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Abstract 

The vulnerability of the tourism industry to natural catastrophes and pandemics is well documented, 
with scholars emphasizing the critical role of crisis management. Several approaches have been 

proposed focusing on the strategic macro-level perspective at the destination. In contrast, little has been 

written about the micro-level operational aspects at the establishment level and the role of general 
managers (GMs). This study espouses that GMs’ knowledge, skills and abilities, fortified by their vast 

experience and resilience, are all vital to the survival of the business in times of crisis; it therefore seeks 

to explore the role GMs can play in mitigating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the luxury 
hotel sector. Fifty semi-structured interviews were conducted online with GMs from 45 countries. Our 

findings, of interest to industry stakeholders, can enhance conceptual capital in this emerging field, and 

provide suggestions on how to reboot the sector on a global scale.   
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Introduction 
The tourism industry, untenable in the absence of core elements such as safety, security, stability, and 

free movement, and reliant on the operational specificities of the hospitality sector, is vulnerable to 

incidents of economic, political and social instability, natural catastrophes and pandemics. The 

unpredictability and volatility associated with such incidents pose severe challenges, both at a macro 
and micro level; stakeholders must be prepared to mitigate ill effects and ensure the viability of the 

industry when disaster strikes. In recent years, the industry has faced challenges due to economic crises 

(e.g. the 2009 European recession), terrorism (e.g. the 2015 Paris attacks), political unrest (e.g. the 2011 
Arab Spring), natural disasters (e.g. the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean), war (e.g. the ongoing Syrian 

conflict), and pandemics (e.g. the 2003 SARS pandemic) (Zopiatis et al., 2019). 

Despite the pivotal role of General Managers (GMs) during contingencies and unpredicted events, 
very few studies focus on the capacity and preparedness of GMs to effectively deal with a crisis. 

Responding to this gap, the current study utilizes the areas of crisis management, resilience, and human 

resources in order to explore the impact of the pandemic on the industry’s operational norms, and the 

role of general managers (GMs) in both managing the COVID-19 crisis and planning contingencies for 
recovery. 

 

Literature Review 
The manager’s role and its relationship to managerial effectiveness and performance are the foci of 

considerable research interest in hospitality (Giousmpasoglou, 2019). Tourism managers need to be well 

equipped and able to anticipate and prepare their teams for potential crises through mapping of potential 
threats, risks and vulnerabilities, and training aimed at preventing and minimizing damage (Chen et al., 

2019). As noted by Pappas (2018), this is a complex process, since decisions during crises have to be 

made on multiple fronts, e.g. operations, marketing, pricing policies, etc.; all reflective of the industry’s 



 
 

interdisciplinary nature. Crisis management and resilience-building require the application of 
managerial expertise (Brown et al., 2018) across the board, but above all, they require the willingness 

and determination of managers to deal with the crisis itself.  

Research suggests that disaster planning is a core function of hotel managers (Wang and Ritchie, 

2012). In a study of accommodation managers in Australia, Ritchie et al. (2011) found that 75% of 
participants had undertaken training on disaster planning. In this study, hotel managers and employees 

were confident in their disaster management knowledge and skills, following a proactive training 

approach which clarified and alleviated potential role gaps during crises. Managers must perform 
different roles aimed at reducing the impact of crisis, minimizing adverse effects and steering the 

organization through the pre- and post-crisis phases (Wang and Ritchie, 2012). With regards to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Sigala (2020) highlights the importance of strongly collaborating with external 
systems; hotel managers should, therefore adopt collaborative action and social bricolage.  

