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[bookmark: _Toc221118383]Shift in Hotel Strategies Post-COVID with Reduced Business Commuting
Abstract:
The COVID-19 crisis has led to a structural change in the hotel industry of the UK by increasing the speed of the long-term decrease in business commuting and corporate travel. This paper takes a critical look at how the decline of business travel has transformed the hotel demand trends, their revenue models and their business strategies, compelling hotels to shift to leisure, long-stay and remote-work markets. The literature review of academic literature, UK industry reports, and sustainability systems, with the help of a qualitative and exploratory research design, yields the study based on secondary data. Triple Bottom Line and Stakeholder Theory are used in the analysis of economic, operational, environmental, and social consequences of this transition. Results suggest that diversification into the leisure and experiential market can stabilise occupancy, but it creates a more volatile revenue, decreases margins and creates new sustainability and workforce issues, especially when it comes to Food and Beverage operations. The paper concludes that post-COVID adaptation is a structural and ongoing change, not a momentary recovery, and needs coordinated efforts that would consider technological efficiency, human service delivery, financial resilience, and sustainable operation practices.
[bookmark: _Toc221118384]Introduction:
The COVID-19 pandemic did not just cause a halt in demand in the hotel industry; it caused a paradigm change in the structure of the hotel market, especially the long-term slowdown in business commuting and corporate travel. The trend to normalise remote and hybrid working patterns in the UK has undermined one of the most reliable sources of income in the industry, weekday corporate occupancy, and hotels are forced to review the long-standing operating paradigms. This transformation is not just a market realignment; it is a test of the financial rationale, service design and physical operations of hotels physiognomically structured in terms of business mobility.
To counter this, several hotels have turned to leisure travellers, long-stay customers and remote workers and re-packaged themselves as experience providers, wellness venues, and flexible workplaces. Nevertheless, this is not a strategic shift that is free of problems. Leisure demand can be seen as more seasonal and price-sensitive. Digitalisation can be seen as erasing the perceived human touch. Capital investment in redesign and technology is being made, despite the increasing cost of operation and labour shortages. Therefore, though adaptation is required, it brings in new weaknesses as well as opportunities (Santos and Silva, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc221118385][bookmark: _Toc221118386]Literature Review: Post-Pandemic Demand Reconfiguration in the UK Hotel Sector:
As per the recent literature, the drop in business commuting is not a market anomaly but a change in the demand structure that is redefining the industry in the UK. The previous corporate travel as a stable source of revenue has failed to reach the pre-2020 figures because of the normalisation of remote and hybrid work. This change, according to scholars, disrupts conventional revenue management frameworks that depended on the large occupancy of weekdays on the part of business travellers. Rather, hotels are now competing within the leisure and "bleisure" markets that have long trips to work and leisure, yet require flexible services, experiential value and digital connection (Anna, 2025).
Nonetheless, the literature does not have confidence that this transition actually enhances resilience. The demand for leisure is too unstable, extremely seasonal, and prone to economic instability that can even augment the instability of revenues instead of decreasing the risk. In addition, the substitution of corporate travellers with remote workers shifts the consumption pattern in the Food and Beverage (F&B) departments, where there is less demand in conference catering but more demand for informal, healthy, and sustainable foods (Rutkauskas et al., 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc221118387]Strategic Pivot: Experience, Wellness, and Workspaces
Hotels have reacted to repositioning physical and service environments. The conversion of unused meeting rooms into co-working lounge spaces, the spread of wellness spaces, and digital guest integration are pointed out as suggested in research (Karen, 2025). These plans are to diversify revenue streams and meet the evolving lifestyles of the guests. Lifestyle and boutique hotels have been at the forefront of this change in the UK as they are being packaged as spaces of social interaction, and not transitional ones.
