austrian ski area operators.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally disrupted the recreation and tourism industry
(Gössling et al., 2020) due to closed borders and stay-at-home orders limiting people’s
opportunities to engage in recreation activities (Hall et al., 2020). Further, the pandemic
has led to lower psychological wellbeing and higher scores for anxiety and depression
(Vindegaard and Benros, 2020). People suffering from mental illness have a lower life
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expectancy and poorer physical health outcomes compared to the
general population (Rodgers et al., 2018). One way to counteract
these circumstances lies in practicing sports (Thibaut et al., 2022).

Globally, physical inactivity has become one of the major
problems facing healthcare systems (Frühauf et al., 2020). Besides
increasing psychological pressure, there were concerns that the
COVID-19 period would further contribute to people‘s inactivity
(Violant-Holz et al., 2020), especially as individuals were not
allowed to leave their homes, were having to isolate, and therefore
were limited in their freedom to participate in sport (Peçanha et al.,
2020).

Among all the other areas of life that were affected and
limited by governments in the wake of the COVID-19 disease,
country-specific regulations restricted the populations’ access to
PA (Frühauf et al., 2020). Austrian and Italian governments, for
example, prohibited the great majority of outdoor and social
activities resulting in a reduction in physical activity (PA) (Mattioli
et al., 2020).

Providers of PA were among those actors suffering at the
behest of COVID-19 measures. Depending on the country, many
of them had to close their businesses during lockdowns or due to
other COVID-19-related restrictions. Active and social recreation
opportunities were drastically reduced or disbanded due to group
size limitations, stay-at-home orders, and reductions in services
and facilities (Son et al., 2021). Those providers of PA who were
allowed to keep their businesses open were confronted with diverse
challenges such as high safety and hygiene standards (Steiger et al.,
2021).

The first wave of the epidemic (February-May 2020) was
characterized by several international clusters originating from
infected travelers hosted in ski areas (Gianfredi et al., 2021; Mayer
et al., 2021). With the intention of reducing the spread of the
virus, several European governments, therefore, decided to close
the ski areas (Gianfredi et al., 2021). Those restrictions were
maintained as a preventive measure in the majority of countries
during the 2020/21 winter season, with countries like Austria
and Switzerland stepping out of line. With the implementation of
substantial restrictions, the ski resorts in Austria were allowed to
open throughout the winter season (Gianfredi et al., 2021).

The winter season 2020/21 represented a big challenge for ski
area operators in Austria due to several factors: in the media, ski
areas were presented as super-spreaders of the virus (Mayer et al.,
2021) potentially affecting the image of companies and destinations
providing this activity. Government regulations (e.g., reduced lift
capacity, closed accommodation sector, travel restrictions) heavily
influenced the operation of ski areas that had to deal with the short-
term implementation of regulations and the associated increase in
costs. Furthermore, while ski areas with a high share of foreign
visitors were confronted with unprecedented declines in demand,
ski areas in the vicinity of population centers experienced high
demand pressure due to a reduced offering of physical activities
(Steiger et al., 2021).

The aim of this article is, therefore, to investigate how cable
car companies in Austria evaluated the 2020/21 season against the
backdrop of COVID-19, its consequences for this business sector
and for physical activity in the future and finally, what kind of
measures were implemented to meet the challenges. We conducted

an online survey among Austrian ski resorts (n = 65) followed by
qualitative interviews (n= 20).

2. Literature review

Besides its positive impact on physical and psychological health,
practicing sports benefits social wellbeing (Eime et al., 2013; Caputo
and Reichert, 2020). Physical activity (PA) defined as “any bodily
movement produced by skeletal muscles that results in energy
expenditure” (Caspersen et al., 1985) decreases negative feelings
and symptoms of depression (McMahon et al., 2017) while helping
to strengthen the immune system against viral infections (Woods
et al., 2020; Thibaut et al., 2022). The frequency of PA is positively
correlated with wellbeing and negatively correlated with both
anxiety and symptoms of depression (McMahon et al., 2017).