Managers who espouse a superficial ‘it can’t happen to us’ mentality, fail to acknowledge their 

organization’s vulnerability to crises and the negative externalities that could be caused by their lack of 

crisis preparedness culture and planning. It is therefore prudent to examine the psychological factors of 
the individual in crisis planning, such as ‘experience, values and beliefs, messages, personal attributes, 

social and cultural norms, attitudes and perception’ (Wang and Ritchie, 2012, p. 1059). In a study of the 

accommodation sector in Australia, the same authors identified three factors in an individual’s crisis 
planning behavior, namely attitude, subjective norms, and past crisis experience. Along the same lines, 

Bharwani and Talib (2017) added emotional and cultural intelligence, as well as interpersonal skills, 

whereas Racherla and Hu (2009) highlight the importance of collaborative knowledge-enabled crisis 
preparedness. Moreover, Haver et al. (2014) propose that hospitality managers should demonstrate 

emotional regulation – the ability to make good decisions in stressful situations – in order to control 

their own behaviour, as well as efficiently manage their teams’ emotions. The same authors note that 

‘positive emotions are useful in achieving resilience by having faith to ride out the storm, handle anxiety 
and tolerate frustrations’ (Haver et al., 2014, p.154).  

 

Methodology 
Fifty semi-structured interviews were conducted online in order to reach participants from all over the 

world, corresponding to 45 countries. A convenience sampling approach was utilized via the lead 

author’s extensive LinkedIn network (4,000+ connections). Jaccard and Jacoby (2010) suggest, online 
interviews are an effective tool for ‘generating ideas about new explanatory constructs or generating 

ideas about the mechanisms underlying the phenomena [one is] trying to explain,’ (p.39). In order to 

simplify the coding process for the data analysis, each participant was given a number from P1 to P50 
that corresponded to a unique response number (URN). Thematic analysis was conducted in order to 

expand our conceptual understanding of crisis management, resilience and the role of GMs in the luxury 

hotel sector. The interviews were analysed with clear intention and structure as the main purpose was 

to illuminate the study in an exhaustive way (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009). Themes and patterns were 
identified in the data to explain the phenomenon under investigation. 

Most respondents were male (94%), aged between 45-55 (58%). The under-representation of female 

GMs did not come as a surprise due to the comparatively low proportion of women holding senior 
management positions in the hospitality industry. The majority of respondents (60%) reported to have 

had more than ten years’ experience as GMs in luxury hotels. In terms of business type (ownership 

status), most of the hotels (60%) belong to a multinational chain, the rest being national or local hotel 
chains (18%), or independently owned (22%). At the time of data collection, 16 hotels were fully or 

partially open, 22 were expected to resume operations in the following months (July-October 2020), 

and the remaining 12 were uncertain as to when they would resume operations. Table 1 above, provides 

an overview of the GM profiles and coding.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Table 1: Participant GM profiles and coding 

 
 

 

Findings 

The key findings presented below, reflect the COVID-19 impact in the luxury hospitality industry 
globally; the following themes emerged from the study’s findings:  Contingency planning and crisis 

management; Impact on GMs’ roles and daily routine; Impact on the hotel’s key functional areas (hotel 

operations, people management, sales and revenue management, and customer service); and Future 
predictions for the luxury hospitality industry. 

The first broad area of inquiry was the overall hotel readiness to respond in a global scale pandemic; 

more specifically, the existence and implementation of crisis management and contingency planning in 
luxury hotels was investigated. In total, 86% of the hotels had crisis management systems in place, 

especially the national and multinational hotel chains. Despite the existence of contingency plans these 

could not capture the nature and magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic, which due to the prolonged 

lockdown has also become a global financial crisis. Only two GMs reported pandemic specific plans, 
due to prior experience with SARS. Based on the GMs’ views, the hotel operators responded very fast 

to the new situation, by adopting strict hygiene protocols and creating new operating procedures in order 

to make sure that customers and staff will be safe until the pandemic will no longer exist. Contingency 
plans in hotel business are also linked with insurance covering unforeseeable circumstances (‘force 



 
 

majeure’) like wars, terrorist attacks, natural disasters and pandemics. Based on the findings, insurance 
companies did not recognise COVID-19 as such; one can speculate that they were either not prepared 

for this crisis or they viewed the crisis as a business opportunity.  

