
Shift in Hotel Strategies Post-COVID with Reduced Business Commuting A Case Study of Hilton Hotels’ Adaptation to Reduced Business Travel”
Conference Research Paper




Contents
Acknowledgment	2
This is my own research work; I did not use any AI tool in this research.	2
Abstract	3
1. Introduction	3
2. Literature Review	4
2.2 Foundation of the Theory	6
2.3 Hilton’s Strategic Response (Main Case Study):	7
2.4 Comparative Analysis (Marriott International and Accor Hotels)	7
2.5 Synthesis and Critical Summary	8
3. Research Methods	8
4. Thematically Analysis:	9
4.1 Political and Economic Factors	9
4.2 Social Factors	10
4.3 Technological Factors	11
4.4 Environmental Factors	12
4. 5 Legal Factors	13
4.6 Critical Analysis:	14
5. Conclusion	15
6. Recommendations	15
7. References	17




[bookmark: _Toc211801382]Acknowledgment
[bookmark: _Toc211801383]This is my own research work; I did not use any AI tool in this research.




























[bookmark: _Toc211801384]Abstract
[bookmark: _Toc211785353][bookmark: _Toc211801385]The study analyses the post-pandemic transformation of hotel strategies in reaction to the fall in business commuting based on Hilton Hotels and Resorts as the primary case study. The selected modern topic, the shift in the strategies of the hotels after COVID-19, is critical to the hospitality industry because it emphasizes how the hotels changed in response to the new and changing travel patterns and market needs. Being a secondary qualitative research method, external factors that have influenced the strategic change of Hilton have been assessed through scholarly literature, industry reports, and the PESTEL analytical model. According to the outcomes, the adoption of digital innovation, sustainability, and hybrid models of hospitality in the context of Hilton empowered the company and rendered it competitive. The study concludes to demonstrate that adaptive strategy, technology, and ESG practices are key players in the success of the evolving hospitality setting in the long run.


















