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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic presented an unprecedented challenge for the tourism
industry, disrupting operations, reducing customer demand, and forcing businesses to
adapt quickly to a new reality. This study explored the impact of COVID-19 on the tourism
and hospitality industry and addresses a specific research gap: the limited application
of structured theoretical frameworks—particularly the three-R stakeholder collaboration
model—in examining recovery strategies. Prior studies have largely focused on individual
tactics or short-term impacts, rather than a structured, stakeholder-driven, multi-phase
recovery process. Employing a qualitative research design, this study used grounded
theory to investigate how tourism service providers and key stakeholders navigated the
challenges of the pandemic. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
20 participants, including tourism business owners, hotel and event managers, public sector
employees, and academics. These insights offer a comprehensive, multi-perspective view
of how the industry navigated the pandemic. Grounded theory was used to inductively
develop a model of recovery behaviors, with data coded through open, axial, and selective
stages using MAXQDA 2020 software. Findings revealed several key strategies—such as
cost-cutting, digital transformation, and cultural adaptation—that enabled businesses to
maintain operations during the pandemic and recover in its aftermath. Finally, refashioning
business models through digital transformation, the diversification of services, and a shift
to local markets helped tourism providers adapt to the changing environment and ensure
long-term resilience.

Keywords: the COVID-19 pandemic; stakeholder; tourism recovery; strategy adaptation;
the three-R framework

1. Introduction
The tourism industry is a pivotal economic pillar for numerous nations across the

globe (Gössling et al., 2020). The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019 precipi-
tated a seismic disruption in this sector, leading to a staggering reduction in global tourism
activities (WEF, 2021). Statistical data from the United Nations World Tourism Organiza-
tion (UNWTO) demonstrated that worldwide tourism experienced a decline exceeding
80 percent subsequent to the onset of the pandemic (UNWTO, 2020b). This substantial
downturn in tourist arrivals, encompassing a reduction exceeding 20 percent during the
initial quarter of 2020, underscores the profound and far-reaching repercussions of the
pandemic on a global scale (UNWTO, 2020a).
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The rapid worsening of the COVID-19 pandemic led to a surge in research on the topic
of hospitality and tourism (Aladag et al., 2020; Baum & Hai, 2020; Kock et al., 2020). Many
of these studies focused on the restaurant sector (Brewer & Sebby, 2021; Chang et al., 2021;
Kang et al., 2021; Kostromitina et al., 2021; Min et al., 2021; Peng & Chen, 2021; Tse et al.,
2006), the accommodation sector (Herédia-Colaço & Rodrigues, 2021; Jiménez-Barreto et al.,
2021), and tourist behavior, primarily examining risk perceptions, travel anxiety, and fear
(Almokdad et al., 2022; Fountain & Cradock-Henry, 2020; Girish et al., 2023; Joo et al., 2021;
Luo & Lam, 2020). While these studies provide valuable insights into consumer reactions
and industry challenges, they emphasize short-term impacts rather than recovery strategies
in the long term.

However, the challenges of recovering from COVID-19 extend beyond immediate
survival to considerations of long-term sustainability, resilience, and adaptability. As the
industry grapples with record disruptions, it is essential to engage with stakeholders,
including tourists, employees, local communities, governments, and investors, to forge a
path toward renewal and further examine potential recovery strategies (Smart et al., 2021;
Soliku et al., 2021; Suess et al., 2022; Sun et al., 2021; Volgger et al., 2021).

Understanding how tourism service providers adapt their strategies in response to
external shocks is essential for building resilience. Stakeholder theory provides a useful
lens through which to analyze these responses, especially when considering the complex
relationships between tourism businesses and their stakeholders (Freeman, 1984). The
application of stakeholder theory, particularly the three-R framework (recognizing, ratio-
nalizing, and refashioning) (Dibb et al., 2014), allows for a structured examination of how
tourism service providers navigate crises by recognizing stakeholder needs, rationalizing
strategic decisions, and refashioning their operations to adapt to new emerging situations
such as a pandemic. To deepen this analysis, this study adopted the three-R stakeholder
collaboration framework, which conceptualizes crisis adaptation as a three-phase process:
(1) recognizing stakeholder needs and crisis impacts, (2) rationalizing organizational re-
sponses and resource use, and (3) refashioning business models for long-term sustainability
and resilience (Canhoto & Wei, 2021; Dibb et al., 2014). This framework enables a structured
examination of how tourism providers navigated the COVID-19 crisis through collaborative
engagement and adaptive strategies.

