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Abstract
Due to the spread of the new coronavirus (COVID-19), the tourism industry has 
been experiencing a worldwide crisis. However, the effects of the virus differ widely 
across regions and countries, and the current situation varies considerably. In this 
study, I will discuss the difficulties faced by the tourism industry regarding the 
new coronavirus by comparing Japan and Sweden, focusing on discrimination in 
the tourism industry. In Japan, discrimination based on place of residence has been 
observed, while in Sweden, race-based discrimination has been confirmed. Consid-
ering the current situation, we will examine how information and communication 
technology (ICT) can be used to salvage the tourism industry in each country. Spe-
cifically, we propose a method to increase the sense of security of guests and hosts 
in the tourism industry through many types of location-based games, such as Poké-
mon Go and various contact tracing apps. This study is expected to foster trust in the 
tourism and service industries and bring about business innovation.

Keywords  Tourism · Covid-19 · Discrimination · Location-based game · Contact 
tracing

1  Introduction

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has surprised global society with its sever-
ity. This new disease has drastically changed society, community, and daily life. The 
impact on the tourism industry has been substantial because many countries have 
closed their borders and applied considerable restrictions to the movement of peo-
ple. In this paper, we compare the impacts of COVID-19 on the tourism industries 
in Japan and Sweden. We also consider how COVID-19 has caused incidents of dis-
crimination at tourist sites, and investigate tourism as a means of globally enhanc-
ing mutual understanding and cultural exchange. Furthermore, we explore the use 
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of information and communication technology (ICT) to eliminate ethnicity-based 
discrimination at tourist sites and to revive the tourism industry during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

The purpose of this paper was to explore the possibility of avoiding discrimina-
tion with ICT, assuming that it is currently occurring in both Japan and Sweden. 
This study is not intended to prove the occurrence of discrimination. Current infor-
mation on the present situation regarding discrimination relies on the press. How-
ever, even if the phenomena appear the same on the surface, the logical structures 
that cause problems are different in each country. Therefore, based on the methodol-
ogy of regionology, we will use the press to investigate situations in each region and 
inductively show that the social structure are be different.

2 � Tourism Industry in Japan

2.1 � Japanese Tourism Industry before and after COVID‑19

Before describing Japanese tourism during the COVID-19 era, we provide an over-
view of the status based on data in 2019, prior to the pandemic. Thus far, the Japa-
nese government has asked residents and businesses to refrain voluntarily from nor-
mal activities, in an effort to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Strong social pressure 
has been sufficient for many business entities and residents to follow this request for 
self-restraint.

Notably, there are no established legal sanctions or punishments for failure to fol-
low the request for reduced activities. Therefore, the government has not collected 
data regarding the numbers of closed shops and restaurants, the numbers of residents 
who have stayed home, or the numbers of residents who have worked from home. 
Requests for closure of shops and restaurants have been relatively lenient and con-
siderably vague; for example, restaurants have been allowed to remain open until 8 
p.m., but alcoholic beverages can only be served until 7 p.m. Because of these leni-
ent restrictions, there are no precise data concerning closed restaurants and shops.

Despite the absence of official statistical data, there have been some reports 
regarding self-restraint on the part of many shops and restaurants in local shop-
ping areas, based on orders issued by local business associations[1].1 Based on 
those local reports, we can see the self-restraint situation somewhat. In this paper, 
we examine Japanese tourism with the assumption that many commercial activities 
have been suspended because of the COVID-19 pandemic.

1  The reason why the Japanese government does not collect accurate data on restaurant closures is that it 
only asks for restaurant and store closures, not by force but by request. Therefore, the government has no 
intention of gathering statistics because each store is free to refuse to comply with the request.
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2.2 � Inbound Tourism

Japanese tourism was not regarded as an economic engine in the twentieth century, 
particularly with regard to inbound tourism. For many years, the Japanese economy 
has demonstrated chronic export surpluses, which accelerated in the 1980s [2]. 
Therefore, the Japanese government encouraged residents to travel abroad to rectify 
the trade imbalance. This caused a rapid increase in the number of the people travel-
ling abroad; for example, more than 5 million and 10 million people traveled over-
seas in 1986 and 1990, respectively. Although the numbers of people going abroad 
temporarily decreased following the terrorist attacks on the United States in 2001 
and the severe acute respiratory syndrome outbreak in China in 2003, they have 
been steadily increasing overall. Data in 2019 indicated that these numbers were 
eventually likely to exceed 20 million [3, 4].