[bookmark: _Toc211801386]1. Introduction:
The COVID-19 crisis radically changed the world's travel patterns and altered the landscape in the hotel and hospitality industry operations. Travel barriers on global boundaries, business travel bans, and increased virtual communication technology adoption lead to an unprecedented drop in business commuting, one of the sector’s most profitable revenue channels in the sector. This has compelled all hotels worldwide to redefine their business model to focus on new market segments like leisure travellers and the emerging “bleisure” segment, where people combine work and leisure during their stay. The transformation was not only in the revenue-generating models, but also in the service delivery, interaction with guests, and the priorities in operations within the industry.
Aiming with this change, Hilton Hotels and Resorts have exemplified strategic and innovative. Its post-pandemic plans and strategies, such as flexible booking systems, hybrids, increased wellness programmes, and digitalised guest services, show how a global hotel brand can successfully evolve to meet changing customer preferences. 
To enhance analytical thoroughness, other comparative insights are used in this paper concerning Marriott International and Accor Hotels; these two large competitors are seeking parallel recovery and adaptation policies.
The purpose of this paper is to assess the restructuring of the post-pandemic business model at Hilton Hotels and Resorts in response to declining business travel and compare its actions with Marriott and Accor to determine the successful adaptation practices and long-term resilience opportunities.
[bookmark: _Toc211801387]2. Literature Review:
It is generally accepted that the COVID-19 pandemic has proven to be the greatest disruptor to world tourism and hospitality in current history (UNWTO, 2022). When countries introduced lockdowns, travel bans, and homework measures, the hotel occupancy and revenues fell dramatically. According to Statista (2023), the average occupancy in all hotels around the world decreased to less than 37 percent in 2020, reflecting a considerably higher 70 percent and USD 1.3 trillion worth of revenue loss globally. 
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The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2022) emphasises that the total number of jobs in the hospitality industry lost in 2020 is more than 62 million, which is evidence of a drastic shock to the workforce and value chain in the sector.
This was an unprecedented downturn, especially in the business travel sector, which has been one of the most profitable sectors of international hotel brands. When the corporate meetings, conferences, and events moved to the online environment, the hotel demand among the business travellers reduced drastically. According to McKinsey and Company, (2023), the amount that is spent on corporate travel has dropped globally by almost 30 percent compared to pre-pandemic times, and several organisations are permanently reducing travel budgets. Hotels had to therefore redesign their business models and diversify to leisure and hybrid sectors to mitigate the blow of financial losses. PwC, (2024) also explains that business travel is not projected to recover rapidly, and leisure travel and business-leisure (bleisure) travel will keep growing under the facilitation of flexible working and the desire to plan and experience.
These results indicate a complete reorganization of hotel demand. There is a growing trend of global brands like Hilton, Marriott, and Accor to adopt customer-oriented, technology-focused, and sustainable business strategies to remain competitive in the changed market environment.
2.1 Academic and Industry Views of Altering Travel Behaviour:
The pandemic not only altered the market situation but also reshaped new consumer expectations and travel motivations. Skift Research, (2025) reports that the advent of the so-called “bleisure” travel is a new paradigm of demand in the hospitality industry. Travellers are now demanding accommodation that allows them to be both productive and recreational, which necessitates the redesign of hotels' physical spaces and facilities. According to McKinsey, (2023), remote work, which started as a temporary solution to the COVID-19 pandemic, is now a part of corporate culture, which means that business trips should occur less frequently but be more flexible and multifunctional in nature.
Three behavioural trends characterising the post-pandemic recovery, as PwC, (2024) defines them, can be the following: the emphasis on health and safety, the necessity to be digitally convenient, and the rising sustainability-oriented preferences of consumers. No-contact experiences and the delivery of the customised service, along with wellness-driven atmosphere, are now important to the guests. These tastes have influenced the adoption of technology and loyalty programs by the major hotel brands to achieve better interaction and trust.
These implications of behaviour change are highly strategic. Hotels are being constrained to work within the business-leisure hybrid model, which appreciates flexibility and personalisation. Such demands are changing, and that is why the importance of constant innovation and maintenance is growing in the global hospitality sector.
2.2 Foundation of the Theory:
The strategic vitality reflected by the international hotel brands can be conceptualised in several significant academic concepts. The Service Innovation Theory (Chen, 2021) emphasises that businesses provide new types of value through technology, design, and transformation of the customer experience. This model is especially applicable to the post-pandemic hotel environment, where not only digital systems and flexible booking models are important factors in ensuring customer loyalty, but also experiences.
Lastly, the Organisational Resilience Theory (Lengnick-Hall and Beck, 2016) offers some background on how companies absorb shocks and emerge stronger. In the hospitality sector, resilience can be achieved in the form of diversified market position, sustainability, and a commitment to staff flexibility. All of these theories, in turn, support the response of the industry to the post-pandemic and provide a theoretical framework within the framework of which the strategic decisions of Hilton Hotels and Resorts and other rivals should be analysed.
[bookmark: _Toc211801389]2.3 Hilton’s Strategic Response (Main Case Study):
