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Abstract
In a context shaped by unpredictable health events, political shifts, economic pressures, and environmental threats, the hotel industry faces growing demands to stay operational and relevant. This paper examines how hospitality businesses respond to such pressures by embedding flexibility and resilience into their core strategies. Relying on qualitative secondary research, the study applies a PEST (Political, Economic, Social, Technological) lens to assess how external conditions influence key decisions across the sector.
The analysis shows that hotels that can adapt share several characteristics: they decentralise decision-making, manage finances with greater flexibility, support employee wellbeing, and adopt relevant technologies. Long-term stability is also linked to sustainability and social responsibility commitments, which help build trust and encourage stakeholder engagement. Drawing from international examples, the paper presents actionable practices. These include integrating sustainable innovations, working closely with local markets, and using adaptable planning frameworks.
The evidence suggests that resilience should be treated as an active, ongoing effort, part of every function and not just a response to crisis. In a market that shifts quickly and without warning, the ability to adjust early and at multiple levels now plays a critical role in long-term performance.










Introduction
Instability now defines the global conditions in which hotels operate. The industry is exposed to wide-ranging disruptions, from health emergencies such as the COVID-19 outbreak to geopolitical tensions, climate shocks, and uneven economic trends. These are not isolated events but recurring stressors that demand long-term strategic thinking from small and large hotel groups.
Falk (2023) notes that hospitality is particularly vulnerable to external shocks due to its reliance on international travel and non-essential spending. Conflicts like the war in Ukraine or unrest in the Middle East have disrupted major travel corridors and altered guests' perceptions of safety, directly affecting hotel performance (Gössling et al., 2020). Environmental risks add another layer of complexity. Incidents such as wildfires in California or earthquakes in New Zealand continue to interrupt operations and heighten the need for preparedness (Carr, 2024).
This paper examines how hotel businesses respond to these conditions through resilience-focused planning and strategic flexibility. The aim is to identify approaches that support operational stability and allow properties to maintain a competitive edge even as global uncertainties persist.











Literature Review 
Strategic resilience has become necessary for hotels operating in an unstable time. As disruptions increase, from global health emergencies to political shifts and environmental crises, hospitality businesses are rethinking how they plan and operate under pressure. Recent studies outline the sector's vulnerabilities, and the practical strategies different hotel operators have used to adapt to various settings.
The pandemic offered one of the clearest tests of resilience. Research by Assegaff et al. (2022) highlights the experience of hotels in Bali, where those that invested early in preparedness and maintained open communication with stakeholders were better positioned to remain operational. These findings support broader conclusions that hotels with pre-existing crisis protocols could respond faster and with fewer setbacks (Johnson et al., 2022).
Resilience is often approached from structural and human angles. Lai and Cai (2023) argue that motivation, trust, and psychological support inside hotel teams are critical in navigating disruptions. Their research points out that the effectiveness of operational plans depends heavily on the people executing them. Without internal stability, even the most carefully designed strategies may fall short.
Melo’s (2022) work with hotel managers in Portugal also supports this view. It shows a shift toward leadership that values soft skills and flexibility over rigid control. Lombardi et al. (2021) expand on this, describing leaders who can operate within established systems but are willing to reassess and reframe strategies when needed. Their "gardening and learning" concept reflects that recovery is often non-linear and shaped by iteration.
Examples from specific regions help illustrate these points further. In Croatia, hotels in the Opatija Riviera significantly changed their operating models, concentrating on long-term sustainability and service quality rather than quick recovery (Alkier et al., 2023). A similar shift occurred in Lebanon, where decentralised decision-making and focusing on domestic travel helped hotels navigate repeated disruptions (Yacoub and Elhajjar, 2021).
The link between sustainability and resilience is also gaining relevance. In rural Spain, Marco‐Lajara et al. (2022) found that CSR practices and sustainability certifications contributed meaningfully to how well hotels managed risk and adapted to new conditions, rather than being separate objectives; sustainability and resilience work together to build long-term stability.
Again, leadership appears to be a central factor in international comparisons. A study by Giousmpasoglou et al. (2021) across 45 countries found that successful hotel performance during COVID-19 was tied to decentralised planning and active scenario preparation. Their findings also stress the importance of local context. Strategies that worked in one country didn’t necessarily transfer effectively to another. In this case, adaptability was closely tied to adapting leadership methods to local needs.
Digital tools have played a significant role in the sector’s efforts to stay flexible. Tang et al. (2024) show how hotels introduced technology for real-time data use, flexible booking options, and even tools to read guest sentiment. Their analysis suggests that digital innovation became a bridge for efficiency, maintaining guest relationships, and managing uncertainty at scale.
However, technology alone is not a solution. Situmorang et al. (2021) point out that poor coordination between headquarters and local hotel branches during crises often slows responses. Their study from Indonesia shows that without clear communication systems, even digital platforms can create confusion rather than clarity. This highlights the value of aligning strategic tools with local decision-making needs.
Finally, Silva (2021) reports that many hotels took the opportunity to rethink internal roles and functions. From health protocols to staffing and marketing, departments were reshaped to be more responsive, and in many cases, leaner. These changes were temporary adjustments and part of broader efforts to become more agile despite continued unpredictability.
Across the research, a consistent pattern emerges: resilience is not built on any single measure. It depends on flexible leadership, supported teams, and systems built to evolve. Rather than treating uncertainty as a short-term disruption, the most effective hotel strategies now recognise it as a lasting condition that calls for continual adjustment across all business areas.


