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Abstract

COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the global travel behaviour, decreasing corporate mobility and constraining hoteliers to redesign their operating patterns. This research explores the strategic changes in hotel sector strategy in response of the decline in business travel, focusing on leisure travel, length of stay, hybrid work patterns and wellness experiences. Based on current literature in Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management, and International Journal of Hospitality Management, the study considers the macro-environmental forces and internal capabilities, using a combination of the PESTLE-SWOT frameworks. 

Its results suggest that an adaptive innovation, digital innovation and infrastructure, as well as a sustainable well-being initiatives, are at the basis of a competitive advantage in the post-pandemic era. Although uncertainties persist, hotels that embrace flexible service design and community integration, demonstrate improved resilience. The article concludes with recommendations, aimed to promote technology-based regenerative business practices and a culture of customer involvement, designed to ensure recovery and long-term growth.
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1. Introduction

There has been a major structural transformation in the hospitality industry worldwide, as the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the international travel industry and reshaped the demand patterns. Among the most lasting results was a dramatic decline in corporate travel, particularly in short-distance business travel, as organisations began to normalise virtual meetings and hybrid working patterns (Gössling et al., 2021). This decline has forced hoteliers to refocus their market segmentation and operational strategies, by focusing on leisure travellers, digital nomads, and long-stay guests (Sharma et al., 2024)

In UK, the hospitality sector contributed with over £40 billion to GDP and supports about 1.8 million jobs (UK Hospitality, 2024). The post-pandemic consumer behaviour is now favouring authentic experiences, wellness and flexibility, instead of traditional business facilities (Batabyal and Das, 2019). The industry's response has centred on personalised service delivery, contactless technology, sustainable operations and hybrid work spaces that cater for both leisure and work facilities (WTTC, 2023). This research explores the way these changes demonstrate the strategic agility in a changing socio-economic context, and identifies the external and internal forces driving the long-term recovery and long-term competitiveness of the hospitality sector.
2. Literature Review

The COVID-19 crisis has severely disrupted traditional paradigms in business travel and hospitality management, catalysing a strategic refocus on leisure-centred and experiential propositions. Evidence suggests that hotel brands with diversified market portfolios have showed higher resilience than those reliant on corporate customers (Baum and Hai, 2020).

2.1 Business Travel Decline and Market Realignment

Figures from the Global Business Travel Association (2023) indicate that global corporate travel expenditure in 2022, despite a partial recovery, has remained 33%, below 2019's levels. This turnaround has been particularly pronounced in markets with urban transit, such as London, Singapore or New York, where occupancy rates on working days, remain lower than pre-pandemic averages (UNWTO, 2023). As a result, hoteliers have realigned their services to domestic tourism and the "bleisure" segment, meaning a combination of leisure and remote work travel (Zeng and Gao, 2022).

2.2 Hybrid Hospitality and the Convergence Between Work and Relaxation

Hybrid hospitality patterns incorporate elements such as co-working, long-term stay accommodation and lifestyle facilities. Hospitality brands, such as Accor's "Wojo" and Marriott's "Work Anywhere" illustrate the adaptive reuse of business infrastructure (Ivanov and Webster, 2019). These are concepts that are aligned with the wider shift towards experiential economic frameworks (Pine and Gilmore, 2019), outlining an emphasis on emotional connection and personal fulfilment.

2.3 Digital Transformation and Operational Efficiency

The accelerated digitalisation is crucial for the recovery. Systems based on Artificial Intelligence can improve service personalisation, optimise pricing, and also support predictive maintenance (Sharma et al., 2024). Platforms for cloud-based property management and contactless check-ins have become core expectations (Santos and Silva, 2019). Based on the International Journal of Hospitality Management (2023), hoteliers that implemented integrated digital ecosystems report 20-25% improvements in guest satisfaction.


2.4 Sustainability and Well-being as Fundamental Values

Post-pandemic tourists prioritise environmental responsibility and the importance of health care. Costa and Costa (2022) assert that merging sustainability with regenerative tourism principles strengthen brand authenticity. Practices such as reducing waste, local sourcing and optimising energy add value to corporate social responsibility, as well as operational savings (Khatter, 2025). At the same time, wellness tourism, which comprises fitness, mindfulness and nutrition, have emerged as an important source of growth, which was expected to achieve US$1.3 trillion globally by 2025 (Global Wellness Institute, 2023).