Importantly, a major shift in inbound tourism began in the early twenty-first cen-
tury. In 2003, the number of inbound tourists to Japan was approximately 5.2 mil-
lion, which was much lower than the number of Japanese people traveling abroad. 
At that time, Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi launched the Yokoso 
Japan (Welcome to Japan) campaign, which was promoted internationally. After this 
campaign, tourism came to be recognized as an important means of acquiring for-
eign currency, rather than as a means of rectifying the trade imbalance. The cam-
paign continued after the transition to a new government in Japan, and the number 
of foreign visitors steadily increased until the COVID-19 pandemic. This was not 
permanently affected by the aftermath of the Lehman Brothers’ collapse of 2008 and 
the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011. In 2013, the number of foreign visitors 
exceeded 10 million for the first time in history. It then exceeded 20 million in 2016 
and 30 million in 2018 [4]. In 2020, Japan had been scheduled to host the Sum-
mer Olympic Games in Tokyo. Accordingly, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe expected to 
have 40 million foreign visitors to Japan in 2020, prior to the onset of the COVID-
19 pandemic.

After the COVID-19 pandemic spread worldwide, the number of inbound visi-
tors to Japan decreased to about 2,900 in April 2020, which was 99.9% lower than 
the number in April 2019. Furthermore, the estimated number of tourist visitors 
was 776, which was nearly 100% lower than in April 2019 [5]. The data show that 
inbound tourism has been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
paper discusses the need for research regarding revival of the Japanese tourism 
industry without the influx of foreign tourists.

2.3 � Domestic Tourism in Japan

As mentioned above, inbound tourism in Japan experienced catastrophic damage 
from the COVID-19 pandemic. However, Japanese domestic tourism has always 
been mainly supported by Japanese residents. Although foreign visitors have had 
greater travel expenses since 2011, the proportion of travel expenses by foreign visi-
tors to Japan comprised approximately 15% of the total travel expenses (about 260 
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billion US $) in 2017. This indicates that the main engine of the Japanese tourism 
market involves domestic consumption by Japanese people.

Importantly, the Japan Tourism Agency announced that domestic travel was 
reduced by 96.6% in May 2020, compared to May 2019. This indicates that domes-
tic tourism was critically damaged, in a manner similar to that of inbound tourism. 
However, domestic tourism is presumably less affected by border closures, com-
pared to inbound tourism. The availability of a mechanism to encourage travel by 
Japanese people might aid in reviving domestic tourism.

On 10 July 2020, the Japanese government announced a new official domestic 
tourism campaign, Go To Travel, which was planned for implementation in late 
July. When people book domestic travel through certain websites or travel agencies 
promoting the campaign, the government would subsidize up to 50% of the travel 
expense.

However, many people were diagnosed with COVID-19 in the urban area of 
Tokyo, shortly before implementation of the campaign. Accordingly, on 16 July 
2020, the government excluded the Tokyo area from the campaign. Therefore, peo-
ple who desire benefits from the campaign are likely to plan travel to rural areas. 
Although this campaign brings domestic tourists and economic benefit to rural 
areas, there is substantial concern that tourists might bring COVID-19 to rural areas. 
In some of these rural areas, fear of COVID-19 has led to discrimination against 
people from other regions. As detailed in 3.1, rural residents’ fear of tourists from 
the city could be intense because it was recognized that the disease spread from the 
city to the countryside. For example, tourists who travel to rural areas using their 
own vehicles can be identified by their license plates. In Japan, license plates show 
the region that has issued the license number [6]. Therefore, local residents can eas-
ily identify tourists. Recognized tourists might be refused entry to local businesses, 
or might experience damage to their vehicles. Accordingly, local communities pro-
tect themselves against COVID-19 and the local residents actively exclude tourists.

In this context, it is difficult to manage tourism in rural areas. While some local 
businesses are eager to attract tourists, the nearby residents have a fear of these indi-
viduals who might be affected by COVID-19.

3 � Tourism in Sweden

3.1 � COVID‑19 Pandemic in Sweden

In this section, we describe the overall state of Swedish tourism during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Sweden is one of the few countries where a nationwide lockdown was 
not applied during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Swedish national epide-
miologists and the Public Health Agency of Sweden, Sweden adopted the most suit-
able approach for Swedish citizens and Swedish society. Their strategy was simple: 
people voluntarily followed social distancing guidelines, avoided public transporta-
tion as much as possible, stayed at home/worked from home if possible, and kinder-
gartens/primary schools remained open while secondary schools and higher educa-
tion institutions were closed. In terms of public places, the government prohibited 
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gatherings of more than 50 people, applied restrictions on visits to elderly care 
homes, and applied restrictions on table service in bars and restaurants.

