                

CONTEMPORARY THEMES


IN THE HOTEL AND HOSPITALITY SECTOR


BMIH6001 - LEVEL 6






CONFERENCE RESEARCH PAPER



STUDENT:  PRIYANITHA COORAY 2118031




LECTURER:  DR. ERNEST BALUTIE WAVEI





ACKNOWLEDGEMENT:

I USED GRAMMARLY TO IMPROVE GRAMMAR AND WRITING STYLE, BUT I DID NOT USE IT TO GENERATE THE CONTENT OF THE WORK.

STRENGTHENING RESILIENCE: A COMPREHENSIVE
APPROACH TO CRISIS MANAGEMENT IN THE SRILANKAN
HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY



[bookmark: _Toc179127209]ABSTRACT

This research paper aims to investigate the impact of contemporary political, economic, and health-related crises on safety and crisis management in Sri Lanka’s hospitality industry. By conducting a thorough review of recent trends and challenges, and examining potential opportunities and innovations, the study identifies critical areas for improvement.
Furthermore, it emphasizes the pressing need for resilience and adaptability among industry stakeholders to effectively navigate the dynamic landscape and safeguard the future of hospitality in Sri Lanka.
The findings underscore the urgent need for comprehensive crisis management strategies to fortify the industry against ongoing and emerging threats.

[bookmark: _Toc179127210]INTRODUCTION

The hospitality industry is a vital component of Sri Lanka’s economy, contributing significantly to the country’s GDP, and serving as a bridge to cultural exchange through tourism (Tisdell and Bandara, 2004).

However, the global hospitality industry is currently struggling with a myriad of crises that threaten its stability and growth (Akamavi et al., 2023).
These crises are often interlinked and are driven by various factors, including the ongoing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, geopolitical uncertainties, environmental challenges, and economic instability.
The pandemic has resulted in unprecedented disruptions, leading to travel restrictions across the world, hotel closures, and a significant decrease in customer demand (Jiang et al., 2023).
The world is facing a multitude of political and economic challenges that are significantly influencing crisis management strategies across countries.
The ongoing conflict resulting from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has had profound implications for global politics and the economy.

Sri Lanka, for instance, has been heavily tested by impactful events and crises, including political instability, economic crises, and the global pandemic (Karunarathne et al., 2021).
As Sivanandamoorthy (2021) states, the COVID-19 pandemic has drawn attention to public health concerns and the operations capabilities of hotels and restaurants, necessitating rapid adaptation to the new health guidelines and customer expectations.

Political and economic-related crises, such as protests and government instability, have also contributed to fluctuations in tourist arrivals, thereby affecting profitability and sustainability (Buultjens et al., 2016).

Based on reflections and evaluations of safety and crisis management in the Sri Lankan hospitality industry, it emerges that the strengths of the responses are accompanied by limitations.
Therefore, this research examines crisis management in the Sri Lankan hospitality industry, highlighting that future policies must prioritize resilience and adaptability in a continually changing environment (Chandrasekara and Hebert, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc179127211]LITERATURE REVIEW

Definition of Crisis

A crisis is defined as an event or situation that presents an unexpected threat that can cause significant disruption to individuals, organizations, or societies.
Crises often require immediate attention and response, as they can result in considerable harm, loss, or instability if not effectively managed (Coombs, 2020).
They can manifest in various forms, such as natural disasters, public health emergencies, political unrest, and economic downturns. 
Regardless of their nature, certain common issues arise during crises such as communication breakdown, psychosocial impact, policy and governance challenges as well as economic impacts (Easa et al., 2022).

Contemporary themes such as political instability, economic challenges, and health-related crises, profoundly influence safety and crisis management, therefore the literature often emphasizes the importance of preparedness, adaptability, and communication as well as robust strategies and frameworks within the hospitality industry (Timmis and Brussow, 2020).

Given the unpredictability nature of crises, strong crisis management is vital in the hospitality industry as it protects a brand’s reputation, ensures operational continuity, maintains the safety of the guests and employees, and supports financial stability.
A well-managed crisis can prevent long-term damage to a brand’s image, maintaining customer’s trust.
According to Birkland et al., (2008), effective crisis management helps organizations communicate transparently and swiftly, safeguarding their reputation.
On the contrary, when a crisis is handled poorly, it can lead to negative reviews and decrease customer loyalty, which is difficult to recover.

