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Abstract. Hotel service providers are among the most affected by the evolving Covid-19
pandemic. Although the consequences of the pandemic on hotel operations have been
widely examined, the question of how hotel businesses can revive, innovate, and transform
in order to survive and recover remains vastly under-researched. This study aims to pro-
vide insights on this important topic by analyzing 312 news articles between December 1,
2019, and March 1, 2021, published by global news media, which report hotels’ strategies
and tactics to deal with the pandemic. Grounded on chaos theory, behavioral learning the-
ory, and an integrated crisis management model, a global pandemic crisis management
framework is developed. Practically, the paper reveals best practices applied by hoteliers
to deal with the pandemic (e.g., service transformation, smart marketing, strategic collabo-
ration/alliance, mergers and acquisitions, and digitalization) and suggests ways for hotel
services providers to adapt to the “new travel” age.

History: Saif Benjaafar served as editor-in-chief for this article. Marshall Fisher, Andy Neely and Rohit
Verma served as guest editors. This paper has been accepted for the Service Science Special Issue on
Reimagining the Science of Service in a Post-PandemicWorld.
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1. IntroductionQ:5
Owning to tourism boomingQ:6 in the last few decades

Q:7
,

hotel services have become one of the fastest growing
sectors within the service economy. However, the
Covid-19 pandemic disrupted hotel development
trends and still threatens its recovery despite the
availability of some vaccines (Yang et al. 2021).
Historically, the tourism and hospitality sectors are
frequently disrupted by various types of crises caused
by natural disasters, epidemics, political conflicts,
war, terrorism attacks, or financial crises. However,
this global pandemic’s consequences could outweigh
all the previous crises combined, including the 9/11
terrorism attack, 2008 recession, and SARS epidemic
(Oxford Economics 2020Q:8 ).

It is challenging for hotel service providers to adopt
previous crisis management models as practical re-
sponses to this current global pandemic crisis. First,
previous crisis management models are somehow
outdated. Ritchie and Jiang (2019) review 142 papers
on this topic between 1960 and 2018 and find that em-
pirical studies testing risk/crisis management models
for tourism and hospitality stakeholders were mostly
conducted more than 10 years ago. Hence, Mair et al.

(2016) Q:9emphasize the necessity of advancing the exist-
ing literature by further refining and testing risk/crisis
management in new contexts. Also, these models sug-
gest “one size fits all” guidance although crises vary in
duration, scale, and impact (Speakman and Sharpley
2012). Hence, a detailed crisis management plan based
on past crises may not necessarily be effective for
hotels in dealing with the complex and evolving crisis
(Paraskevas 2006).

Second, the Covid-19 pandemic is forecasted to be
followed by a global recession (Felsenthal 2020). The
coexistence of potentially multiple crises creates a cha-
otic and complex environment for hotels to function.
Multiple crises are recorded in hotel history, for exam-
ple, the case of the 9/11 terrorist attack and the global
financial crisis of 2008 (Kubickova et al. 2019), the
global financial crisis and Swine flu in the United
Kingdom (Page et al. 2012), and an economic melt-
down and escalating political crisis in Greece (Cohen
and Neal 2010). In case of multiple crises, a chaotic
perspective is necessary to guide hotel managers to
navigate, revive, and thrive (Speakman and Sharpley
2012, Pappas 2018).
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Third, the global Covid-19 pandemic, which has se-

verely impacted hotel service providers around the
globe, requires a global investigation. Meanwhile, pre-
vious health-related crisis research mostly focuses on
investigating hotels’ responses in a specific region,
such as Western Africa during the Ebola epidemic
(Novelli et al. 2018, Maphanga and Henama 2019),
or some countries during the SARS epidemic in
2002–2004 (Henderson and Ng 2004, Leung and
Lam 2004, Kim et al. 2005, Cooper 2006, Lo et al. 2006,
Jayawardena et al. 2008) or, recently, a country, for ex-
ample, China, in the first phase of the Covid-19 infec-
tion (Hao et al. 2020). Although some existing guide-
lines for protocols may have been developed in
relation to a local/regional health crisis, it becomes
critical to develop a global overview and identify best
practices in the hotel sector to deal with a global pan-
demic of unprecedented magnitude.

Against this background, this paper addresses the
aforementioned knowledge gaps by developing a
pandemic crisis management model for hotel service
providers to better address the evolving, complex,
and chaotic environments caused by the Covid-19
pandemic. Specifically, the aim of this paper is to criti-
cally explore how hotel businesses can revive, inno-
vate, and transform in order to survive and recover
post–COVID-19. Utilizing global news media sources,
hotels’ strategic responses to the pandemic from
December 1, 2019, to March 1, 2021, are identified and
analyzed. The analysis of news media can produce
important insights into contemporary issues because
of news media’s timely reports on actors’ responses to
evolving situations all over the globe (Schweinsberg
et al. 2017, Phi 2019). A pandemic crisis management
framework is then refined based on previous crisis
management models (Wang and Ritchie 2011, Ritchie
2004), chaos theory (McKercher 1999, Zahra and Ryan
2007, Speakman and Sharpley 2012, Pappas 2018), and
current hotel strategic responses to the pandemic.
This paper, thus, contributes to the development of
guidelines and protocols for the hotel service sector in
the “new travel” age.