As Schöttl et al. (2022) point out, the extent to which the
COVID-19 period affected individual PA levels has been addressed
in the literature and is complex. Many countries showed a short-
term decline in PA during the initial lockdown in spring 2020
compared to the pre-COVID-19 period while, on the other hand,
other studies have reported an increased frequency of PA during
the initial stages of the pandemic (Schöttl et al., 2022). Some of
the increase may be attributed to substitution behavior, as some
activities (e.g. going to the movies or bars) were not available
(Weinbrenner et al., 2021).

Sports scientists around the world debated the importance and
potential of PA, arguing that sports should not be marginalized
during a pandemic (Carter et al., 2020; Frühauf et al., 2020;
Thibaut et al., 2022). The overall health risks associated with obesity
and specific figures indicating that obesity increases COVID-19
mortality rates go against the grain of closing sports infrastructure
(Carter et al., 2020), especially as Zhu et al. (2021) demonstrate that
obesity rates in China increased during the COVID-19 outbreak.

The relationship between staying physically active, leisure
activities and psychological wellbeing during the COVID-19
pandemic has been examined in the literature (Chtourou et al.,
2020). Maintaining or increasing time spent on leisure activities,
such as sports and outdoor pursuits, was linked to higher wellbeing
outcomes (Morse et al., 2021). Especially time spent outdoors on
activities such as exercising, going for walks, gardening or pursuing
hobbies, was associated with the greatest affective benefits with
respect to wellbeing during lockdown phases (Lades et al., 2020).
PA during quarantine was also linked to higher scores in resilience
and lower scores in depressive symptoms (Carriedo et al., 2020).

Travel plays a significant role in spreading viruses, epidemics,
outbreaks, and pandemics between destinations in local
communities (Hollingsworth et al., 2006; Abbas et al., 2021),
such that the travel and tourism industry was one of the sectors
most seriously ravaged by COVID-19 (Abbas et al., 2021; Yang
et al., 2021). Most airlines canceled flights due to closed borders
and lower demand (Darlak et al., 2020), hotels and tourist
accommodation had to close due to falling occupancy and
government restrictions (Anzolin et al., 2020) and the cancelation
of (mega) events, festivals and conferences negatively affected the
local economy of the host destinations (Neuburger and Egger,
2021).

Frontiers in Sustainable Tourism 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsut.2023.1136163
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-tourism
https://www.frontiersin.org


Steiger et al. 10.3389/frsut.2023.1136163

The COVID-19 pandemic had a much greater destructive
impact than previous crises would have suggested (Škare et al.,
2021). According to the UNWTO, international arrivals in 2020
plummeted by 73% resulting in a decrease of economic distribution
from US$ 3.5 trillion in 2019 down to US$ 1.6 trillion in 2020. In
2021, international tourism experienced a 4 % increase but, with an
economic distribution of US$ 1.9 trillion, was still well below the
pre-pandemic value (UNWTO, 2022).

These disruptions also fueled the long ongoing argument for
more sustainable tourism practices to transform the sector so
that it is better prepared for large-scale future challenges like
pandemics or climate change (UNWTO, 2020). However, as Hall
et al. (2020) note, to assume “that things will change for the better or
that economic development, including tourism, will become more
sustainable, is not a foregone conclusion”.

The challenges faced by PA providers following the pandemic
require greater entrepreneurship in sport to increase resilience
when dealing with uncertainty and dynamic situations.
Entrepreneurship in sport is made up of three components
(Ratten and Dickson, 2021): innovation, marking the need for
change; making use of opportunities; and risk activity that has the
potential to obtain better results.

The international ski market has been stagnating for about the
last 15 years, with increases in emerging markets especially in Asia,
and stable or declining demand in mature markets (Steiger et al.,
2019). Globally, Austria is ranked third in terms of skier visits,
almost ex aequo with France (Vanat, 2020). Before the pandemic,
annual lift ticket sales in Austria totaled e1.3 billion (Steiger
and Scott, 2020)while the added value generated by ski tourism
was estimated at e5.9 billion with 17,000 jobs in the ski areas
and another 108,800 jobs in up- or downstream industries within
and outside the ski destinations (Steiger et al., 2022). Therefore,
a massive shock such as the pandemic not only affects the ski
businesses, but also other industries and potentially entire regional
economies, where a region is highly dependent on ski tourism
(Steiger et al., 2020).