Political and Economic Crises

In the context of global political and economic crises, several significant challenges have emerged over the last few decades.
Political crises often relate to instability within nations, leading to civil unrest, government changes, or armed conflicts.
On the other hand, economic crises can be derived from a variety of factors, including financial market disruptions, inflation, or recessions, impacting global trade and economic stability.
The ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine has led to severe humanitarian crises, resulting in millions of displaced people, and has drastically affected global energy prices and food supplies (Kappel, 2022).
As a consequence, many countries are experiencing high inflation rates, aggravated by supply chain disruptions stemming from both the COVID-19 pandemic and geopolitical events like the Ukraine conflict.
Consumers globally are facing unprecedented cost of living increases, demanding governments to respond with various measures.
Crisis management efforts in Europe have focused on addressing the influx of refugees, securing energy supplies, and strengthening defence capacities (Hossain et al., 2024).
According to the International Monetary Fund Annual Report (2023), crisis management is particularly focused on ensuring economic stability through monetary policies, subsidies for essential goods, and social safety nets for vulnerable populations.
However, while governments are implementing measures to assist consumers during economic challenges, the effectiveness of these actions varies, leading to debates about their true impact and adequacy in addressing the needs of those affected (Wynen et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc179127212]The political climate in Sri Lanka

Tourism is a cornerstone of Sri Lanka’s economy, generating significant revenue and employment (Cardenas-Garcia et al., 2015).
However, in recent years, this sector has experienced numerous challenges exacerbated by the volatile political and economic landscape and health-related crises (Fernando, BBC News, 2022).
As stated by Subhash (2022), for decades Sri Lanka has experienced significant political unrest characterized by ethnic conflicts, changes in leadership, and public protests, particularly following the Easter Sunday terrorist attacks in 2019 which claimed over 250 lives, and heightened concerns over safety and security.
According to Jayawardena (2022), the current political and economic instability in Sri Lanka, amplified by health-related crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, not only influences how businesses are currently operating, and the quality of services they are providing but also poses significant risks to the safety and operational capacity of the hospitality businesses.
Factors such as inflation, currency depreciation, and global economic shifts directly affect tourism patterns and consumer behaviour, leading to declines in business activities (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, 2021).



[bookmark: _Toc179127213]Economic Instability in Sri Lanka

The economic crisis in Sri Lanka has roots in several structural issues, including high national debt, trade deficits, and reliance on tourism as a primary revenue source.
Sri Lanka’s economy contracted by approximately 3.6 percent in 2020 due to a combination of political and economic unrest and the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic (World Bank, 2021).
Rising operational costs, driven by inflation and supply chain disruptions, have made it more and more difficult for hotels and restaurants to maintain profitability.
Additionally, the currency depreciation has made travel to Sri Lanka relatively more expensive for international tourists, diminishing the competitive attractiveness of the destination.
The combined effect of these economic pressures resulted in a significant reduction in occupancy rates and revenues for hospitality businesses (Raj et al., 2024).

To effectively navigate these crises, King (2024), highlighted the importance of developing robust contingency plans and training programs that prepare staff for various emergency scenarios.
By doing so, they can enhance their resilience and ensure a more coordinated and efficient response during critical incidents.
These strategies will not only help in mitigating immediate risks but also position Sri Lanka as an appealing tourist destination in the long term.

[bookmark: _Toc179127214]APPLICATION TO THE AND HOSPITALITY SECTOR HOTEL 

Pestel Analysis

Through a PESTEL analysis, this paper explores the importance of safety and crisis management within the Sri Lankan hospitality context, focusing specifically on health-related crises, and the political and economic instability experienced in recent years.

[bookmark: _Toc179127215]Political Factors
Research indicates that political turbulence can lead to a decrease in tourist arrivals, causing declines in hotel occupancy and revenues (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority,2022).
In 2020, the political landscape shifted dramatically when the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP), led by President Gotabaya Rajapaksa won a supermajority in the parliamentary election, raising concerns regarding democratic principles (Ponceaud and Madavan, 2022).
By 2022, widespread protests against the government’s economic mismanagement, particularly related to rising inflation, fuel shortages and power cuts, culminated in President Rajapaksa’s resignation (Devotta, 2022).
As shown by the study conducted by Bandyopadhyay et al., (2024), such political instability has significant implications for the hospitality industry, primarily as potential tourists often avoid destinations perceived as unstable.
Political unrest in the form of protests and strikes can deter tourists who seek safety and stability, which is essential for travel and leisure activities (Isaac et al., 2021).
Such disruptions highlight the need for enhanced crisis management frameworks to cope with sudden changes in the operational landscape.