2.5 Labour gaps and Challenges Related to Human Capital

The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated skills shortages and put additional pressures on the mental health of hospitality employees (UNWTO, 2023). Retention strategies now focus on flexible scheduling, career development and workload management, assisted by technology (Darcy et al., 2012). A resilient service culture continues to be essential to maintain customer satisfaction, particularly when facing workforce constraints (Ford and Sturman, 2020).

2.6 Policies and Industry Responses

National governments and professional associations have assisted recovery by providing tax exemptions, sustainable incentives and programs for digital skills. United Kingdom's Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS, 2024) has promoted sustainable destination management and enhanced regional diversification, while is in line with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 8 and 12). At the same time, organisations such as the Institute of Strategic Risk Management (ISRM, 2024) supports the need to plan for resilience in order to address future crises.

Overall, the literature suggests that the pandemic was acting as a disruptor, as well as a catalyst, thus accelerating existent mega-trends towards digitalisation, localisation and sustainability. Nevertheless, challenges remain in terms of capital investment, data security and the need for consistent service delivery through hybrid platforms. 

3. Method

This paper follows a qualitative, analytic approach, using secondary data. Also, it summarises information retrieved from peer-reviewed academic journals, reports from industry and corporate reports, to identify relevant post-COVID strategic transformations in Hospitality. The primary sources include: Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management, Current Issues in Tourism, and International Journal of Hospitality Management, complemented by policy documents published by the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2023) and the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC, 2023).

The analysis uses two interconnected analytical frameworks: PESTLE framework to evaluate macro-environmental influences: political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental, and SWOT model to examine the organisational responses, internal strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. By combining these frameworks, a more holistic view of the contextual pressures and strategic resilience can be obtained (Clegg et al., 2021).

Data evaluation has involved a deductive thematic process, which implies: insights from the literature, coded in PESTLE and SWOT frameworks, then comparisons between the international and UK hotel case studies, to ensure validity (Qualtrics, 2023). There was no primary research, but the triangulation of credible secondary sources has increased its credibility. The ethical integrity of the study has been maintained through accurate citation, transparent interpretation and compliance with UWTSD Harvard reference guidelines.
4. Theme Impact Analysis

In order to gain an understanding of how decreasing business commute reshaped the hotel industry, a double analysis based on PESTLE and SWOT is applied. PESTLE provides an exploratory of the macro-environment drivers that influence hotel strategies, while the SWOT analyses internal strategic capabilities and organisational adaptivity. By integrating both perspectives, it presents a holistic view of the way external pressures interact with decision-making at a management level, operational efficiency and competitive resilience in this post-pandemic era (Clegg et al., 2021).

4.1. PESTLE Analysis

Politic – The policy responses during and following COVID-19 had some profound implications for the overall tourism recovery. In United Kingdom, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS, 2023) and VisitBritain introduced tax incentives and various marketing campaigns to stimulate domestic tourism, reversing the pronounced decline in internal corporate travel. Nevertheless, the ongoing post-Brexit restrictions on the employees and international visa complexities, continue to restrict employees from international locations and cross-border business exchanges (Wahab and Cooper, 2005). The political environment has therefore pressured hotels to find new recruitment strategies and develop regional partnerships to balance the uncertainty. Furthermore, sustainability laws, such as the UK's Net Zero 2050 strategy, has introduced new compliance expectations, demanding hotels to provide carbon and energy efficiency reports (DCMS, 2024). These policy obligations, not only inform the priorities for investment, but also impact consumer trust in Corporate Social Responsibility commitments.


Economic – This dimension is at the same time a potential threat and an opportunity. The reduction in business commuting has reduced occupancy on work days in city areas, reducing the daily average income, by almost 30% from 2020 to 2023 (VisitBritain, 2023). In contrast, an increase in domestic demand for leisure and "work and stay", has somewhat tempered the decline. Hoteliers that have diversified the long-stay models, have set flexible prices with wellness packages, have recorded a more robust financial recovery (Tourism Management, 2023). However, continued inflationary pressures and high volatile energy costs, continue to affect profit margins. Baum (2021) outlines that cost control through digital automation and predictive maintenance, have become fundamental to long-term sustainability. Therefore, economic resilience is based on balancing efficient gains with differentiation based on value, while ensuring that price sensitivities are not compromising service quality or customer experience.