Hilton Hotels and Resorts is a good example of adaptive and innovative strategies in reaction to the post-COVID market conditions. The recovery framework of the Hilton brand featured in the Annual Reports (20212024) is based on three pillars: digitalisation, flexibility, and sustainability. Workspaces by Hilton was introduced to enable guests to reserve rooms as a remote office temporarily to meet the demands of hybrid professionals who wanted to find other ways of working. Equally, domestic and extended-stay segments were targeted through the creation of the “Leisure & Staycation” packages, contributing to the transition to leisure-based demand (Hilton, 2023).
Hilton's agility in operations focused on digital transformation. The company increased the application of its Digital Key technology and Hilton Honours App, which allowed users to check in, choose a room, and pay contactless in over 5,000 locations around the world. These were in line with the increased safety and efficiency expectations of guests (Deloitte, 2024). In addition, the Clean Stay program with Lysol and the Mayo Clinic, designed by Hilton, has introduced the new frameworks of organizational hygiene that directly target the issue of consumer confidence (Hilton, 2022).
The Hilton also strengthened its long-term vision of sustainability with the help of its Travel with Purpose programme that unites carbon reduction, ethical sourcing, and community interaction throughout its portfolio (Hilton, 2024). It is a holistic approach that demonstrates the ideals of service innovation and organisational resilience, making Hilton a future-oriented pioneer in post-pandemic hospitality.
[bookmark: _Toc211801390]2.4 Comparative Analysis (Marriott International and Accor Hotels):
Comparatively, Marriott International and Accor Hotels took unique but similar approaches to overcome the challenges of the post-COVID period. Marriott also started its Work Anywhere program, which has day-use and long-term stay deals for people who work from home or travel for work (Marriott, 2023).  It also used its Marriott Bonvoy loyalty platform to increase customer retention by digitally personalising and allowing flexible benefits.
On the other hand, Accor Hotels focused on hybrid meeting solutions through its programme named ALL Connect with Microsoft Teams that combines virtual and real meeting experiences (Accor, 2024). Moreover, the Accor ALLSAFE hygiene certification programme offered a single global network health standard, which strengthened brand confidence among returning clients.
All three brands were agile in strategy, but the difference between them is focus and execution. The benefits of Marriott are its loyalty-based engagement ecosystem, the technological partnership and regional flexibility of Accor, and the reliable global integration of digital, wellness, and sustainability activities by Hilton. All these comparative insights show that resilience in the hotel industry is determined by balancing technological innovation and human-centric service provision.
[bookmark: _Toc211801391]2.5 Synthesis and Critical Summary:
In general, the literature demonstrates a distinct overlapping of themes that define the post-COVID hospitality environment: it is digital transformation, flexibility, sustainability, and wellness. The activities of Hilton show the way adaptive strategy and service innovation can be operationalised to restore consumer trust and remain competitive in the market. The efforts of Marriott, as well as Accor, also contribute to the idea that strategic diversity in the field of technology, loyalty, and partnerships is the key to resilience.
Nevertheless, studies also reveal persisting doubts about the recovery of business travel in the long term and the overdependence on leisure sectors. A small number of empirical studies have not managed to assess the profitability or sustainability of hybrid business models in the long term.
The repetition of the focus on flexibility, technology, and guest well-being gives the analytical basis for the further stage of this study. The next Method section will involve the systematic evaluation of the macro-environmental changes impacting the post-pandemic strategic adjustment of Hilton, as well as the assessment of its competitiveness against Marriott and Accor with the use of the PESTEL framework.
[bookmark: _Toc211801392]3. Research Methods:
This study adopts a qualitative secondary research method to investigate the adjustments made by global hotel brands to their strategies after the COVID-19 pandemic, with a major focus on Hilton Hotels and Resorts. The study relies on academic literature, industry publications, and company reports of well-known organisations like the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), PwC, McKinsey and Company, and Deloitte. Additionally, the organisational reports, including Annual and ESG Reports (2021-2024) of Hilton, and corresponding versions of Marriott International and Accor Hotels, were read to get a complete picture of the responses by organisations to the decline in business travel.
The study employs the analytical tool of PESTEL, where the external macro-environmental factors, which are Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and legal, and which impact the post-pandemic strategy of Hilton, are analysed. The framework will allow purposeful identification of the forces affecting strategic change, as well as compare the recovery practices of Marriott and Accor.
Despite making meaningful contributions to the issue of strategic adaptation following COVID, the research is constrained by the adoption of secondary sources of data. Absence of preliminary empirical data limits internal organisational perceptions, although multidimensional triangulation of different peer-researched and corporate sources improves the reliability and validity of the results.
[bookmark: _Toc211801393]4. Thematically Analysis:
The COVID-19 pandemic has severely altered the industry of hospitality industry, and a large fall in corporate travel can be discussed as one of the most disruptive consequences. This part critically examines how Hilton Hotels and Resorts responded to the decline in business travel in terms of the PESTEL analysis framework and contrasts their strategies with those of Marriott International and Accor Hotels to learn how the industry has reacted and resisted.
[bookmark: _Toc211801394]4.1 Political and Economic Factors:
The pandemic brought about a travel shutdown that has never been witnessed before, as governments have imposed travel barriers through border closures, lockdowns, and health barriers. The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2022) reports that the number of international tourists decreased by 74% in 2020, and various hotels and resorts faced extreme operational and liquidity issues. 