[bookmark: _Toc179127216]Economic Factors
Economic instability in Sri Lanka, aggravated by the COVID–19 pandemic and prior debt issues, has severely affected consumer spending and investment in the hotel industry.
As explained by the Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (2024), high inflation rates, driven by depreciating currency, increase operational costs for hospitality businesses such as higher prices for food, utilities, and labour, which can lead to reduced profit margins.
The Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2023) reported a 50% drop in tourist arrivals during the peak of the pandemic, leading to significant revenue loss for hotels.
According to Sharma et al., (2021), for the economy to recover and rebuild tourist trust, hospitality businesses must redesign and rethink their operational landscape as well as their health and safety protocols.
In other words, adaptations and innovations are key factors that ensure business survival and sustain guest trust (Sharma et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc179127217]Social Factors
Health-related crises, particularly COVID-19, have greatly changed how people view and expect services.
This has put many hospitality businesses at risk because of travel restrictions and increased public concern about the virus (UNWTO, 2020).
Conscious consumer demands have increased, requiring hotels to adopt transparent practices regarding health protocols (Kim and Han, 2022).
Research indicates that hospitality businesses that effectively communicate their health and safety measures, experience higher satisfaction and loyalty among customers (Pappas and Glyptou, 2021).
As Karunarathne et al., (2021) explain, even as societies recover 
from COVID-19, the hospitality industry must remain vigilant and mindful of emerging variants of the virus, which could pose new risks and complicate recovery efforts.

[bookmark: _Toc179127218]Technological Factors
The pandemic accelerated the adoption of technology within the Sri Lankan hospitality industry.
From contactless payments to digital check-ins, technology has played a crucial role in enhancing guest safety while also improving operation efficiency.
A study by Gretzel et al., (2020), demonstrates how embracing technology can mitigate the adverse effects of crises by streamlining operations and enhancing guest experiences.

[bookmark: _Toc179127219]Environmental Factors
Studies conducted by Bethell-Bennett et al., (2022), show that the growing importance of environmental sustainability in the hospitality sector has also been magnified following health crises.
During the pandemic, many consumers began favouring establishments that implemented environmentally friendly practices alongside health protocols.
Integrating sustainability with crisis management, practices can enhance a hotel’s appeal and resilience, positioning it as a responsible choice for eco-friendly travellers (Yasir et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc179127220]Legal Factors
Nicolaides and Kearney (2012), highlight the importance of promoting awareness of legal requirements within the hospitality industry. Regulatory frameworks concerning health and safety standards have become more stringent post-crisis, therefore, hotels must navigate various legal requirements, including health certifications, labour laws, and consumer protection statutes.
Studies show that the implementation of robust legal frameworks surrounding crisis management ensures that hotels can navigate potential liabilities while maintaining a safe environment for guests and staff (Panova and Tymoshchuk, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc179127221]Sri Lankan Hospitality Industry Responses

Based on the findings, Sri Lanka has faced significant challenges in crisis management and its hospitality industry has responded to these crises through various strategic approaches.
Many hospitality businesses have begun to innovate and adapt their business landscape.
For instance, many hotels have revamped their health and safety protocols, incorporating World Health Organization guidelines into daily operations.
By Investing in health and safety protocols, Sri Lankan hospitality will be able to reassure potential guests and restore confidence in travel (Business World, 2023).
In response to the crisis, the government initiated negotiations for assistance from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and other international financial institutions, seeking much-needed economic reforms and restructuring plans (Economic and Political Weekly, 2023).
As COVID-19 posed significant challenges globally, Sri Lanka implemented a unique prevention strategy that included early government action, pre-emptive quarantining, and a national lockdown, ongoing government intervention, strict social distancing, and increased testing capacity was key in controlling outbreaks (Hettiarachchi et al., 2021).
Furthermore, Sri Lankan hoteliers are prioritizing local and sustainable tourism initiatives to attract domestic and international travellers (Sumanapala and Wolf, 2020).
While the government has implemented various measures such as seeking international assistance and restructuring debts, criticism regarding its effectiveness and timeliness has emerged. 
While there are efforts in place, the strengths and efficacy of crisis management in Sri Lanka have been called into question.
Many smaller businesses, which are vital to the economy, lack the resources to implement comprehensive crisis management strategies or invest in technology (Priyanath and Samarathunga, 2024).
Studies often evaluate how uncertainty in the business environment impacts the performance of these small enterprises during a crisis.
Therefore, to improve business outcomes, small enterprises should develop strategies that rely on accurate information to make informed decisions and reduce the impact of uncertainty.