The Swedish government chose these measures to slow the spread of disease and 
support the public healthcare system. The government and health authority did not 
aim to achieve herd immunity or to protect the economy by avoiding a lockdown. 
They primarily focused on protecting the Swedish people against COVID-19.

However, Sweden has a very high mortality rate and many cases of COVID-19 
per 100,000 population, compared to other countries. Notably, most deaths occurred 
among older people (≥ 70 years of age) who lived in elderly care homes. Because 
of this severe COVID-19 situation, the government and public health authority have 
been strongly criticized by other countries and foreign media. In August, while 
many countries were experiencing a second wave of COVID-19, Sweden did not 
show clear signs of a second wave and the disease seemed to be spreading more 
slowly. Regarding the economy, Sweden’s gross domestic product will decrease by 
approximately 10% in the second quarter of 2020, according to a report issued by 
the National Institute of Economic Research in Sweden. This decline is expected to 
be smaller than in other European Union countries. However, similar to other Scan-
dinavian countries, Sweden is small and strongly depends on trade with other coun-
tries. When other countries experience an economic crisis due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Swedish economy is inevitably affected. Thus, an economic downturn 
is unavoidable, regardless of lockdown implementation or avoidance. Accordingly, 
this paper examines how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected tourism in Sweden.

3.2 � Tourism in Sweden Before and After the COVID‑19 Pandemic

Sweden has been a member of the European Union since 1995, and has its own cur-
rency (Swedish krona). Moreover, Sweden largely adheres to the Schengen Agree-
ment with regard to border control and migration. The population in Sweden is 
approximately 10 million, which is the highest among Scandinavian countries but 
smaller than in many other countries worldwide. Notably, Sweden had approxi-
mately 7.4 million foreign visitors in 2018. Relative to the number of foreign visi-
tors per population in Japan, inbound tourism is very active in Sweden.

Generally, the peak tourist season is from June to August in Sweden. In total, 
71% of foreign tourists during the summer arrive from Norway, Denmark, Germany, 
Finland, and the United States. The total profit of the Swedish tourism industry dur-
ing summer 2019 reached approximately 41 billion Swedish krona. Although Swe-
den did not apply a nationwide or regional lockdown, its tourism industry profit was 
reduced by 29 billion Swedish krona in 2020 compared to 2019.

Because many countries have implemented nationwide lockdowns and strongly 
restricted border control during the COVID-19 pandemic, Swedish tourism has been 
struggling to survive. Early in the pandemic, Sweden did not close its borders with 
some countries. However, other countries closed their borders with Sweden and 
banned their citizens from visiting Sweden. Therefore, the number of foreign visi-
tors dramatically decreased after other countries began to close their borders.
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According to Statistics Sweden, the nationwide occupancy rate of hotel rooms in 
Sweden was 19.1% in May 2020, whereas it was 63.4% in May 2019 [7]. Further-
more, the main air carrier (Scandinavian Airlines) reported only 158,000 passen-
gers in May 2020, a decline of 93.7% compared to May 2019. Although the aviation 
industry was severely damaged by the COVID-19 pandemic, the hotel industry still 
had some domestic business travelers [8].

However, it is difficult to cover the loss of tourism solely by domestic travelers. 
Regarding the Swedish tourism industry, the government’s strategy for the COVID-
19 pandemic was ineffective for minimizing economic loss, regardless of nation-
wide or regional lockdowns.2 After many countries eased their severe border con-
trol restrictions, foreign tourists began gradually to return to Sweden. Scandinavian 
Airlines reported 705,000 passengers in July 2020, a load factor of 51.0%. Com-
pared to June 2020, this number was greater by nearly 300,000, but was 2.5 million 
lower than in July 2019. Moreover, Scandinavian Airlines reported that the strongest 
recovery involved domestic flight routes, whereas demand for intercontinental and 
European flights remained weak. Thus, some time and effort are needed to recover 
to pre-COVID-19 pandemic levels.