[image: ]

Source: (UNCTAD, 2021).
Hilton, in turn, introduced the CleanStay program in partnership with Lysol and the Mayo Clinic, which will guarantee adherence to the worldwide health standards and strengthen consumer confidence (Hilton, 2022).
The economic side of the industry experienced losses of more than USD 1.3 trillion in revenues worldwide (Statista, 2023). Hilton reduced this effect by implementing flexible cancellation policies and rebalancing its focus to domestic travel and long-stay travel. According to the findings of the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2025), domestic travel recovered quickly compared to international demand, which was exploited by staycation campaigns made by Hilton. Marriott has also implemented a similar structure, the so-called Commitment to Clean, whereas Accor has initiated its own certification, called ALLSAFE, which is accredited by Bureau Veritas (Accor, 2023). Nevertheless, consumer confidence was stabilised, but the overall recovery was limited by the lack of inflation rates and unstable room rates (PwC, 2024). The 2022 recovery by Hilton demonstrated slow growth but showed weakness because it relied on leisure-based revenues (Deloitte, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc211801395]4.2 Social Factors:
The pandemic also changed travel behaviour and the workplace culture forever. A report by McKinsey & Company (2023) observed that global business travel spending in 2023 was 25-30 percent lower than in 2019, due to the increased use of virtual collaboration. Realising this trend, Hilton opened up the hotel rooms as Workspaces by Hilton, where remote workers and bleisure customers, who travel for business and enjoyment, can have a daytime office (Hilton, 2023).
The innovation proved that Hilton had the capacity to respond to the emerging social demands and reinvent guest experiences. According to PwC (2024), the trends of hybrid work stimulated the renewed hotel occupation among younger age groups that demanded flexibility. Other competitors were not left behind: the Work Anywhere offer by Marriott included access to a workstation and loyalty points under their "Bonvoy programme", and the ALL Connect programme by Accor provided hybrid meeting capabilities (Accor, 2024).
Nevertheless, this model is leisure-based and volatile. Skift Research, (2023) warned that leisure travellers and hybrid clients usually pay less on a trip than corporate clients, which decreases the potential profitability. However, the emphasis on individualised service, loyalty of guests, and online convenience helped Hilton enhance the brand equity and retain customer interaction throughout the transition recovery period.
[bookmark: _Toc211801396]4.3 Technological Factors:
The post-COVID environment made technology one of the pillars of resilience in operations and guest safety. One way Hilton has expedited the process of digital transformation is by implementing its Hilton Honors App and Digital Key system, which allows customers to check in with no contact, use a mobile device to pay, and select room numbers digitally (Hilton, 2023). This is consistent with the Service Innovation Theory (Chen, 2021), which assumes that the adoption of technology improves customer value and competitive advantage.
Digitalisation made operations lean and also met the demand for convenience and hygiene by consumers. According to Deloitte, (2024) digital-first hotels were able to recover customer confidence faster than traditional operators. Marriott modernized its Bonvoy App to enhance mobile interactions, whereas Accor created its own, which is called ALL App, and combined booking management, environmental performance monitoring, and loyalty services (Accor, 2024). Hilton's was an early investment that gave Hilton a decisive advantage in regaining the confidence of the guests, but brought about cybersecurity-related issues and cost control (Li and Singh, 2022). The need to balance between technological innovation and cost will be critical to the long-term growth.

