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Background to the Study
The COVID-19 global pandemic that broke out in late 2019 had a severe impact on the international tourism and hospitality industry (Yepez, 2024). Hotels around the world faced unprecedented operational and financial pressure due to international border closures, flight disruptions, lockdowns, and public health restrictions (Nicola, 2020). UNWTO estimates that international tourist arrivals worldwide fell by more than 70% in 2020 (United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), 2020). As a result, millions of jobs were lost, and business models, resilience mechanisms, and crisis-response strategies were re-evaluated across the hospitality sector (Breier, 2021).
At that time, the need arose for hotels around the world to accelerate digital transformation, introduce contactless technologies, adopt health and safety protocols, as well as restructure their workforce practices (Anwar, 2024). Therefore, the hospitality industry was exposed to significant risk and was able to emerge from the crisis with new opportunities for strategic agility, innovation, and organisational resilience (Suder, 2025). Furthermore, scholars argue that three interconnected dynamics have been identified that characterise the post-COVID-19 hospital complex.
They are, 
1. Crisis management & resilience building. 
2. Digital transformation & service innovation. 
3. Sustainability, driving strategic competitiveness (Fu, 2021).
These trends directly affect recovery trajectories, especially in developing economies.
Tourism in particular is Sri Lanka's third largest foreign exchange earner (International Trade Administration, 2024). It is also a very important component for job creation, regional development and diversification of its economy. Sri Lanka is a rapidly growing tourist destination, known for its natural beauty, rich cultural heritage, and hospitality (Weerawansa, 2022). However, tourism suffered a severe setback following the Covid pandemic and the 2019 Easter Sunday attacks (Nagendrakumar, 2021). The combination of terrorist attacks, pandemic-related border closures, and the 2022 crisis put a lot of pressure on hotels across the country (Akamavi, 2022). At the same time, there were losses of income and hundreds of workers in the tourism sector lost their jobs or left the industry completely.
But this post-pandemic era can also be described as an emerging opportunity for the Sri Lankan hotel sector, driven by relaxed global restrictions, regaining tourist confidence, & targeted tourism promotion initiatives by the government. In addition, digital technology has introduced innovations as well as avenues for operational efficiency through mobile phone screening, online booking systems, automation tools, and data-driven marketing (Perera, 2024). Furthermore, hotels are adopting sustainable practices such as water conservation and eco-friendly guest amenities, energy-efficient systems, and waste management programs (Dilshan, 2022). It is in response to the rising tide of global expectations now placed on environmentally responsible tourism.
There is a significant literature on the transformation of Sri Lankan hospitality on a global basis. However, practical applications involving crisis recovery, innovation, and sustainability within the specific socio-economic, cultural, and institutional contexts of Sri Lankan hotels are very limited. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to conduct a timely and critical examination of the challenges and opportunities facing the hotel industry in Sri Lanka in the post-pandemic era.
Especially, this will help to meaningfully contribute to knowledge and practical policymaking to strengthen hotels' response to the crisis, the strategic interventions adopted, their resilience to the future, as well as competitiveness.
Research Focus
This research critically explores the challenges & opportunities for innovation and sustainable development facing hotels, and focuses on the post-pandemic recovery of the Sri Lankan hotel industry. Furthermore, the Sri Lankan context is unique due to the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as pre-existing vulnerabilities & weak institutional capacity. 
This research focuses on three interrelated thematic areas based on the reviewed literature. Important tourist destinations in Sri Lanka, Colombo, Kandy, and Galle, have been selected for this research. As Colombo has become a commercial hub, Kandy a cultural destination, and Galle a coastal tourist zone, it has attracted a large number of tourists (Travel And Tour World, 2025). The target population is hotel managers and operations employees working in luxury (5-star) hotels, mid-range (3–4-star) hotels, budget/economy and boutique/resort hotels. The main reason for selecting these teams was that they had very good practical knowledge of post-pandemic operations & organisational responses.
The table below presents some example hotel names for each region.
	City
	Luxury (5-star)
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	Budget/Economy
	Boutique/Resort

	Colombo
	Shangri‑La Colombo
	NH Collection Colombo
	Clock Inn Colombo
	Maniumpathy

	Kandy
	Jetwing Kandy Gallery
	OZO Kandy
	Kandy City Hostel
	The Kandy House

	Galle
	Jetwing Lighthouse
	Aradhana Hotel
	Galle Fort Hostel
	Fort Bazaar


Table 1-Hotel examples for regions


Post-Pandemic Operational & Strategic Challenges
Following the pandemic, hotels in Sri Lanka faced a number of challenges, including financial instability, job insecurity, staff shortages, changing guest expectations, limited digital usage, as well as infrastructure constraints (Perera, 2023). The basis here is to study such obstacles and outline realistic strategies that fit a realistic context.
Opportunities for Innovation & Digital Transformation
The post-pandemic period has seen a rapid increase in the use of digital technologies across the global hospitality industry (Alotaibi, 2022). Digital transformation for the Sri Lankan hotel industry offers opportunities to improve service quality, personalise guest experiences, reduce operational costs, and strengthen competitiveness (Jayawardena, 2023). But technology readiness and usage vary significantly across large, medium, and small hotels.
Strategic Pathways for Sustainable Recovery & Industry Development
Long-term recovery is based on building resilience, implementing sustainable practices, developing human capital, and aligning with global tourism trends (Ramos Jesus, 2025). Therefore, integrated strategies that combine sustainability, innovation, and people-centered management are crucial. This research focuses primarily on these three issues in its study to provide a balanced, contextually rich view of the Sri Lankan hotel industry post-pandemic.
Rationale for the Study
The following points can be made to justify this research.
Limited Existing Research on Post-Pandemic Sri Lankan Hospitality
Although there has been a large amount of global research on hospitality during and after the pandemic, there has been very little practical research focusing on Sri Lanka. There are few studies that only address isolated themes such as digital adoption or sustainability or recovery policies, without offering an integrated analysis of multiple post-pandemic dimensions (El-Said, 2024).
Sri Lanka’s Economic Dependency on Tourism
The hotel sector is the heart of Sri Lanka's economic activity and a fragile or slow recovery will have a severe impact on jobs, investment and foreign exchange earnings (De Alwis, 2023). Therefore, properly identifying the challenges and opportunities after the pandemic has direct implications for national economic development.
Strategic Importance of Innovation, Digital Transformation & Sustainability
Research clearly shows that the competitiveness of the hospitality sector after the pandemic will be highly dependent on service innovation, digitalisation, strategic agility, and sustainability. However, given the available resources, there is a problem of how those strategies can be practically implemented, especially by small and medium-sized hotels in Sri Lanka.
Need for Evidence-Based Recommendations for Industry Stakeholders
For this, it is very important to pay direct attention to the following points.
· Effectively planning support measures for tourism authorities, policymakers, hotel managers & investors.
· Strengthening the resilience of sectors.
· Having accurate and contextually based knowledge is crucial to align Sri Lanka with global hospitality trends.


Research Aim, Objectives & Research Question
Research Aim
Critically examine the challenges and opportunities for Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the post-pandemic situation and identify strategic interventions for sustainable recovery and development.
Research Objectives
1) To identify the key challenges facing the Sri Lankan hotel industry in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period.
2) To evaluate new opportunities for innovation and growth in the sector in the post-pandemic context.
3) To recommend feasible proposals on appropriate strategies that can enhance the resilience, competitiveness and sustainability of the Sri Lankan hotel industry.
Research Question
How has the post-pandemic situation affected the challenges and opportunities for the hotel industry in Sri Lanka, and what strategies can be used to promote its recovery and development?
Overview of the Dissertation Structure
This study is divided into five chapters to provide the reader with a clear & coherent understanding. Furthermore, each chapter is clearly structured with the aim of proceeding logically from conceptual foundations to practical evidence, as well as with strategic recommendations to substantiate the research aim, objectives, & central question.


Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter introduces the topic, states the background and significance of the study, & introduces the rationale. Also, the aim, objectives, & research question of this study are presented and the structure of the thesis is summarised.
Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter explains hospitality challenges, digital transformation, crisis management, innovation, & sustainability after the pandemic. Furthermore, it systematically analyses existing academic and industry literature relevant to the tourism context of Sri Lanka, as well as human capital resilience. It uses a funnel approach that starts at the global research level and narrows down to regional and local studies. The review also clearly identifies gaps in the literature that this study intends to address.
Chapter 3: Methodology
The research design adopted for this study, as well as its justification, is described here. Furthermore, in this regard, it follows the positivist research paradigm and quantitative approach, sampling strategy, and data collection techniques. For example, questionnaires & ethical considerations, as well as data analysis methods, are clearly covered. Furthermore, the discussion of validity, reliability as well as limitations of the approach adopted is a very important part of this chapter.
Chapter 4: Data Analysis & Findings
This chapter clearly explains the practical findings derived from the data collected. It includes statistical analysis, visual representations, as well as thematic interpretations that align with the research objectives. This analysis critically examines the challenges facing hotels in Sri Lanka, post-pandemic opportunities, adoption of digital and sustainability strategies, and emerging trends in the sector.