[bookmark: _Toc179127222]FUTURE POLICY AND MANAGEMENT OPTIONS

As the industry changes, the necessity for flexibility in operations and service delivery has become paramount, as explained by Gossling et al., (2021), who highlight that the hospitality industry must focus on health and safety as an important part of their services.
Effective crisis management involves proactive planning, risk assessments and employee training as well as the development of comprehensive protocols which address potential crises, including health emergencies, political unrest, and economic downturns.
However, according to Ritchie (2004), one of the most challenging and stressful tasks for managers is to create strategies to handle emergencies and disasters.
This pressure to respond effectively can certainly disrupt normal operations (Sipika and Smith, 1993), therefore managers must focus on quickly assessing the situation, communicating with their teams, and implementing plans to minimize the impact of the emergency.

[bookmark: _Toc179127224]Following the substantial research, some opportunities have been identified for the Sri Lankan Hospitality Industry:

Diversification in offerings:  According to Bacsi (2017), by diversifying offerings such as local experiences, culinary tourism, wellness retreats, and adventure tourism, hospitality businesses can appeal to a wider audience and mitigate risks associated with dependence on a single type of tourism.
[bookmark: _Toc179127225][bookmark: _Toc179127226]Leveraging Technology: Technology in hotels is used as a value-added service which can improve efficiency, and enhance guest experiences, and financial performance while providing safety assurances and building guest loyalty (Erdem et al., 2019). For instance, implementing contactless payment systems, mobile check-ins, and virtual tours can increase convenience and safety for both guests and staff.
Data Analytics and Personalization: Hospitality businesses can utilize data analytics to understand customer preferences and tailor services accordingly. This includes personalized marketing strategies, customized offerings based on guest history, and targeted promotions that can enhance user engagement and satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc179127227]Festivals and Cultural Events: Sri Lanka is home to numerous cultural festivals and events, which can be marketed to boost local tourism. By promoting these events as tourism attractors, the hospitality sector can capitalize on increased foot traffic during peak seasons (Travel Trade Gazette, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc179127229]Recommendations
The volatility of the political and economic landscape necessitates comprehensive crisis management plans.
The Sri Lankan hospitality industry must prepare for potential disruptions caused by political unrest, natural disasters, or health and economic crises, by developing strategies to handle emergencies, such as evacuations during protests or managing operations during critical shortages of goods.
Businesses must prioritise staff training and engagement related to crisis management and safety protocols, allowing them to get a full understanding of the current challenges and trends (Batabyal and Das, 2019).
A well-prepared workforce can effectively advocate for safety, by contributing to crisis preparedness and cultivating an environment that reassures guests.
Regular workshops, simulations, and drills can equip staff at all levels to handle emergencies effectively.
Training should encompass health safety, emergency communication protocols, and customer service during crises.
Stakeholders across the hospitality industry should engage in collaborative efforts to share best practices and resources, by creating a communal platform where hotels can communicate crisis management strategies and enhance collective resilience.
Regular feedback from hospitality businesses can ensure policy adjustments that reflect the changing nature of crises and the industry’s needs.
Last but not least, the Sri Lankan Government should ensure that robust regulations and safety standards are enforced across the hospitality industry.

[bookmark: _Toc179127235]CONCLUSION

In summary, the contemporary theme of Safety and Crisis Management is of paramount importance to Sri Lanka’s hospitality industry.
The interplay of political, economic and health-related crises has highlighted the vulnerability and challenges this industry faces, however, it also identified opportunities for resilience and adaptation.

Effective crisis management is no longer a luxury but a necessity for survival.
Through increased collaboration, training, technology, and policy, the Sri Lankan hospitality industry can better navigate future crises and emerge stronger.
By adopting the above-mentioned strategies, this industry in Sri Lanka can foster a sustainable and thriving environment that enhances guest safety and satisfaction while accommodating the dynamic nature of global tourism.
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