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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered one of the most intense disruptions in the history of the hospitality sector, leading to the structural decline of business commuting and permanently altering hotel demand patterns. Prior to 2020, corporate, conference, and MICE travellers generated consistent high-yield revenue for hotels; however, lockdowns, travel restrictions and the rapid adoption of virtual communication technologies significantly reduced the need for physical business travel. As business travel spending remains below pre-pandemic levels, hotels have been compelled to fundamentally re-evaluate their value propositions and strategic priorities.
This paper critically examines how the decline in business commuting has driven a strategic shift in the hotel industry, moving away from corporate dependence towards diversification, innovation and resilience. Using a qualitative secondary research approach, the study synthesises academic literature (2020–2024), industry reports, and corporate case examples. Thematic analysis, combined with strategic frameworks (SWOT, PEST, 5 Whys, and STAR), is applied to evaluate how hotels have responded to changing market dynamics.
Findings reveal that hotels increasingly target leisure, domestic, hybrid, and extended-stay travellers, supported by innovations such as co-working spaces, subscription models, and flexible stay packages. Moreover, digital transformation, including contactless services, AI-driven personalisation and revenue management, has accelerated. Sustainability and stakeholder value have become core strategic pillars, while business model innovation enables hotels to reconfigure assets and generate new revenue streams.
However, challenges persist, including operational complexity, digital inequality, labour shortages and the risk of superficial sustainability practices. This paper argues that the post-COVID shift is not a temporary recovery tactic, but a permanent restructuring of value creation in hospitality, requiring long-term innovation, flexibility and strategic foresight.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic marked one of the most disruptive outcomes in modern history, reshaping the structure and demand of the global travel and hospitality industry. Prior to 2020, business travel accounted for a substantial portion of hotel revenue, particularly in the corporate, conference, and MICE segments (Gössling and Schweiggart, 2022). However, widespread lockdowns, border closures, and the prompt adoption of virtual communication technologies such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams drastically reduced the need for physical business commuting (Mbatha, 2023). According to the Global Business Travel Association (GBTA, 2023), global business travel expenditure fell by nearly 52% in 2020, representing losses of over USD 750 billion. While recovery began in 2022, spending remains 20–30% below pre-pandemic levels, indicating a structural rather than temporary change in travel behaviour (WTTC, 2023)