This paper argues that, instead of crisis manage-
ment planning, adopting a chaotic perspective and
continuous learning approach are essential for hotel
managers to proactively adapt to global pandemic sit-
uations. The importance of a crisis-readiness strategy
and the role of a crisis as a breeding ground for ser-
vice transformation/innovation in the hotel sector are
highlighted. Key aspects of hotel services operations
(i.e., marketing, finance, human resources manage-
ment, and digitalization) collectively contribute to a
hotel survival and recovery strategy in pandemic
crisis situations. Hotel service providers can still
find opportunities induced by challenges and uncer-
tainty during the pandemic and rely on service

transformation/innovation to secure a strong compet-
itive advantage.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Integrated Crisis Management Approach
A crisis can be defined as a “disruption that physically
affects a system as a whole and threatens its basic as-
sumptions, its subjective sense of self, its existential
core” (Pauchant and Mitroff 1992, p. 15). Hence, crisis
management includes all necessary operations to be
well prepared before the crisis strikes and to effective-
ly respond to and quickly recover from a crisis (Yu
et al. 2005). Early crisis management research suggests
a life-cycle crisis management approach, including
three phases: pre-event, emergency, and postevent
(Fink 1986). Later, Faulkner (2001) adapted six phases
(pre-event, prodromal, emergency, intermediate,
long-term, and resolution) for better planning, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of crisis management ac-
tions and strategy. Faulkner’s (2001) life-cycle crisis
management model has been widely applied in later
crisis management studies to understand and explore
the evolution of crises and corresponding reactions of
tourism and hospitality organizations (Henderson
and Ng 2004, Pforr and Hosie 2008).

The second approach to crisis management is la-
beled “action-based” or 4Rs (reduction, readiness, re-
sponse, and recovery) (Wilks and Moore 2004). An
action-oriented crisis management plan helps busi-
ness managers to eliminate the likelihood of human-
induced crises (Pearson and Mitroff 1993). However,
the adoption of this approach in hospitality businesses
remains limited.

The third approach to crisis management includes
three primary strategic stages: formation, implementa-
tion, and evaluation (Preble 1993). This strategic
approach argues for the importance of proactive strat-
egies (mitigation, preparedness, and warning) in addi-
tion to reactive strategies (impact assessment, crisis
communication, recovery marketing, and stakeholder
collaboration) (Ritchie and Jiang 2019).

The latest approach to crisis management consists
of an integration of all three approaches for effective
crisis management. The advantage of such an integrat-
ed approach is to offer a holistic view of crisis man-
agement with detailed strategies and action plans.
Proactive (reduction and readiness plans) and reactive
strategies (response and recovery actions) are recom-
mended in each specific stage of crisis management
(Moe and Pathranarakul 2006, Huang et al. 2008).

However, the integrated approach still relies on a
somewhat linear crisis life cycle, assuming a start and
end of any crisis that hotel service providers have to
face. In other words, the crises are often assumed as
happening separately, and the organization can
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effectively address one crisis at a time. In reality, hotel
businesses function in a chaotic and complex environ-
ment in which multiple crises may strive and overlap
(McKercher 1999, Zahra and Ryan 2007, Kubickova
et al. 2019). For example, although tourism and hospi-
tality businesses in Greece may have experienced and
learned from a number of short and separate crises in
the past, they were not well prepared when multiple
crises of different natures took place continuously and
at times concurrently over a prolonged period of near-
ly one decade (e.g., the 2007–2008 global financial
crisis, followed by national economic recession and
national social and political crises).

Further, the variations in business scales and com-
positions of hotel businesses also mean that they often
have fewer resources allocated for risk management
(Baggio 2008). In the context of the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, Le and Phi (2021) argue against the adoption of a
linear framework and highlight the importance of
contextual factors (i.e., hotel sizes, hotel resources,
and government regulations/support) as having
strong influences on hotel businesses’ actions. Long-
term forecasting and crisis management planning are,
thus, generally not applicable as one-size-fits-all be-
cause of these varied factors (Pappas 2018). Chaos/
complexity theory, therefore, may help direct hotel
businesses’ adaptive responses to deal with shocks
and crises (Ritchie and Jiang 2019), which, in turn, en-
hances their flexibility and resilience to unprecedent-
ed and evolving crisis situations, such as the global
Covid-19 pandemic.

2.2. Chaos Theory
Chaos theory was developed in the natural sciences
during the 1970s and in the social sciences during the
1980s (Murphy 1996). The theory denies the predict-
ability of systems and suggests that any triggering
event may initiate directly or indirectly a crisis
through the so-called “butterfly effect” (Speakman
and Sharpley 2012). Evolved from chaos theory, com-
plexity theory has been used to deal with complex
systems that have many interacting agents and that
are hard to predict (Zahra and Ryan 2007). In response
to the strong relationship between chaos and com-
plexity, the concept of a “chaotic system” is intro-
duced to emphasize the character of complex systems
as chaotically ordered entities (Pappas 2018).

Researchers generally agree that hotel service pro-
viders function in a tourism and hospitality system
that is highly complex, unpredictable, and dynamic
(McKercher 1999, Zahra and Ryan 2007, Olmedo and
Mateos 2015). This is partly because of the
“inseparability” characteristic of these sectors in
which the production and offering of services cannot
be separated from customers’ simultaneous on-site
consumptions (Moker et al. 2020Q:10 ). In addition, hotel

businesses often rely on public resources (e.g., existing
infrastructure, natural attractions, cultural capital)
and have strong potential to generate both positive
and negative economic, sociocultural, and environ-
mental impacts at the destinations. They, thus, cannot
operate in silo, but are embedded in a complex net-
work of diverse stakeholders at local, regional, nation-
al, and international levels, each having different
interests and able to take uncoordinated actions (Phi
et al. 2014 Q:11). Hotel service providers, therefore, are
highly susceptible to external factors and pressures in
the wider operating environment (i.e., economic reces-
sion, epidemics, natural disasters, terrorist attacks,
(trade) wars, foreign policies, and political conflicts).
In this context, a chaotic perspective brings some con-
cepts that can be beneficial to improve current crisis
management models of hotel service providers: irre-
versible time and constant changes, nonlinearity and
unpredictability, bifurcation and cosmology, and self-
organization and strange attractors.

2.2.1. Irreversible Time and Constant Changes. As a
chaotic system, the tourism and hospitality sector is
continuously evolving in irreversible time (Olmedo
and Mateos 2015). A chaotic system does not reach a
stable equilibrium and can never pass through the
same exact state more than once (Levy 1994). Despite
some periods of stability or equilibrium, its existence
is always on the edge of chaos. When unpredictable
events, such as a crisis (e.g., natural disaster, economic
recession, etc.), impact the stability and balance of the
tourism and hospitality system, chaotic environments
lead to a new level of balance. Therefore, the whole
system may not return to the “old normal” situation
as parts of the system are likely to have changed (Scott
et al. 2008).