Chapter 5: Conclusions & Recommendations
This final chapter explains strategic interventions that will help strengthen the resilience, innovation capacity, and sustainability of the Sri Lankan hotel industry. Furthermore, it synthesises the findings by revisiting the research objectives & goals to provide practical recommendations to hotel managers, tourism policymakers, and government. This chapter also identifies areas for future research. Therefore, all these chapters, taken together, rigorously & comprehensively examine the post-pandemic landscape of the hotel industry in Sri Lanka, and push the academic frontier forward by proposing practical solutions.
Why This Research is Important
This study is notable for several reasons:
Academic Significance
· Literature on the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry after the Covid pandemic is limited.
· Provides an integrated analysis that brings together crisis management, innovation, digital transformation, sustainability, & human capital resilience.
· It will enhance a clear understanding of how theories such as resource-based vision, dynamic capabilities, and Tourism 4.0 are applicable in developing country contexts.
Practical Significance
· Assists hotel managers in identifying realistic strategies for workforce recovery, digital adoption, as well as sustainable operations.
· It provides relevant insights, along with infrastructure support, to policymakers in developing targeted tourism recovery programs.
· Helps investors and industry professionals understand emerging opportunities in the hospitality environment after the pandemic.
Socio-Economic Importance to Sri Lanka
· Tourism is a centerpiece of economic stability, and therefore strengthening the hotel sector enhances a nation's gross domestic product, employment, small and medium enterprise development, as well as foreign exchange earnings (Raveendran, 2025).
· A well-restored hotel industry will aid in a broader economic recovery, especially after the recent economic difficulties Sri Lanka has faced.
· The combination of academic, practical, and socio-economic relevance reinforces the importance and timeliness of the study.
Conclusion to the Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has reshaped the global hospitality industry into a new environment of both risks and opportunities. For Sri Lanka, a country heavily dependent on tourism, understanding this evolving landscape is crucial to ensuring sustainable recovery & competitiveness in the long term. Also, the hotel industry is now facing a number of operational challenges, workforce issues, digitalisation gaps, financial constraints, as well as organisational barriers. But, at the same time, innovations in service delivery, digital transformation, as well as sustainability, are promising opportunities for growth.
This research focuses on the following points.
· Identifying key post-pandemic challenges.
· Investigating innovation and development opportunities.
· Evaluation of strategies for building resilience.
· Critically examining such developments through actionable recommendations for industry stakeholders.
This must be achieved through a structured analysis supported by theoretical insights as well as practical evidence to meaningfully contribute to the long-term strengthening of the Sri Lankan hotel industry.
Literature Review
The COVID-19 pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on the global tourism and hospitality sector, unexpectedly disrupting travel habits, consumer behaviour, and business models internationally (Abbas, 2021). The post-pandemic recovery phase presents both existential risks & opportunities for the hotel industry. Especially among emerging economies, resilience, adaptability, & sustainability can be the difference between survival & extinction (Zahan, 2025). A funnel approach is followed in this literature review. It begins with international & regional patterns of post-Covid recovery for the hospitality industry, narrows down to the Sri Lankan hotel industry, and then focuses on thematic areas that map more closely with the research objectives. The focus is on establishing key post-Covid issues for Sri Lankan hotels, exploring potential for innovation and growth, as well as examining strategies for resilience, competitiveness & sustainability within this context.
This review is structured into three main sections, and first, it surveys global and regional studies on crisis management, digital transformation, and sustainability in hospitality. Second, the focus is on the literature on Sri Lanka (or closely comparable developing contexts) and critically analyses how imported theories and frameworks apply or fail in local settings. Third, gaps, tensions, and directions are synthesised and shown to justify and situate the proposed empirical research. Therefore, each thematic subsection is clearly linked to the research objectives, ensuring focus and coherence, and the review concludes with a summary of emerging issues, identification of research gaps, and a bridge to practical inquiry.
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[bookmark: _Toc213788698][bookmark: _Toc214051456]Crisis & Risk Management in Hospitality
Effective crisis management is at the heart of research into how hotels endure shocks and therefore forms the basis of any post-COVID resilience analysis (Suder, 2025). Crisis management in the hospitality industry is often theorised in stages. They are: before the crisis (preparedness), responding to the crisis (taking action), and recovering after the crisis (learning from what happened & adapting) (Swiss Education Group, 2025). Many hospitality analyses have been conducted during COVID using this three-phase conceptualisation to discuss how hotel chains managed challenges such as lockdowns, declining occupancy, & subsequent reopening (Permatasari, 2022).
The role of leadership is crucial in developing stakeholder coordination, information flow, & risk management during crisis response (Chaskar, 2023). Recent criticism suggests that a more integrated approach is needed, and that crisis responses should include resilience building, learning feedback loops, and contingency planning (Chen, 2025).
People-centered strategy is one such area emphasises that in the post-COVID era, hotels should develop internal resilience through organisational design that promotes psychological safety, transparent decision-making, empowering leaders, & reducing hierarchical distance (i.e., flat reporting) (Lai, 2023). Furthermore, while the literature emphatically indicates some tension or conflict, most studies focus on cost reduction, revenue management, & financial interventions (Rust, 2002). But others warn that those interventions will be insufficient unless they are coupled with innovation, adaptation, and investment in human resources (Promnil, 2023). This tension between deregulation and revitalisation appears to be a theme throughout the literature.
Understanding crisis management frameworks and the leadership-human capital nexus provides a theoretical basis for identifying key issues facing Sri Lankan hotels in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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As the recovery continues, digital transformation can be pointed to as the key strategy used by hotels (Springer Nature, 2025). The technological acceleration of hotel operations, digitisation, IoT, big data, AI, service delivery, marketing, & reservation systems is commonly referred to under the umbrella of Tourism 4.0 (as in Industry 4.0) and emphasises connectivity, intelligence, & value creation (Tuncalı Yaman, 2022). 
In the hospitality sector, criteria for digital use for research are proposed using the TOE (Technology–Organisation–Environment) framework (Nikopoulou, 2023). For example, Nikopoulou et al. (2023) argue that digital maturity, organisational culture, financial capability, regulatory environment, & data/insights capability all collectively contribute to the adoption of technology in hotels (Nikopoulou, 2023). It is also clear that there are differences of opinion about what the biggest barrier to adoption is, cost and infrastructure constraints or cultural and human limitations.
Contextual transferability can be pointed out as a key research challenge in digital transformation (Plekhanov, 2023). Many models are tailored for developed markets, large chain hotels, small & medium-sized businesses, or hotels in developing countries, where capital, skills, or regulatory constraints often hold them back (Giannoukou, 2024). Some writers warn that digital transformation for hotels is not always about automation, and that it is essential to rethink customer journeys, staff roles, and data-driven customisation (Deb, 2022).
This is confirmed by practical studies in Southeast Asia and Asia. For example, Promnil et al. (2023) in Thailand show that service delivery approaches and customer care (often using digital channels) have a greater impact on recovery than using cost-saving measures in isolation (Promnil, 2023). This supports the argument that digital channels should enable service innovation rather than office efficiency.
This literature defines “opportunities for growth & innovation” in the hotel business, allowing this study to explore what the most promising digital avenues are in Sri Lanka.
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The most immediate global trend for sustainability is to support crisis recovery and digitalisation, especially in tourism, where the social and environmental impacts are tangible (Polukhina, 2025). The pandemic has focused attention on the risks of overreliance on large-scale tourism & resource-hungry practices (Pillai, 2021). In response, the majority of hotels are focusing on smart technologies (sensor networks, IoT energy management, waste monitoring) to reduce emissions, water use, & food waste (EHL Graduate School, 2024).
Recent studies are focusing heavily on the mediating role of stakeholder participation in green innovation and the transition towards sustainability (Herzallah, 2025). These studies emphasise that adopting “green practices” is not simply a matter of technology or investment, but is mainly driven by stakeholder pressure, regulatory demands, and internal change capacity.
Research on developing countries confirms that institutional facilitation, incentives, & stakeholder alignment are generally weak, limiting deep ESG integration (Deb, 2022).
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Hospitality Industry in Sri Lanka
Tourism is one of the fastest growing industries in Asia and is the 3rd largest foreign exchange earner for Sri Lanka (Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau, 2025). Tourism was one of the first businesses to be severely affected with the onset of the COVID pandemic in 2019 (UN Tourism, 2025). Furthermore, due to airport lockdowns and restrictions to contain the virus, tourist arrivals to Sri Lanka completely collapsed in March 2020 (Kanagasingam, 2022).
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[bookmark: _Toc213788827]Figure 1-Monthly tourist arrivals in 2019 & 2020
( Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, 2025).
The hospitality industry is a major contributor to the Sri Lankan economy, providing employment to the largest number of people in the country and contributing greatly to the country's GDP (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, 2025). The country's tourism products are diverse and include heritage & cultural tourism, adventure tourism, ecotourism, & beach tourism (Almasco, 2025). From luxury hotels to resorts, guesthouses, & homestays, Sri Lanka's hospitality industry caters to all these sectors (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Therefore, especially its natural beauty, rich culture & diverse wildlife attract tourists and contribute to their return here. Sri Lanka in particular was crowned the "Most Beautiful Island in the World" for 2025 (Sri Lanka High Commission,London-UK, 2025).
[image: ]
Figure 2-The most beautiful island in the world 2025
(Juriansz, 2025).
Furthermore, the Sri Lankan government has recently taken some steps to develop the tourism industry by improving infrastructure, such as simplifying the visa process and providing certain facilities to investors in the hospitality sector (The Official Government News Portal of Sri Lanka, 2025). Therefore, Sri Lanka's tourism industry, which suffered a setback due to COVID-19, has recorded remarkable growth in the past few years, and Sri Lanka is becoming increasingly popular as a destination (WTM TEAM, 2025).
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(Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, 2025).
Sri Lanka is among the first countries in Asia to establish and implement a comprehensive COVID-19 health program for industries (Rannan-Eliya, 2023). Also, with the relaxation of health regulations after the pandemic, bookings and flights have gradually increased, contributing to a much-needed economic and foreign exchange boost (Upali Newspapers (Pvt) Ltd, 2021).
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Post-COVID Challenges in Sri Lankan Hotels
Examines the criteria for digital adoption for Sri Lankan star-rated hotels, where cultural resistance, lack of funding, trust, & infrastructure are common barriers (Jayawardena, 2023). In addition to the external accessibility of tools, their findings support the view that technology use in Sri Lanka is hampered by issues of organisational readiness.
When it comes to small & medium-sized hotels, compatibility (i.e., the extent to which digital devices complement existing operations) & cost-effectiveness have a strong impact on performance improvements (Jayathissa, 2025). But trust & interaction have weak effects, and this nuance suggests that Sri Lankan hotels will pursue an incremental digital transformation rather than a radical one.
Regarding sustainability, Kannangara et al. (2024) identify a rich sample of green strategies for Sri Lankan hotels (Kannangara, 2024). They list change champions, communication with stakeholders, culture & leadership as enablers & financial constraints, waste infrastructure management & lack of human capacity capital as inhibitors (Kannangara, 2023). Their use of the resource-based view and stakeholder theory directs environmental action towards competitive advantage logics rather than purely moral appeals.
A Sri Lankan example of tourist hotels shows that, in many cases, sustainability takes precedence over social or economic considerations (Wijesundara, 2024). Perhaps because they are more tangible or simpler to justify to tourists, this discrepancy can create gaps in overall sustainability.
While this study provides guidance along certain dimensions, it can be said that there are gaps in integrating crisis recovery, digital transformation, human capital resilience, & sustainability into a single framework in the Sri Lankan hotel sector.
Innovation, Digital Strategy & Local Constraints
Hotels in Sri Lanka operate in an environment with limited infrastructure, fragmented governance, & resource-intensive operations (Kularatne, 2019). Digital transformation research emphasises that adoption is highly dependent on organisational culture, finances, & the external environment (Nikopoulou, 2023). Therefore, in Sri Lanka, uneven ICT infrastructure & the digital divide between urban & rural areas further exacerbate disparities in usage.
Sampanthan and Good (2013) conducted research on online promotion in Sri Lankan hotels and concluded that challenges in interaction, trust, & organisational support hindered capabilities even at the beginning of e-commerce adoption (Sambhanthan, 2013). This shows that not only internal management but also deliberate digital marketing is an essential factor for the Sri Lankan tourism sector.
Therefore, local hotel management may not be able to predict homogeneous digital platforms. Furthermore, technological adaptation models developed in modern environments may underestimate limitations such as lack of IT professionals or unstable power/internet connectivity (Tajuddin, 2025). Therefore, defining what digital devices are viable and effective in the Sri Lankan hotel environment is a critical task.
Sustainability, Change Management & Institutional Gaps
Kannangara et al. (2024) are among the rare group of individuals who have advocated for environmental sustainability in Sri Lanka's hospitality sector (Kannangara, 2023). They point out that champions offer the ability to align stakeholder pressures with internal strategies, develop a sustainable culture, and break down opposition (Kannangara, 2023).
Hybridising sustainability & digital transformation are an emerging trend elsewhere (e.g. green innovation involving stakeholder participation) (Herzallah, 2025).
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In the hospitality sector, motivation, employee skills, well-being & staff retention, recovery and sustainable competitiveness can be identified as key human assets (Saito, 2025).
Theoretical Foundations: Human Capital, Psychological Capital, Resilience
Human Capital Theory & Resource-Based View
Traditional human capital theory (Becker, 1964) assumes that human capital investment (training, development) in staff yields results by increasing productivity (CIPD, 2017). In hospitality, where labour is the main input, this argument supports retention & capacity arguments. Developing human capital theory, the resource-based view (RBV) positions employees as strategic resources & argues that if human resources are valuable, rare, imitable, and non-substitutable, they provide a sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 1991) (Dunford, 2001).
In emergencies, this suggests that hotels that manage and maintain high-quality employees recover and reorganise more effectively than hotels that reduce and abandon human capital. But critics have warned against investing in human capital during times of crisis, saying a lack of liquidity discourages training spending and that threats of layoffs cause companies to hastily lay off workers (Hartline, 2025). So, the simple logic of "more training = better results" should be qualified in times of crisis.
Psychological Capital & Employee Resilience
In new research, psychological capital (PsyCap), such as self-efficacy, resilience, hope, and optimism, has been theorised as a critical mediator in employees' stress management and recovery from adversity (Luthans, 2017). Some tourism/hospitality research on resilience suggests that PsyCap is used as a critical variable linking stressors and outcomes (e.g., turnover, well-being) (Jesus, 2025).
For example, A research conducted by Malaysian tourism SMEs found coping strategies as mediators for the relationship between psychological capital and firm-level resilience during the COVID-19 period (Jalil, 2021).
For example, other studies point to the organisational use of PsyCap, where psychological resources can be built by transmitting support and reducing uncertainty through leadership support, autonomy, training, and communication (Slåtten, 2020). This closes the gap between theory and practice.
Empirical Evidence: Staff Turnover, Retention, & Well-Being During/Post COVID
Turnover Intention & Job Insecurity
COVID-19 can be described as a pandemic that has created job insecurity & turnover intentions among hotel workers (Jung, 2020). For example, a study based on SOR (Stimulus, Organism, Response) believes that “COVID-19 event intensity” is a stimulus that negatively affects employees’ perceived operational performance & reinforces job insecurity, thereby triggering turnover intentions (Yin, 2022).
Studies show that job insecurity is a key factor in turnover intentions during the crisis (Masykuroh, 2021). Some research has found that hotel size can moderate such things, with larger hotels showing a stronger turnover response (Yin, 2022). As work on psychological well-being has also explored, in five-star hotels in Sharm El-Sheikh, COVID-19 anxiety was found to influence turnover intention, a partial mediator of psychological well-being (Selem, 2022). 
Other research shows that job insecurity negatively impacts quality of life by generating stress, anxiety, & depression, and it can even increase job turnover (Elshaer, 2023).
Organisational Identification, Intention to Stay, & Loyalty
Some studies examine the opposite of turnover and show that intention to stay, organisational commitment, or loyalty, is often mediated by organisational identification (Kumar, 2012). For example, a study by MDPI found that job insecurity among employees negatively affects organisational identification. Furthermore, it reduces their intention to stay. That is, low acceptance harms retention (Chen, 2021).
Therefore, studies of retention in the hospitality sector during COVID suggest a dynamic chain of job insecurity, decreased acceptance and commitment, and increased turnover intentions (Salem, 2022).
Retention Strategies: Leadership, Compensation, Work-Life Balance
Leadership support, compensation, & work-life balance can be pointed to as three significant levers of a post-COVID retention strategy (Arun, 2025). Also, a survey-based study that reviewed post-COVID retention policies cited supportive leadership, open communication, professional development opportunities, & improved working conditions as the most important factors for loyalty (Jidda, 2024). This means that businesses need to go beyond reducing reactive costs to invest in relational practices.
Furthermore, in the context of the COVID response, A study of "talent retention intentions" in 4- and 5-star hotels explored the impact of responses such as healthcare, service automation, downsising, training & restructuring, mediated through job insecurity (Salem, 2022). This suggests that certain responses (e.g. health and safety and training) can reduce turnover by increasing employee trust and satisfaction.
Another section examines the interaction between employee resilience & innovation in driving competitiveness and shows that companies that drive innovation and build employee resilience succeed in times of crisis (Kokkhangplu, 2025). This bridges the gap between external & internal strategies and makes it clear that employee-oriented measures are not just defensive but also drivers of renewal.
Well-being, Stress & Mental Health
A recent review has explained the role of stressors (insecurity, work pressure, health risks) & protective resources (self-control, social support, psychological capital) and interventions in hospitality contexts (Saito, 2025).
For this purpose, a practical study was conducted using 700 front-line hotel employees. It describes social support and problem-focused coping strategies to greatly prevent the negative consequences of stress, depression, and anxiety and maintain quality of life (Elshaer, 2023). This brings internal support and infrastructure to stabilise human capital during turbulent times.
People with quality networks and greater self-efficacy are more likely to survive setbacks during difficult times without leaving the industry.
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Theoretical Underpinnings: Innovation, Digital Transformation & Competitive Advantage
It can be noted that hospitality innovation is generally framed in terms of the resource-based view (RBV) and dynamic capabilities (Pereira-Moliner, 2021). Also, the RBV points out that sustainable competitive advantage will be achieved for companies that have the ability to mobilise rare, inimitable, & non-substitutable resources (Kero, 2023). Furthermore, this means that in the digital age, digital technologies, data analytics, and process innovations can be used as strategic assets (Marques, 2023).
Furthermore, digital transformation is the conscious use of digital technologies to restructure core business processes, customer interactions, as well as organisational design (Zhu, 2021). The theoretical framework of innovation includes both service innovation (new ways of delivering services) and process innovation (innovative ways of doing things) (Edwards-Schachter, 2018). It can be noted that service innovations in the hospitality sector are often mediated by technologies such as mobile check-in, IoT for rooms, chatbots, virtual reality, and big data analytics (Kansakar, 2018).