4 � Ethical Concerns and Tourism in the COVID‑19 Era

A core element of tourism is that it is generally regarded as a form of cultural 
exchange [9]. Traveling to an unfamiliar region and experiencing a completely new 
culture often provides individuals with an opportunity to reconsider their own cul-
tural backgrounds. The sociologist John Urry described the concept of the "tourist 
gaze," whereby tourism gives visitors novel interpretations of objects from new per-
spectives. Tourists bring new interpretations of places, objects, and histories, which 
differ from local perspectives [10]. Because tourism functions as a form of cultural 
exchange, there is a risk that cultural differences could cause friction or conflict at 
actual tourism sites [11].

Modern mass tourism (i.e., package tours) was originally developed by Thomas 
Cook in England in the nineteenth century. Because it was designed to refresh work-
ers by giving them appropriate vacations, there was no mechanism or impetus to 
respect the cultures of their destinations. Thus, the behavioral patterns of residents 
from large cities were brought to more rural locations in a widespread manner. Tour-
ists were often regarded as “golden geese,” and the concept of cultural exchange did 
not manifest in broader tourism until the latter half of the twentieth century. In addi-
tion to the traditional structure of mass tourism, hierarchical discrimination against 
people of non-white ethnicities has persisted due to the historical context whereby 
Chinese and other Asian people were used as a simple labor force worldwide. This 

2  Public health problems associated with the lack of a lockdown have also been pointed out recently. 
Sweden’s mortality rate is understandably high, with more than 50 deaths per 100,000 people according 
to a Johns Hopkins University report released September 24 (see https​://coron​aviru​s.jhu.edu/data/morta​
lity).

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality
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has led to a paradoxical discriminatory phenomenon in twenty-first century tourism. 
Specifically, because tourists from China are customers with substantial financial 
resources, they should be considered the main target of service. However, the rela-
tionships of these customers with potential service providers are not well established 
because of structural discrimination against people of non-white ethnicities. In 
Europe and the United States, mass tourism shrank in the latter half of the twentieth 
century, and the mainstream tourism became more focused on individual travelers. 
In contrast, due to language and visa challenges, group travel has been the mainstay 
for Chinese visitors to Europe. Notably, frustration with large numbers of Chinese 
tourists has often been reported in European tourist destinations [12].

An important example in which tourism causes ethical concerns is the cultural 
friction triggered by groups of Chinese tourists in foreign countries. China has sent 
large numbers of tourists to foreign countries in recent years. However, many coun-
tries require Chinese tourists to secure tourist visas prior to their trip. These tourists 
frequently join a group tour and visit foreign countries as a tourist group. They bring 
considerably activity to their travel destinations, and behave as if they are still in 
China. Local residents and non-Chinese tourists have complained that the hurried 
nature of Chinese tourists negatively impacts the atmospheres of travel destinations. 
These criticisms against Chinese tourists have been increasing in both European and 
Asian countries, because overseas tourism has become very popular among Chinese 
people. Although tourism is important for understanding cultural differences, it can 
occasionally trigger cultural clashes. These days, tourists are asked to be polite in 
tourism settings, a concept referred to as “responsible tourism”. Responsible tour-
ism is a recent concept in the new age of tourism. According to this principle, tour-
ists are asked to behave in such a manner that upholds their social responsibility to 
others [13].

Groups that promote tourism, including the World Tourism Organization, have 
suggested that tourism can aid the achievement of world peace. They have also pro-
posed that global mobility facilitates exchange and cooperation, which enhances 
mutual understanding. However, some tourists intrusively bring their own cultures 
to travel destinations and cause cultural friction.

Major concerns in cultural friction involve incidents, such as racial or ethnic 
discrimination. Tourism is not aimed at causing negative social impacts. However, 
there is considerable risk that tourism serves as a mechanism to breed discrimina-
tion. Given that tourism is intended to facilitate mutual understanding through inter-
national cultural exchange, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to ethical concerns in 
tourism. In this section, we discuss global COVID-19-related discrimination, then 
closely examine the current situations in Japan and Sweden.

4.1 � Global Overview and COVID‑19

According to the World Health Organization, severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 was first encountered in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 [14]. The 
resulting disease, COVID-19, rapidly spread and caused a worldwide pandemic. The 
virus was first encountered at a meat market in Wuhan, and presumably originated 
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from wild animals. It then spread rapidly from Wuhan to all parts of China. Travel-
ers to China (mainly Wuhan) carried the virus into foreign countries with them, such 
that the disease quickly spread worldwide. Because of this severe disease status, the 
World Health Organization officially declared a state of Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern on 30 January, 2020 [15].