Method
This paper uses a qualitative secondary research approach to examine how hotels respond strategically during crises. The focus is synthesising insights from academic literature, industry reports, and case-based studies that reflect actual practices within the hospitality sector. The study prioritises qualitative data to understand how resilience is developed in real operational settings. This is consistent with previous research in hospitality that has explored crisis management and adaptive responses (Lai and Cai, 2023; Lombardi et al., 2021).
To gather relevant sources, a structured search was conducted across ScienceDirect, JSTOR, and the Consensus platform. The search targeted materials published between 2018 and 2024, using key phrases such as “hotel crisis strategy,” “COVID-19 hospitality response,” “resilience in tourism,” and “adaptive leadership in hospitality.” Studies were selected based on their relevance, reliability, and contribution to understanding practical responses, including cases from Croatia, Lebanon, Indonesia, and Portugal (Alkier et al., 2023; Melo, 2022; Yacoub and Elhajjar, 2021; Assegaff et al., 2022).
The analysis follows a thematic structure, using Braun and Clarke’s method to group findings under decentralised leadership and operational flexibility (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2021; Johnson et al., 2022). These themes form the groundwork for the PEST analysis that follows.









Theme Impact Analysis (PEST)
Understanding how external conditions shape hotel strategy is essential when operating under ongoing instability. The PEST framework, focusing on Political, Economic, Social, and Technological influences, offers a structured way to examine how broader forces impact decision-making in the hospitality sector.
Political Factors
Political shifts and crisis-specific policies have significantly affected hotel operations across regions. The COVID-19 pandemic led to abrupt changes, including travel restrictions and health mandates, which exposed gaps in policy readiness. In Lebanon, decentralised approaches allowed for faster adjustments than top-down models, particularly in unpredictable conditions (Yacoub and Elhajjar, 2021). In parts of Southeast Asia, effective collaboration between governments helped the industry respond with more cohesion (Zahari et al., 2023).
In Macau, surplus tourism tax funds enabled the government to implement hotel-based quarantine systems without overwhelming the private sector (Lou, 2021). In contrast, countries where public communication was unclear saw lower compliance and operational setbacks (Johnson et al., 2022). These examples reflect that political measures work best when tailored to local realities and backed by consistent implementation.
Economic Factors
The pandemic disrupted financial stability throughout the sector. Hotels experienced falling revenues, unstable supply chains, and rising operational costs. Properties involved in heritage tourism in Egypt faced pressure to respond strategically and reactively to maintain performance (Azzaz and Elshaer, 2024). Businesses with diversified income or maintained reserves were generally more stable under economic stress.
Flexible forecasting and scenario planning gained importance. Huang and Zhen (2023) note that hotels using adaptive models responded more effectively to revenue shortfalls. Some also adjusted their offerings to target local markets, creating packages for wellness, work-from-hotel stays, and long-term bookings (Pantelidis, 2021).
Financial recovery strategies linked to CSR efforts also made a difference. Hotels that paired cost-saving initiatives with sustainability goals saw improved stakeholder support and future-facing savings (Marco-Lajara et al., 2021). However, limited access to digital tools placed smaller or rural hotels at a disadvantage when implementing such changes (Melián-Alzola et al., 2020).
Social Factors
Guest expectations changed sharply. Health, safety, flexibility, and emotional reassurance moved to the front. In Portugal, hotels leaned more on soft skills. Staff needed to show empathy and read guests' emotions to meet new service demands (Melo, 2022). In Indonesia, ecotourism sites responded by working with local communities. They focused on preserving culture and offering calm, familiar experiences during uncertain periods (Dewi, 2020).
Frontline employees experienced high levels of stress. Many faced layoffs, contract changes, and exposure to health risks. Lai and Cai (2022) found that internal trust and team support helped maintain stability. Social media data revealed that guests paid more attention to how hotels handled hygiene and safety. In response, properties adjusted their communication to provide clearer updates and reassurance (Elkhwesky et al., 2022).
Internally, workplace culture shifted. Hotels moved away from rigid hierarchies. More responsive management styles became common. Leaders showed greater flexibility and emotional awareness. This shift helped staff stay engaged through multiple disruptions (Melo and Vasconcelos, 2022).