Here, the Technology, Organisation, and Environment (TOE) model has been used, which can be said to be a very good conceptual approach (Nguyen, 2022). Furthermore, it clearly demonstrates how the adoption of digital technology depends on technical (e.g. maturity, compliance), organisational (e.g. leadership, culture, digital maturity), and environmental (e.g. regulation, competitive pressure) factors (Nikopoulou, 2023).
From the perspective of innovation strategy, the literature refers to open innovation and uses internal and external knowledge flows, collaborations, and networks as a way to facilitate innovation (Carrasco-Carvajal, 2023). Furthermore, it can be noted that open innovation in the hospitality industry has been found to improve service innovation as well as organisational performance (Mohd Harif, 2022).
So, it is becoming clear that technological innovation & transformation in the hospitality sector isn’t just about adopting new technology, but also about incorporating strategic assets, aligning organisational capabilities, & adapting to environmental pressures (Kumawat, 2025).
Empirical Evidence: Digital Adoption, Innovation Strategies & Hospitality Performance
A study that reached 2,527 articles on digital transformation in the hospitality sector between 2000-2023 revealed four main themes. They are,
1. Adoption of digital technologies.
2. Stakeholder outcomes of digital transformation.
3. Determinants of online purchases.
4. Online review analysis (Peng, 2023).
Studies show that hotels that invest in various types of digital technologies, such as cloud-based property management systems, chatbots, IoT sensors, and mobile keys, improve operational efficiency, guest satisfaction, and security in the post-COVID era. For example, Anwar and others report that cloud management systems in five-star Indonesian hotels have increased operational efficiency by up to 30%, and AI/chatbots have reduced staff workload by up to 70%  (Anwar, 2024).
A study was conducted on the determinants of digital transformation in the hospitality sector of 502 hotels using the TOE framework. There, it was found that the availability of financial resources, organisational digital maturity, and government regulation significantly influence adoption intentions. It can also be noted that micro, small & medium-sized hotels affected by COVID-19 are more likely to use digital technologies (Nikopoulou, 2023).
Another study shows that process agility, workforce adaptability, technology management capabilities, a clear data culture, and assured cybersecurity are critical for successful digitalisation. Key barriers identified in this study include disparate systems, lack of data integrity, legacy systems, and poor integration (Wynn, 2023).
Looking at all that data, the empirical literature suggests that digital innovation is a major growth opportunity for hotels, but it can be said that this is not so easy, especially in smaller hotels and less mature contexts.
Innovation in Developing Contexts & Hospitality: Challenges & Local Factors
Especially, Hotels in developing countries are often constrained by inadequate ICT infrastructure, limited financial resources, low staff digital literacy, low support from regulatory bodies, & fragmented value chains (Kansakar, 2018). Therefore, it can be said that these can pose significant obstacles not only to the adoption of technologies, but also to strategic alignment and value creation through innovation.
Also, innovation is not just about adopting technology, but also about organisational changes, leadership, culture, as well as processes and relationships with human capital (Cao, 2025). Studies confirm that hotel automation fails to integrate with customer journey redesign or business models, and instead creates a 'digital tool' rather than a 'transformation' (Marques, 2023). Therefore, to leverage innovation & digitalisation as a growth opportunity for Sri Lankan hotels, it is crucial to address human capital, internal capabilities, infrastructure, organisational culture, & strategic alignment.
Strategic Implications: Innovation & Resilience for Competitiveness
Innovation, like digital transformation, is also very helpful for resilience & competitiveness from a strategic perspective (Garrido-Moreno, 2024). Competition is high due to accommodation, health and safety issues, rapidly changing guest expectations, as well as alternative accommodation options such as Airbnb (von Briel, 2021). Also, in the post-COVID environment, it is crucial for hotels to dynamically rethink their offerings, personalise guest experiences, be flexible with their digital platforms, & streamline operations (Al-Hyari, 2023).
Examples include digital tools that support contactless services, dynamic pricing, real-time guest feedback, predictive maintenance, sustainability engagement, energy management, & data-driven marketing. These can improve guest satisfaction, reduce costs, & improve the speed of adaptation to shocks (Anwar, 2024).
However, at times, digital innovations can be vulnerable to risks such as cyber risks, technological obsolescence, data privacy issues, & dependence on external vendors (Marques, 2023). Therefore, it can be pointed out that a strategic approach is crucial in balancing opportunity and risk, as well as aligning innovation with organisational resilience & sustainability frameworks.
Linkage to Research Objectives
· These details focus directly on research objective 2, "To evaluate new opportunities for innovation & growth in the sector in the post-pandemic context". Furthermore, where service innovations, the literature shows clear opportunities through digital transformation & strategic adaptation, the literature also emphasises the need for contextual sensitivity.
· It also covers research objective 3 ("To recommend feasible proposals on appropriate strategies that can enhance the resilience, competitiveness & sustainability of the Sri Lankan hotel industry"). Furthermore, as innovation aligns with energy efficiency as well as sustainable thinking, organisational capabilities, such as digital platforms & guest experiences, are becoming a strategic enabler for resilience & competitiveness. Thus, this section clearly presents a theoretical and practical foundation for exploring how Sri Lankan hotels can strategically adopt digital innovations.
Linking to Research Objective 3: Strategic Resilience, Competitiveness & Sustainability
· Resilience & competitiveness go hand in hand with dynamic capabilities, and it is important to leverage digital innovations, redeploy resources, engage stakeholders, & adopt sustainability practices together.
· In a developing economy, adaptation to fundamental frameworks including human capital, financial constraints, cultural values, infrastructure, & regulatory context is crucial for Sri Lanka's hotel sector.
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Theoretical Foundations: Sustainability, Dynamic Capabilities & Strategic Agility
Nowadays, sustainability in the hospitality industry has gone beyond some peripheral "CSR" activities & is considered a strategic dimension (Mohammadi, 2025). Furthermore, it interacts directly with resilience & competitiveness. Key theoretical perspectives here include eco-innovation theory, dynamic capabilities, the circular economy, and strategic agility.
For example, eco-innovation theory suggests that companies can innovate by incorporating environmental practices into their operations and therefore maintain competitiveness (Gunduz Songur, 2022). Furthermore, the circular economy framework emphasises resource efficiency, recycling, reuse, as well as systemic change, over linear "use-dispose" models (Fonseca, 2025).
Empirical Evidence: Sustainability Practices in Hotels
Global evidence
The review shows that sustainability in hotels is a growing research area that still suffers from semantic fragmentation & limited integration with performance outcomes. For example, Oliveras-Villanueva, Llach & Perramon found that environmental practices positively affect service quality (Oliveras-Villanueva, 2020). Furthermore, a critical review of 28 papers conducted by Wijesundara revealed that there are still some gaps in corporate sustainability practices in hotels (Wijesundara, 2023).
Also, case studies have shown that hotels have adopted energy-efficient, waste management, water-reduction, biodiversity protection, & community engagement practices. For example, a luxury Portuguese hotel adopted energy, waste, water & social practices in a natural park setting, providing cost reductions, demonstrating that environmental as well as social practices can coexist (Vitor Pereira, 2021). Such cases often involve higher-end hotels with more resources, so the ability to generalise may be limited.
Evidence from Sri Lanka & developing contexts
The 2024 report was published under the title "Extent of Corporate Sustainability Adoption in the Hospitality Industry: A Case Study of Tourist Hotels in Sri Lanka". The study confirmed that while most hotels in Sri Lanka have adopted some form of environmental and economic sustainability practices, socio-cultural practices & overall integration are lacking (Wijesundara, 2024). Furthermore, in this study, 207 hotels were surveyed, & their average scores for sustainable practices were moderate, with limitations related to cost, institutional support, & human capital constraints.
Furthermore, in hospitality industries in developing countries, sustainability practices are often constrained by infrastructure, financial constraints, regulatory frameworks, & capacity issues (Gunduz Songur, 2022). These confirm that the dynamic potential for hotels to incorporate sustainability is limited by their environment.
Critical Discussion: Tensions, Gaps & Lessons
Sustainability as cost vs sustainability as strategic asset
Hotels are increasingly focusing on reducing costs (energy, water, waste) as a path to sustainability. For example, differentiation can include sustainability, guest experience, brand value, supply chain innovation, as well as circular economy business models. The literature has suggested that sustainability can provide a competitive advantage for companies that incorporate it into their strategies (Oliveras-Villanueva, 2020). This study provides insight into whether hotels in Sri Lanka are adopting a "strategic sustainability" mindset or remaining in cost-cutting mode.
Limited linkage with innovation & digital transformation
The literature on sustainability is growing day by day, and there is some connection between the innovation/digital transformation literature discussed earlier as well as sustainability practices. For example, the hotel sector pays less attention to how digital technologies (IoT, AI, big data) such as predictive energy management as well as waste analytics enable sustainability. The cyclical economics literature is currently beginning to fill this gap, and it is still in its infancy (Trull, 2024).
Contextual & institutional moderations
In developing contexts, cultural dimensions, institutional environment, regulatory regimes, as well as financial capacity, have been observed to moderate sustainability. However, it has been found that many studies are based on general frameworks that aren’t adapted to local institutional dynamics (Adams, 2022). For example, in Sri Lanka, local cultural & institutional factors appear to play a significant role in the moderate uptake of socio-cultural sustainable practices.
Lack of longitudinal & performance-link studies
Most sustainability studies have very little correlation with KPIs (occupancy, revenue per available room, guest satisfaction) (Bianco, 2023). This limits knowledge about how sustainability contributes to strategic agility as well as resilience to crises.
[bookmark: _Toc214051464]Synthesis, Critique & Gaps
There is verified evidence, & the trends have been proven:
1) Job insecurity is a key focus: it acts as a mediator between external shocks like COVID & turnover intentions. Therefore, managing perceptions of insecurity is a critical factor.
2) Internal change processes rely on relational practices, leadership, support, & communication as the best levers for hotel operations in resource-limited situations.
3) Innovation-Resilience Interface: Internal processes aimed at employee resilience have the potential to reinforce external innovation actions, creating positive feedback loops.
The literature also points to significant gaps & tensions:
· Overreliance on chain/large hotels: The vast majority of empirical studies take place in luxury, chain hospitality settings (i.e. five-star). It can be said that the dynamics of small & medium-sized businesses or low-end hotels in largely industrialised countries (especially in developing economies like Sri Lanka) can be very different.
· Lack of contextual (Sri Lankan) research: Despite the abundance of literature globally, there appears to be very little information on human capital resilience management, retention, & well-being in Sri Lankan hotels during or after COVID. This leaves much room for practical research to fill.
How to connect to the research gap & advance the fieldThis research has high potential to fill the identified gaps. Specifically: 
· Focusing on hotels (SMEs or star ratings) in Sri Lanka provides context-specific empirical data that enriches, qualifies, or complicates the results for chain hotels in developed countries.
· It is crucial to explore how job insecurity affects the interrelationships between turnover, well-being, & retention. Through this, field advances can be achieved by examining mediators (cultural values, regulatory safety nets, social capital, institutional trust) specific to Sri Lanka.
Gaps in the literature & how the research contributesThis section of the literature reveals several shortcomings: 
· Gap 01: Context‐specific empirical evidence in developing economies/ Sri Lanka- While the global literature on digital transformation is rapidly increasing, there is a limited amount of empirical research focusing on the Sri Lankan hotel industry. They capture small & medium-sized businesses, star categories, & post-COVID recovery phases. This study has the potential to fill this gap by providing context-specific data.
· Gap 2: Integrated frameworks linking innovation/digital transformation with human capital resilience & sustainability- Many studies treat digital innovation as an issue isolated from human capital, or for that matter, sustainability. This research contributes to analysing how human capital strategies, digital innovation, & sustainability practices are interconnected in Sri Lankan hotels.
· Gap 3: Strategy & business model innovation, not only technology adoption- The literature focuses on the use of technology and rarely focuses on the innovation of the business model or service model. This research is very useful in exploring not only the tools used by the Sri Lankan hotel industry, but also how their models are and can be changed.
By addressing these gaps, this research logically advances the field & positions this study as contextually grounded (Sri Lanka) & conceptually integrated. To that end, the connection between digital innovation, sustainability, & human capital resilience can be pointed out here. In doing so, this research is positioned within the existing literature and justifies why further research is needed.
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This literature review has critically analysed the post-COVID pandemic challenges of the Sri Lankan hotel industry, as well as digital innovation, human capital resilience, and sustainability. In particular, on a global level, following the COVID-19 pandemic, the hospitality industry moved towards a digital transformation, with an increased focus on employee well-being as well as sustainability. However, this review makes it clear that in developing country contexts such as Sri Lanka, the level of uneven distribution persists due to limited infrastructure, financial constraints, and some institutional weaknesses.
So, this review makes it clear that recovery and competitiveness for hotels depend on realigning their resources, embracing dynamic capabilities and innovation to incorporate sustainability into strategy. Furthermore, it can also be noted that digitalisation increases efficiency and guest experience. These studies show that resilient and supportive employees lead to recovery, and that sustainability strengthens long-term competitiveness when considered strategically, rather than as a cost control measure.
In addition, this study makes a significant contribution to the hospitality management literature, both practically and conceptually, and provides actionable insights for managers and policymakers.
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Methodology
This research follows a positivist research paradigm supported by a quantitative approach, in line with the research objective of critically assessing the measurable determinants of the Sri Lankan hotel industry in the post-pandemic period. The positivist paradigm is best suited to examining relationships & patterns through observable & measurable data, and therefore offers a systematic framework for testing hypotheses & drawing generalisable conclusions. The study aims to objectively evaluate the use and effectiveness of digital technologies & sustainable practices in the hospitality sector, prioritising quantitative data collected through a formal questionnaire.
Research Aim
Critically examine the challenges and opportunities for Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the post-pandemic situation and identify strategic interventions for sustainable recovery and development.
Research Objectives
1) To identify the key challenges facing the Sri Lankan hotel industry in the post-COVID-19 pandemic period.
2) To evaluate new opportunities for innovation and growth in the sector in the post-pandemic context.
3) To recommend feasible proposals on appropriate strategies that can enhance the resilience, competitiveness and sustainability of the Sri Lankan hotel industry.
Research Strategy
A research strategy is used to present an overall approach that collects and analyses data to meet the research objectives of a study (Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2025). In this research, a quantitative research strategy is adopted through a structured questionnaire distributed to hotel managers and employees across selected Sri Lankan hotel clusters. The choice of a quantitative strategy for this study is based on both theoretical consistency as well as practical relevance.
Rationale for the Research Strategy
First, this study evaluates measurable trends such as the prevalence of sustainability practices, the extent of digital technology adoption, as well as perceptions of post-pandemic operational challenges. Furthermore, quantitative approaches are particularly important in a study like this because they allow for the collection of standardised & numerical data. Therefore, it can be analysed statistically to identify trends, relationships, & generalisable insights.
Second, reliability & objectivity are crucial in this research, and the research should provide results that can be used to guide investment decisions, policymaking, or industry development. Therefore, the ability to generalise the results to a broader population beyond the sample respondents must be ensured. Quantitative research provides the ability to do so using probability, directional sampling, and statistical tests (Kotronoulas, 2023).
Third, the identified literature review gap reveals the lack of large-scale quantitative studies on hotels in Sri Lanka in the post-COVID-19 context. Therefore, the majority of existing studies are qualitative or descriptive in nature. Thus, this research embraces a quantitative strategy and directly contributes to filling the gap with new empirical evidence in both academic & industrial fields.
Finally, Sri Lanka's post-pandemic operating environment is further characterised by rapidly changing economic, technological, & sustainability requirements. Quantitative methods are clearly important in capturing the frequency, prevalence, & perceived severity of such changes by a broad base of respondents (Rana, 2021). The use of structured survey instruments ensures consistency and strengthens internal & external validity while preventing interviewer bias. Therefore, a quantitative strategy was more appropriate for the purpose and scope of this research.
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This study applies a descriptive & exploratory research design, which is crucial to assess current conditions and identify new opportunities and challenges in the hotel industry. This research provides a detailed description of current practices in hotels in Sri Lanka while analysing new trends such as digital transformation & the adoption of eco-tourism. It mainly focuses on research objectives such as evaluating the effectiveness of digital technology and the impact of sustainable management (e.g.- waste reduction and energy policy) on business competitiveness.
The chosen descriptive & exploratory design allows the researcher to observe naturally occurring practices in the hotel sector, which is crucial for maintaining the objectivity of a positivist study. Furthermore, this dual design approach provides a valuable way to first explore emerging trends and then describe how those trends manifest in daily hotel operations. The post-pandemic environment brings rapid technological and sustainability-driven changes. Therefore, an exploratory design helps uncover unfamiliar variables, & the descriptive aspect makes it easier to systematically document how widespread and effective these developments are.
Furthermore, this research design allows for the identification of causal trends. However, the study doesn’t attempt to establish a strict causal relationship. For example, it allows us to study how the integration of mobile checkout systems or energy-efficient technologies aligns with managerial perceptions of competitiveness. Therefore, such an approach helps highlight the disconnect between desired outcomes & actual operating environments, thereby acting as a benchmark for strategic recommendations. In summary, by combining these two research designs, the present study captures contemporary patterns as well as profound structural changes in the Sri Lankan hotel industry. This ensures the reliability of the findings & encourages evidence-based decision-making by policymakers, hotel operators, and other tourism stakeholders.
Mono-Method Quantitative Approach
A mono-method approach was chosen (quantitative only) because:
1) A total sample size of 150-200 participants is expected, suitable for quantitative analysis. (The questionnaire yielded a total sample size of 177)
2) Numerical data is needed when generalisation and inferential analysis are required, for example, correlation & regression can be specified.
3) Logistical constraints, including time constraints and the geographic spread of hotels across the country, make it problematic to conduct in-person interviews of the required depth and volume.
Research Paradigm / Philosophy
Research philosophy provides both epistemological & ontological foundations that inform the methodological orientation of the study (Al-Ababneh, 2020).
Overview of Three Main Approaches
1) The position of positivism emphasises observable and measurable facts, objectivity, & statistical analysis, and assumes that reality is external and quantitative.
2) Interpretivism emphasises subjective, social, & qualitatively rich meaning and assumes that reality is a social construction.
3) Pragmatism: Concerned with practical solutions and allowing for mixed methods. Also, flexible, based on the research problem rather than philosophical purity.