Social – Regarding the society's attitudes in terms of work, health and lifestyle, these have changed since the global pandemic. The increase in remote work and the demand for flexibility have eroded the boundaries dividing professional and personal travel (Zeng and Gao, 2022). Hoteliers are now increasingly addressing hybrid guests, seeking experiences that are favourable for productivity as well as recreation. An awareness on wellness and mental health have influenced equally consumers' expectations and employers' responsibilities (Darcy et al., 2012). Wellness and mindfulness programs, but also community-based experiences, now complement the mainstream facilities. This social shift in hospitality highlights a transition from providing transactional services to becoming more relational, where the emotional connection, authenticity and inclusion, define the perceived value (Sigala, 2023).

Technological – Innovation in technology will remain the most transformative aspect of hospitality in post-COVID era. Technologies such as contactless mobile keys, AI-driven chatbots and biometric verification, have become an operational standard (Ivanov and Webster, 2019). Both cloud-based management systems and dynamic revenue tools, have enhanced forecasting precision, operational efficiency and transparency (Santos and Silva, 2019). At the same time, embracing technology causes disparities between global chains and other smaller companies, where low capital restricts integration. Cyber security has also became a strategic consideration in GDPR compliance (European Commission, 2023). Aligning technology with customer privacy is now crucial to maintaining confidence and loyalty.


Legal – Hospitality sector is functioning under strict and demanding legal obligations on health, safety and employment. Revised hygiene protocols imposed by the Health Protection Regulations 2022 have made operational safety more standardised across all UK properties. Reforms in employment legislation, with an increased emphasis on fair hours and transparency on payment, have transformed workforce management (DCMS, 2024). In addition, digital data management, under GDPR, demands thorough staff training and a secure infrastructure. Therefore, the legal frameworks serves as compliance mechanisms, as well as ethical governance facilitators, that enhance brand reputation and accountability (European Commission, 2023).


Environmental – These environmental imperatives are now driving competitiveness over the long term. Consumers are now requiring a demonstrated commitment towards carbon reduction, sourcing locally, and waste management (Costa and Costa, 2022). Developing and implementing green certification programs, such as Green Key and Travelife, exemplify how these environmental accreditations are turning in commercial advantages (Jaecker, 2023). Many hoteliers have made investments in technologies, such as efficient LED systems, recycling grey water and renewable energy, as a way to cut operating costs and increase reputation. As Batabyal and Das (2019) observe, sustainability has evolved from a marginal concern to a core strategic factor that influences stakeholder confidence and customer preferences.


4.2. SWOT Analysis

Strengths – Hoteliers have demonstrated notable nimbleness in reshaping their business models. A fast digital transformation, more flexible product design and a strong focus on wellness, have improved efficiency, but also the perceived value (Sharma et al., 2024). Diversifying to leisure and long-stay segments, for example, increased revenues, while collaborating with local suppliers increased community involvement. Global brands, such as Hilton and Accor, have exploited the advantages that scale offers, to integrate hybrid workspaces and loyalty programs based on subscriptions, thereby increasing occupancy in mid-week (Hilton, 2023). Such strategic adjustments expose an evolving industry, which is defined more and more by its ability to innovate and collaborate across sectors.

Weaknesses – Although progress has been made, weaknesses continue to be visible. Smaller independent hoteliers find it difficult to fund necessary technological improvements and comply with sustainability standards. Shortages in employee skills remain, especially in housekeeping and culinary departments, which leads to inconsistencies in service delivery (Ford and Sturman, 2020). The lack of digital skills among employees may restrict new systems effectiveness, while the high turnover rates, in turn, may potentially undermine service continuity (Minor et al., 2025). Furthermore, fragmented data platforms can limit customers insights, which limits personalised services. As a result, the operational agility is reliant on up-skilling, leadership continuity and seamless technology ecosystems (Buhalis et al., 2019).