While in some mature markets, like the US, the number of
operating ski areas has declined remarkably in the last decades,
due to increasing competition and a large requirement for capital
investments (Steiger et al., 2019), only very few ski areas have closed
in Austria (Falk, 2012). This is surprising given that, according
to a study, 55% of ski-lift operators did not record profits in the
time period under review (Falk and Steiger, 2020). One potential
explanation for this delayed market consolidation is the financial
support received from public authorities (Falk and Steiger, 2018).

In this paper, we investigate how cable car companies in Austria
managed the pandemic, if and how they changed their operations
and strategies and how they perceive the future. The results
will be discussed against the above-mentioned three components
of entrepreneurship.

3. Method

Austria is an important player in the international ski tourism
market, generating 54.2 million skier days per season in winter
2018/19 (WKO, 2019) prior to the pandemic, ranking third behind

the US and almost ex aequo with France (Vanat, 2020). Gross sales
generated by ski-lift users are estimated at e7.9 billion (direct,
indirect and induced effects), 84% of which comes from overnight
guests (Manova, 2019). Although there have been increasing
efforts to foster year-round operations, especially by making the
summer season more attractive (Schlemmer et al., 2021), the
dominant share of turnover (85%) is generated in the winter
season (WKO, 2018a). More than 95,300 jobs exist in the ski
tourism industry or can be attributed indirectly to this sector,
representing 2.65% of jobs in Austria (Statistik Austria., 2018;
WKO, 2018b).

While skier days stagnated over a 10-year period before the
pandemic (2009/10-2018/19), turnover increased by 2.9% per year
(own database, based on annual publications by WKO). In the
winter season 2019/20, the average number of skier days declined
to 47.4 million (-12.5%) due to the abrupt end of the ski season
on March 15 (WKO, 2021). Skier days in 2021/22 were still
far below pre-pandemic levels, amounting to 44 million (-18%)
(Seilbahnen.net., 2022).

Analyses within this study were twofold. First, a quantitative
online survey was conducted among Austrian ski resorts followed
by qualitative interviews with senior managers of Austrian cable
car companies. The online survey and the invitation to the
interviews targeted Austrian ski resorts, represented through the
professional association of the Austrian chamber of commerce as
well as organizations of the federal states. After pretesting the
questionnaire, the quantitative study period extended from May
07, 2021 to May 22, 2021. 253 ski-lift companies are registered in
Austria (WKO, 2020). For this analysis, 66 companies participated
in the survey (response rate=26%) and 20 took part in the
qualitative interviews (Table 1).

The questionnaire was grouped into different sections,
namely company data, COVID-19 measures (changes, opening,
cooperation, reduction of preparation, voluntary measures, cost,
and revenue development), change process (employees, customers,
cable car industry), assessment of the industry and aspects
relating to the future. Ratings were measured with Likert-
scales reaching from 1 (=does not correspond at all) up to 7
(=corresponds exactly).

Within the ski resorts, the study was completed by people in
management positions, mainly managing directors (62.12 %), but
also operations managers, marketing managers, board members
and authorized officers.

The average number of employees differs between winter (108
employees) and summer (60 employees) by nearly 200 %. When it
comes to total turnover the difference is even bigger, with 79.57 %
of revenue generated in the winter season (November-April) and
20.43 % in summer (May-October). The average lift capacity is
21,640 persons per hour with the top station elevation averaging
2,039 m.

We defined the ski areas from a business rather than from the
customer’s point of view as the latter often perceive independent
companies operating in an interlinked ski area as one organization.
In the context of the present study, a share of 63.6 % of cable car
companies operate alone within one ski area. In the remaining
ski areas, there are on average 3.95 other actively operating cable
car companies.
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TABLE 1 Interview partners.