Despite the efforts of tourism service providers to implement various recovery strate-
gies during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Freeman, 1984; Smart et al., 2021; Soliku
et al., 2021; Suess et al., 2022), there is limited research on how stakeholder theory, specifi-
cally the three-R framework (Canhoto & Wei, 2021; Dibb et al., 2014), can guide the recovery
process. The pandemic created unprecedented challenges that required tourism businesses
to rethink their engagement with stakeholders, as their needs and expectations shifted dra-
matically due to heightened health and safety concerns (Girish et al., 2023; Jiménez-Barreto
et al., 2021). Scholars have highlighted the necessity of assessing the pandemic’s long-term
impact and monitoring global changes; however, there is still a gap in understanding how
tourism businesses can systematically integrate stakeholder perspectives into their recovery
strategies to ensure resilience and sustainable growth (Gössling et al., 2020).

In this regard, this study aims to explore the impact of COVID-19. Moreover, it aims to
fill in the research gap through exploring COVID-19 recovery strategies in the tourism and
hospitality industry, guided by the three-R stakeholder collaboration framework (Canhoto
& Wei, 2021; Dibb et al., 2014). This study developed the following research questions:
How did COVID-19 impact the tourism and hospitality industry? How did the COVID-19
pandemic reshape business strategies in the tourism and hospitality industry? By exploring
these research questions, this research enables a deeper understanding of the pandemic’s
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effects on the hospitality and tourism industry and the strategic adoptions needed to
ensure recovery.

In response, this study explored the impact of COVID-19 on tourism service providers
and examined how recovery strategies were developed and implemented through stake-
holder collaboration. Guided by the three-R stakeholder collaboration framework, this
study sought to address the following research questions:

1. How did tourism and hospitality service providers recognize and respond to the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on their operations and stakeholders?

2. What strategic decisions were rationalized by tourism businesses during the pandemic
to maintain operations and financial stability?

3. How did tourism organizations refashion their business models to adapt to the
evolving post-pandemic tourism landscape?

4. In what ways can the three-R stakeholder collaboration framework guide structured
recovery processes in the tourism and hospitality industry?

By applying the three-R framework, this research offers a comprehensive under-
standing of how tourism businesses recognized changing stakeholder needs, rationalized
decision-making under uncertainty, and refashioned their operations to enhance resilience.
Academically, this study extends stakeholder theory by contextualizing the three-R model
within a global health crisis. Practically, it provides actionable insights for industry pro-
fessionals on how to structure recovery efforts in phases and strengthen stakeholder re-
lationships. Moreover, it captures the lived experiences of industry professionals during
the pandemic, offering grounded evidence on crisis response strategies that can inform
future planning.

Ultimately, the findings shed light on how stakeholder-driven approaches can support
not only the recovery of the tourism and hospitality industry but also its evolution toward
a more sustainable and adaptive future. By documenting the strategic transformations
undertaken during the COVID-19 period and capturing the collective knowledge gained,
this study aims to empower the industry to thrive in the post-pandemic era.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Impact of COVID-19 on the Global Tourism Industry

The COVID-19 pandemic is regarded as an unprecedented crisis, according to the
World Bank (2020), thus differentiating it from the crises occurring in the past. In their
research, Tse et al. (2006) defined crises as events of low probability, but high-impact
that threaten the viability of an organization. However, the COVID-19 pandemic became
a global issue, as the disease was announced to be a pandemic on the 11th of March,
2020 (WHO, 2021). According to the World Tourism Organization (WTO), global tourism
arrivals dropped by 74% in 2020, marking it as the worst year in the history of the tourism
sector (Lapointe, 2020; UNWTO, 2020b). Many tourism businesses, particularly small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), faced financial distress due to prolonged closures and
reduced consumer demand (Rejan & Ahn, 2024).

According to Pizam (Pizam, 2021), the hospitality sector experienced a catastrophic
decline in demand due to travel restrictions, border closures, and a general reduction in
consumer confidence. The pandemic’s long-term effects have been particularly damaging
to small lodging establishments (SLEs), which are often family-owned businesses with
limited resources to withstand prolonged disruptions (M. Rivera et al., 2021). Li et al. (2021)
observed that the tourism sector had been particularly vulnerable to external shocks, with
travel restrictions and border closures leading to unprecedented declines in tourist arrivals
and revenue. Financial strategies adopted by tourism and hospitality businesses have been
instrumental in their survival and recovery. Research by Gössling et al. (2020) discusses
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the financial challenges faced by the industry and explores strategies for sustainable fi-
nancial recovery, including cost reduction, liquidity management, and financial support
mechanisms, all of which have been critical for the industry’s resilience.