Chosen Philosophy: Positivism
This study follows the positivist paradigm for the following reasons:
· By using a structured questionnaire, positivism corresponds to collecting quantitative data.
· The goal of research is to find objective, generalisable results, not subjective narratives.
· Specifically, the phenomena being investigated are quantitative variables, examples of which include digital transformation, sustainability, & operational challenges.
The positivist approach further justifies the reliability of this study by minimising the researcher's personal biases & interpretations. Furthermore, the numerical ratings provided by respondents, as well as the actual data, allow for objective analysis of the patterns observed in the data set.
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Data for this research will be collected using a structured questionnaire, which will be distributed electronically (using email, industry WhatsApp groups) to managers and employees of star-rated and boutique hotels in Sri Lanka. Using a questionnaire is consistent with the quantitative nature of the study and allows for efficient collection of standardised data from a large sample. A random sample of 177 respondents was recruited to provide statistical significance and diverse perspectives within the hospitality industry. Likert scale questions, closed-ended questions, & multiple-choice questionnaires are used to gain measurable insights into the use & sustainable use of digital tools.


Justification for Using a Questionnaire
The practical and methodological reasons for choosing the questionnaire method are as follows:
· It is very convenient for collecting large-scale data across multiple regions in a very short period of time.
· Online delivery minimises costs & avoids logistical bottlenecks. In addition, it offers anonymity.
· Variables of inquiry such as sustainability adoption, digital usage, and operational challenges are suitable for structured responses.
In particular, unlike interviews, questionnaires reduce social fit bias and enable respondents to answer questions in person without the intervention of an interviewer.
Development of the Research Instrument
The following steps were used in developing the questionnaire:
· Review of Literature
Further information on this is discussed through the integrated literature on sustainability, digital transformation, post-pandemic hospitality recovery, as well as human capital challenges. Also, constructs derived from previously well-established studies have been adapted to ensure validity.
· Alignment with Theoretical Frameworks
1. Digital transformation theory also raised questions about the use of information and communication technologies, as well as automation.
2. The sustainable development theory has shaped items related to environmental practices.
3. Crisis management theory has provided a clear framework to guide questions related to organisational resilience and crisis response.
4. Staff shortages, human capital theory skills as well as retention issues were supported.
· Structure of the Questionnaire
a. Section A: Demographic information (e.g., position, hotel type, region).
b. Section B: Post-pandemic challenges (Likert scale).
c. Section C: Digital transformation adoption.
d. Section D: Sustainability practices.
e. Section E: Perceived opportunities & recovery strategies.
f. Section F: Open comments (optional).
Piloting
As part of UWTSD ethics requirements, the questionnaire was piloted with 6 hotel employees to test the flow of questions, clarity, and time required. This allowed for a clear understanding of the improvements that needed to be made before the full launch through feedback.
In addition, the electronic delivery method provides access even to busy people, and it is very important for respondents to be able to complete the survey at a time that is most convenient for them. Therefore, this reduces administrative costs, eliminates interviewer bias, & improves response accuracy due to the use of a uniform instrument.
Pilot testing is conducted prior to full distribution to refine ambiguous wording, adjust question flow, & improve reliability measures such as internal consistency. This makes it easier to ensure that the questionnaire accurately represents the research objectives & conveys the intended meaning of the questions to respondents. In summary, this structured approach improves the quality of the data and the reliability of the study's quantitative findings.
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Population & Sample
A probability purposive sampling procedure is used, directly targeting experts within the hotel industry who are actively involved in operational or strategic decision-making. This is done taking into account the need to obtain good quality responses from experts with experience and familiarity with hotel management. Geographical expansion is expected from Colombo, Kandy and Galle, important tourist destinations in Sri Lanka, to access diversity in terms of operational settings.
The sampling strategy focuses on experienced hotel professionals and recognises the structural diversity within Sri Lanka's hospitality ecosystem, which ranges from luxury to small boutique establishments. Therefore, it allows for the integration of responders across these different operational contexts. It also provides a clear understanding of how digital & sustainable practices vary based on resource availability, institutional capacity, & market positioning. The target population is hotel managers and operations employees working in Luxury(5-star) hotels, Mid-range (3–4 star) hotels, Budget/Economy, and Boutique/Resort hotels. The main reason for selecting these teams was that they had very good practical knowledge of post-pandemic operations and organisational responses.
The selected samples contain multiple regions, which include Colombo as a commercial center, Kandy as a cultural destination, and Galle as a coastal tourist region. This sampling approach ensures that the data collected reflects a balanced and accurate picture of existing industry practices, ultimately providing great support for reliable and meaningful analysis.
Sample Size
A sample of 177 respondents was used for this research.
[bookmark: _Toc213788711][bookmark: _Toc214051470]Data Analysis
The collected data is processed and analysed using SPSS software, and descriptive statistics are used to summarise information and identify patterns. Inferential statistical techniques such as correlation and regression analysis will be used to explore the relationship between variables such as digital usage and perceptions of competitiveness, or sustainability practices and guest satisfaction. The analytical strategy supports hypothesis testing and helps generate actionable conclusions.
Before describing the characteristics, data cleaning & general trends of the respondents, coding, as well as descriptive statistics in the form of means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions are performed. Therefore, such outputs from descriptive procedures form a basis for in-depth inferential analysis.
Correlation analysis is used to examine relationships between key variables such as technological practices and operational efficiency, as well as sustainability practices and guest satisfaction outcomes (Pitakaso, 2025). Regression analysis is used to examine predictive relationships, which makes it easier for the researcher to identify the explanatory power of the variance in dependent variables, such as digital tool usage (Humpage, 2000).
In summary, the combination of exploratory as well as confirmatory analysis techniques yields results that are statistically significant and practically relevant to industry application. Such a structured analytical approach increases the validity of conclusions and ensures that recommendations are practically based.
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Reliability:
· Structured questionnaires improve reliability by ensuring comparable questions across respondents (Marshall, 2005).
· Inconsistent responses to Likert scale items can reduce reliability (Biderman, 2012).