2.2.2. Nonlinearity and Unpredictability. Chaotic sys-
tems are not linear in nature, but are open systems
and influenced by complex interactions and interrela-
tionships (Olmedo and Mateos 2015). In chaotic sys-
tems, small disturbances (i.e., triggering events) can
multiply over time and cause significant changes
(Thietart and Forgues 1995, McKercher 1999). The
nonlinearity makes long-term forecasting and plan-
ning almost impossible although it is still possible to
describe the overall dynamics of the system (Baggio
2008). Therefore, the occurrence and magnitude of
crises are often unpredictable, but it remains feasible
to expect a crisis at some time (Ghaderi et al. 2014,
Ritchie and Jiang 2019).

2.2.3. Bifurcation. Bifurcation can be defined as “an
abrupt change in the long-term behavior of a system
when the value of a constant is changed from below
to above some critical value” (Lorenz 1995, p. 206).
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Bifurcation, thus, represents the flashpoint of change
at which a system’s direction and/or structure are
fundamentally disrupted (Sellnow et al. 2002). Crises
are just considered as points of system bifurcation,
marking the period of chaos and disequilibrium
(Speakman and Sharpley 2012).

2.2.4. Self-Organization and Strange Attractors. In or-
der to deal with inevitably unprecedented crises, tour-
ism and hospitality businesses must “self-organize
and self-renew, with periods of order broken by sud-
den transformations whose direction has elements of
chance and cannot be reversed” (Murphy 1996, p. 96).
Following bifurcation, hotel service providers can make
essential improvements through self-organization and
creativity comparedwith precrisis conditions (Speakman
and Sharpley 2012). At the heart of the self-organization
process, strange attractors consist of points toward
which a system tends to move: a goal, either deliberate
or constrained by system parameters (Saunier and
Meganck 2004). Strange attractors can take the form of a
common vision, sense of meaning, strategy, or value
system that drives people to achieve a common goal
(Zahra and Ryan 2007). By providing communication
platforms and encouraging cooperative relationships,
hotel managers can facilitate the emergence of these
strange attractors to assist the complex tourism system
in moving toward relative stability following bifurca-
tion (Speakman and Sharpley 2012).

2.3. Behavioral Learning Theory
The adaptability of each organization to chaos and
shocks, however, also depends on the knowledge re-
tained from past events, which can be considered as a
“portfolio” of risk management. As a result, this paper
incorporates learning theory, specifically behavioral
learning theory (Skinner 1965, Rothschild and Gaidis
1981), which focuses on the idea that (organizational)
behaviors are learned through interaction with the en-
vironment. Considering that the hotel sector is highly
dependent and susceptible to the external environ-
ment, using behavioral learning theory helps validate
and reinforce the organizational knowledge retained
from past shocks and crises (Haleblian and Finkelstein
1999).

Essentially, in education, behaviorists believe learn-
ing is provided by a change in actions through an
explorative process. The most common practice of
behavioral learning theory is that external stimuli are
paired with good performance and/or attitude, in
other words, with the observable change in behavior
(Guney and Al 2012). This theory is deemed applica-
ble for the organizational learning process to deal
with shocks and crises for two reasons. First, the
change in the organizational behavior is observable
(i.e., whether the risk is mitigated or avoided)

(Rothschild and Gaidis 1981). Second, the external
stimuli for businesses can include tangible outcomes,
such as increased profitability or harm and loss (thus,
cost) reduction as a result of the mitigation or elimina-
tion of the risks involved (Whitten et al. 2010). As a re-
sult, businesses are stimulated to learn as they go
from the past and current crisis events by using reduc-
tion measures and improving them simultaneously.
This notion has a crucial implication for the revision
of crisis management framework because the shocks
are constantly changing (i.e., Covid-19 with various
mutant strains with accelerated infection rates), which
demands tourism and hotel operators to respond ac-
tively and simultaneously to adapt with the changing
environment.

In sum, the elements of chaos theory (i.e., irrevers-
ible time, nonlinearity and unpredictability, bifurca-
tion, and self-organization and strange attractors) and
learning theory provide a firm basis to explore the
emergent challenges and opportunities during the
pandemic for hotel businesses. From a chaotic per-
spective, crisis management seeks to facilitate a self-
organization process that enables hotels to adapt to
unpredictable and complex environments (Olmedo
and Mateos 2015). The implications of behavioral
learning theory are crucial for the simultaneous learn-
ing and adapting process resulting from the ever-
changing environment and crises, which complement
chaos theory. The remainder of this paper focuses on
identifying and analyzing the elements of chaos and
learning theory in the context of the Covid-19 pan-
demic and relies on these elements to refine the pan-
demic crisis management model.

3. Methodology
LexisNexis (one of the world’s largest electronic data-
bases for news and public records) was used to collect
global news articles related to hotel responses to the
Covid-19 pandemic. The search was conducted using
the keywords “coronavirus” or “COVID-19” and
“hotel or resort or hostel” and “strategies or solutions
or responses.” One filter layer was added using the
connector “W/5” to identify all documents in which
the terms “strategies or solutions or responses” were
located within a maximum of five words from the
terms “hotel/resort/hostel.” Only printed English
news articles published in leading international/
national newspaper outlets were included to filter
potentially fake news. Global news collected between
December 1, 2019, and March 1, 2021, were classified
into four different periods: (1) from December 1, 2019,
to February 29, 2020, as the prepandemic crisis period;
(2) from March 1, 2020, to May 31, 2020, since the
World Trade Organization Q:12declared the Covid-19 a
global pandemic crisis; (3) from June 1, 2020, to
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August 31, 2020 with businesses reopening and a
short recovery period, and (4) September 1, 2020, to
March 1, 2021, as the second wave pandemic period
for hotel learning and adaptation. The database was
then further screened to remove irrelevant articles
and duplicates, which resulted in a data set of 312
articles: pre–global crisis period (12 articles), global
pandemic crisis (128 articles), hotel reopening in “new
normal” conditions (96 articles), and continuous learn-
ing and adaptation in new travel period (76 articles).
The volume of news articles in each period partly re-
flects the public interest in this topic over time in each
region (see Table 1).