Shortly after many patients were diagnosed with COVID-19 in China, the center 
of the epidemic moved from China to Europe, and then to the United States. In Italy, 
the first diagnosis of COVID-19 was confirmed in Milan at the end of January 2020, 
in a Chinese tourist. Subsequently, local residents became seriously ill with COVID-
19 [16]. The disease then spread exponentially throughout the country, which led to 
great strain on the healthcare system [17].

During the outbreak of COVID-19, discrimination against Chinese individuals 
became very serious in Italy [18]. Importantly, people in many Western nations can-
not clearly discern between Chinese individuals and other individuals of Asian eth-
nicity. Therefore, all individuals of Asian ethnicity living in Western world began to 
experience discrimination, regardless of their nationality [19, 20].

Although COVID-19 began to spread throughout the United States in March 
2020, the United States government took prompt action in response to the extremely 
serious situation in China. The Trump administration banned visitors from China 
after 31 January 2020 [21]. However, COVID-19 spread from Europe to the United 
States, beginning in February. Therefore, the ban was extended to visitors from 
Europe (except the United Kingdom) on 12 March 2020 [22]. A series of hostile 
attitudes and policies toward China intensified existing discrimination against indi-
viduals of Asian ethnicity throughout the United States3 [23, 24].

These observations indicate that the COVID-19 pandemic has damaged peo-
ple’s health and livelihood, as well as their societies and communities. It has trig-
gered and intensified racial discrimination against individuals of Asian ethnicity. As 
mentioned earlier in this section, the core value of tourism is considered the drive 
to improve mutual understanding globally. However, in the COVID-19 pandemic, 
tourism has exposed and accelerated discrimination, thereby functioning in a nega-
tive manner. When developing a tourism strategy after the COVID-19 pandemic, it 
will be important to consider discrimination and xenophobia at travel destinations 
more carefully. It is likely to be insufficient to provide mental support alone. In this 
regard, Sect. 4 will investigate how ICTs can correct discrimination.

4.2 � Coronavirus Discrimination in Japan

Japan and China are both geographically located in East Asia. Importantly, most Japa-
nese people have Asian features. For Japanese individuals, it is difficult to distinguish 
between Japanese and Chinese ethnicities by appearance alone. Therefore, it is unlikely 
that discrimination based on Asian appearance (as in Western countries) happens in 

3  The Trump administration’s hostile policy toward China is not merely related to the pandemic but also 
include is a wide range of hard-line stances on China, including the shutdown of Huawei over high-speed 
5G communications.
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Japan. However, COVID-19 has aroused considerable fear in people and led to a new 
type of discrimination in Japanese society.

This new type of discrimination is called Korona Sabetsu (coronavirus discrimina-
tion). It has been directed toward individuals with COVID-19 nationwide. A prominent 
example involved a woman in Toyama prefecture, who graduated from a university 
in Kyoto prefecture in March 2020. She was then hired to work in her hometown in 
Toyama. However, she had become ill with COVID-19 in Kyoto, prior to relocation to 
Toyama. Consequently, she introduced COVID-19 to her hometown and spread the dis-
ease to local residents. The people in Toyama had considerable fear of COVID-19 and 
attempted to identify the source individual. The woman was easily identified and much 
of her personal information was exposed through social media [25]. Thus, the woman 
and her family were harassed by local residents. This instance of coronavirus discrimi-
nation involved substantial violation of human rights. The Toyama prefectural authority 
expressed serious concern for a series of slanderous postings on the Internet regarding 
individuals with COVID-19 [26]. The authority eventually issued a prefectural warning 
to cease defamation of those patients and their families. Notably, these types of attacks 
caused relatives and family members to move from their hometowns.

Furthermore, coronavirus discrimination has been directed at individuals who travel 
from urban areas to rural areas, regardless of their disease status. Another type of dis-
crimination has been directed against non-local residents, especially urban migrants. 
Because COVID-19 is easily transmitted by airborne virus-containing droplets and 
close contact, urban areas with high population density and high mobility inevitably 
have a higher risk of disease than rural areas. Accordingly, unless the mobility of peo-
ple is carefully controlled, the disease inevitably spreads to rural areas, concomitant 
with the flow of people from urban areas. In this context, local residents in rural areas 
have been afraid to have visitors from urban areas. In some rural regions (as noted ear-
lier in this paper), the local people attack and damage cars with non-local license plates, 
with the aim of frightening the visitors away [27].

