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[bookmark: _Toc203154767]Introduction and Background
The COVID-19 outbreak in early 2020 created a public health emergency that quickly escalated to a global economic crisis. Governments pursued unprecedented mitigation strategies, including national lockdowns and border closures, and required social distancing protocols to limit the spread of the virus. In the hotel sector, including the UK hotel industry, there were significant consequences – hotels were required to close, and occupancy rates dropped to historic lows, where the ability to comply with obligations, including guest safety, health, and financial reporting, was all called into question (Gössling et al., 2020). During this time, decision makers faced high levels of uncertainty, limited reliable information, and the extreme challenge of ensuring the well-being of a range of stakeholders (employees, guests, shareholders) while at the same time maintaining financial viability. This research proposal aims to investigate and detail the decision-making processes that UK managers used during the COVID-19 pandemic, and whether or not the processes and outcomes play a role in organisational resilience and performance.
[bookmark: _Toc203154768]Research Aim
This study aims to critically review and synthesise evidence around the decision-making frameworks and practices used by managers in the UK hotel sector during the COVID-19 pandemic, and their effects on operational resilience, financial performance, and stakeholder satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc203154769]Research Objectives
1. Identify typologies and models of decision-making frameworks and theories used by UK hotel managers through the pandemic.
2. Evaluate the effectiveness of operational decisions (workforce decisions, health and safety protocols) and strategic decisions (diversification of service, digital transformation) to continue hotel performance.
3. Analyse the relevance and value of information sources (internal systems, external advisories) used in decision-making.
4. Critique stakeholder engagement practices (employee communication, guest relations, supplier assimilation), for how they shaped decisions by management.
5. Create a decision-making model to inform context-specific crisis management for the UK hotel sector.
[bookmark: _Toc203154770]Research Questions
1. What decision-making frameworks and models were hotel managers in the UK using during COVID-19? 
2. How did the operational and strategic decisions link with key performance indicators through measures (e.g. occupancy, RevPAR, guest satisfaction)? 
3. What was the perceived reliability of internal (e.g., Business Intelligence dashboards) and external information (e.g., government advisories, industry reports), and which were used most frequently?
4. How did managers access stakeholders (e.g., employees, guests, suppliers), and how did stakeholders influence decision outcomes?
5. Which aspects of these practices could be captured within a substantive decision-making model for future crises?
Hypotheses
•	H1: For hotels that adopted structured decision-making processes (e.g., OODA loop, PDCA cycle), declines in occupancy and revenue were significantly smaller than those of properties based on less structured approaches.
•	H2: Stakeholder engagement and communication, notably with employees, and assurance protocols for guests positively correlated with guest satisfaction and retention metrics.
•	H3: Hotels that used real-time analytics platforms to track local booking trends and local infection rates had positive outcomes with revenue recovery strategies through pricing actions and adoption of a real-time reporting response.
[bookmark: _Toc203154771]Justification of the Research
Most research has focused on measuring the macro-level economic effects of COVID-19 on hospitality (Aldao et al., 2022; Zeng, Carter & De Lacy, 2021) and has not systematically summarised micro-level decision-making processes in the UK hotel context. Understanding these micro-level processes is important for three reasons. First, it fills a theoretical gap in understanding how crisis decision-making processes can connect with crisis decision-making models used in military and manufacturing contexts (Ivari, 2019; Deming, 2000) to the characteristics of the service industry. Second, it provides evidence-based strategies for practitioners challenged to use evidence to be more prepared to respond to crises. Third, policymakers and industry bodies (e.g., UK Hospitality) can use these findings to develop evidence-informed targeted initiatives and guides.
[bookmark: _Toc203154772]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc203154773]Theoretical Foundations of Crisis Decision Making
Traditionally, decision theory maintains that managers' decisions are rationally driven by complete and precise knowledge or "information" in a predictably stable environment. Crises like the COVID-19 pandemic undermine these three premises: information is frequently incomplete, changing rapidly, and infused with uncertainty. Herbert Simon (1976) advanced a theory of bounded rationality that identified cognitive and temporal constraints on decision‑makers that lead to the practice of "satisficing" rather than optimising decisions under stress. In the decision context of a pandemic, hotel managers in the crisis faced a barrage of new data - public health statistics, shifting government regulations, and unpredictable guest behaviours - making any comprehensive analysis impossible in a timeframe unfavourable for decision-making (Simon, 1976).