Content and thematic analysis are frequently used
to analyze large data sets of documents and other
communication artifacts, such as texts, pictures, audio,
or video (Phi 2019), which makes the method relevant
for the analysis of written global news media in this
study. First, automated content analysis was em-
ployed, utilizing Leximancer software. In contrast to a
human coding process that may have a higher chance
of cognitive bias, Leximancer enables new insights
and reflections on the examined topic by automatical-
ly identifying key concepts and generating visual
concept maps (Scott et al. 2017Q:13 ). Content analysis via
Leximancer, thus, provides a systematic, replicable
approach to interpret and code a large volume of tex-
tual data based on word frequency and relationships
between words (Phi 2019). In order to achieve inter-
pretable results, the researchers followed a rigorous
procedure. First, noninterpretable words, such as
“according,” “for,” and “the” were deleted. Next,
words of similar meanings, such as “coronavirus” and
“covid” were grouped and coded as one concept, and
relevant concepts were visualized into major themes
to capture some important insights into the investigat-
ed topic (Le et al. 2019). An abductive approach was
applied during the manual coding process with the
support of Leximancer software, in which the authors
were primarily guided by key themes identified by
Leximancer and elements of chaos theory but still
gave room for emerging themes (if any), especially in
relation to hotel strategic responses. This triangulation

of multiple approaches to analyzing the data set
contributes to enhance the credibility of the findings
(Oppermann 2000).

4. Findings
Given that the data set consists of four data sheets,
Leximancer was run four times for each data sheet to
analyze the main discussion themes on global news
media at each pandemic crisis stage.

4.1. Hotels’ Proactive Measures at the
Precrisis Stage

The appearance of the Covid-19 virus consisted of a
triggering event, which breaks the temporary balance
of the whole hotel sector (i.e., the old normal in
chaos theory; Murphy 1996). The first concept map
(Figure 1) was generated by Leximancer using global
news articles published between December 1, 2019,
and February 29, 2020, showing three main themes in
order of importance: impact on hotels (92 occur-
rences), hotels’ proactive measures (74 occurrences),
and virus outbreak (33 occurrences). As shown in
Figure 1, in this pre–global Covid period, the virus
outbreak in Wuhan and the lockdown policy applied
by the Chinese government to control the outbreak
were two stories that attracted a lot of media atten-
tion. As the lockdown in Wuhan continued, more
hotels and resorts in China were forced to be closed
although hotel service providers in other countries
were also impacted by a significant reduction in the
number of Chinese tourists who canceled their travel.

Even though the occurrence of a pandemic disaster
maybe difficult to predict and/or prevent (Ritchie
2004), early symptoms of the pandemic led to some
proactive responses of hotel service providers. An
asset-light strategy was implemented by some hotel
chains, especially those in close proximity to Wuhan,
such as Macau to release billions in funds for investors
(see proactive measures in Figure 1). Manual coding
revealed that, in order to deal with cash flow shortage
problems, hotel chains, such as MGM China or Lemon
Tree Hotels, sold real estate and only held the man-
agement rights of hotel properties. Hence, these hotel

Table 1. News Articles by Regions and Date of Publications (Pandemic Crisis Stages)

Region

Precrisis
Old normal

Global pandemic
crisis from

Hotel reopen in
new normal conditions

Learning and
adaptation from

from December 1, 2019,
to February 29, 2020

March 1, 2020,
to May 31, 2020

from June 1, 2020,
to August 31, 2020

September 1, 2020,
to March 1, 2021

America 1 52 37 26
Africa 0 6 11 3
Asia 8 37 26 18
Australia 2 12 4 7
Europe 1 21 18 22
Total 12 128 96 76
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chains were able to quickly build a crisis reserve fund
in compensation for the loss of millions of dollars in
revenue during the winter holiday season (Macau
Daily Times 2020Q:14 ). Other measures identified by man-
ual analysis include suspended new hotel investment
projects (Latin Finance 2020Q:15 ) and postponed nones-
sential renovations to free up working capital (Israeli
et al. 2011Q:16 ).

Although some proactive responses were applied
by hotel managers, limited attention was paid to the
pandemic in this early stage (only 12 news articles re-
corded). Only when the pandemic became global with
a serious outbreak in Europe and the United States
did the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on the hotel
sector and how hotel service providers cope with the
pandemic become headlines of most newspapers.

4.2. Hotels’ Reactive Measures at the Global
Pandemic Crisis Stage

Leximancer generated a heat map of four main
themes, using 136 news articles between March 1 and
May 31: (1) service transformation/diversification
(787 occurrences), (2) government regulation and sup-
port (744 occurrences), and (3) hotels’ corporate social
responsibilities (CSR) (183 occurrences). The most im-
portant theme identified in news media is service

transformation and diversification for hotel survival
when the Covid-19 pandemic became global because
of a bifurcation event (i.e., increasing numbers of
Covid cases in a local community) and the butterfly
effect. If the hotels were to remain open, hotel staff
must be trained to follow new health and safety
guidelines, especially in relation to hygiene (Figure 2).
The news media provided warnings for hotels that
heavy fines might be applied when new hygiene
standards are violated (The Guardian 2020).

