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Today I will be analysing how Hilton Hotels responded to one of the biggest marketing challenges the hospitality industry has faced.

In March 2020, the industry didn’t just lose guests, it lost purpose. Overnight, bookings stopped and a business built on human connection was forced apart.

This presentation explores how Hilton, turned crisis into innovation using a PESTLE analysis to examine the external forces that reshaped Hilton’s marketing strategy during Covid‑19.

Political
· Lockdown Restrictions - The UK Foreign Office adviced against all non-essential international travel, this was followed by the first UK lockdown.  This lockdown resulted in a sharp decline in UK travel and ultimately contributed to a 42% decline in the economic output in 2020, compared to 2018. (Hutton et el, 2022)
· Government Support – The UK Government offered support to the hospitality sector through several schemes.
· Health and Safety Regulations – Government health and safety guidance required social distancing, increased cleaning and sanitisation, the use of PPE by staff, and the promotion of measures such as room service to reduce contact. These requirements forced hospitality settings to adapt rapidly to new operating conditions (Shoesmith, 2020).

Economic
· Consumer Disposable Income – Covid‑19 led to reduced consumer spending, with Hilton’s net income more than halving to $407 million in 2020/21. The Office for National Statistics reported that hospitality spending in 2021 remained below 70% of pre‑pandemic levels, largely due to uncertainty around employment stability and long‑term income prospects, which encouraged consumers to save rather than spend (Levell, 2021).
· Exchange Rate – Between April and June 2020 Gross Domestic Product or GPD, fell by 19.8%, partially due to closure of non-essential shops, social distancing and travel restrictions (ONS, 2021).
· Inflation - Inflation rose to a 41-year high, of 11.1% (Francis-Devine et el, 2024), which contributed to the rise in food prices and an average energy price rise for the hospitality sector (Coulstock, 2024).
· Business Travel – Due to lockdown and work from home advice, hotel bookings relating to business travel fell.  The Office for National Statistics (ONS) reported an increase in bookings following the easing restrictions, meaning that people were once again using hotels for business travel.

Social
· Health / Hygiene Awareness – Public awareness of health and hygiene increased due to fears of infection. The Food Standards Agency (2021, p.76) reported changes in handwashing behaviour and greater recognition of its importance to health, which contributed to people choosing to stay at home to reduce the risk of transmission
· Cultural Factors – Events and festivals were cancelled.  The 2020 UK music festival season was wiped out (House of Commons DCMS Select Committee, 2020).  These cancellations undoubtedly had an impact on hotels such as Hilton, who’s bookings increase when events and festivals take place local to the hotel.
· Consumer Behaviour – Restrictions on foreign travel saw the public unable to travel abroad.  However, with the ease of restriction within the UK the public took it upon themselves to enjoy UK staycations which provided an income of around £7 billion to the UK travel industry (Sheldrick, 2021)

Technological
· Data Analytics – Hospitality organisations relied on data analytics to track demand, support revenue management, and inform marketing decisions. Hilton enhanced its use of data‑driven insights through reservation systems and customer analytics to respond to changing booking behaviours during lockdown periods (Xu, 2021; Hilton, 2023).
· Digital Transformation – Online usage by adults increased to an average of 4 hours per day during Covid-19 (Ofcom, 2023) leading hotels to prioritise digital technology.  Hilton launched a cloud-based reservation system at the peak of the pandemic, allowing improved efficiency, reduced costs and enhanced customer experience. (Hilton, 2023)
· Contactless and AI Technology – Research in the International Hospitality Review highlighted that contactless technology was crucial in restoring customer confidence by reducing physical interaction. Hilton led the industry through the adoption of digital and contactless technologies. (Rahimizhian, 2020).

Legal
· Regulatory Compliance and Licensing – Hospitality businesses were legally required to comply with evolving government regulations including closures, capacity restrictions and health and safety requirements.
· Employment and Furlough Regulations – Hilton were required to comply with Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and redundancy consultation requirements.  

Environmental
· Reduced Travel – Reduction in global and domestic travel from lockdowns resulted in lower emissions, which raised public and corporate awareness of the environmental impact of travel and increased pressures on hotel chains to adopt sustainable practices. (World Sustainable Hospitality Alliance, 2024)

Despite the significant disruption, Hilton’s technological capabilities, digital presence, and strong brand reputation played a crucial role in supporting its response. These factors are best explored through a SWOT analysis.