Validity:
· The study ensures content validity by designing questions in line with the research objectives.
· However, validity may be at risk when respondents misread the questions or when the sample can’t be generalised to the larger Sri Lankan hospitality industry.
In addition to the above limitations, another way that reliability can be affected is respondent fatigue. Especially due to the busy nature of hotels, respondents may be in a hurry to complete the survey. In addition, self-reported data may contain response bias and may indicate respondents overestimating positive practices or their reluctance to report weaknesses for their hotels. These issues can directly affect the consistency and stability of responses.
From a validity perspective, when the complexities of digital transformation or sustainable practices are not clearly reflected in questionnaire items, this may hinder construct validity. Therefore, while every effort is made to ensure that questions align with research objectives, some constructs, such as employee attitudes or long-term strategic outcomes, may be difficult to measure solely through closed-ended items. This may exclude those with less technical knowledge and confidence in digital media, which could directly impact the diversity of the sample.
Thus, broad generalisations of external validity are further limited by the socio-economic and cultural characteristics of Sri Lanka's tourism industry. Therefore, it can’t be transferred to regions with different regulatory conditions, technological infrastructure, & sustainability standards. These limitations make the research more transparent and therefore academically robust. Furthermore, future studies could use mixed methods approaches or longitudinal designs to gain a more comprehensive understanding.
Research Ethics
It may be noted here that this study is fully compliant with the UWTSD Ethics Policy as well as general ethical guidelines for social research.
Key Ethical Considerations
· Informed consent: Before distributing the questionnaire, participants were informed of the purpose, relevant procedures, and that participation was voluntary.
· Right to withdraw: Respondents may withdraw at any time without penalty.
· Anonymity & confidentiality: No names or hotel identifiers are collected and data is stored securely and deleted once completed.
· Data protection: Data is password protected and used for academic purposes only.
· Non-maleficence: The questions are designed to avoid personal or organisational harm.
· Pilot requirement: A small pilot test ensured the clarity and validity of the questionnaire.
A completed ethics form, confirming compliance with institutional requirements, will be included in the appendix of the thesis.
This methodological chapter strongly justifies the use of a positive, quantitative, single-method approach in examining the post-pandemic challenges and opportunities of the hotel industry in Sri Lanka. The methods chosen include a structured questionnaire, purposive sampling of industry professionals, as well as statistical analysis via SPSS. Furthermore, it ensures that the results are generalisable, reliable, & consistent with both the theoretical framework and research objectives. Ethical standards have been carefully incorporated here to ensure responsible and credible research practices.


Data analysis/ Findings & Discussion
This chapter describes the data analysis, findings, & critical discussion conducted through a quantitative survey among hotel managers & employees across major tourist destinations in Sri Lanka. The aim is to critically examine the challenges & opportunities facing the Sri Lankan hotel industry in the post-pandemic situation and identify strategic interventions for sustainable recovery and development. Both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques are applied using SPSS to identify patterns, examine relationships, & estimate the level of adaptation within the sector to emerging demand for operational behaviour.
The objectives are to systematically explore the challenges facing the hotel sector in the post-COVID-19 context, the opportunities emerging through innovation, and strategic pathways for resilience and competitiveness. This research is designed within identified theoretical frameworks related to digital transformation, crisis management, human capital, as well as sustainable development theories. Therefore, their practical and conceptual implications are critically interpreted here. Furthermore, attempts have been made to clarify the information by comparing statistical evidence with facts from the literature. This also provides a better understanding of how Sri Lankan hotels balance the twin pressures of technological advancement and the imperatives of sustainability as they recover. This chapter explains in detail the issues of convergence and divergence.
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Frequencies
	Statistics

	
	1. Gender
	2. Age Group
	3. What kind of hotel do you work for?
	4. What is your position?
	5. In which region is your hotel located?
	6. Size of the hotel (number of rooms):
	7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
	9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
	10. Has your hotel adopted new digital technologies (online booking, digital check-in, contactless payments) since the pandemic?
	13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
	14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
	15. Is your hotel collaborating with government initiatives or tourism boards to help recover from the impact of the pandemic?
	16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
	17. Which customer segment has shown the most growth for your hotel since the pandemic?
	18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
	19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?
	21. In your opinion, which strategy will be most effective for Sri Lankan hotels in the post-pandemic era?