When the lockdown measure was applied in many
countries (e.g., Spain, France, Germany, etc.), hotel
service providers went through a more demanding
service transformation process, including becoming
quarantine facilities or temporary hospitals for gov-
ernments (Chaturvedi 2020). Hence, a small portion of
selected hotels could generate some revenue to im-
prove their cash flow. However, the majority of hotel
businesses had to close operations entirely or only op-
erate minimum services. Given that hotel occupancy
was dramatically low, hotel service providers actively
diversified their revenue sources through offering
new room and food services as well as home delivery
services for restaurant products (Figure 2). In addi-
tion, some hotels were moving toward business mod-
el diversification through offering a mix of short-term

Figure 1. (Color online) Key Themes Discussed by Global NewsMedia in Pre–Global Crisis PeriodQ:40
Q:41
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hotel services and medium- to long-term rent con-
tracts to diversify revenue sources (Wynn 2020Q:17 ).

The second theme of government regulations and
support reflects the vital role of government in man-
aging the pandemic. Governments in most countries
implemented similar regulations to control the virus
outbreak from issuing health and safety guidelines to

tougher policies, such as lockdown and restrictions on
the tourism sector (see Figure 2). Manual analysis re-
vealed policies ranging from travel bans or compulso-
ry quarantine for tourists from certain countries with
heavy outbreaks, such as China and Italy, to border
closing and lockdown for the entire country. These
policies caused direct financial challenges for hotel

Figure 2. (Color online) Key Themes Discussed by Global NewsMedia in Global Crisis Period
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service providers and led to remarkable service trans-
formation/diversification in this sector. The Press As-
sociation (2020)Q:18 , for instance, estimates that the hotel
sector is facing a cancellation rate of up to 90% and an
occupancy rate under 15% because of travel bans is-
sued by governments.

Government support such as tax reductions, loans,
and/or subsidies was reported by news media as a
needed policy to support financial management of the
hotel sector in dealing with plummeting demand.
However, differences in government support were re-
corded between developed and developing countries.
Governments in developed countries (e.g., the United
States, Australia, and New Zealand) launched stimu-
lus packages and offered vital support for the hotel
sector (Williams and Price 2020Q:19 ) although hotels in de-
veloping countries (e.g., Vietnam, India) received lim-
ited support from the government (Vietnamnews
2020Q:20 ). Lobbying for government support is often rec-
ommended as a necessary action of hotel businesses
to deal with crisis situations (Ritchie 2004). Therefore,
cost-cutting measures applied by hotels in this period
include reducing staff working hours, increasing un-
paid leave and involuntary separation, reducing out-
sourcing services, and stopping new investment
plans. Evidence of these cost-cutting measures could
be found in most hotel associations’ reports. For
example, the Malaysian Association of Hotels sur-
veyed 56,299 hotel employees and found that 2,041
people (4%) lost their jobs, 9,773 (17%) were asked to
take unpaid leave, and 5,054 (9%) received pay cuts
(Hasandarvish 2020).

Finally, the hotel CSR theme represents creative
branding initiatives in the hotel sector in order to
build up their good reputation through social respon-
sibility programs; CSR as promotional campaigns
were considered inappropriate at the crisis stage. Ho-
tel chains, such as Hilton, Wyndham, and Marriott,
provided free social housing for homeless people and
for medical staff (Figure 2). These CSR programs were
well communicated through news media as effective
public relations for these hotel groups.

4.3. Hotels Reopen in New Normal Conditions
The Covid-19 pandemic disrupted the development of
the hotel sector and marked the flashpoint of change
for all hotel service providers (i.e., bifurcation in
chaos theory). When most countries move to a new
normal—new equilibrium conditions—hotel reopening/
recovery requires further strategic changes. Leximancer
generated a heat map of three main themes related to
hotel responses in the new normal conditions: (1) ser-
vice transformation (769 occurrences), (2) business in-
novation (683 occurrences), and (3) hotel reopening
(123 occurrences). Overall, this hotel reopening period
marks the self-organization process of the hotel sector

through service transformation (i.e., domestic sales and
marketing) and business innovation (i.e., digitalization
and automation).

The hotel reopening theme includes essential meas-
ures applied by hotel service providers to function in
new normal conditions. Global news media in this pe-
riod focused on highlighting the strict applications of
new health and safety standards for the guests and
staff (see Figure 3). Manual analysis revealed exam-
ples of creative solutions, such as accommodating
guests’ dinners in safe bubbles at the Chester Hotel
(Aberdeen, Scotland) (Erskine 2020) or additional
training for staff and enhanced cleaning protocols at
large hotel chains (e.g., ACCOR hotels) (ACCOR
2020). This reopening period was marked by an im-
provement in market demand, mostly from local and
domestic customers through staycation programs
(STR 2020 Q:21).

Service transformation remains an important
theme, representing further changes in hotel services
operations from marketing innovation and sales
collaboration/strategic partnership to mergers and
acquisitions in the hotel sector. First, creative social
media marketing campaigns (e.g., virtual room expe-
riences, cooking classes, yoga classes) and promotions
through “pay now, party later” discount vouchers/
deals were utilized in European countries and China
during the lockdown period (Mulvihill and Beaumont
2020 Q:22). Massive discounts up to 70% by many hotel
chains (e.g., Wyndham Hotels & Resorts) provided
the opportunity for residents to afford experiential
staycations as part of their revenge spending (Dwyer
2020). Alternatively, value-focused sale policies focus-
ing on personalized services and elevated hygiene
standards have already been pioneered by several in-
ternational hotel chains to improve hotel revenue
(Hospitalitynet 2020 Q:23).

Second, news media also reported further sales col-
laboration and strategic partnerships between hotels
and partners. For example, hotels worked closely with
online travel agencies (e.g., Booking.com, Expedia) in
managing tourist cancellations, promotions, and pric-
ing (Baker 2020). Also, ACCOR formed a strategic
partnership with AXA for providing free-of-charge
medical service, insurance, and telemedicine solutions
for all hotel guests in Australia, New Zealand, and
French Polynesia (ACCOR 2020).