No. Date Ski resort
number

Province Size of ski
resort

Duration Interviewer

1 29.06.21 #1 Tyrol small 29min 50 s Project Assistant

2 n.a. #2 Tyrol large 39min 27 s Author #4

3 n.a. #3 Styria small 57min 15 s Author #1

4 01.07.21 #4 Tyrol large 42min 22 s Author #4

5 23.07.21 #5 Tyrol large 36min 12 s Project Assistant

6 17.06.21 #6 Tyrol small 35min 15 s Author #4

7 05.07.21 #7 Vorarlberg small 36min 45 s Author #3

8 28.06.21 #8 Upper Austria small 56min 52 s Author #1

9 01.07.21 #9 Tyrol large 41min 02 s Author #4

10 07.07.21 #10 Tyrol large 33min 31 s Project Assistant

11 30.06.21 #11 Carinthia small 41min 56 s Project Assistant

12 07.07.21 #12 Salzburg large 46min 57 s Project Assistant

13 23.06.21 #13 Styria small 44min 47 s Author #1

14 28.06.21 #14 Salzburg large 26min 36 s Author #1

15 14.07.21 #15 Salzburg small 53min 25 s Author #4

16 02.07.21 #16 Salzburg large 55min 58 s Project Assistant

17 01.07.21 #17 Carinthia small 55min 12 s Author #4

18 n.a. #18 Lower Austria small 64min 27 s Author #1

19 n.a. #19 Carinthia small 26min 28 s Author #3

20 n.a. #20 Upper Austria large 39min 10 s Author #3

The majority of participating cable car companies were located

in Tyrol (42.4 %) accounting for 49 % of the 51.8 million skiers who
visit Austria (Pikkemaat et al., 2020; Statistik Austria, 2020). This
was followed by the provinces of Carinthia and Vorarlberg (15.2

% each).
To classify the cable car companies in terms of annual revenue,

four turnover categories were formed (UG 1: < e750,000, n = 6;
UG 2: e750,000 – e4.5m, n = 20; UG 3: e4.5 – e7.5m, n = 12;

UG 4: > e7.5m, n= 28).
In order to gain deeper insights into the behavior of the

Austrian ski area operators during the 2020/21 winter season, the
quantitative results were substantiated by 20 qualitative interviews

with senior managers of Austrian cable car companies. The aim
of the interviews was to gain a deeper understanding of the
challenges, adaptation measures during the pandemic, and changes

regarding the supply and demand side while also gaining an
outlook of the challenges and opportunities the interviewees expect

for the future of their businesses. The majority of interviewees
were located in the province of Tyrol (35 %). They talked
about their actions in response to the crisis and tried to discuss

the various waves of COVID-19 (Kuščer et al., 2022). Further,
they shed light on potential future changes and challenges. The

managers shared their perceptions about the industry changes
and their own company’s response to the post-COVID-19 era.

This section mainly focused on the changes in CSR (Vallaster,
2017).

The quantitative data were mainly analyzed descriptively.
Where necessary, correlations and group differences were
calculated using Phi and ANOVA tests. Qualitative data was
analyzed following the template analysis approach (King and
Brooks, 2017), by transcribing, analyzing and coding the data with
the data analysis software MAXQDA. Two authors conducted the
coding process carrying out preliminary coding and clustering to
produce an initial template.

4. Results

4.1. Management/coping strategies during
the pandemic

Almost all (63 out of 66) ski areas decided to open during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Social responsibility was the dominant
reason for this decision, i.e. to create an offering for locals, to give
families a feeling of normality and provide employees with a sense
of security (Figure 1). Despite massive revenue losses, 90 % do not
regret this decision, due to the very positive feedback from the
local population and the belief that this will positively influence the
companies’ image (open question).

Customers’ gratitude was highlighted within the qualitative
interviews. Due to closed accommodation and travel restrictions,
predominantly domestic customers experienced this positive aspect
of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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FIGURE 1

Reasons for opening. In Austria, ropeways open to the public have an obligation to operate if there is su�cient snow cover. This obligation was lifted

for the 2020/21 winter season in December 2020.

“I say it was basically good that we were operating. The

people, the locals, thanked us for it. That was actually one of

the few things that was fun. For us, it was an absolute disaster

economically” (Interviewee #10).

On the revenue side, 95 % of the companies were confronted
with losses averaging 78 % compared to the prior season. Only 5
% of the companies were able to increase their revenue (by 37 %
on average). The latter were all very small companies boasting a
high share of Austrian customers (78 %), low lift capacity and low
altitude located in the federal states of Carinthia and Vorarlberg.