The following area of inquiry on this study was the pandemic’s impact on the GMs daily routine and 

their role during the crisis. As already noted, both in literature review and findings, the luxury hotel 
GMs are viewed as strategic human resources responsible for the survival of the hotel unit during 

contingencies and crises. The unprecedent disruption that COVID-19 brought into the luxury hotel 

business has affected the GMs’ job in three different broad areas. First, GMs demonstrated strong 
leadership and resilience skills in order to support their staff and save the hotel unit from parament 

closure. They stayed close to the hotel’s employees, physically or virtually where the hotel was closed, 

and made the best possible effort to support and motivate them. All GMs acknowledged the value of 
employees in their job and overall in luxury hospitality business. Another area that GMs had to move 

very fast was the creation and implementation of the action plan(s), in response to this crisis as well as 

the reopening plans. These plans include new procedures, new or revised operational standards and re-

opening protocols; the GMs also led the staff training on the new procedures and protocols. The 
temporary business closure has had also an impact, both positive and negative, on the GMs’ work-life 

balance. The positive effects of working from home has provided opportunities for learning new skills 

and spending quality time with family. On the other hand, the new work environment has caused 
negative effects including stress, anxiety and loneliness.  

The COVID-19 impact on the hotel’s key functional areas (hotel operations, people management, 

hotel sales and customer service) was also investigated. From a hotel operations perspective, an 
increased emphasis on strict hygiene protocols with higher impact on front-line staff due to the direct 

contact with customers. Food & Beverage and Housekeeping departments most affected by the new 

rules. Luxury hotels put a great emphasis in technology such as artificial intelligence (AI), use of robots 

and self-service technology in order to increase social distancing. In terms of people management, 
efforts made for staff retention with salary cuts and flexible working where possible. Luxury hotel 

business retrained staff during the lockdown, to acquire new skills and achieve cross-departmental 

functionality. They were also changes in working conditions, due to the implementation of safety 
measures and the new hygiene standards (i.e. face masks and special gear worn at all times). On the 

other hand, the crisis made it easier for employers to recruit talented employees due to high 

unemployment rates. Moving on to hotel sales and revenue management, a price war and the ‘survival 

of the fittest’ is expected in global scale. GMs’ are responsible for the business survival, through the 
identification of new markets and the retention of existing ones. Traditional distribution channels (i.e. 

Tour Operators) are replaced from OTAs and direct internet sales. The hotels’ sales efforts include 

information campaigns to restore customers’ trust. Finally, in terms of customer service, there is a need 
to persuade customers that hotels are safe places to enjoy their stay without any discounts and radical 

changes regarding the provision of luxury services and products.  

The future predictions regarding the luxury hospitality sector in the post-COVID19 era, provide very 
useful insights on the shape of the sector in the near future. GMs predicted that the sector will recover 

between 2021 and 2022. There regional variations, some places (i.e. Middle East and Africa) are 

expected to recover slower than others (Europe). The relaunch of the business is expected to bring 

product / service diversification in the luxury hospitality sector as a response to the new market 
requirements. As already mentioned above, GMs expect to increase the use of technology in hotels and 

sell more products / services like villas or serviced apartments that require minimum or no contact with 

staff. It is not a surprise that GMs appear optimistic, despite the detrimental impact of COVID-19 to 
luxury hospitality. Overall, most participants believe that the sector will be able to recover soon. This 

positive attitude on behalf the GMs and their teams will be required in order to relaunch the luxury 

hospitality sector in the post-COVID-19 era. A summary of the key findings can be viewed in Table 2. 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Table 2: Summary of key findings 
 

 
 

 

Conclusion 
Early findings from COVID-19-related tourism research challenge industry operational norms and 

enhance our horizons on new and innovative ways of not only overcoming the current crisis but also 

reshaping the future of the industry (Sigala, 2020). Future research should focus on the structural and 
transformational changes necessary to guide the industry out of the ‘storm’ and into a new normality 

(Gossling et al., 2020). The current study, which focuses on the GM’s role in managing the crisis, 

suggests that future endeavours should espouse a more human-cantered paradigm, especially with 
regards to resiliency building. In a nutshell, a new business model in the luxury hospitality sector will 

need to be adopted in the post-COVID-19 era.  