Third, the hotel service sector has been restructured
by merger and acquisition activities, which also in-
creased. Hotel chain groups, which had firm financial
foundations and reserves before/during the pandem-
ic, started to take over hotels with financial difficul-
ties. For example, the number of hotels for sale
reached a record high in developing countries, such as
Vietnam (Vietnamnet 2020). Also, the InterContinen-
tal Hotels Group lost the management rights of 103
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hotels to Sonesta International Hotels Corporation be-
cause of its inability to pay minimum returns and
rents (Newton 2020). In order to cut operations costs
and share knowledge, rumors of a merger between
ACCOR Hotels and InterContinental Hotels Group or
between Hilton and Hyatt resurfaced (Kwok 2020).

Finally, business innovation emerged as a key
theme reflecting the agility and resilience of hotel
businesses in dealing with the global pandemic
crisis through digital innovations and “automation
(Figure 3). Digital solutions and contactless technolo-
gies have been widely applied to reduce human con-
tact and, thus, innovate in the labor-intensive hotel

sector (Rivera 2020 Q:24). Hotels have invested in service
automation, such as mobile concierge apps, to reduce
physical interactions and infection risks (Maaty 2020 Q:25).
Despite being the future trend of the hotel sector, the
adoption of automation is not straightforward and re-
mains constrained by hotel affordance and affordabili-
ty (Tussyadiah 2020).

4.4. Hotel Learning and Adaptation in New
Travel Context

Additional data collected from September 1, 2020, to
March 1, 2021, provide further insights into the adap-
tation of the hotel sector when dealing with the

Figure 3. (Color online) Key Themes Discussed by Global NewsMedia in the NewNormal Period
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following waves of the Covid-19 pandemic in many
countries. The concept map generated by Leximancer
software shows five dominant themes in this period:
(1) new travel (with the release of several Covid-19
vaccines, vaccination campaigns in many countries,
and the vaccine passport) (860 occurrences), (2)
changes in guest behavior (747 occurrences), (3) hotel
service transformation (577 occurrences), (4) local
tourism (142 occurrences), and (5) digitalization (83
occurrences) (see Figure 4).

This period is marked by new travel forms all over
the world as the the Covid-19 pandemic keeps evolv-
ing all around the world. Even though some vaccines
have been introduced through mass vaccination pro-
grams in many countries (e.g., the United States, the
European Union, Russia, China), international travel
remains challenging because of controversial discus-
sion on a “vaccine passport” (Carter 2021). A quaran-
tine policy remains required by most countries, and
applying safety protocols becomes compulsory for all
hotel and tourism businesses. In order to open borders
and welcome tourists, many tourism destinations
(e.g., Cyprus, Spain, Greece, Indonesia) have imple-
mented a process of transformation, protocol, and in-
vestment initiatives, such as (1) preparing an action
plan to deal with potential emergency situations, (2)
formulating an inclusive response to protect vulnera-
ble groups and international protection of tourists, (3)
producing a technical assistance package, and (4) rais-
ing green awareness (United Nations World Tourism
Organization 2021).

In the new travel context, local tourism remains an
important customer source for hotels, but there are
noticeable changes in guest behavior. Customers are
also going to local hotel restaurants for social gather-
ing, using private dining room space when health and
safety standards are guaranteed. However, business
travelers have been mainly stopped because of work-
from-home policies and online meeting platforms.
The most noticeable changing behavior among hotel
guests is last-minute buying behavior, which poses
big challenges for hotels’ short-term planning and rev-
enue management systems. Accommodation reserva-
tions are made less than a month before traveling
with most domestic travel planning centered on pub-
lic holidays.

The two themes of service transformation and
digitalization continue to play the role of strange at-
tractors that allow hotel businesses to adapt to local
tourism trends and changes in guest behavior in the
new travel context. Hotels all over the world are now
transformed into temporary student housing, long-
term rent housing, affordable social housing (taken
over by local council) for homeless/at-risk people, or
office space (i.e., day office, coworking space). Service
transformation trends were initiated in previous

periods and are widely spreading in this period as es-
sential opportunities for hotels owners to sell/lease
their properties and keep their business afloat in un-
certain environments. Also, to address guests’ last-
minute booking behavior, hoteliers today make their
properties bookable up to the last minute as well as
introducing extended-stay deals and new pricing
strategies. Given that people are presumed not to
want to fly much or make long or overseas trips to
avoid self-quarantine, there has been emerging re-
gional alliances (e.g., European Tourism Manifesto)
that foster local tourism, in which hotels and other
tourism operators in nearby destinations work togeth-
er to create a destination mix to encourage people to
spend holidays in nearby regional areas (Lane 2021).

Digitalization has also been accelerated in the hotel
sector to avoid human contacts while ensuring
customer satisfaction. Digital innovation solutions are
applied in various areas, ranging from sending out a
personal preference menu prior to the hotel guest
arrivals; partnering with wellness technology compa-
nies to launch restorative in-room entertainment sys-
tems; and enhancing guest well-being through the use
of circadian lighting, nonallergenic materials, and im-
proved air quality. Furthermore, advanced services,
such as automated check-in and -out processes based
on keyless entry systems, have been considered as
new service norms at hotels in addition to digital tour
guides utilizing global positioning system technolo-
gies as well as tourist attraction recommendation sys-
tems, which are being applied to the hospitality
sector.

5. Discussion and Practical Implications
A significant global crisis such as the Covid-19 pan-
demic has transformed the hotel sector and requires
hotels to adapt their service operations and structures
in the new travel age. Using global news media, this
paper analyzes hotels’ responses to the pandemic via
a life-cycle crisis management framework (Mitroff
and Pearson 1993 Q:26, Faulkner 2001) from a chaotic
perspective (McKercher 1999, Zahra and Ryan 2007,
Olmedo and Mateos 2015) and learning/adaptation
approach. Based on findings discussed in the previous
section, a refined pandemic crisis management model
is proposed (see Figure 5). In addition to three main
stages (precrisis, crisis, hotel reopen or short recovery)
as proposed in the existing literature, the learning and
adaptation stage is added to the framework to reflect
the original nature of the Covid-19 pandemic. Al-
though the second, third, or even forth waves of the
Covid-19 outbreak are ongoing in many countries, the
hotel sector needs to continuously learn and adapt to
the new travel age. Various reactive, proactive, and re-
silience strategies applied by hoteliers to deal with the
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unprecedented global Covid-19 pandemic crisis are
identified and associated with each stage of the pan-
demic. Further discussion on lessons learned for the
hotel sector is provided as follows.