	N
	Valid
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	Missing
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0



Table 2-Statistics
Charts for Questionnaire responses
A structured questionnaire consisting of 21 questions was administered to managers and employees working in the hotel industry in Sri Lanka, and 177 responses were received. Therefore, all the findings below are based on questionnaire responses.
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Figure 5-Question 01
56.5% of female and 43.5% of male responded to the questionnaire, with 46.9% of those under 30 years old, 29.9% between 31-40 years old, 17.5% between 41-50 years old, and 5.6% above 51 years old responding. 
The sample is slightly female-dominated, and gender may influence the allocation of roles as well as the setting of priorities in hospitality contexts. It can shape responses to labour, service, and customer experience perceptions. This distribution reduces the risk of strong gender bias, and suggests that the findings may reflect issues that are more important to female respondents. When interpreting other items, such as training needs or safety perceptions, it is crucial to consider whether gender experiences can explain part of the variance. Therefore, it is important to take this demographic bias into account in any comparative claims.
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Figure 6-Question 02
Such a concentration of young staff makes it clear that the data reflects the current operational perspectives of early career professionals who are more responsive to digital approaches and changes. That doesn't preclude generalisations to older management teams whose strategic views have changed. When interpreting, it is important to ensure that generational findings, for example, digital use as well as attitudes towards long-term work – are not tied to such youth bias.
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Figure 7-Question 03
Of the managers and employees who responded to the questionnaire, 32.8% work in luxury (5-star) hotels, while the majority, 33.9%, work in mid-range (3–4-star) hotels. Furthermore, 22% of respondents were from the budget/economy sector and 11.3% were from the boutique/resort sector.

The spread of respondents across hotel categories is about a third in mid-range and luxury properties. This relatively even distribution between mid- and high-end hotels strengthens the study's ability to compare strategic responses by market segment. However, as boutique properties remain underrepresented, it is important for resort operators to limit sector-specific claims. Since priorities often change with market positioning, it is necessary to compare response analysis by hotel type. For example, digital investments and wellness offers can be mentioned.
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Table 3-Question 04
Of these, 36.7% are managers, while the majority of responses, 63.3%, are from employees. Such a composition can more effectively reflect front-line implementation challenges such as staff recruitment, costs and daily health and safety practices than most answers at the staff level strategy. Therefore, the findings on strategic planning and long-term investments need to be put into perspective. Furthermore, decisions should be understood by those who implement them rather than by those who primarily decide, and lower management representation should be taken into account when drawing management implications.
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Figure 8-Question 05
Furthermore, the group was categorised according to the area where the hotel they work is located, with the majority of them, 36.7%, being hotel staff in Colombo. Furthermore, 29.9% of the respondents were from the Kandy and 33.3% from the Galle.
These 3 cities are the 3 main tourist centers in Sri Lanka, with Colombo considered a commercial center, Kandy a cultural destination, and Galle a coastal tourist zone. That is the main reason for using these 3 cities for this research. It can be noted that this allows for different geographical perspectives. While such coverage supports nationally based conclusions not only on local trends, it is also crucial to examine regional differences such as international and domestic demand patterns. This near-percentage parity suggests that observed sectoral patterns, such as digital absorption and foreign share, are not driven solely by one urban context. Therefore, it is crucial for analysts to conduct subgroup tests to confirm whether regional context moderates the main results.
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Figure 9-Question 06

Accordingly, 23.2% of those working in hotels with less than 50 rooms, 41.2% of those working in 51-100, 14.7% of those working in 101-200, and 20.9% of those working in hotels with more than 200 rooms responded.
This confirms that the sample is biased towards small and medium-sized enterprise realities, where staff and operational costs have a high marginal impact. Thus, any conclusions about resilience as well as investment will consider the limitations of small and medium-sized businesses – capital, staff flexibility, as well as digital investment capabilities – which are different from those of larger chains.
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Figure 10-Question 07
A strong majority of 59.3% of respondents strongly agreed with a score of 5, while another 20.9% agreed with a score of 4. Only a very small number of people have chosen the lowest categories. This expansion demonstrates a broader understanding of the acute financial pressures across the sector and legitimises urgent policy and management interventions. It is crucial to take this as foundational evidence when arguing for support measures, cost management and strategic pivots in the discussion.
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Figure 11-Question 08
Specifically, it shows a 70.6% response to rising operating costs, a 55.9% response to health and safety compliance costs, and a 50.3% response to staff shortages. A decline in international tourist arrivals was mentioned by 29.9%, while competition for alternative accommodation was mentioned by 32.8%, which was important but secondary. This rating indicates that inflationary pressures and regulatory compliance are currently more prominent than demand-side shortcomings. This will shift the focus of the policy conversation to cost reduction and regulatory relief solely by stimulating demand. Therefore, managers should focus their priorities on measures that improve operational efficiency and cost control, combined with targeted marketing. These findings suggest multi-stakeholder interventions rather than single problem-solving.
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Figure 12-Question 09
An overwhelming majority of 89.8% identified recruitment as a very significant challenge after the pandemic, with only a minority of 3.4% reporting not at all challenge and 6.8% expressing uncertainty. This suggests that there are structural labour market frictions, perhaps due to migration, wage expectations, or reputational issues in the sector, that limit recovery even when demand returns. The results justify strategic HR responses such as improved compensation, training, retention strategies, and pipeline hiring.
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Figure 13-Question 10
Digital usage is becoming almost universal after the pandemic, with a majority of 92.1% confirming that they will adopt online bookings, digital check-ins, contactless payments or similar methods. Furthermore, 1.1% indicated that they planned to implement it soon. Therefore, this proves that digitalisation in Sri Lankan hotels has now gone mainstream, reducing the usage-gap argument and shifting to optimisation as well as integration of the problem. As digitalisation continues to strengthen, it is critical for managers to focus on data usage, channel management, and seamless guest experiences rather than just basic installation. Therefore, a comparative analysis should be conducted to find out how digital maturity is related to occupancy, stock growth, and marketing investments.
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Figure 14-Question 11
The largest investment area was eco-friendly and sustainable practices, which received a response of 72.3%. This was followed by enhanced health and safety protocols (61.6%), digital marketing & online presence (42.4%), staff training & development (40.1%) and new services (35.6%). The high incidence of sustainable investments is notable and demonstrates that hotels are treating environmental initiatives as strategic rather than optional, and as marketable rather than expense items. The combined investment in health and safety as well as digital channels provides a dual focus on operational resilience and demand stimulation. It is important to use this to make an argument based on evidence that a mixed recovery strategy is being pursued, prioritising consistency, sector reputation, and market visibility.
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Figure 15-Question 12
Wellness and health tourism led the way with a 66.7% response, followed by digital marketing and online platforms with 55.9%. Ecotourism and sustainable travel packages received a response rate of approximately 49.2%, while long-stay/remote working packages received a lower response rate of 27.7%. Furthermore, a response rate of 46.9% was received for domestic tourism promotion. Therefore, Respondents see product diversification, a wellness-oriented and eco-friendly travel destination, and distribution innovations as key growth levers, reflecting global trends in experiential and health-oriented travel. This relatively low emphasis on long-term packages may mean less perceived demand or operational complexity when delivering remote work offerings. In addition, policy and management recommendations will focus heavily on product development and digital promotion for well-being.
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Figure 16-Question 13
A strong majority of 50.8% strongly agree that local collaborations create growth opportunities, while 30.5% disagree. Furthermore, 18.6% stated that they were neutral. This strong consensus shows that, for professionals, place-based partnerships to source products and cultural experiences locally are truly transformative and genuine drivers of community buying. It strongly supports arguments for destination management approaches that integrate hotels with local supply chains and cultural offerings. When developing proposals for growth strategies, it is crucial to emphasise scalable collaborative models that share benefits with communities.
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Figure 17-Question 14
An overwhelming majority of 98.9% unanimously clearly emphasises that sustainability is “very important” to the long-term strategy, indicating a standard alignment across the sector. This near consensus elevates sustainability from optional CSR to strategic imperative and should inform capital allocation as well as branding decisions. However, the high stated importance needs to be confirmed with actual investments as well as operational changes. It is important to recommend measurable sustainability targets to avoid “greenwashing”, as well as using this to justify reporting.
[image: ]
Figure 18-Question 15
This has yielded mixed results, with 39.5% saying they are actively involved. It was confirmed that 27.7% were occasionally involved, 28.2% were not involved, and a small portion of 4.5% were unaware of it. The fact that the majority is actively engaged with the government suggests meaningful public-private collaboration in many cases, and at the same time, reveals coordination opportunities that the large “unengaged” segment missed. The heterogeneity of responses indicates strong support for different policy approaches, and some hotels are ready partners for destination businesses. Reaching out to others or providing encouragement is very important. It is important to consider barriers to collaboration, awareness, capacity, as well as perceived value analysis when recommending strategies for government participation.
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Figure 19-Question 16
A majority of 54.2% strongly agree that recovery is possible with government support, while a significant portion of another 22.6% agree. Relatively few people agree with it, giving neutral or negative responses. It also emphasises the expectation that public intervention, subsidies, relief and promotional initiatives will play a key role in the resilience of the sectors. Furthermore, policy recommendations for targeted financial relief, tax measures, or joint marketing efforts legitimise perception. However, some moderate responses may indicate differences by company capacity or location, and support can be better tailored to meet needs based on different company sizes.
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Figure 20-Question 17
The 36.2% response rate for the international leisure travelers and the 31.1% response rate for the domestic leisure travelers indicate that these are the fastest growing sectors. Furthermore, business travelers account for 20.9% and long-term/remote workers account for about 11.9%. This split indicates that the recovery is being driven by leisure demand, both inbound and domestic, rather than corporate travel or digital tourists. It is therefore extremely important that marketing strategies focus on leisure product development and channels that reach international and domestic holidaymakers. Hotels targeting business or long-term segments may need custom proposals to accelerate growth in those locations.
[image: ]
Figure 21-Question 18
The strong response rate of 98.3% clearly reflects those expectations for hygiene and safety remain high in the post-pandemic period. Such an agreement makes health and safety a non-negotiable operational priority as well as an important part of the value proposition and trust signal. It explains why health and safety compliance costs and investments are so important for the above issues. It is crucial that the recommendations cover visible security measures, staff training, as well as further investment in communication to maintain customer trust.
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Figure 22-Question 19
A high level of confidence of 67.8% and an average confidence of 14.7% regarding the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry over the next 3 years, gives a clear sense of optimism about the hotel sector. Furthermore, this optimism among professionals indicates that many of them are considering a structural recovery in the medium term. It can be supported by resuming demand and strategic adjustments that have already been implemented. Optimism should be tempered by external risks, such as macroeconomic or geopolitical factors, that support advocating for measured investments as opposed to simply reducing defense spending. It is crucial to use this positive sentiment to justify growth-oriented strategic recommendations.
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Figure 23-Question 20
Strengthening health and safety measures are at the top of resilience strategies, receiving 67.8%, followed by expanding digital and online presence at 66.7% and introducing sustainable and eco-friendly practices at 62.1%. Furthermore, improving staff training & development and government/tourism boards partnerships have achieved a significant percentage, although they are reported to have a relatively low percentage. The focus on security, digital, and sustainability establishes a multidimensional resilience model, such as operational robustness, market access, as well as long-term legitimacy. Therefore, it is crucial for managers and policymakers to develop integrated interventions that target these three pillars simultaneously. Considering the share of the hotel market should be a priority, as investment capacity varies significantly.
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Figure 24-Question 21
Improving customer experience and personalisation received a high response rate of 41.8%, making it the top single strategy. Then, sustainability and eco-friendly initiatives were 22%, expanding digital presence was 16.9%, cost-cutting & efficiency measures were 12.4%, and partnerships with tourism boards/ government were 6.8%. This result suggests that professionals prioritise demand, lateral change, experience, and personalisation over simply financial security measures. Hotels believe they will not only reduce costs, but also gain improved value, recovery, and market share. Therefore, it is crucial to focus on investments that clearly improve the guest experience, such as personalised offerings, wellness, and community engagement, while maintaining cost discipline, the recommendations say.