This shift has compelled hotels to change their business models and value propositions. In line with the Stakeholder Shift concept discussed by Pijl, Wijnen and Lokitz (2021), hospitality firms have begun building value not only for shareholders but also for employees, customers, and local communities. Consequently, many hotel chains now focus on leisure, extended stays, and hybrid travellers, blending comfort, wellness, and workspace flexibility. The emergence of “bleisure” and remote-work segments has given rise to new service innovations such as Marriott’s Work Anywhere and Accor’s Wojo co-working model (Marriott International, 2020; Accor, 2019). These transformations signify a permanent redefinition of the hotel industry’s strategic priorities in the post-COVID period. This paper critically examines how the decline in business commuting has driven a fundamental strategic shift in the hotel sector, analysing the effectiveness, limitations and long-term implications of post-pandemic hotel strategies.
 Literature Review
Decline of Business Travel and MICE
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, business travel and the MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, Exhibitions) sector were fundamental to the financial stability of hotels in Europe and the UK, providing high-yield demand and mitigating seasonal fluctuations (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2021). However, the pandemic generated an unprecedented collapse in corporate mobility, with international restrictions, health concerns, and event cancellations paralysing the sector (Zenker and Kock, 2020). While some initially perceived this shock as temporary, an emerging body of literature argues that it has triggered a structural transformation in travel behaviour. Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020) contend that the pandemic accelerated the institutionalisation of remote work, prompting firms to reassess the necessity of in-person meetings. Similarly, Gursoy and Chi (2020) note that virtual technologies have become embedded in corporate operations, replacing routine travel with digital communication as a cost-effective and time-efficient alternative.
Critically, the MICE segment has experienced a slower and more uneven recovery than leisure travel. Baum and Hai (2020) argue that uncertainty, reduced corporate budgets, and ongoing risk aversion have undermined large-scale event planning. Furthermore, Gössling, Scott and Hall (2021) highlight that hybrid events—combining limited physical attendance with virtual participation—have become the norm, fundamentally reducing hotel revenue derived from conferences. Consequently, business travel is not presumed to return to pre-pandemic levels; instead, it is becoming more selective, purpose-driven, and relationship-oriented (Zenker and Kock, 2020). This structural decline in corporate demand has forced hotels to rethink their target markets, operational models, and long-term strategic positioning.
 Shift in Demand: Leisure, Domestic and Hybrid Travellers
As business travel declined, leisure and domestic segments became the primary drivers of hotel recovery in Europe. Jacobsen, Tømmervik and Gjerald (2023) demonstrate how “enforced holidaying-at-home” stimulated significant growth in staycations, particularly in the UK and Northern Europe, where restrictions on international mobility persisted. This shift is rooted in a broader change in consumer preferences. Lin, Liu and Tsai (2021) found that post-pandemic travellers actively seek wellbeing, relaxation, and locally authentic experiences, indicating a retreat from mass tourism and large-scale events. Such behavioural shifts suggest a reorientation of value from efficiency and status—as seen in corporate travel—to personal fulfilment and experiential depth.
However, the most significant transformation is the emergence of hybrid forms of travel. The boundary between work and leisure has been blurred by remote and flexible working arrangements. Škare, Soriano and Porada-Rochoń (2021) argue that hybrid lifestyles have altered tourism consumption patterns, enabling multi-purpose trips. Batala and Slevitch (2024) provide empirical evidence that “bleisure” travellers now represent a distinct segment with specific needs: flexibility, workspace availability, and high-quality service environments. Furthermore, Hermann and Paris (2020) highlight the rise of digital nomadism, where mobile professionals seek long-term stays, autonomy, and connectivity, challenging hotels to offer co-working spaces, reliable Wi-Fi, and social engagement opportunities. Yu et al. (2022) confirm that post-pandemic tourist mobility is longer, slower, and more flexible, while Lin, Liu and Tsai (2021) demonstrate growing demand for extended-stay formats and apartment-style accommodation. Collectively, these findings show a profound diversification of travel behaviour that has forced hotels in Europe to pivot from a business-centric model to one centred on leisure, domestic, hybrid, and long-stay markets.