Most importantly, according to scholars, this experiential shift shifts the line between hospitality and lifestyle services, and new competencies in community engagement and service personalisation are needed (Dixit, 2020). Although this has the strength of brand differentiation, it would also add complexity to operations and staffing requirements when labour shortages are still acute. The paradox between high-touch customer experience and low staffing is one of the fundamental contradictions of the post-pandemic strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc221118388]Sustainability Pressures in Food & Beverage Operations:
One of the major effects of this strategic change is observed in F&B operations. Long-stay and recreational clients tend to spend more within their hotel facilities, and this places more stress on the hotels to handle the food acquisition, portions, and waste responsibly. WRAP (2023) confirmed that hospitality food waste happens to be a significant sustainability issue in the UK, and historically, buffets and conference catering are underrepresented in this category (Tribe, 2009). The decrease in large-scale business events would likely reduce bulk waste, but smaller, more frequent leisure dining events impose unpredictable consumption patterns.
The literature widely promotes technological solutions like AI-driven forecasting, smart inventory systems, and digital menu planning as methods to enhance demand forecasting and minimise overproduction. However, critics state that technology will not help in solving behavioural and cultural contributors to waste, like guests' desire to see plenty or employees' unwillingness to eliminate buffet displays in fear that this might reflect poorly on them (Buil, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc221118389]Financial Pressures and Strategic Risk:
The strategic pivot of the post-pandemic environment is in an environment of increasing financial pressure. The increasing cost of energy, inflation of food prices, and wages in the UK hospitality industry limit the possibilities of their hotels to invest in the redesign, sustainability technologies, and human resource development at the same time (Li et al., 2022). Diversification towards leisure and remote workers, according to literature, expands the reach to a broader range of customers, but it also has the potential of reducing the average daily rates when compared to corporate contracts, which narrows the margins.
This leads to a strategic paradox: hotels have to make investments in transformation to stay relevant, but they have very little funding to invest because of financial uncertainty. The smaller independent hotels are especially susceptible to having no capital reserves like the international chains have (Cooper and Hall, 2023). Consequently, adaptation can intensify disparities in the sector in which only highly-resourced properties can introduce innovation on massive scales.
[bookmark: _Toc221118390]Human Service Versus Digital Efficiency:
Lastly, the literature displays an increasing conflict between computer effectiveness and the retention of the human touch. Remote-working guests demand flawless Wi-Fi and mobile check-ins, as well as digital concierge services, but interpersonal communication remains a value that the hospitality industry firmly associates with (Brotherton, 2015). The guest studies conducted in the UK have shown that although technology is valued as convenient, satisfaction with the services is closely related to the attentiveness of the staff members and their capacity to solve the problem.
This implies that the post-COVID strategy is not a technological upgrade but a re-balancing of service philosophy. Excessive automation by hotels can lead to the loss of experiential value in the hotel, and the absence of automation can leave hotels without cost control and workforce limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc221118391]Methodology:
[bookmark: _Toc221118392]Research Design:
The research design to be used in this study is qualitative and exploratory to explore how business commuting decreases after COVID have transformed strategic decision-making in the UK hotel sector (Li et al., 2020). The qualitative approach is correct since the research will investigate such complex organisational reactions, operational changes, and strategic trade-offs that cannot be completely comprehended using numerical data. The design allows the combination of industry evidence and conceptual analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc221118393]Data Collection:
The three main sources of information were used to gather data. To collect secondary data, peer-reviewed journal articles (2022-2025), UK industry reports (PwC UK, UK Hospitality), and publications of corporate performance of hotel chains like Whitbread (Premier Inn) and Travelodge were used to gather the data. These sources were current sources of evidence on occupancy patterns, changes in revenues, labour pressures, and changes in operations. Second, theoretical interpretation was based on academic perspectives on sustainability, service management, and stakeholder theory.
[bookmark: _Toc221118394]Analytical Framework:
The main analytical instrument that was necessary to measure economic, environmental and social effects was a Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework. Stakeholder Theory supported this and evaluated the impact of strategic change on guests, staff, and owners. The recurring themes, contradictions, and strategic tensions were identified by content analysis based on the evidence in the literature and in the industry.