March and Shapira (1987) also acknowledge that risk perception becomes a paramount driver of decision-making when, in uncertain contexts, managers evaluate objective probabilities while also relying more on subjective assessments regarding the perceived levels of threat and vulnerability faced by their organisation. For example, a regional outbreak can quickly modify perceptions of risk, and assumptions of risk and uncertainty can result in decisions geared towards conservatism (e.g., longer closure), even before any recommendations of mandates. 
Two distinct procedural models have been used to improve decision agility. Ivari (2019) OODA loop ("Observe–Orient–Decide–Act") promotes fast feedback loops. Hotel teams continually observe their given environment (occupancy levels and infection rates), relate information to previous events, determine an action to take (e.g., increase/decrease rates), and continually observe subsequent impacts of actions on their environment. The OODA loop is designed for a fast-paced crisis environment based on rapid observations and assumptions, and therefore assumes established channels to gain information. Deming’s (2000) PDCA cycle ("Plan–Do–Check–Act") incorporates a plan for continuous improvement culture that allows managers to make plans concerning intervention (e.g., cleaning protocols), execute actions with the potential for greater stakeholder impact than just guests (e.g., IMPORTANT) and evaluate results (e.g., guest complaints or feedback), and then refine their processes. PDCA is a good representation for a longer-term crisis period when companies are encouraged to learn, yet are not limited in structuring reflection or documenting impacts on processes (Deming, 2000).
[bookmark: _Toc203154774]Empirical Evidence on Hospitality Sector Responses
During the COVID-19 pandemic, empirical research showed that the hotels in the UK were very vulnerable. The UK hospitality sector (2021) showed that hotels experienced occupancy falls of up to 90 per cent in April 2020, ultimately leading to mass furloughs as hotels were enrolled in the UK Government's furlough (or Coronavirus Job Retention) Scheme. Chong and Rudkin (2020) discuss how hotels worldwide in the pandemic constantly renegotiated supplier contracts, as hotels sourced variances within supply and laundry service contracts and food and beverage suppliers. This led hotels to have supplier contracts renewed with new suppliers. Sometimes, hotels had to source alternative suppliers without the foresight to make strategic developments.
In the same way, Sigala (2020) studied innovation as a survival mode: many UK hotels developed contactless check-in kiosks, mobile key-access systems, and digital concierges to limit physical interaction with guests. Others changed banquet halls and converted them into makeshift quarantine facilities or coworking spaces to produce a different revenue source. Meanwhile, Ahelegbey et al. (2022) compared financial performance across hotel segments. They report centralised decision-support systems (e.g. collective BI platforms; corporate crisis teams) in chain-affiliated properties for sustained RevPAR (revenue per available room) in addition to a faster recovery effort from the pandemic than independent hotels, which typically lack the resources to implement rapid, data-supported pivoting.
[bookmark: _Toc203154775]Information and Analytics in Crisis Contexts
The rapid adoption of Business Intelligence (BI) and data analytics was a prominent hallmark of the pandemic response. Blengini and Heo (2020) demonstrate that hotels leveraging real-time dashboards—utilising booking engines, market demand forecasts, and local infection data—could implement dynamic pricing decisions within days, mitigating revenue loss. These systems also enabled managers to discover newly emerging markets like "staycationers" and optimise channel distribution accordingly.
However, Anwar et al. (2024) warned of considerable data quality issues and integration concerns. Smaller, independent hotels often depended upon different legacy systems, which have poor interoperability, resulting in data being trapped in silos. Issues like differing definitions (e.g., what is a "cancellation" vs a "no-show") and lags in reporting timeframes limited the usefulness of the analytics output. As a result, while larger chains could productively tweak their pricing and inventory with scale, many smaller hotels were left to their own devices of consulting spreadsheets or some other ad-hoc process, so they missed the advantage of data-informed, timely decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc203154776]Stakeholder Engagement under Uncertainty
Building trust between stakeholders was important under uncertainty. Walsh et al. (2022) found examples where those hotels, who communicated their plans frequently and transparently using internal communications (eg. regular virtual town halls, daily safety briefings and wellbeing calls) created an environment of trust that resulted in higher employee morale and lower intentions to leave, even when employees were furloughed. Employees who felt informed and supported could adjust operational practices (eg, changes in shift patterns to minimise contact) and advocate for safety measures. 