 Strategic Adaptation: Digitalisation, Sustainability and Business Model Innovation
In response to these structural demand shifts, hotels have implemented extensive strategic adaptations. The most widely documented transformation is the rapid acceleration of digitalisation. Sigala (2020) argues that COVID-19 acted as a mechanism for digital adoption, driving the implementation of contactless check-in, mobile apps, digital concierge services, and AI-based personalisation. Pillai et al. (2021) conceptualise this shift as “Hospitality 5.0,” where automation, robotics, and data analytics are embedded into core operations. Bulchand-Gidumal (2024) demonstrates that AI has become central to hospitality marketing and revenue optimisation, enabling personalised guest engagement and dynamic pricing. These technologies not only improve operational efficiency but also meet the expectations of hybrid travellers who prioritise convenience and seamless digital experiences (Leung and Wen, 2022).
Alongside technological adaptation, sustainability and stakeholder value have become strategic priorities. Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020) argue that the pandemic exposed the fragility of over-dependence on mass tourism and encouraged more resilient, community-based models. Jones, Hillier and Comfort (2022) observe that hotels increasingly adopt sustainability practices such as energy efficiency, waste reduction, and local sourcing to meet evolving consumer expectations and regulatory demands. Hu et al. (2021) add that customers now demand high standards of hygiene, safety, and social responsibility, compelling hotels to redesign service delivery.
Finally, the literature emphasises business model innovation as essential for long-term competitiveness. Le and Phi (2021) found that agile hotels diversified revenue through co-working spaces, day-use rooms, hybrid events, and long-stay packages. Pillai et al. (2021) highlight the rise of flexible service configurations, while El-Said and Aziz (2023) show that hotels implementing resilience strategies—such as staff cross-training, market diversification, and flexible pricing—exhibited stronger post-pandemic performance. Overall, successful hotel strategies post-COVID are characterised by digital transformation, sustainability-driven value, and flexible, innovative business models that align with changing demand patterns and move beyond pre-pandemic reliance on business commuting.
Method
This study employs a qualitative secondary research approach, which is widely used in recent hospitality research to examine post-COVID strategic transformation (Sigala, 2020; Le and Phi, 2021). Secondary data were collected from peer-reviewed journals, including the International Journal of Hospitality Management, Annals of Tourism Research, Journal of Sustainable Tourism, and Tourism Management, as well as industry reports and corporate communications from major hotel groups such as Marriott, Accor, Hilton, and Whitbread. Such sources allow for a comprehensive understanding of both theoretical perspectives and real-world strategic responses (Gössling, Scott and Hall, 2021).
To analyse the data, a thematic analysis approach was used to identify recurring patterns related to diversification, digitalisation, sustainability, and business model innovation. Thematic analysis has been applied in recent tourism and hospitality studies examining COVID-19 impacts (Baum and Hai, 2020). To deepen interpretation and ensure analytical rigour, multiple strategic frameworks were integrated, including SWOT (Yuan,  et al. (2022) for internal capabilities, PEST (Johnson, Whittington and Scholes, 2017) for macro-environmental drivers, 5 Whys (Barsalou and Starzyńska, 2023) to uncover root causes of strategic change, and STAR (Armstrong and Taylor, 2020) to evaluate organisational responses and outcomes (Pillai et al., 2021; El-Said and Aziz, 2023). Combining academic literature with industry evidence enabled methodological triangulation, thereby enhancing validity and producing a critical, practice-oriented analysis of hotel strategy shifts following the COVID-19 pandemic.
Theme impact analysis
The structural decline in business commuting following COVID-19 has fundamentally disrupted the traditional revenue base of hotels, particularly in the UK and Europe, where corporate and MICE travel historically provided high-yield, midweek occupancy and ancillary spending (Gössling, Scott, and Hall, 2021). The pandemic acted as a catalyst, revealing a deeper vulnerability: hotels had become overdependent on corporate travellers without sufficient diversification. A root-cause analysis shows that while immediate travel restrictions triggered the collapse (Zenker and Kock, 2020), business travel did not fully return because organisations institutionalised remote work, cost-saving policies, and virtual meeting technologies (Ioannides and Gyimóthy, 2020; Gursoy and Chi, 2020). This shift exposed both internal weaknesses (overdependence on corporate demand) and external threats (digital substitution, regulatory pressure), while simultaneously revealing new opportunities in leisure, hybrid, and extended-stay markets. This aligns with the SWOT and PEST frameworks, illustrating how internal and external factors collectively reshaped hotel strategy. This demonstrates a permanent behavioural and structural shift rather than a temporary crisis. Hotels were forced to rethink who their customers were and what value they could offer in the absence of traditional business demand.
From an external environmental perspective, multiple macro-level pressures made the old corporate-focused model untenable. Politically, lockdowns and health regulations disrupted cross-border mobility. Economically, firms cut travel budgets amidst uncertainty and inflation. Socially, guest expectations shifted towards safety, wellbeing, and authenticity. Technologically, digital platforms made virtual meetings cheaper and more efficient (Zenker and Kock, 2020). These forces collectively undermined the viability of business commuting and reshaped demand patterns. As a result, hotels could no longer rely on legacy corporate contracts and had to pursue alternative segments to survive.