These two types of social exclusion interactions function based on the traditional 
Japanese mechanism of discrimination against outsiders. This mechanism is known as 
Murahachibu (村八分) in Japanese. It was originally designed to defend local com-
munities against individuals who do not follow traditional customs or rules [28]. How-
ever, this mechanism has resulted in power structures whereby unfavorable individuals 
can be excluded from communities. The residents’ severe condemnation of individuals 
with COVID-19 and the accompanying exclusionary atmosphere both share traditional 
discriminatory mechanisms. These exhibit similarities with witch-hunting in Western 
nations and traditional Murahachibu in Japan. However, exclusion in rural Japan has 
become a form of entertainment, similar to bullying. From an economic perspective, 
the exclusionary mechanism against outsiders poses a considerable challenge for eco-
nomic recovery through tourism.

4.3 � Amplified Discrimination in Sweden

As mentioned in the previous section, Sweden did not apply very severe restrictions 
to the daily life of its citizens. Discrimination in Sweden differs considerably from 
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the situation in Japan. There have been no restrictions on movement or requests for 
self-restraint (as in Japan). Therefore, Sweden is relatively tolerant of movement 
from urban areas to rural areas, and there has been no confirmed harassment of peo-
ple from urban areas.

That said, Sweden is part of Western society. Thus, there has been a link between 
fear of COVID-19 and the presence of racial discrimination, as observed in Italy 
and the United States. Initially, Chinese people were the focus of discrimination 
[29]. However, because many individuals of Asian ethnicity could not be clearly dis-
tinguished, all were frequently the focus of discrimination tactics. Therefore, sim-
ply increasing the number of people entering the country might be insufficient to 
achieve a tourism goal, and the problem will not be resolved unless the hosts’ dis-
criminatory attitudes are removed.

My proposal is an attempt to identify hidden problems in tourism and to promote 
tourism and eliminate discrimination at the same time, which is ratheer difficult in 
practice. However, the spread of COVID-19 has revealed profound discriminatory 
biases among people. Therefore, considering discrimination in the tourism scene, 
which has not received close attention thus far, it will be of substantial importance in 
new tourism-related innovations.

Incidentally, you may be thinking that Swedes also comply with government 
requirements without legal restrictions.However, although this cultural phenom-
enon looks the same at first glance, in the case of Japan, compliance derives from 
an invisible sympathetic pressure based on a fear of exclusion, whereas Sweden’s 
compliance is based on trust in the government. Thus, their origins are, in fact, dif-
ferent [30].

4.4 � Contrast Between Japan and Sweden

The discrimination in Japan with respect to COVID-19 is directed against affected 
people and their relatives, or those who move from urban areas, while in Sweden it 
manifests as discrimination against Chinese people and other individuals of Asian 
ethnicity. However, because people in both nations have a perceived fear of con-
tracting the disease, tourists will be welcomed if they can confirm that they have no 
connection to the disease. Based on these assumptions, the next section will look 
specifically at how ICT can be used in the tourism scene, in the COVID-19 era.

5 � Practical Application of ICT

In this section, we discuss how to promote tourism while countering COVID-19 dis-
crimination through the use of ICT. Specifically, we refer to the use of location-
based games and COVID-19 contact confirmation applications, and the sustainabil-
ity of these applications. The location-based game is taken as an example to prevent 
people gathering. The contact tracing app is considered a secure granting system 
linked with PCR.
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5.1 � Utilization of location‑based games

There are many possible routes of COVID-19 transmission. However, a high density 
of people is known to create suitable conditions for transmission. Therefore, it is 
important to maintain social distancing (i.e., physical distancing) [31]. This is indi-
cated by boundaries in supermarkets and other locations, to aid in adherence to the 
distancing guidelines [32].

However, such density might be avoided quite easily using ICT. Pokémon Go is 
an example of a large number of people gathered in a real place on a certain date. 
The important consideration of the so-called "festival" of Pokémon Go is that nei-
ther the people nor the objects in the game are visible in the real world. Tradition-
ally, famous celebrity shows, or new product announcement shows have been used 
to attract people to events. A typical event is the Meeting and Incentive Conference 
Exhibition in Las Vegas, which weekday visitors attend for entertainment and trade 
shows, rather than casinos. In contrast, Pokémon Go allows people to move with-
out interventions from real people and things. An example is as follows: if a rare 
monster is known to appear in the middle of the desert at a specific time, users will 
gather there regardless of the cost. An example of successful strategic attraction in 
Pokémon Go involved the reconstruction of the Great East Japan Earthquake in Ishi-
nomaki City, Japan. Many visitors attended this location because of the possibility 
of finding rare Pokémon monsters [33]. It may seem contrary to the goal of social 
distancing in the COVID-19 era for visitors to be concentrated, but a notable feature 
of the game is that the monsters available for meeting can be easily modified accord-
ing to the user attributes. By changing the monsters that can be met depending on 
the level of the user and the team to which the user belongs, it is possible for the 
company to control how many people are called to which place and when. If the 
company uses this function in a strategic manner, it can change a "dense" distribu-
tion to a "dispersed" distribution.