Correlation Analysis
Correlation analysis refers to a statistical method that aims to find out & assess how well and in which direction various data sets are related (Appinio, 2025).
	Correlations

	
	7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
	9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
	13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
	14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
	16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
	18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
	19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?

	Spearman's rho
	7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
	Correlation Coefficient
	1.000
	-.280**
	.467**
	-.161*
	.520**
	-.066
	.593**

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.
	.000
	.000
	.032
	.000
	.384
	.000

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
	Correlation Coefficient
	-.280**
	1.000
	-.266**
	.329**
	-.164*
	-.149*
	-.249**

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.
	.000
	.000
	.029
	.048
	.001

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
	Correlation Coefficient
	.467**
	-.266**
	1.000
	-.165*
	.431**
	.013
	.579**

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.000
	.
	.028
	.000
	.865
	.000

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
	Correlation Coefficient
	-.161*
	.329**
	-.165*
	1.000
	-.154*
	-.014
	-.184*

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.032
	.000
	.028
	.
	.041
	.853
	.014

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
	Correlation Coefficient
	.520**
	-.164*
	.431**
	-.154*
	1.000
	-.209**
	.628**

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.029
	.000
	.041
	.
	.005
	.000

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
	Correlation Coefficient
	-.066
	-.149*
	.013
	-.014
	-.209**
	1.000
	-.093

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.384
	.048
	.865
	.853
	.005
	.
	.220

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	
	19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?
	Correlation Coefficient
	.593**
	-.249**
	.579**
	-.184*
	.628**
	-.093
	1.000

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	.000
	.001
	.000
	.014
	.000
	.220
	.

	
	
	N
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177
	177

	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

	*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).



Table 4-Correlation Analysis


Spearman's rank correlation was performed to examine the relationships between the seven key Likert scale variables focusing on post-pandemic hotel operations in Sri Lanka. Also, the correlations include several statistically significant results. It suggests meaningful connections between financial impact, sustainability priorities, operational challenges, government support, and perceived expectations for industry recovery.
It can be seen that there is a strong positive relationship between consumer expectations for hygiene and safety, as well as confidence in the recovery of the hotel industry (ρ =.593, p <.01). This shows that respondents who perceive high consumer expectations for hygiene are more optimistic about future prospects. Government support also showed a strong positive correlation with recovery confidence (ρ =.628, p <.01). This clearly shows that hotels, which view government intervention as crucial, are showing high confidence in their long-term recovery.
The financial impact of COVID-19 is moderately positively correlated with cooperation with local communities (ρ =.467, p <.01) & government support (ρ =.520, p <.01). Therefore, this suggests that hotels, which are most adversely affected financially, will rely heavily on both community partnerships and government intervention as a means of recovery. Confidence in industry recovery has also shown a strong positive correlation with cooperation with local communities (ρ =.579, p <.01). Furthermore, it indicates the increasing strategic importance of local involvement in this sector.
Recruitment challenges showed weak negative correlations with a number of variables, such as collaboration with local communities (ρ = –.266, p < .01), and belief in recovery (ρ = –.249, p < .01). This indicates that hotels with high recruitment difficulties are less confident about recovery and will be less active in community-based initiatives. Similarly, the importance of sustainability showed a weak negative correlation with recruitment challenges (ρ = .329, p < .01) and confidence in recovery (ρ = – .184, p < .05). This suggests that hotels with higher priorities for sustainability do not necessarily report a more positive recovery.
Furthermore, only weak or insignificant relationships were found between consumer expectations for hygiene and safety and most variables. Examples include local cooperation (ρ =.013, p >.05) and sustainability importance (ρ = –.014, p >.05). It also suggests that sanitation expectations are relatively independent of broader strategic priorities. This shows that, all key factors in post-pandemic recovery, particularly government support, financial impact, and local community cooperation, are strongly correlated with hotel managers' confidence in future recovery. Overall, as supported by the emerging literature on post-pandemic tourism resilience, perceptions of recovery are greatly influenced by the support structures and operational strategies that surround them.
Summary of Findings
Overall, the correlation analysis shows that financial pressure on the hotel industry, government support, & community solidarity provide significant evidence regarding post-pandemic recovery. It is clear that there are strong positive correlations between government support, the financial impact of COVID-19, & confidence in recovery. Therefore, overall, it is clear that external support structures are still very important for the stability of the Sri Lankan hospitality industry. At the same time, the weak and negative relationships of recruitment challenges reveal that such issues hinder growth and are not closely linked to broader strategic priorities such as sustainability or community engagement. Taken together, the findings suggest that an optimistic outlook on recovery is dictated by a combination of financial resilience, stakeholder relationships, & supportive government frameworks.


Discussion (Linking to Literature)
This positive relationship between government support & confidence in recovery is consistent with recent research that focuses more on the role of government intervention in stabilising tourism in the post-pandemic period, such as (Gössling, 2023). It is very clear that hotels that believe government programs are very important are more confident about the long-term recovery. It again supports the literature on policy support significantly enabling resilience among tourism economies in developing countries such as Sri Lanka. Such significant relationships were also seen in collaboration with local communities & the Recovery Trust, which appears to strengthen competitiveness at the destination level through community partnerships. Furthermore, this is well supported by the findings of Font and McCabe (Font, 2017), who argue that it also supports the path to sustainable regeneration in times of crisis.
In contrast, although security is of great importance to guests (Jiang, 2020), hotel managers seem to view it as a core operational requirement rather than a distinct strategic variable. Thus, it is very clear from the weak relationships between hygiene expectations & other strategic variables. Also, industry reports strongly emphasise that hiring challenges, labour shortages that limit operating capacity and slow the recovery (International Labour Organization (ILO), 2021), present a negative return on optimism. Overall, the findings clearly reveal that financial stability, collaborative networks, & government measures are still the key drivers of the post-pandemic resilience of Sri Lanka's hotel sector.
Kruskal-Wallis Test
A Kruskal-Wallis test is a type of non-parametric test that is used to find out if there are differences in three or more groups that are independent in terms of their distribution, which refers to their means if their data fail to meet the conditions of performing a Kruskal-Wallis test, including normality (Bobbitt, 2022).
	Ranks

	
	3. What kind of hotel do you work for?
	N
	Mean Rank

	7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	96.67

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	91.70

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	83.15

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	70.05

	
	Total
	177
	

	9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	86.10

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	81.93

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	96.96

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	103.10

	
	Total
	177
	

	13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	97.46

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	86.13

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	88.50

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	74.08

	
	Total
	177
	

	14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	89.53

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	88.00

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	90.27

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	88.00

	
	Total
	177
	

	16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	92.92

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	94.32

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	82.14

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	75.05

	
	Total
	177
	

	18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	89.02

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	87.50

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	92.05

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	87.50

	
	Total
	177
	

	19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?
	Luxury (5-star)
	58
	96.02

	
	Mid-range (3–4 star)
	60
	90.39

	
	Budget/Economy
	39
	82.96

	
	Boutique/Resort
	20
	76.25

	
	Total
	177
	


Table 5-Kruskal-Wallis Test Ranks



	Test Statisticsa,b

	
	7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
	9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
	13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
	14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
	16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
	18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
	19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?

	Chi-Square
	6.056
	13.776
	4.162
	1.805
	3.867
	4.138
	4.280

	df
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3

	Asymp. Sig.
	.109
	.003
	.245
	.614
	.276
	.247
	.233

	a. Kruskal Wallis Test

	b. Grouping Variable: 3. What kind of hotel do you work for?


Table 6-Kruskal-Wallis Test Statistics

Kruskal–Wallis H Test Results (Q3)
· Q3 - What kind of hotel do you work for?
· Luxury (5-star)
· Mid-range (3–4 star)
· Budget/Economy
· Boutique/Resort
To assess whether perceptions differ by hotel type, a Kruskal-Wallis H test was used. Of the seven variables examined, one showed a statistically significant difference, while six showed a statistically non-significant difference.
· Significant Result
Q9 – To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?
· χ²(3) = 13.776, p = .003 → Significant at the 0.01 level
· Boutique/Resort hotels had the highest mean rank (103.10)
· Budget hotels also scored high (96.96)
· Luxury and mid-range hotels showed lower concern (86.10 and 81.93)
Interpretation (Harvard Style)
This significant difference indicates that the type of hotel directly influences the extent to which recruitment is perceived as a challenge. Boutique/resorts and budget hotels report greater difficulty in recruiting. This may be because they operate with smaller staff pools, limited human resource capacity, or limited access to trained employees than larger luxury or mid-range hotels. Such findings greatly support recent arguments within the itinerant labour literature. Furthermore, it suggests that small, independent properties are typically affected by high levels of turnover as well as skills shortages (Pickles, 2025).
· Non-Significant Results
Q7 – How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial impact on your hotel operations?
χ²(3) = 6.056, p = .109 → Not significant
Q13 – How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?
χ²(3) = 4.162, p = .245 → Not significant
Q14 – How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to your hotel's long-term strategy?
χ²(3) = 1.805, p = .614 → Not significant
Q16 – To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
χ²(3) = 3.867, p = .276 → Not significant
Q18 – How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the post-pandemic era?
χ²(3) = 4.138, p = .247 → Not significant
Q19 – How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?
χ²(3) = 4.280, p = .233 → Not significant

Interpretation of Non-Significant Findings (Harvard Style)
These non-significant results suggest that hotel type doesn't impact perceptions of:
a. financial impacts of COVID-19
b. collaboration with local communities
c. sustainability importance
d. importance of government support
e. hygiene and safety expectations
f. confidence in industry recovery
This shows that there is one strategic vision across the Sri Lankan hotel sector, regardless of classification. Similarly, hotel managers, whether luxury, mid-range, budget or boutique, appear to be facing similar powerful pressures and priorities, clearly reflecting the broader sector-wide impact of the pandemic. This is consistent with global research that positioned COVID-19 as a “flattening” type event, affecting all hotel categories in a similar way (Scott, 2019).
Summary of these findings
Overall, the Kruskal-Wallis analysis shows that recruitment challenges vary significantly by hotel type, with boutique & budget hotels being the most affected. However, the means of all other variables didn’t show significant differences. This means that strategic concerns about financial recovery after the pandemic, community engagement, sustainability, government support, as well as hygiene standards, are widely shared across hotel categories. This uniformity reinforces the literature suggesting that the pandemic created common operational pressures across all market segments of the hotel industry (Jiang, 2020). It shows that staff shortages disproportionately affect smaller hotel types and that broader resilience strategies need to be addressed at a national, cross-sectoral level.

Conclusions & recommendations
Conclusions
This research critically assessed the post-pandemic challenges & opportunities of the hotel industry in Sri Lanka. Furthermore, this research, conducted with a positive quantitative approach, gathered responses from 177 hotel managers & employees across Colombo, Kandy, & Galle through a structured questionnaire. Furthermore, systematic analysis of those perceptions, practices, & strategic orientations provided findings to achieve the objectives of this research. This provided meaningful insights into both theory and industry practice.
Achievement of Research Objective 1: Identifying Post-Pandemic Challenges
This study clearly shows that hotels in Sri Lanka are still operating under severe pressure in the post-pandemic context. Specifically, 59.3% strongly agree and 20.9% agree that COVID-19 has had a significant negative financial impact on their business. Furthermore, according to the information found in the study, the rising operational costs were 70.6%, the health and safety compliance costs were 55.9%, and the staffing shortages were 50.3%. In particular, recruitment difficulties were cited as a major barrier by 89.8%, confirming labour instability as the most serious obstacle facing the sector.
These study findings confirm the literature that positions staff retention, job insecurity, and skills shortages as key issues in post-COVID tourism environments (Salem, 2022). Hotels in Sri Lanka face challenges including financial weakness, human capital erosion, volatile demand, and increasing guest expectations for security (Minaz, 2023).