5.1. Crisis-Readiness Proactive Strategy in the
Precrisis Stage

Based on a chaotic perspective and behavioral learn-
ing theory, this study suggests that a crisis-readiness
proactive strategy is critical for hotel service providers
to be prepared for chaotic and complex environments,
which should complement crisis planning. Instead of

trying to forecast unpredictable crises, the develop-
ment and application of effective signal detection
can be the first line of defense in crisis management
(Paraskevas and Altinay 2013 Q:27). Based on scenario anal-
ysis, hotel businesses should proactively save financial
resources, prepare human resources, and adopt tech-
nological resources to effectively manage emergency
and crisis stages. As demonstrated in this study, only a
limited number of hotel chains (e.g., MGM China or
Lemon Tree Hotels) were found to implement these
proactive crisis-readiness initiatives. Crisis planning
can still work in dealing with repeatable events (e.g.,

Figure 4. (Color online) Key Themes Discussed by Global NewsMedia in the New Travel Period
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second or third waves of the Covid outbreak), which
allows hotels to learn from the past and adapt to new
conditions. However, no matter how comprehensive
and robust crisis and disaster management plans are,
these plans are not enough to mitigate the impact of
evolving, changing, and unpredictable events, such as
Hurricanes Katrina and Irma (Prayag 2018) and this
Covid-19 pandemic (Gössling et al. 2020). Hotels need
to continuously learn and adapt to changing environ-
ments through utilizing strange attractors (e.g., service
transformation and digitalization).

5.2. Reactive Strategies for Hotel Survival in a
Global Pandemic Crisis

A wide range of coping and surviving strategies em-
ployed by the hotel sector are identified. Some of
these reactive strategies are not unique to the Covid-
19 crisis but have found great support in the past liter-
ature. For instance, similar cost-cutting measures were
implemented by hotel services providers as a neces-
sary crisis/disaster response for decades (Wang
and Ritchie 2011), including reducing operation costs
(e.g., labor cost) (Leung and Lam 2004), improving

operation efficiency (Naidoo 2010), and cutting out-
sourcing services (Kim et al. 2005). The hibernation
strategy was crucial for hotels that possess limited fi-
nancial resources to temporarily close and save re-
sources for reopening in the next stage. Given that
marketing activities in crisis situations could be
deemed insensitive and inappropriate (Page et al.
2006), most hotels have maintained their visibility and
reputation in global crisis through implementing CSR
initiatives, which is consistent with previous research
(Kucukusta et al. 2013 Q:28).

5.3. Utilizing Strange Attractors as Part of
Proactive and Resilience Strategies in
Changing Environments

Creative solutions, such as service transformation, dig-
italization, and partnerships/alliances (i.e., strange at-
tractors), initiated by some hotels in the global crisis
and hotel reopening stages have been quickly adopted
by others as part of the self-organization process of the
whole tourism and hospitality system in the learning/
adaptation stage. These strange attractors allow hotel-
iers to proactively function in new normal conditions

Figure 5. (Color online) A Strategic Pandemic Crisis Management Framework for Hotel Service Providers
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and strengthen their resilience in the changing new
travel age (see Figure 5).

First, hotels rely on service transformation to deal
with fundamental changes in the economic system
(which may be positive or negative) (Scott and Laws
2006). The hotel sector has been functioning in similar
ways since its beginning, mainly focusing on short-
term accommodation and food and beverage services
to serve travelers from long distances. This pandemic
is forcing hotel service providers to make significant
service transformations and redefine the shape of the
hotel sector in the 21st century. Hotels are temporarily
transformed for dynamic using purposes from long-
term housing or temporary work space to social/
entertainment places for local residents and people
living in neighborhood areas. This service transforma-
tion may lead to permanent changes in hotel functions
and services in the following years, allowing hotels to
accommodate various needs of local, regional, and in-
ternational travelers.

Second, the digitalization process, initially applied
by some hotels during crisis situations, has become an
essential strategy for hotels (see Figures 3–5). Our
study emphasizes findings of previous studies on the
importance of digital innovation in improving hotel
performance (Enz and Way 2016Q:29 ), suggesting that
technology-based service innovation can be part of an
effective crisis management strategy. Following
previous research that demonstrates how technology-
enabled services (e.g., tabletop technology, digital ser-
vice inventories) can enhance service delivery and
customer value (Davis et al. 2015Q:30 , Lee et al. 2015

Q:31
,

Susskind and Curry 2016Q:32 ), current research shows
that the integration of automated and contactless tech-
nologies into hotel service delivery processes have be-
come common practices for public safety reasons after
the Covid-19 pandemic. Following technological
adoption, organizational changes and/or restructur-
ing must be implemented (Wang and Ritchie 2010Q:33 ).
Hotels may need to apply necessary processes and de-
liverables to develop and disseminate technology-
assisted service systems (Watanabe and Mochimaru
2017Q:34 ).

Third, our findings suggest that the global pandem-
ic produces an altered trend path that leads to a more
cohesive industry, wide response mechanisms, and
critical organizational restructures (Quarantelli 1988).
There is considerable evidence of merger and acquisi-
tion trends and collaborative strategy through region-
al partnerships/alliances between hotels and other
tourism/hospitality organizations (e.g., tour opera-
tors, online travel agencies, airlines, destination man-
agement organizations) in the hotel reopening and
learning/adaptation stages. The importance of stake-
holder collaboration in rescuing the hotel sector in
chaotic and complex pandemic crisis situations is

highlighted in accordance with suggestions of many
academics (Ritchie 2009, Speakman and Sharpley
2012). Therefore, crises force stakeholder collaboration
in resource management to form a more efficient
structure and business network in postcrisis situations
(Aliperti et al. 2019), achieving a new system balance
after completing the self-organization process.