Advanced research regarding the use of location-based systems to control human 
behavioral trajectories existed in the early years of the twenty-first century. It was 
known as SpaceTag [34], which was intended to function as a coupon ticket that was 
distributed only at a certain place for a certain time, using a Global Positioning Sys-
tem logger. Distribution of these coupons was expected to control pedestrian traffic. 
Unfortunately, there were no smartphones in this era, so a new device was needed to 
provide electronic coupons to individual customers. This idea was not widely imple-
mented at the time. However, many people currently have smart phones (i.e., sophis-
ticated receivers). In large shopping malls, such as Carrefour, coupons for store 
entry could be issued electronically based on location and time, which would enable 
customers to buy things in a manner that avoids crowding.

Discrimination against people who are or might be infected with COVID-19 
could be tolerated by society because of the general fear of the disease. However, 
in a society where physical distance is managed, there would be less fear of indi-
viduals of Asian ethnicity, who are presumed to be "carriers." Discrimination is vis-
ible in unstable situations, as demonstrated by the activities of Nazi Germany in the 
1930s. Thus, it is also possible to create a society in which the sense of discrimina-
tion is less likely to be amplified by correcting social instability. Hitler’s speeches 
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described a senseless disdain for Jews in the mid-1920s and beyond, but were only 
accepted by a small number of people before the Great Depression [35]. After the 
Great Depression, Hitler’s speeches rapidly grew in popularity, which indicated that 
the social instability had led to increased unrest and discrimination. Accordingly, 
creation of a mechanism to ameliorate social instability can contribute to reduction 
of discrimination. This might be realized by social distancing using ICT. This will 
ameliorate the fear of COVID-19 on a local basis, thereby reducing the likelihood of 
discrimination, and will aid in direct tourism promotional efforts.

5.2 � Ethics of Contact Tracing Apps

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 epidemic, health technologies have been 
developed worldwide. An important technology involves identifying the contacts of 
affected people (i.e., contact tracing). Recently, more and more countries have been 
able to adopt this technology [36]. In general, this technology is based on the use of 
smart phones; Sweden has taken a different approach to this technology compared to 
other countries. In this section, we first discuss the technology used by Japan, then 
compare it with the technology used by Sweden.

The Japanese contact tracing app was developed by the Ministry of Health, Labor 
and Welfare and is available to citizens via the App Store (iPhone) and Google Play 
Store (Android). Its installation is not required nationwide. As of 7 August 2020, 
there were only 1.25 million downloads [37]. The usage is simple and assumes that 
the person who downloads the app will keep Bluetooth functionality on. When a 
person receives a positive test result, the person registers in the application. Based 
on information linked to the server, the app will warn individuals around the person 
with COVID-19 that they had contact with an affected person. Because there is no 
enforcement mechanism, the app is not actively used in Japan and its effectiveness is 
highly questionable.

In contrast, Sweden stopped the design of a tracking app in its early development. 
This was to protect the privacy of Swedish citizens, and prohibited the state from 
publicly tracking the spread of COVID-19 [38]. It is useful to consider the potential 
impact of the app on the discrimination issue discussed in this paper, if the app had 
been successful. This app would have been an important technological development 
for anti-racism purposes. Thus far, Chinese individuals have rarely been a distinct 
group in Sweden, and the use of contact apps would presumably have reinforced 
this trend by indicating that Chinese/Asian individuals are not a significant source of 
COVID-19 spread.

Now, we consider the significance of this app in Japan from a sociological point 
of view. In practice, there have been few installations of the app, so this is a specula-
tive theory. If the app had been broadly successful, it could have caused increased 
discrimination in rural Japan, unless strict privacy control had been implemented. 
As explained in Sect. 2, discrimination in Japan is caused by the concern that urban 
residents will spread disease to rural areas. If an employee in a tourist area were 
to receive an alert through the app, rumors regarding the danger of urban tourists 
might spread. As of early August 2020, the spread of COVID-19 in Japan was from 
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urban areas to rural areas. As previously mentioned, at the core of discrimination is 
fear of the unfamiliar, which is amplified in the COVID-19 era. For the prevention 
of discrimination, it might become necessary to use the contact tracing app to con-
vince people that unfamiliar individuals nearby are not dangerous.