[bookmark: _Toc221118395]Theme Impact Analysis: 
[bookmark: _Toc221118396]Economic Impact: Revenue Restructuring and Market Volatility:
Decreasing business commuting is a structural change in the hotel revenue models and not a transitional anomaly. Corporate traveller has historically provided consistent occupancy on a mid-week basis, conference reservations, and premium Food and Beverage (F&B) sales. Hybrid and remote work trends after COVID have undermined this segment, and UK hotels have to shift towards leisure and domestic tourism (Batat and Das, 2019). It is projected that the RevPAR growth decreased in 2023-24, with the declining business demand being exacerbated by increasing labour, energy, and procurement expenses (Egbumokei et al., 2024).
Whitbread, which owns Premier Inn, maintained an occupancy rate of more than 80 per cent in the summer, but group revenue declined marginally, indicating that high occupancy does not guarantee profitability when corporate rates are lost. Travelodge announced steady occupancy yet no revenue growth (PS1.036 billion in 2024), meaning resilience, even though there was weak growth.
More importantly, dependence on leisure markets will lead to volatility: seasonality, price elasticity and unpredictable expenditure behaviour make forecasting more difficult. The presence of the leisure guests was confirmed in the placement observations, as the occupancy can be stabilised; however, the margin compression continues to be an ongoing challenge, which proves the necessity of the integrated approach to the management involving humans and digital aspects (Clegg et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc221118397]Operational Impact: Transformation of Service and F&B Models
Limited business travel has changed the F&B operations. Banquets and conferences previously facilitated the effective mass preparation and staffing, but this is becoming less popular, and instead, the demand is now in favour of informal, leisure-oriented dining. Travelodge was reacting by rebranding its Bar Cafe business, and Premier Inn was turning a few of its restaurant properties into bedrooms, as it focused on the revenue in core accommodation.
To illustrate, the occupancy level of breakfast unexpectedly rose, and the employees readjusted the amounts of the food and put the staff in rotation so as to keep the service flow without causing a lot of food waste (Danzer, 2025). These lessons indicate that human intervention will be an addition to operational modifications so as to ensure that leaner F&B models will not reduce guest satisfaction.
According to TBL analysis, trade-offs exist: A trade-off exists between the models of Travelodge and Premier Inn, as the former improves the choice of guests and the extra revenue, but the latter improves the complexity and the level of resource consumption, whereas the former may decrease the level of experience. The value of flexible staff coordination and predictive practices in leisure-oriented models is highlighted in placement observations and serves as the key to operational resilience (Darcy, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc221118398]Environmental Impact: Efficiency Gains and Emerging Risks
Operational changes have direct effects on environmental outcomes. Lower banqueting has the potential to lower peak food waste and also reduce energy production, which is in line with the sustainability objectives (Costa and Costa, 2022). Nevertheless, the frequent, smaller-scale meal services, which characterise leisure-oriented operations, may complicate the processes of waste forecasting as well as raise the intensity of resource per guest.
These low-tech solutions had similar outcomes compared to AI-based interventions in waste reduction and energy control (Karvounidi, 2024), which indicates that proper sustainability solutions depend on human involvement as much as technology.
[bookmark: _Toc221118399]Social Impact: Workforce Adaptation and Service Expectations:
Leisure guests do not require as much engagement, personalisation and billing flexibility as the corporate traveller. At the same time, UK hospitality is experiencing labour shortage and wage inflation. The Stakeholder Theory proposes a balance of expectations of the guests, the welfare of the workers, and efficiency in the operations. The evidence of placing supported the fact that digital systems cannot and should not substitute human judgment; staff should analyse trends and respond to any anomalies and provide appropriate service quality that meets the standards, especially in peak times or during unforeseen changes in the number of guests. Lack of human oversight integration will lead to burnout, turnover and reduced guest satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc221118400]Strategic Tensions and Industry Implications:
The post-COVID shift brings into the strategic paradox a requirement of providing flexible and experience-oriented services to leisure and remote-working guests using limited resources and workforce (Gössling et al., 2020). Automation and rationalisation in operations enhance efficiency; however, experiential differentiation is achieved through human interaction.