5.4. Importance of Learning and Adaptation in
Pandemic Crisis Management

The adaptability of hotel businesses to chaos and cri-
ses, thus, also depends on the knowledge retained
from past events, which can be considered as a portfo-
lio of risk management. This study demonstrates how
crisis management from a chaos perspective can be in-
corporated with behavioral learning theory (Skinner
1965, Rothschild and Gaidis 1981), in which organiza-
tional behaviors are learned through interactions with
the environment. Businesses are stimulated to learn as
they go from the past and current crisis events and
adapt to evolving situations with more simultaneous
and proactive responses (Haleblian and Finkelstein
1999). The learning/adaptation stage is critical in the
proposed crisis management framework because the
pandemic remains constantly changing (i.e., Covid-19
with various mutant strains with accelerated infection
rates and governments’ rapid reactions in relation to
travel/service operation policies) (see Figure 5). For
instance, learning as adaptation has resonated
through the widely adopted service transformation
process of hotel properties into temporary student
housing, long-term rent housing, and affordable social
housing, even work space, to accommodate current
needs/demands of local customers (see Figure 4).

Furthermore, hotel learning and adaptation have
echoed through important adjustments in hotel short-
term planning and revenue management systems in
response to changing travel behavior as well as
adoption of digital innovation solutions to reduce cus-
tomers’ risk perceptions and to ensure the optimum
service efficiency (Le and Arcodia 2018). Hence, it is
increasingly imperative for hotel businesses to
strengthen knowledge management and learning cul-
ture in order to become more resilient during the con-
tinuous and evolving pandemic.

6. Conclusion
A significant global crisis such as the Covid-19
pandemic raises general issues of how hotel service
providers learn and adapt to chaotic and complex en-
vironments. This paper set out to analyze how hotel
businesses respond, innovate, and transform through-
out different stages of the pandemic as observed
and reported by global news media. Our theoretical
contribution is through proposing a pandemic crisis
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management framework based on a chaotic perspec-
tive and learning approach for hotel service providers
to reassess the current Covid-19 pandemic and adapt
to the new travel age. The paper also contributes to
the broader service science literature in the areas of
service operations and innovations by identifying
hotels’ reactive, proactive, and resilience strategies so
far (see Figure 5).

Instead of crisis management planning, our paper
demonstrates how adopting a chaotic perspective and
early crisis-signal system enable hotel managers to be
proactively ready for crisis situations. Crisis estab-
lishes a breeding ground for service innovation and
transformation. Instead of taking the victim role in a
crisis, hotel businesses can seize the transformation/
innovation opportunities in crisis situations and stra-
tegically adapt to changing environments to secure a
strong competitive advantage.

Besides its contributions, this paper is subject to
several limitations. First, the search and inclusion of

English news media only may lead to the exclusion of
relevant and useful information from non-English
sources. Future research may expand the database
with non-English news articles to provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of hotels’ strategic re-
sponses to the Covid-19 pandemic. Second, case-study
investigation in each classification of hotels (e.g., hotel
chains versus local/small hotel business) will provide
in-depth analysis of appropriate strategies in accor-
dance with hotel size and resources. Third, this study
reveals that hotels rely largely on government support
and strategic collaboration/alliance with other
stakeholders to survive in pandemic situations.
Therefore, more studies are needed to explore the
influences of governance and stakeholder dynamics
in hotel pandemic crisis management. Finally, it is
also important to investigate further the influences
of effective knowledge management and learning
culture in service businesses on crisis management
performance. Q:35

Appendix. Key Concepts per Theme Included in the Leximancer Figures

Figure 1
Pre–global crisis period

Figure 2
Global pandemic crisis

Figure 3
New normal

Figure 4
New travel

Virus outbreak
Virus
Wuhan
Continue
Coronavirus
Outbreak
Lockdown
Working

Government regulations
and support
Business
Support
Demand
Financial
Investment
Market
Taxes
Customer
Solutions
Pandemic
Local
Impact
Jobs
Subsidy

Hotel reopening
Hotels
Reopen
Staff
Guests
Safety
Partnership
Local
Tourism
Strategy
Staycation
Domestic
Travel
Health
Provide

New travel
World
Travel
Important
Vaccination
Transformation
Destinations
Tourism

Impact on hotel
Industry
Tourists
City
Season
Closed
Hotel
Resorts
Travel
Cancelled
Government
Lockdown
Millions

Service transformation and
diversification
Hotels
Closed
Staff
Hygiene
Quarantine
Health
Safety
Lockdown
Government
Hospitality sector/ industry
Social
Covid

Service transformation
Economic
Marketing
Future
Pandemic
Acquisition
Global
Market
Covid
Recovery
Government
Impact
Sales
Collaboration

Hotel service
transformation
Quarantine
Hotel
Rooms
During
Tests
Covid
Outbreak
Government
Support
City
Housing
Open
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Appendix. (Continued)

Figure 1
Pre–global crisis period

Figure 2
Global pandemic crisis

Figure 3
New normal

Figure 4
New travel

Business
Month

Cost
Services
Delivery
Strategy
Provide
Restrictions
Months
Recovery

Proactive measures
Light
Asset
Macau
Investors
Billion

Hotel’s CSR
Medical
Staff
Homeless
Housing
Food
Rooms
Hospitals

Business innovation
Technology
Automation
Investment
Digital
Solutions
Demand
Customer
Innovation

Digitalization
Digital
Technology
Food
Stay
Resort
Social

Changes in guest
behavior
Working
Home
Room
Staff
Day
Office
Work
Offer
Time
Guests
Health
Service

Local tourism
Local
People
Restaurants
Measures
Pandemic
Restrictions
Hospitality
Sector/industry
Business
Strategy
Year

Note. Leximancer allows researchers to explore the relationship between key concepts and find relevant quotes from the textual data (see
following examples, Figure A.1).
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