To use a contact tracing app to reduce discrimination, there is a need to shift 
toward "informing healthy individuals" rather than "informing people with COVID-
19". Notably, most app users in Japan have been informed that they have not been 
near an individual with COVID-19, which is reassuring information. If the nega-
tive results of each person’s most recent polymerase chain reaction test were incor-
porated into this system and transmitted to people nearby, this reassurance might 
reduce attribute-based discrimination. Because this approach has already been intro-
duced in the context of arrivals at international airports, public rejection of the sys-
tem would presumably be minimal [39]. Regarding people with COVID-19, because 
segregation is legalized in Japan, it is unlikely that those people would encounter 
difficulties in restaurants and tourist facilities.

The contact tracing app was originally developed to identify clusters of people 
with COVID-19, but users are more likely to install the system to achieve reassur-
ance. This valuable system could be used to reduce discrimination and promote 
tourism.

5.3 � Overcrowding and Sustainability

In Sect. 4, the utility of location information games (e.g., Pokémon Go) and con-
tact tracing applications were considered. These two technologies will be important 
in solving the problem of "overcrowding" in tourism. In recent years, over-tourism 
has been identified as a problem in the tourism scene. Over-tourism refers to the 
presence of tourists beyond the capacity of the tourist destination. This has been 
described in Kyoto and Barcelona, where residents’ lives are threatened by large 
numbers of tourists [40, 41]. Over-tourism has a wide range of associated chal-
lenges. If a large number of people simultaneously enter a single building, the dam-
age to that building might be severe. For example, at the World Heritage site of 
Himeji Castle, the number of visitors to the castle tower is limited to alleviate con-
gestion and reduce damage to the building [42]. In the context of ecotourism, this 
phenomenon of over-tourism is particularly problematic. Accordingly, the World 
Natural Heritage Site of the Ogasawara Islands is attempting to preserve the natural 
environment by limiting the number of visitors to areas where vegetation is vulner-
able [43]. Importantly, a Pokémon Go event was held in the Tottori Dunes, which 
players enjoyed because it was a large sand dune environment. However, this was 
found to have a substantial impact on the dune biodiversity [44]. The large number 
of people trampled the sand, placing a serious strain on the natural environment and 
preventing plants from sprouting.

To solve these problems, tourists must be appropriately distributed, which coin-
cides with measures to prevent disease spread. As mentioned above, it is important 
to avoid "overcrowding" to enable the control of disease spread. This can also con-
tribute to controlling over-tourism and the effective use of tourism resources.
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The combination of a merit system (e.g., a coupon) as in a location informa-
tion game, as well as technology that traces tourists’ activities, will enable suita-
ble numbers of tourists to attend specific places at appropriate times. Eventually, 
this approach might reduce the tourist load on the area, including its natural envi-
ronment, thereby facilitating sustainability. The applicability of this approach to 
COVID-19 may be limited, but these behavioral changes may support the develop-
ment of new sustainability methods.

6 � Conclusion and future work

We have discussed the current state of tourism industries in Japan and Sweden. 
We have also discussed the discrimination that has emerged in relation to tourism 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, along with the ICT that can be used to resolve 
this problem. Regarding the response to COVID-19, the cultural foundations of the 
two countries are quite different and it may be difficult to identify many common 
aspects. However, we were able to consider the application of ICT in the two coun-
tries. We expect that the influence of COVID-19 on tourism will be further explored 
in the future, and we hope that this paper can serve as an initial contribution to the 
academic community.

Many keywords and concepts are included in this paper. Figure 1 shows the over-
all idea of the paper. By viewing Fig. 1 will facilitate understanding of the text of 
this paper.

Fig. 1   Total idea of this paper
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Finally, this paper has certain limitation and indicates areas of future work. This 
study deals with only two possibilities: a contact-tracing app and Pokémon Go. 
Many types of contact tracing apps are available. In this paper, a human-based type 
of contact tracing app is discussed. Future research should analyze location-based 
contact tracing applications. Moreover, based on the discussion of Pokémon Go, 
I would like to extend the knowledge gained from this research to location-based 
games in general.
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