Achievement of Research Objective 2: Evaluating Opportunities for Innovation & Growth
Despite these limitations, the findings overwhelmingly indicate that opportunities for transformation and growth are emerging. 92.1% of respondents confirmed that their hotels adopted digital technologies after the pandemic, demonstrating that digitalisation has shifted from optional to essential. Investment priorities include eco-friendly & sustainable practices at 72.3%, enhanced health & safety protocols at 61.6%, digital marketing & online presence at 42.4%, and staff training & development at 40.1%. Those responses clearly indicate a strong shift towards strategic modernisation.
New product development opportunities are also widely highlighted. Wellness and health tourism is seen as a growth avenue of 66.7%, digital marketing and online platforms at 55.9%, and eco-tourism & sustainable travel packages at 49.2%. These also reflect global tourism trends for health-centric, environmentally sensitive, and digitally mediated travel experiences in 2023 (Chuaysatit, 2023). Moreover, 81.3% agreed that local community collaborations can create new opportunities & confirm the potential of place-based development models. Therefore, the findings indicate that this sector is ready for innovation, diversification, as well as repositioning. If adequately supported by investment and capacity development, digital transformation, community engagement, sustainability, and new market segments represent potential avenues for significant growth (Guandalini, 2022).
Achievement of Research Objective 3: Recommending Strategies for Recovery, Resilience & Sustainability
These findings indicate that there is a great need for strategic guidance by industry players. When it comes to sustainability, the data clearly shows that 98.9% considered it "very important" to long-term competitiveness. It also highlights that environmentally responsible practices are increasingly shaping brand value and guest expectations. But again, cooperation with government agencies appears to be patchy, with only 39.5% reporting an active relationship. However, 54.2% strongly believed that government support was essential for the sector's recovery.
Overall, these findings provide a very clear picture of Sri Lanka's post-pandemic hotel recovery. This requires an integrated approach that enhances internal capacity (skills, technology, resilience), strengthens external relationships with government, communities and investors, and enables long-term sustainability. These, RBV, validate the integrated theoretical frameworks of Tourism 4.0, which focus on dynamic capabilities as well as adaptability, resource interconnection and strategic innovation.
Contributions to Theory
Integration of Digital Transformation, Sustainability, & Human Capital Resilience
This study contributes empirical evidence from a developing country context such as Sri Lanka to support the theoretical argument that these three capabilities are mutually reinforcing. This research develops both the RBV & dynamic capabilities theories by illustrating how Sri Lankan hotels simultaneously invest in digital systems, sustainable operations, and their human resources. Competitive advantage emerges not as a result of isolated practices, but from the strategic combination of technological, human, and environmental capabilities (Chen, 2022).
Contextualising Tourism 4.0 Frameworks for a Developing Economy 
Tourism 4.0 models typically assume stable infrastructure as well as high digital maturity (Rodrigues, 2024). This study shows that digital adoption in Sri Lanka is widespread but uneven, constrained by limited funding, training gaps, & infrastructure gaps. Such findings expand theoretical frameworks on how Tourism 4.0 evolves under conditions of economic instability as well as resource scarcity. Furthermore, it provides a nuanced understanding of digital transformation in emerging markets.


Advancing Crisis Management Theory in Hospitality
In particular, this study strongly supports crisis management models that emphasise aspects of learning, adaptation, & capacity development. Sri Lankan hotels demonstrated strategic learning behaviours (adoption of digital tools, sustainable investments, product diversification), thereby confirming that post-crisis adaptation was not merely reactive but systemic. These findings lend great strength to the arguments of contemporary crisis frameworks that maintain that resilience develops through active adaptation rather than passive coping.
Recommendations for Managerial Practice
Based on the findings obtained from the structured questionnaire, several evidence-based recommendations for hotel managers are proposed here.
1. Strengthen Workforce Recovery & Retention
Given the severe staff shortage & reported recruitment difficulties, managers should pay attention to the following issues.
· Introducing structured skills development programs to rebuild capacity.
· Offering competitive salary packages & non-financial incentives such as flexible scheduling, wellness support, and career paths.
· Improving organisational communication to reduce job insecurity and job turnover intentions.
A strategic shift from transactional HR practices to employee-centric models provides long-term resilience.


2. Enhance Digital Integration & Capability Development
Although digital usage is high, optimisation remains weak, so managers should focus on the following points.
· Integrating digital systems into one platform (PMS, CRM, digital marketing & booking engines).
· Invest in digital literacy training to reduce resistance and maximise usage.
· Improving cybersecurity measures to better protect customer data.
The time has come for a complete digital transformation, including not just adding tools, but also redesigning processes and guest interactions.
3. Institutionalise Sustainability as a Strategic Imperative
Hotels need to do more than just add green practices, they need comprehensive sustainability strategies:
· Implementing quantifiable ESG indicators.
· Strengthening waste management & water conservation programs.
· Communicating sustainability achievements to customers through transparent reporting.
Sustainability will become a brand change and a strategic investment.
4. Diversify Products & Market Segments
Hotels should take advantage of new consumer preferences:
· Developing ecotourism & cultural immersion opportunities, based on community partnerships.
· Improving digital marketing to reach global and domestic travelers.
· Targeting the long-term guest resort market, investing in facilities that are compatible with the remote work trend.
In this case, product innovation will reduce the risk of future crises & strengthen market competitiveness.
Recommendations for Government & Policymakers
1) Introduce Targeted Financial Relief and Incentives
· Providing subsidies or low-interest loans to small & medium-sized businesses in the hotel sector.
· Providing tax breaks for investments in digital technologies & sustainable initiatives.
· Establish a National Tourism Recovery Fund to support vulnerable operators.
2) Strengthen Infrastructure & Digital Ecosystems
· Improving national information & communication technology infrastructure, especially in rural tourist areas.
· Providing cybersecurity guidelines as well as digital capability frameworks for the hotel industry.
· Standardising digital health & safety certification systems.
3) Promote Sustainable Tourism Through Regulation & Incentives
· Introducing sustainability ratings for hotels.
· Providing tax incentives for reaching ESG benchmarks.
· Improving waste management & enforcement of environmental regulations.
A unified national strategy will accelerate Sri Lanka's recovery & position it competitively in the global tourism sector.
Limitations of the Study & Areas for Further Research
Limitations
· Although geographically diverse, the sample didn’t necessarily represent all hotel categories. For example, the proportion of boutique/resort hotels was low.
· These findings represent perceptions that existed at one point in time after the pandemic & may change as circumstances change.
· Self-reported data is likely to be biased, especially regarding sustainability practices & the extent of digital use.
Directions for Future Research
· Conducting a mixed methods study that includes in-depth interviews can provide a better understanding of strategic decision making.
· Longitudinal research can investigate how recovery & innovation unfold over time in hotels.
· A comparative study could examine disparities between regions or between the Sri Lankan & other South Asian hotel industries.
Final Conclusion
This research clearly shows that the Sri Lankan hotel industry is currently at a critical juncture. Innovation, digital advancements, & sustainable development present unique opportunities while facing unprecedented operational challenges. Therefore, the results confirm that resilience can be achieved through a strategic combination of technological integration, leadership for sustainability, investment in human capital, as well as deep public-private partnerships. With coordinated action and evidence-based policymaking, Sri Lanka's hotel sector has the potential to recover & redefine itself as a competitive, responsible, & future-ready industry within the global tourism landscape.
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1. Gender

177 responses

® Male
@ Female
@ Prefer not to say
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2. Age Group

177 responses

@ Under 30

@ 31-40

29.9% ® 41-50
. @ Above 51
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3. What kind of hotel do you work for?

177 responses

@ Luxury (5-star)

@ Mid-range (3—4 star)
@ Budget/Economy
@ Boutique/Resort
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4. What is your position?

177 responses

@ Manager
@ Employee
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5. In which region is your hotel located?

177 responses

@ Colombo

@ Kandy
©® Galle
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6. Size of the hotel (number of rooms):
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@ Less than 50
@ 51-100
20.9% ® 101-200
@ More than 200
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7. How strongly do you agree that the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant negative financial

impact on your hotel operations?
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8. Which of the following challenges does your hotel currently face the most?
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Rising operational costs 125 (70.6%
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9. To what extent has staff recruitment been a major challenge since the pandemic?

177 responses

@ Not at all a challenge
@ Very significant challenge
@ I'm not sure
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10. Has your hotel adopted new digital technologies (online booking, digital check-in, contactless
payments) since the pandemic?

177 responses

® Yes
® No

@ Planning to implement soon

]
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11. In which of the following areas have you invested to attract customers after the pandemic?
177 responses

Enhanced health & safety
protocols
Eco-friendly & sustainable
practices

109 (61.6%)
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Staff training & development 71 (40.1%)
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12. Which area do you think offers the greatest potential for innovation and growth in the Sri Lankan

hotel industry post-pandemic?
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Domestic tourism promotion
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Digital marketing and online 99 (55.9%)

platforms
Eco-tourism and sustainable
travel packages

Long-stay/remote working
packages

87 (49.2%)

49 (27.7%)

| don’t know
100 125




image17.png
13. How strongly do you agree that collaborations with local communities (e.g., sourcing local
products, cultural experiences) can create new opportunities for growth in the hotel sector?

177 responses

@ Strongly Disagree
@ Disagree

@ Neutral

@ Agree

@ Strongly Agree
@ Not sure
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14. How important is sustainability (eco-friendly practices, energy efficiency, waste reduction) to
your hotel's long-term strategy?

177 responses

@ Not important
@ Very important
@ | don't know
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15. Is your hotel collaborating with government initiatives or tourism boards to help recover from

the impact of the pandemic?

177 responses

@ Yes, actively involved
@ Occasionally involved
@ Not at all involved

@ | don't know
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16. To what extent do you agree that government support (subsidies, tourism businesses, financial

relief) is essential for hotel recovery?
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17. Which customer segment has shown the most growth for your hotel since the pandemic?

177 responses

@ Domestic leisure travelers
@ International leisure travelers
@ Business travelers

@ Long-stay/remote workers
@ | don't know
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18. How strongly do you agree that customer expectations for hygiene and safety are high in the
post-pandemic era?

177 responses

@ Strongly Agree
@ Strongly Disagree
@ | don't know





image23.png
19. How confident are you about the recovery of Sri Lanka's hotel industry in the next 3 years?
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20. Which of the following strategies do you think would most effectively enhance the resilience and

competitiveness of your hotel in the post-pandemic era?
177 responses

Improving staff training and
development

Expanding digital and online
presence

Strengthening health & safety
measures
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Partnering with government/
tourism boards
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21. In your opinion, which strategy will be most effective for Sri Lankan hotels in the post-pandemic

era?

177 responses

)

@ Cost-cutting & efficiency measures

@ Improving customer experience &
personalisation

@ Expanding digital presence
@ Sustainability & eco-friendly initiatives

@ Partnerships with tourism boards/
government
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Month 2019 | 2020° |% Cha. 2019/20|
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