One of the most significant strategic responses was the pivot towards leisure and domestic travellers. Jacobsen, Tømmervik and Gjerald (2023) demonstrated that “enforced holidaying-at-home” drove a major rise in UK and European staycations, which hotels such as Premier Inn actively targeted through local marketing and flexible booking (Whitbread PLC, 2021). This strategic shift leveraged the opportunity created by travel restrictions but also aligned with evolving traveller preferences for wellness and local experiences (Lin, Liu and Tsai, 2021). However, this pivot also introduced new operational challenges: leisure demand is seasonal, price-sensitive, and less predictable than corporate travel. Hotels had to redesign services and pricing models to maintain profitability.
A further evolution was the emergence of hybrid, bleisure and extended-stay travellers as key segments. Remote work blurred the boundary between business and leisure (Škare, Soriano and Porada-Rochoń, 2021). Hotels responded by offering packages that combined accommodation with workspace access. Marriott’s “Work Anywhere” programme enabled guests to book day-use office rooms or extended stays (Marriott International, 2020). Similarly, CitizenM introduced a corporate subscription model to attract frequent remote workers (CitizenM, 2021). The Hoxton developed “Working From” co-working spaces within hotel properties (Ennismore, 2022), while Accor partnered with Wojo to roll out co-working facilities across European hotels (Accor, 2019). These actions reflect strategic agility and the repurposing of physical assets. Yet, this shift also increased complexity, as hotels had to serve heterogeneous customer needs, workspaces by day, leisure by night, raising questions about operational efficiency and brand identity.
Digital transformation became an essential enabler of post-pandemic hotel strategy. Sigala (2020) argues that technology adoption accelerated by several years as hotels integrated contactless check-in, mobile apps and digital concierge services. Hilton’s expansion of its Digital Key programme (Hilton, 2021) illustrates how major brands leveraged technology to deliver safety, convenience and efficiency. Pillai et al. (2021) conceptualise this evolution as “Hospitality 5.0,” where automation and AI-driven personalisation become core capabilities. Bulchand-Gidumal (2024) notes that AI is increasingly used for revenue management and targeted marketing, enabling hotels to better cater to hybrid travellers. However, critical evaluation reveals a digital divide: large chains implement sophisticated systems, while independent hotels struggle due to cost and skills gaps, reinforcing inequalities in competitive advantage (Baum and Hai, 2020).
Sustainability and stakeholder value also moved to the forefront of hotel strategy. Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020) argue that the pandemic provided an opportunity to rethink unsustainable pre-COVID growth models. In the UK, Whitbread’s “Force for Good” strategy integrated carbon reduction, local sourcing and employee well-being into its operations (Whitbread PLC, 2022). Similarly, Scandic Hotels in Scandinavia have been recognised as industry leaders in sustainability and circular practices (Scandic Hotels Group, 2024). Jones, Hillier and Comfort (2022) observe that sustainability is no longer a marketing add-on but a central differentiator. Nonetheless, adoption is uneven. While some hotels embed sustainability into their core strategy, others engage in superficial “greenwashing,” lacking measurable commitment. This inconsistency reflects broader tensions between short-term financial pressures and long-term resilience.
Ultimately, the most profound change has been business model innovation. Le and Phi (2021) found that agile hotels restructured their offerings to generate new revenue streams through co-working spaces, subscription stays, hybrid event hosting and flexible room configurations. Marriott, Accor and IHG all expanded their extended-stay brands, such as Staybridge Suites and Adagio Aparthotels, to accommodate longer stays from hybrid travellers (IHG, 2022; Accor, 2024). Pillai et al. (2021) argue that hotels are shifting from fixed product delivery to flexible, modular services. These innovations demonstrate strategic creativity and market responsiveness. However, not all hotels have been able to adapt. Those that waited for business travel to return or made only superficial changes continue to underperform, particularly in urban markets reliant on corporate demand.
Critical analysis of these strategic shifts reveals that success depended on diversification, digital capability, sustainability orientation and business model agility. The hotels that embraced change, invested in technology, reconfigured assets and targeted new segments demonstrated resilience and innovation. Conversely, those clinging to pre-pandemic models or lacking resources struggled to remain competitive. The shift away from business commuting has therefore acted as a stress test, widening the gap between adaptive and stagnant hotels. The evolution of hotel strategy post-COVID is not a temporary adjustment but a permanent redefinition of value creation in hospitality. These findings demonstrate that post-COVID hotel strategy is no longer about temporary survival, but about long-term structural transformation. Therefore, future success depends on the sector’s ability to sustain innovation, enhance flexibility, and address operational inequalities, setting the stage for the development of informed recommendations.
Conclusion
The decline in business commuting post-COVID has fundamentally reshaped the hotel industry, exposing overreliance on corporate travel and forcing a strategic reorientation. Hotels responded by pivoting towards leisure, domestic, hybrid and extended-stay segments, while accelerating digital transformation, sustainability initiatives and business model innovation. These shifts demonstrate not a temporary recovery strategy, but a permanent restructuring of value creation in hospitality. The most successful hotels have diversified demand, embraced technology and prioritised flexibility and stakeholder value. Moving forward, long-term competitiveness will depend on how effectively hotels continue to innovate and adapt—highlighting the need for targeted, future-focused recommendations.
Recommendations
Considering the permanent decline in business commuting and the resulting restructuring of hotel demand, future strategic success in the hospitality industry will depend on the ability to innovate, diversify, and build long-term resilience. The following recommendations are proposed for hotels seeking sustainable competitive advantage in the post-COVID landscape.
Diversify beyond corporate travel through hybrid market segmentation.