According to the interviews, the ongoing lockdown situation
starting in March 2020 led to an economic disaster for the cable
car companies. To counteract these circumstances, the cable car
companies made use first and foremost of reduced working hours.
In the course of the year and due to declining infection numbers
during the warmer months, the summer season went quite well for
the operators. New challenges then arose with the following winter
season 2020/21, with capacity limitations, followed by increasing
personnel costs, caused for example by the more frequent cleansing
of contact surfaces, security workers having to control access to the
ski areas and ensuring compliance with the regulations.

Quite a large number of companies (40.9 %) reduced their
preparatory efforts for the 2021 season thus reducing costs. Some
of the lifts were not prepared for operation, while snowmaking was
reduced or even switched off on some slopes and other slopes were
not prepared for operation at all (e.g., signposting). No statistically
significant differences in the reduction of preparatory efforts could
be found regarding the companies’ size (i.e., total length of ski
slopes), revenue or altitude. Costs for cable car companies declined

in 62 % of cases compared to the 2019/20 season while increasing or
stagnating costs were each reported in 19 % of cases. Cost savings
were 31% on average while cost increases averaged 19 %.

Besides mandatory government COVID-19 regulations such as
reduced lift capacity or closed catering, cable car companies took
voluntary steps to reduce the risk of infection and to improve
the visitor experience. Most frequently, the implementation of
online-ticketing services, cashless payments, security, take-away
food, extended opening hours and access checks to the skiing area
could be found. More voluntary hygiene regulations and cashless
payments were observed among all cable car companies. Ski resorts
with revenues of more than e7.5m opened their own COVID-
19 testing stations significantly more often than resorts with less
revenue. Testing stations were open on weekends (Phi, 0.333∗∗,
0.008) as well as every day (Phi, 0.311∗, 0.014). Correlations could
also be found between revenue and online ticketing. Here, higher
turnover companies were able to implement this service more often
than lower turnover companies [F(3,59) = 4.613, p= 0.006].

4.2. Perception of the future

Concerning potential processes of change related to impacts
of and experiences with the COVID-19 crisis, 83 % agreed that,
in future, ski areas might have a stronger focus on the quality of
products rather than the quantity (Figure 2). Agreement with the
statement that “the provision of high-quality services is one of our
main principles” was greater among higher turnover companies
[F(3,61) = 4.298, p= 0.008]. Further, respondents expected to see the
creation of crisis-proof development paths and better cooperation

Frontiers in Sustainable Tourism 05 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsut.2023.1136163
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-tourism
https://www.frontiersin.org


Steiger et al. 10.3389/frsut.2023.1136163

FIGURE 2

Changes in the cable car industry.

within the industry. They would also like to see more innovation
while making fewer investments.

The interviewees expressed the belief that the COVID-19 crisis
would lead to further changes on the supply side, while the cable car
industry would have to become more ecological, while recovering
from the economic losses and dealing with social challenges.

“I believe that we will and must all face up to the issue of

sustainability, the big buzzword. Of course, every company has a

different approach to this” (Interviewee #20).

While larger cable car companies in particular expressed a
desire to focus more on quality, the interviews revealed that smaller
companies would like to see greater appreciation for the efforts that
are already being made.

“I would like the clients to appreciate what is being done and

the effort that is being put in, and a bit of an understanding of

what is behind it” (Interviewee #11).

4.3. Challenges and opportunities

Concerning future challenges, 54.8 % agreed that ski tourism
would have to work differently as regards crowding and visitor
management. About a third (33.8 %) agreed that general

uncertainty would affect business and long-term declines in
revenues due to the slow recovery of the travel market.

When asked about their wishes for the future development
of the sector, the interviewees were encouraged to think
about different target groups: the local population, political
representatives and the association of cable car companies. From
the population, interviewees would like to see greater appreciation
and consideration for their work, for instance, as regards the
provision of leisure sports offerings or jobs. The interviewees would
ask political representatives for more support, especially regarding
financial assistance. More specifically, better predictability during
the pandemic was also very high on their agenda. When
approaching the professional association, they would welcome
stronger cohesion and a greater sense of collaboration, e.g., through
more joint press releases.