External communication with guests became about trust in the brand. Paapa and Nguthi (2025) highlighted that hotels that offered flexible cancellation policies, displayed assurances about hygiene (eg, visible cleaning checklists), and offered responsive customer service channels achieved higher booking retention. Guests looking for assurance gravitated towards brands that displayed empathy and transparency. Conversely, supplier coordination (e.g., linen services and food and beverage providers) relied on negotiation and trust in joint solutions to operational issues. Hotels shared forecasts and processed cash flow projections to arrive at new supplier payment terms and delivery times. A strategic partnership arrangement was made for a more resilient supply chain, where hotels had an additional buffer against acute shortages.
These overlapping theoretical and empirical lenses have highlighted the importance of bundling bounded-rationality models with clear information flows and stakeholder engagement for effective crisis decision-making in the UK hotel sector. These insights will inform the systematic review that will form the basis for the synthesis of literature related to decision-making frameworks, adjustments to operations, applications of analytics, and engagement of stakeholders.
[bookmark: _Toc203154777]Gap Analysis
While these studies illuminate various responses, few studies combine decision-making theory, operational implications, and stakeholder perspectives to create an integrated perspective and framework applicable to hotels in the UK. This research aims to address this gap using a systematic review, which is considered a rigorous method of critique.
[bookmark: _Toc203154778]Methodology
This study will follow the PRISMA protocols for systematic reviews (Moher et al., 2009). We will review, collate and synthesise both scholarly and high-quality grey literature related to decision making by hotels in the UK during COVID-19.
[bookmark: _Toc203154779]Protocol Registration
We will register a review protocol with PROSPERO, outlining our objectives, eligibility criteria, and analytical methods, to contribute to transparency and replicability.


[bookmark: _Toc203154780]Search Strategy
We will perform comprehensive searches on the Web of Science, Scopus, Business Source Complete, and Hospitality & Tourism Complete. Grey literature will include sources such as UK Hospitality reports and government white papers, identified through targeted site-specific searches. The search queries will consist of keywords and relevant controlled vocabulary (e.g., "decision* AND hotel* AND Covid* AND UK") assessed through initial pilot searches to ensure viability.
[bookmark: _Toc203154781]Eligibility Criteria
•	Included: Empirical studies and industry reports on decision-making processes involving UK hotels during the COVID-19 period published between January 2020 and December 2024, written in English.
•	Excluded: Non-empirical commentaries; studies outside of the UK hotel sector; publications that were not in English.
[bookmark: _Toc203154782]Study Selection
Two reviewers will independently screen titles and abstracts, while full texts will be obtained for potentially eligible studies and assessed according to eligibility criteria. Inconsistencies will be resolved via consensus or a third reviewer.
[bookmark: _Toc203154783]Data Extraction
A standard form will be used to extract: bibliographic information; study design; decision-making framework; information sources; stakeholder engagement processes; performance measures (changes in occupancy, revenue, guest satisfaction); and contextual factors (hotel size and location).
[bookmark: _Toc203154784]Quality Appraisal
Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies will be read using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). Grey literature will be evaluated using the AACODS checklist. 
[bookmark: _Toc203154785]Data Synthesis
A narrative synthesis will be constructed according to themes: decision-making frameworks, operational responses, strategic pivots, use of information, and stakeholder engagement. Quantitative performance metrics will be reported as a table and summarised descriptively if comparable (for example, mean percentage change in occupancy). A conceptual model will be produced with key components integrated. 

[bookmark: _Toc203154786]Reporting and Ethical Considerations
The review will be reported using PRISMA reporting guidelines, including a flow diagram. Since this project will only use previously published secondary data, no formal research ethics approval is necessary, although we will strive to maintain transparency and good citation habits.
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