Employees have been able to synchronise buffet changes, serve up flexible meals and monitor waste, and it is evident that practical success lies in finding the balance between technology and human understanding (Heim and Sardar-Drenda, 2021).
This discussion verifies that the post-COVID hotel strategy is a structural change, rather than a short-term recovery. The industry has economic, operational, environmental and social factors going on at the same time. Data-driven foresight, employee engagement, and flexible service design allow hotels to gain a competitive edge, sustainability ambitions, and quality leisure experiences (Hori and Chao, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc221118401]Conclusion:
Decreased business travel due to the post-COVID has obligated UK hotels to shift to the leisure, extended-stay, and remote-working sectors, and present economic, operational, environmental, and social challenges. The Park Royal Hotel placement observations revealed the importance of staff-led interventions, including pre-peak huddles, buffet changes, and waste monitoring, as they could supplement the strategic changes in the service quality, sustainability, and operational efficiency. The only way to succeed lies in the combination of the human mind and technology, the balance between cost efficiency and experience. Finally, the post-COVID strategy is not just responsive, but it is a structural change that needs to be managed more adaptively, aligning stakeholders, and based on evidence to ensure the economy remains resilient and competitive in an unstable market.
[bookmark: _Toc221118402]Recommendations: Post-COVID Strategic Shifts in UK Hotels
[bookmark: _Toc221118403]1. Integrate Technological Solutions with Human Oversight
The decline in business commuting after COVID-19 has compelled hotels to change operations, especially in F&B and guest services. The AI-based prediction and inventory can make the supply chain more efficient, minimise food waste and optimise staffing (Socaci, 2020). Digital tools were supported with pre-peak huddles, role allocation, and manual waste tracking, enabling the staff to easily tweak buffet portions and address unexpected guests' requests. Stakeholder Theory emphasises the importance of balancing human judgment and technology in order to achieve effectiveness in operations, contentment of the guests, and well-being of the employees.
[bookmark: _Toc221118404]2. Strengthen Staff Training and Empowerment
The personnel should be educated to process AI insights, revise operational strategies, and participate in sustainability activities (Chkoniya, 2021). This hands-on experience helps to argue that the empowerment of the workforce improves the social sustainability and is consistent with TBL principles. Digital literacy should also be trained, so that the employees are assured that they are capable of interpreting analytics into actionable decisions, which do not make them forget the personal touch that leisure guests appreciate (Ibrahim et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc221118405]3. Monitor Sustainability Metrics Consistently
Food waste, energy, and water consumption should be tracked in an organised manner by AI and manual systems (Ivanov, 2019). Simple analogues, including daily waste logs and real-time monitoring, were made. The publicity of these metrics makes CSR and ESG duties stronger and gives quantifiable results that serve the strategy. Importantly, the staff monitoring should also have feedback to guarantee the environmental targets are met without stressing the workload or reducing the experience of the guests.
[bookmark: _Toc221118406]4. Tailor Strategies for Small and Medium Hotels
Fully-fledged AI systems cannot be used in all properties. The placement intelligence ascertained that most of the sustainability benefits can be replicated by low-tech interventions, such as waste logs, pre-service huddles, and flexible buffet arrangements, at a very low cost (Product sustainability, 2025). These methods can be implemented at smaller UK hotels to minimise food waste, optimise labour and provide personalised service. This practice shows that scalable and adaptable sustainable change is attainable through a gap between technological capability and human operational awareness.
[bookmark: _Toc221118407]5. Align Operational Adjustments with Strategic Planning
Hotels need to embrace scenario planning in order to create equilibrium in cost management, guest demands, and workforce viability. Hotels can utilise foresight, human judgment, and predictive tools to navigate the post-pandemic unpredictable demand and generate a flexible leisure experience, as well as obtain the TBL-aligned results.
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