Strengths 
· Connie - Hilton hotel launched Connie, their AI powered robot in collaboration with IBM.  Connie is designed to act as a concierge for the hotel which can assist guests with local information and hotel services, therefore reducing face-to-face interactions and supporting social distancing.
· Digital Marketing – As previously mentioned online usage increased in during Covid.  This combined with Hiltons strong digital marketing presence allowed the brand to stay visible, ensuring that the public were aware of the safety measures they had put in place.
· Mobile Integration – Hiltons mobile app allowed guests to book rooms, check in and out, plus use digital room keys.  During the pandemic, this reduced physical contact and increased customers confidence in safety which provided the hotel with a competitive advantage over hotels with weaker digital infrastructures.
· AI and Chatbots – Automated responses provided customers with instant information on cancellations, refunds and health protocols, this improved the customer experience and operational efficiency when dealing with high volumes of enquiries.
· Digital Booking Platforms – The growth of online booking platforms such as Booking.com has reshaped consumer booking behaviour. In 2023, 80% of UK travel bookings were made online, a trend likely accelerated by Covid‑19, making strong digital visibility essential to Hilton’s performance (Holiday Jersey, 2023).
· Supporting Frontline Workers – Frontline workers were at the heart of the Covid operation.  To show support, Hilton demonstrated strong Corporate Social Responsibility by opening its hotels to frontline workers by providing free or discounted accommodation to support those who needed to be close to their working bases or unable to return home safely.

Despite its strengths, Hilton faced several weaknesses, largely due to its business model and cost structure.

Weaknesses
· High Operational Costs – Hilton operates large hotels with high fixed costs regarding staffing, maintenance and utilities.  During periods of low occupancy, these costs impact profitability.
· International and Business Travel – Hilton relies heavily on international tourism and corporate travel, which were reduced due to travel bans.  
· Luxury Service – Many Hilton hotels focus on the luxury experience, which was no longer the priority for customers during the pandemic.  Their focuses changed to essential spending and safety over luxury.

Covid also created several opportunities for Hilton to innovate and adapt for long-term growth.

Opportunities
· Growth in Domestic and Staycation – Travel restrictions encouraged domestic tourism.  
· Technology Advancement – Increased demand for contactless services presents opportunities to further expand on contactless technology.
· Health and Safety Branding – Hilton’s Clean Stay programme, in partnership with Dettol and Mayo Clinic, improved trust by highlighting enhanced hygiene standards.  Further focusing on cleanliness and safety could strengthen brand loyalty and trust beyond the pandemic.
· Flexible Booking Policies – Offering free cancellation and rebooking options could make Hilton more attractive to customers facing uncertainty, therefore encouraging future bookings.

The pandemic also exposed hotels to significant external threats that impacted their performance, Hilton was no different.

Threats –
· Government Lockdowns and Travel Restrictions – Lockdowns and constantly changing regulations caused closures and revenue loss across global markets
· Increased Competition – Platforms such as Airbnb offer private, self-contained accommodation, which may be perceived as safer than large hotels.
· Recessions and Reduced Disposable Income – Job losses and economic uncertainty reduced consumer spending on several things, including travel, affecting occupancy rates and average daily room rates.
· Future Crisis – The risk of future pandemics presents ongoing uncertainty for the hospitality industry.  Covid taught us all one thing, while we can plan for the unknown, we are never really prepared.

Drawing on these we will now look at their responses and provide improvements to enhance long term marketing sustainability.

One of Hilton’s most effective responses was the Clean Stay programme, which acted as both an operational safety measure and a marketing message addressing consumer health concerns. Research suggests visible cleanliness was critical in rebuilding traveller trust during Covid‑19 (Bagnera et al., 2022). To sustain its impact, Hilton should establish Clean Stay as a permanent brand element and integrate it within core marketing communications to differentiate it from competitor initiatives.

Digital and contactless technologies supported Hilton’s pandemic response reflecting consumer demand for safer, low‑contact services. Going forward, Hilton should adopt a hybrid approach in which technology supports rather than replaces human interaction.  For chat-bots to be fully utilised, hotels should ensure there is the correct balance between AI and human interaction, ensuring they are recognising customers’ needs for traditional personal services. (Al-Hyari et al, 2023)

Hilton’s CSR initiative to offer free and discounted accommodation to frontline workers enhanced brand reputation during the pandemic and generated positive media attention. To avoid these actions becoming a footnote in their history, Hilton should embed CSR firmly into its long‑term strategy and marketing communications, demonstrating a sustained commitment beyond Covid‑19.

This evaluation highlights how Covid‑19 reshaped marketing management at Hilton, prompting a shift from traditional promotion to trust based, technology enabled engagement. This response reflected changing consumer priorities around safety and reassurance, with the Clean Stay programme provided credibility at a time of uncertainty, while digital transformation and contactless technology ensured continuity of service and operational resilience.

The analysis also highlights that not all the strategies were sustainable.  While flexible booking and hygiene protocols were essential at the height of the pandemic, they placed pressure on budget management as bookings increased, which emphasises the need of strategic adjustment post pandemic.  Strategies that were widely adopted risked losing their differentiating power over time, however Hiltons external partnerships, data driven decision making and consistent communication were their strongest marketing outcomes.

Moving forward, Hilton must ensure that their marketing is not crisis led, therefore, ensuring future pandemic needs can be met.  Hilton should continue to balance technological efficiency with personalised service, while reinforcing trust through transparent communication and health and safety standards.

Ultimately, Hilton did not simply adapt its marketing to survive Covid 19, it showed how marketing can act as a stabilising and value creating function during periods of disruption.  By refining its flexible policies, taking forward technological innovation and embedding trust at the heart of its marketing strategy, Hilton is well placed to remain resilient and competitive in the uncertain hospitality sector.
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