“I would like to see people in the professional association

themselves stand on their hind feet and also dedicate themselves

to these challenges. An industry-wide, intensive discussion of

sustainability in the broader sense is absolutely necessary”

(Interviewee #18).

Potential opportunities lie in improving the locals’ trust in
the cable car industry (87 % agree), better customer management
(66 %), a stronger focus on full-year operation (60 %) and
rethinking and repositioning the winter product (50 %). Especially
large cable car companies, such as interviewee #5, felt that they
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were perceived by the local population as working for tourism
purposes only.

“I simply have the feeling that part of the population takes it

for granted that the cable cars are primarily there for the tourists”

(Interviewee #5).

Besides pushing the online arena, potential for technological
innovation was seen in visitor flow management and analysis.
Further, communication with guests and employees would need to
be improved. The need for employee training and greater flexibility
was evident while investments in employees would need to be
higher in the future, as illustrated by the following statement:

“We will have to change. We have this personnel problem.

We have to invest a lot in our employees, more in the future

than we have done so far. We have to see that we keep them as

ambassadors in the company” (Interviewee #16).

Changes were also expected on the demand side. Interviewees
still assumed that customers were more likely to avoid crowds as
crowded places hold a higher risk of infection.Moreover, customers
were described as seeking a more nature-based experience.
Accordingly, it was noted that awareness of nature had increased
and was linked to the requirement for deceleration, providing new
markets for cable car companies:

“You can already tell that the guest wants something special.

The hunger for this natural mountain experience certainly

increased after Corona. Experience the calming, decelerating and

energizing force of nature” (Interviewee #12).

5. Discussion

The quantitative and qualitative data revealed how cable car
companies managed the COVID-19 crisis and which challenges
and opportunities they expected for the future. The COVID-19
pandemic caused severe revenue declines among ski area operators
across the board, and although resorts significantly reduced their
preparation efforts and associated preparation costs, the drop in
revenue was a financial disaster for operators. The fact that the
Austrian ski areas were not affected by the closures meant that
PA could be maintained, especially among the local population.
Thus, the usual levels of PA were still available to many locals, who
thanked the cable car operators by showing their gratitude.

In the following, we discuss the findings in light of the three
components of entrepreneurship (Ratten and Dickson, 2021).

5.1. Innovation

Tourism has always been a phenomenon characterized by
immense innovativeness (Hjalager, 2010). Crises, like the COVID-
19 pandemic, can be seen as a driver for innovation in tourism
(Steiger et al., 2021), as crises clearly have the potential to stimulate
change processes in companies and tourism destinations. Under
certain circumstances, crises stimulate companies by developing

new initiatives and therefore new products or new processes (Peters
and Pikkemaat, 2006). Technological innovations can play a major
role when it comes to tourism development (Khudoyberdievich,
2020).

Our results show that the COVID-19 pandemic has advanced
the diffusion of technological innovation in the cable car industry,
such as through online ticketing. The majority of respondents
expect to see an increasing necessity to manage peak demand more
effectively. In the 2020/21 season, a few ski areas experiencing high
demand saw the limiting of visitors by quotas and obligatory online
ticketing (Steiger et al., 2021). Another opportunity for demand
management is dynamic pricing, i.e. demand-driven pricing for
lift tickets, allowing occupancy rates to be increased during low
demand periods while demand is reduced during peak days
(Malasevska and Haugom, 2018; Steiger et al., 2020). This measure
is currently more or less non-existent in Austrian ski areas, and
according to our sample, it is not seen as something to be pursued
in the future.

Nevertheless, at the beginning of the 2022/23 winter season,
some Austrian cable car companies started to implement dynamic
pricing schemes, based on their previous experience with the online
ticketing sector (OTS, 2022; Ötztal Tourismus/Bergbahnen Sölden,
2022; Smart Pricer, 2022). This has since reached the point where
the online price is now considered the “normal price” by many.
Anyone buying a ticket spontaneously on site must, therefore, pay
a surcharge. The earlier the online ticket is bought, the cheaper the
price. Moreover, the skier reserves a fixed time slot for skiing, as ski
resorts reach their capacity limits on popular days (OTS, 2022).

Besides technical investments and development, investments in
employees are likely to become more important. Improvements in
communication between employees, guests and locals is a major
ongoing factor. In addition, the industry must also contend with
climate change. Sustainability already is and will remain the most
significant catchphrase for the future.