As supported by Jacobsen, Tømmervik and Gjerald (2023), hotels should continue targeting leisure, domestic, hybrid, and extended-stay guests rather than relying on a full corporate rebound. Developing tailored packages for bleisure travellers, digital nomads, and long-stay guests can reduce revenue volatility, consistent with the diversification trends observed in Section 4. This requires flexible pricing, length-of-stay discounts, and bundled services (e.g. wellness, workspace, local experiences).
 Reconfigure physical spaces for multifunctional use.

Building on evidence from Accor’s Wojo and The Hoxton’s co-working models, hotels should redesign underutilised corporate spaces into flexible work, event, or community zones. Modularity will allow hotels to cater to multiple markets simultaneously, aligning with the operational adaptability discussed in Section 4.
Invest strategically in digital transformation and AI.

Echoing Pillai et al. (2021) and Bulchand-Gidumal (2024), technology adoption must move beyond contactless systems to include AI-driven personalisation, automated pricing, and data analytics. Collaboration with technology partners and government support can help smaller hotels bridge digital gaps.

Embed sustainability and stakeholder value into core strategy
As shown in Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020) and Whitbread’s “Force for Good” programme, sustainability enhances brand equity and stakeholder trust. Hotels should adopt measurable ESG frameworks, prioritising local sourcing, waste reduction, and employee well-being to meet evolving expectations and regulations.

Accelerate business model innovation.
Building on Le and Phi (2021), hotels should develop subscription models, hybrid events, and cross-industry collaborations. Innovation must remain continuous and data-driven to sustain long-term competitiveness.

Build organisational resilience and workforce capability.
Building on Le and Phi (2021), hotels should develop subscription models, hybrid events, and cross-industry collaborations. Innovation must remain continuous and data-driven to sustain long-term competitiveness.

Ultimately, hotels that embrace diversification, digitalisation, sustainability, and business model transformation will be best positioned to thrive in a future where business commuting is no longer the primary driver of performance.
Policy Implications
To support sustainable recovery, policymakers should collaborate with hotel associations to provide incentives for sustainability, digital adoption, and workforce development. Targeted grants, tax credits, and public–private innovation partnerships could help level the playing field between global chains and independent operators. Aligning private innovation with national tourism policy will ensure the UK’s hospitality sector remains competitive and inclusive in a structurally transformed global travel landscape.
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