Technological Factors
Digital tools moved from background support to key strategic assets. Contactless services, mobile platforms, and AI messaging became widely used (Tang et al., 2024). In India, these upgrades supported a new kind of high-end hospitality focused on space, minimal contact, and safety (Vig and Tewary, 2022).
Properties that had delayed digital investments had little choice but to act quickly. Sheiko (2021) points out that leadership made the difference. Managers willing to invest in systems like blockchain or automation responded faster and more effectively. However, many hotels were limited by budget and technical knowledge. Regional gaps were noticeable.
In Bali, hotel apps helped manage guest interaction and safety measures (Assegaff et al., 2022). Other properties used data tools to track demand and reduce booking uncertainty (Elkhwesky et al., 2022). These developments shifted the industry's view of technology from add-on to core infrastructure.

Integrated View
Looking at the findings through the PEST framework, it’s clear that resilience in hospitality doesn’t come from one area alone. Political issues push hotels to stay flexible in how they manage decisions. Economic disruptions force them to rethink how they earn and spend. Social shifts bring in new expectations around care and well-being. And technology keeps changing how hotels operate and interact with guests.
How hotels respond depends on many things, such as size, location, and how leadership works. But what stands out is that resilience isn’t fixed. It’s something that has to keep growing. It stretches across policy, finance, people, and digital tools. And it doesn’t stop.












Conclusion
Uncertainty has become a constant in hospitality. This paper shows that resilience can’t be treated as a one-time fix. Hotels must stay ahead by adapting their strategies across political, economic, social, and technological lines. Some key actions include giving local teams more control, flexible planning, supporting staff, and making innovative use of technology. What works now may not work tomorrow, so staying adaptable is the only way forward. Resilience, then, is something that has to be built again and again.

Recommendations
Based on the patterns identified in this study, hotels can strengthen their ability to adapt during uncertainty in several ways. These suggestions draw on real-world practices that have proven effective in different contexts, supported by current research.
Use a Flexible Strategy Model
Instead of sticking to a rigid plan, hotels should consider blending long-term planning with trial-and-error. The Enhanced Crafting Strategy (ECS), applied in Bali, showed that mixing steady planning with experimental changes helped improve financial outcomes and service adjustments during the pandemic (Lo et al., 2023). Managers tested ideas on a small scale before wider use, which reduced risk.
Connect Sustainability with Daily Operations
Hotels that combined green practices with technology upgrades had quicker recovery rates. Using smart energy systems, contactless services, or AI tools for guest needs proved helpful, not just for hygiene, but also for cutting costs and building trust (Elkhwesky, El Manzani and Salem, 2022). Sustainability should be built into the business's running, not treated as a separate goal.



Make CSR a Core Part of Strategy
During crises, hotels that supported employees, backed local communities, and stayed involved in environmental efforts performed better. CSR helped build trust and protect reputation while stabilising operations (Johann, 2023). It shouldn’t be an afterthought.
Focus on Staff Stability
People keep the system running. In Thailand, hotels that supported staff with flexible shifts, digital hiring, and mental health support managed disruptions more effectively (Anansopa and Tandamrong, 2024). Hotels should take care of their teams, mainly when pressure builds.
Shift Toward Local Markets
When global tourism fell, many hotels turned to local guests. In places like Egypt and Indonesia, those that promoted longer stays and used local digital platforms stayed more consistent in demand (Awaluddin and Surgawati, 2024; Sobaih et al., 2020). It helps to invest in region-specific marketing early.
In short, no single solution works. Building resilience takes action across different parts of the business, people, technology, community, and planning, all which matter.
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Appendix A – Condensed SWOT Summary
Strengths
· Decentralised leadership and adaptive planning helped hotels respond faster and more flexibly in crisis settings (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2021).
· Early adoption of digital tools provided operational efficiency and better guest experience during disruptions (Tang et al., 2024).
Weaknesses
· Smaller and rural hotels struggled with limited resources, including access to digital infrastructure (Melián-Alzola et al., 2020).
· Poor coordination between headquarters and hotel branches created delays in crisis response (Situmorang et al., 2021).
Opportunities
· Shifting focus to local and domestic markets increased resilience during international travel shutdowns (Sobaih et al., 2021).
· Embedding resilience into day-to-day operations enables long-term agility, not just temporary survival (Johnson et al., 2022).
Threats
· Global political and environmental instability continues to disrupt hotel operations worldwide (Carr, 2024).
· Rising labour and supply chain costs pose ongoing risks to performance and profitability (Anansopa and Tandamrong, 2024).




Appendix B – Condensed SOS Summary
Strengths to Sustain
· Flexible and decentralised leadership models effectively maintained operations under uncertainty (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2021).
· Integration of sustainability into daily operations helped build trust and improve long-term performance (Marco-Lajara et al., 2022).
Opportunities to Seize
· Local markets offer stability when international demand declines, supporting continued occupancy (Awaluddin and Surgawati, 2024).
· Technology upgrades (AI, automation) enhance guest experience and operational agility (Tang et al., 2024).
Shifts to Make
· Transition from temporary fixes to strategic improvements is essential for lasting resilience (Lombardi et al., 2021).
· Reframing leadership to be more responsive and collaborative boosts internal adaptability (Melo et al., 2022).
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