5.2. Making use of opportunities

In the 2020/21 winter season, foreign visitors were largely
excluded from visiting Austrian ski resorts because of travel
restrictions and closed accommodation. Therefore, ski areas
promoted the national market with a view to stimulating local
and regional demand (Fecker et al., 2021). As our results show,
revenues declined sharply nevertheless due to the high dependence
on foreign markets. However, our respondents received a lot of
gratitude and increasing trust from local customers that could
be used in the future to increase the industry’s resilience against
shocks on foreign markets, but also to raise the acceptance of
tourism within the local population and improve the basis for
discussions regarding future developments. In the past, residents’
attitudes toward tourism have been adversely affected by an
ongoing discourse about persisting over-tourism and overcrowding
(Fontanari and Berger-Risthaus, 2019)—thus, such investments can
be interpreted as internal marketing efforts which contribute to
providing better support for tourism in the future (Harrill, 2004).

The COVID-19 pandemic also led to a process of change
in that many local winter sports enthusiasts discovered new
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sporting activities for themselves. As pointed out by Schlemmer and
Schnitzer (2021) many recreationalists have started practicing ski
touring on groomed slopes. From the cable car operators’ point of
view, this change process can lead to new markets that, until now,
have hardly been served. In addition, with a view to the future, it
is important for Austrian cable car companies to concentrate more
heavily on the development of alternative markets. The potential of
summer seasons has barely been exploited to date, but holds great
hope for the future of cable car operators (Happ et al., 2022).

5.3. Risk activity

The majority of respondents stated that they initiated new
products and projects as well as technologies during the 2020/21
season. They are also open to tackling new challenges and
perceive themselves as being open to testing new ideas. They
outline sustainability as an important aspect for the future. Besides
deceleration, cable car operators are pointing out that quality is
becoming more important than quantity. A large proportion of
respondents are seeking more innovation, while at the same time
almost 50 % expect fewer investments in the future. Risk activity
also needs to be seen in the current context of high inflation
in Europe and a potential energy crisis. Both circumstances are
adding financial pressure and uncertainty in the tourism industry
(STMBD, 2022).

6. Conclusion

This article provides insights into how cable car companies
in Austria evaluated the 2020/21 season against the backdrop of
COVID-19 and what kind of measures were implemented to meet
the challenges. Furthermore, its consequences for this business
sector and for physical activity in the future were discussed.
By conducting an online survey among Austrian ski resorts (n
= 65) and qualitative interviews (n = 20), we found that the
pandemic advanced the dissemination of technological innovation
in the cable car industry, especially online ticketing. Due to
travel restrictions and closed accommodation, foreign visitors
representing the vast majority of customers, were largely excluded
from participating in the PA of skiing. Continuing ski operations
despite sharp revenue declines averaging 80% was positively
recognized by local customers and led to increasing gratitude and
trust. Ski area operators perceive sustainability as an important
aspect for the future and one that is increasingly being demanded
by visitors. However, the economic pressure initiated by revenue
declines during the pandemic, current high inflation and the energy
crisis have reduced willingness to invest.

A question which still needs to be clarified as part of the change
process relates to the consequences for PA. Improvements to visitor
management may potentially lead to more satisfied customers and,
therefore, to an increase in PA. These changes are likely to appear
within the scope of better communication and technology usage,
for example, by providing information on websites and apps, etc.
An improving offering may enhance customer satisfaction and
encourage more people to practice PA.

Thanks to a combination of qualitative interviews and
a quantitative survey, this study provides a good overview
of the situation facing the Austrian cable car industry since
the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, there are also some
limitations that need to be pointed out. This research only
includes the providers’ point of view, such that the customers’
point of view was not considered. In addition, the sample
is limited to Austria; in other countries, such as Italy, the
COVID-19 regulations continued to apply throughout the winter
season. There is a need for further research, especially in the
further development of cable car companies. It remains to be
seen whether the pandemic will lead to lasting changes or
whether they will be short-lived. As can already be seen, some
companies have already started implementing dynamic pricing,
building on the changes brought about by the pandemic (OTS,
2022).
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