[bookmark: _Toc211801397]4.4 Environmental Factors:
Sustainability was turned into a brand differentiator and became a recovery imperative. Increased environmental consciousness of travellers forced hotels to conform to Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles. Hilton increased its own program, Travel with Purpose, which has aimed to cut carbon emissions and waste by 50 percent by 2030 (Hilton, 2024). This is the Organisational Resilience Theory (Lengnick-Hall and Beck, 2016), which supports flexibility by means of responsible business conduct.
In the industry, similar plans appeared: the Planet 21 programme of Accor aimed at local sourcing and carbon neutrality (Accor, 2023).
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And Marriott made its marketing choices based on sustainability measurements, as part of its Serve 360 programme (Marriott, 2023). 
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Source: (MindClick, 2025)
WTTC, (2023) states that 70% of post-pandemic travellers choose eco-certified hotels, as sustainability is directly associated with brand competitiveness. Hilton also improved its reputation through openness in environmental, social responsibility reporting, but it is hard to guarantee that the process is the same everywhere (Jones and Comfort, 2023). The financial cost of sustainability is also not an easy task to measure, yet Hilton leadership in the area confirms that this company is an environmentally friendly operator.
[bookmark: _Toc211801398]4. 5 Legal Factors:
The focus on legal compliance was a key factor in restoring the confidence of stakeholders. The CleanStay and EventReady programmes enabled Hilton to comply with the protocols of the World Health Organization (WHO) and the national governments, guaranteeing the uniformity of hygiene and safety standards in the global markets (Hilton, 2022). Both Accor and Marriott adopted similar structures to respond to the local laws, where Accor based its efforts on the national health certifications (Accor, 2024).
Legislative changes were also applied to the areas of information protection and labor legislation, especially in the wake of the European GDPR and American privacy policies. According to Deloitte, (2024) compliance is one of the factors driving brand credibility after the pandemic. Hilton's governance was proactive, which strengthened trust and accountability, but the difference in jurisdiction added administrative overhead and convolutions in operations.
[bookmark: _Toc211801399]4.6 Critical Analysis:
Hilton will prove its strength in recovery post-COVID through digital innovation, sustainability, and hybrid hospitality leadership. Its strengths are rapid digitalisation, strong guest trust, and devotion to ESG, whereas its weaknesses include the dependence on leisure and hybrid segments and the slow recovery of the MICE. The risks are sustainable growth, hybrid travel growth, and personalisation based on data, opportunities, inflation, labour shortage, and stagnant corporate travel. Hilton, Marriott, and Accor are advantaged in global standardisation, loyalty programs, and localisation, respectively, over their counterparts. The mentioned changes in general refer to a hospitality sector that is defined by flexibility, digitalisation, and customer-oriented recovery policies.
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The analysis shows that Hilton Hotels and Resorts successfully adjusted to the post-COVID downturn in business travel by integrating digital transformation, sustainability, and creating flexible service innovation. Hilton has aligned its business model with the use of adaptive and resilience strategies to focus on leisure and hybrid travel, which has been backed up with robust ESG promises and technological leadership. Although the company is still facing difficulties (especially with corporate travel recovering at a slow pace and inflationary pressures), Hilton’s worldwide strategy and emphasis on digital give it strong long-term competitiveness. Additional comparative lessons by Marriott and Accor also attest to the overall trend in the industry towards flexible, sustainable, and technology-oriented hospitality models.
[bookmark: _Toc211801401]6. Recommendations:
Strengthening the Hybrid Hospitality Model:
Hilton needs to spread its hybrid accommodation concept by combining business, leisure, and wellness services in one experience. The brand might build on its Workspace’s by Hilton program to create hybrid suites that are ready to work and stay. McKinsey and Company (2024) state that more than a third of all hotel reservations in the world are now made by hybrid and bleisure travellers, which means that people require flexible, digitally connected spaces. This diversification would maintain the occupancy rates and minimize dependence on classic corporate travel.
Revitalising the MICE Segment
A decline in the recovery of the Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Events (MICE) industry is a challenge and an opportunity. Hilton needs to optimise its Event Ready platform by collaborating with the digital conferencing services of Zoom and Microsoft Teams. According to the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2023), it is said that hybrid events will increase by 65 percent by 2026. Incorporating cutting-edge audio-visual systems would enable Hilton to entice business patrons desiring adaptable, technology-intensive meeting plans, reclaiming lucrative revenue bases.
Sustainability and Integration of ESG
The Hilton approach, Travel with Purpose, gives it a powerful sustainability base, yet more localisation can enhance effectiveness. Strategies to work with local suppliers and offer carbon-neutral event solutions would comply with the UN Sustainable Development Goals and provide a competitive advantage to the Hilton brand equity (Hilton, 2024). Open reporting via the Hilton Honours App with a sustainability tracker would also involve environmentally-conscious guests.
Leveraging AI and Data Analytics
Hilton needs to consider applying AI-based analytics to its loyalty program to predict the preferences of its guests and maximize prices. Predictive analytics can make customers more loyal and profitable, as PwC, (2024) indicates, which justifies the idea of Hilton being a competition with less successful rivals, like Marriott and Accor.
The following flow chart shows the Strategic Alignment of Hilton’s Post-COVID Recommendations:
OUTCOME: A Hilton that is digitally connected, environmentally friendly, and flexible is ready for long-term growth.
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Hilton Hotels & Resorts Post-COVID 
Strategic Objectives Framework 


-Revitalise the MICE  segment through hybrid event formats
-Partner with tech firms (Zoom, Teams)  to expand EventReady 


 -Strengthen Hybrid  Hospitality Model
-Introduce flexible long-stay packages & wellness-based hybrid suites 


-Enhance the ESG and local sustainability partnerships
-Integration the carbon-neutral modes of transport and app-based trackers.


-Utilise the Artificial Intelligence-driven analytics and data personalisation.
 -Optimise the pricing and experience of loyalty
-Benchmark against the Marriott Bonvoy and ALL platforms of Accor  
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