COVID-19 research is quite new and requires fast and real-time applied outcomes, aimed at 

verifying and benchmarking the effectiveness of responses and recovery strategies adopted by industry 
operators (Sigala, 2020). Although the nature and magnitude of the COVID-19 pandemic has not yet 



 
 

been captured, this study found that GMs are prepared to engage in crisis planning and management by 
relying on their previous experience and their business contingency plans. Our findings, aligned with 

Wang and Ritchie (2012), suggest that, to build resilience and perform crisis management, luxury hotels 

should take action at three different levels. Prior to a crisis, GMs must develop a proactive human 

cantered HRM strategy and a detailed crisis management plan and provide employees with the necessary 
training to effectively deal with such eventualities. During the crisis, they should be proactive, and able 

to communicate and collaborate with external systems. Finally, following the crisis, systems should be 

put in place to measure, evaluate, and learn from actions taken. 
As the hospitality and tourism industry is faced with constant changes, GMs are ready to deal with 

such events (Sigala, 2020). Interestingly, but not surprisingly, the role of the GM has been impacted by 

the pandemic in positive ways too. The key roles prevailing in the situation were identified as leadership, 
work-life balance and managing stress, crisis management, teambuilding, and resilience-building. It is 

also clear that traditional leadership, recruitment and motivation are not appropriate for such crisis 

situations; instead, GMs must employ innovative methods to inspire, engage and motivate employees, 

especially in lockdown and remote working conditions. Managers comprehend the impact of the crisis 
on employees and understand their own influence on resilience and organizational readiness for change 

in turbulent environments. In addition, further training and professional development is required: GMs 

are using the lockdown for personal and professional development, and at the same time offering 
training to staff to build resilience. GMs must act as role models, be flexible, demonstrate adaptable 

work attitudes (i.e. by physically or virtually supporting staff), enhance their communication and 

interpersonal skills, coach teams, and exhibit emotional intelligence in handling anxiety and stress. GMs 
are capable of ‘thriving in chaos’ and guaranteeing business survival and prosperity, as well as 

demonstrating entrepreneurial skills to identify new and effective streams of revenue. Their experience, 

skills and pragmatic view of the world are critical factors for the continuation of hotel operations even 

in extremely difficult times and during unprecedented events such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Emphasis is placed on staff preparedness with training on quality customer service and new policies 

and protocols. 

 In contrast to most studies, we propose that GMs consider the current crisis as an opportunity. While 
the increased use of technology is often seen as a challenge (Eide et al., 2017), GMs in this study see it 

as a tool to better communicate with stakeholders and increase revenue in a difficult time e.g. by 

identifying new markets and segments. Furthermore, despite the detrimental impact of the pandemic on 

employment and the loss of jobs, GMs in this study benefit from the current labour market conditions 
by the availability of a larger talent pool, and through the development of more resilient teams. Resilient 

teams are attentive to work processes and can demonstrate crisis preparedness and adaptability to stress 

and challenges (Brown et al., 2018). 
The GMs’ predictions regarding the luxury hospitality sector in the post-COVID-19 era provide 

useful insights on the shape of the sector in the near future. GMs were very optimistic and suggested 

that the sector will recover between 2021 and 2022. As the sector and GMs quickly adapt to the changing 
market conditions and consumer preferences, they demonstrate resilience to unforeseeable events of 

global magnitude. Regional variations were identified, with some places (i.e. the Middle East and 

Africa) expected to recover slower than others (Europe). When business operations in the luxury 

hospitality sector resume, they are expected to promote more diversified products / services as a 
response to new market requirements.  

The provision of luxury hospitality services is evolving as a response to the new market requirements 

and needs that have emerged from the COVID-19 pandemic. This evolution will – in the short-term – 
cost many jobs that will be partially replaced by new technologies. More exclusivity and less direct 

contact with customers is expected to become the new norm. Heightened market competition, in 

conjunction with the global economic crisis that will follow the pandemic, will result in the survival of 
those companies best prepared for this crisis. Hence, we will likely see new players emerging on the 

global scene, while others will disappear. The true winners will be the customers who will receive more 

attention, better quality of service and greater value for money. 
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