Opportunities – The post-pandemic landscape presents numerous opportunities for strategic growth. The increase in digital travellers and remote work visas has developed a growing demand for accommodations for the long-term, combining convenience, productivity and community (UNWTO, 2023). Developing strategic alliances with wellness and sustainability brands, allow hoteliers to distinguish themselves through experiences driven by purpose (Costa and Costa, 2022,). Partnering with technology companies, also poses opportunities for joint innovation in AI analytics and virtual reality marketing (Sharma et al., 2024). As Baum (2021) highlights, employee development and cross-training programs can transform today's workforce challenges, by encouraging employee loyalty and career advancement.

Threats – External threats remain significant, as the economic volatility, high inflation and changing interest rates, pose additional challenges for capital investment and consumer spending (Malhotra and Poteau, 2024). Geopolitical stresses, environmental catastrophes and health emergencies, also create uncertainty in the global travel demand. Cybersecurity vulnerabilities pose a particular heightened risk, as hotels have to manage high volumes of guest data (European Commission, 2023). Lastly, sustainability expectations are increasing, with organisations that cannot align with environmental standards, therefore facing reputational damage and possible exclusion from markets with environmentally concerned tourists (Costa and Costa, 2022).

4.3. Analysis of the Findings

This combined PESTLE-SWOT evaluation highlights that the external forces and internal drivers complement each other. The political and environmental imperatives trigger investments in environmental friendly technologies, while advances in technology stimulate economic recovery and social involvement. Hoteliers that display a strong leadership, innovation and ethical governance, will often surpass the performance of others, which rely on pre-pandemic business patterns. For example, boutique hotels that embrace "work and stay" packages and wellness programs, experience occupancy rates that increase to more than 70% compared to pre-COVID levels (Tourism Management, 2023). In contrast, companies that have been unable to digitalise or diversify, will continue to make slow recoveries.

Overall, the strategic post-COVID success is grounded on resilience, which is the ability to redefine challenges into catalysts to innovate (Deloitte, 2025). By incorporating digital insights, sustainability, and a human-centred approach to design, the hospitality industry can shift from passive recovery to a more reactive transformation, demonstrating resilience in an environment characterised by uncertainty and constant change.
5. Recommendations

The recovery in the hospitality sector from the global decline in business travel caused by Covid-19 pandemic, necessitates strategies based on flexibility, adaptation, innovation and social accountability. Hoteliers should focus on a strategic diversification approach, with a focus on leisure, wellness and hybrid business travel. Price flexibility, customer loyalty schemes and developing partnerships with local suppliers, could balance seasonality and keep revenues on a stable path (Tourism Management, 2023).

The digital transformation needs to remain essential to maintain a competitive edge. Investing in integrated management systems, integrated data-driven marketing and AI-enhanced guest interaction, will support operations efficiency and customisation. Ongoing digital skills training programs should complement these initiatives in order to ensure workforce proficiency and cybersecurity resilience (Santos and Silva, 2019).

By integrating sustainability in business models is likewise essential. Implementing circular economy principles, such as local sourcing, efficient consumption of energy and reducing waste, will support regulatory compliance as well as brand credibility (Costa and Costa, 2022, p. 234). A transparent environmental storytelling approach will increase stakeholder trust and align with National Net Zero goals.

Responding to the issue of labour shortages, which are still present, necessitates investments in employee well-being, flexibility in schedules and a structured career development (Darcy et al., 2012,). On the other hand,  collaborating with educational institutions can assure a talent pool for the long-term.

Lastly, hoteliers should reinforce their crisis preparedness frameworks, and include risk evaluation and scenario planning frameworks in order to manage future disturbances (ISRM, 2024). Also, cooperating with government agencies and industry associations will continue to promote sustainable investment and an inclusive growth (DCMS, 2024).
6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the decline in business commuters in the post-COVID period, has sped up fundamental changes in the hospitality industry, requiring hotels to constantly reassess target markets and service delivery design. Digital transformation, integrating wellness and sustainable operations, became essential, rather than simple options. By using the combined PESTLE-SWOT analysis, this paper demonstrated that resilience is dependent on agile leadership, technology investments and social accountability. Competitiveness in the future will emerge as a result of human-centred innovation, which aligns business profitability with community and environmental welfare.
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