2.2. Immediate Changes in Travelers’ Preferences and Use of Technology After the COVID-19
Pandemic

Research has shown that tourists’ preferences and behaviors have changed signifi-
cantly as a result of the pandemic (Ritchie & Jiang, 2019; Sigala, 2020; Wells et al., 2020).
According to Zhang et al. (2021), tourists are now more likely to choose domestic or
short-distance destinations over international ones due to concerns about safety and the
uncertainty of travel restrictions. This shift in consumer behavior has prompted tourism
businesses to refocus their efforts on local markets and enhance their safety measures to
rebuild trust with customers. Previous research (Li et al., 2021) delves into the evolving
expectations and preferences of travelers in a post-COVID-19 context, examining the factors
influencing travel decisions, such as safety concerns, health protocols, and the role of
technology in providing contactless experiences. In the hospitality sector, businesses had
to navigate operational restrictions such as reduced capacity, enhanced health and safety
protocols, and the need for contactless services (M. Yang et al., 2021; Y. Yang et al., 2021). In
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, innovations in customer experience have become
paramount for the tourism and hospitality industry. Research by Kim et al. (2021) examines
how technology-driven solutions such as delivery apps, service robots, and mobile pay-
ment systems allowed hospitality and tourism to adapt to the challenging circumstances of
the COVID-19 pandemic. These innovations not only addressed health and safety concerns
but also offered opportunities for personalization and convenience. These challenges have
forced businesses to adapt quickly, with many shifting their focus to domestic markets and
developing new service offers.

However, the pandemic has also exposed vulnerabilities in the industry, particularly
in terms of financial resilience and preparedness for future crises (Zopiatis et al., 2021).
Many scholars emphasize the importance of resilience and adaptation in responding to
the COVID-19 crisis. Ritchie and Jiang (2019) stress the need for tourism destinations and
businesses to adopt proactive recovery planning frameworks. They propose strategies
that include diversifying tourism products, strengthening partnerships, and harnessing
digital technologies. These measures are essential for ensuring adaptability in a con-
stantly changing environment. Similarly, Sigala (2020) argues that the industry’s survival
hinges on its ability to adapt to new safety measures, travel restrictions, and shifting
consumer preferences.

Crisis management and preparedness have come to the forefront of recovery strategies
within the tourism and hospitality industry. Academic work by Prideaux et al. (2020)
emphasizes the importance of crisis preparedness plans, risk assessments, and scenario
planning. Effective crisis management not only enables rapid response during emergencies
but also enhances the industry’s ability to recover and rebound. Additionally, it may not be
possible to go back to the way things were before the pandemic, instead, the world may be
required to enter the “next normal” (McKinsey & Company, 2020).

2.3. Long-Term Impacts and Strategies After the COVID-19 Pandemic

It is imperative to acknowledge that the ramifications of COVID-19 extended far
beyond a simple decrease in tourist numbers. It demonstrated a multifaceted impact,
including the suspension of travel and the enforcement of strict travel restrictions in most
countries across the world (Gössling et al., 2020). An industry grounded in mobility, inter-
personal interactions, and shared experiences was suddenly confronted with a landscape
reshaped by isolation and caution. This seismic shift had a ripple effect across the entire
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tourism value chain, impacting airlines, hotels, restaurants, tour operators, and numer-
ous related businesses (Brewer & Sebby, 2021; Canhoto & Wei, 2021; Herédia-Colaço &
Rodrigues, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic, a global crisis of unprecedented proportions,
has inflicted profound and multi-faceted impacts on societies and economies worldwide
(UNWTO, 2020a; WEF, 2021). Among the sectors most profoundly affected is the tourism
and hospitality industry, a vital economic engine and cultural bridge connecting people
across the world (Gössling et al., 2020; Klinsrisuk & Pechdin, 2022).

As a result of widespread travel restrictions, border closures, and fear of contracting
the virus, the tourism industry experienced a sharp decline, creating substantial difficulties
for service providers in sustaining operations (Huang et al., 2020, 2021; Li et al., 2021; Rejan
& Ahn, 2024). Historically resilient in crises such as SARS and the financial downturn in
2008, the tourism industry faced an unprecedented global disruption during COVID-19,
where health risks were combined with travel shutdowns, requiring innovative strategies
for recovery (Almokdad et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2023; Fusté-Forné & Michael, 2023; Luo &
Lam, 2020; UNWTO, 2023). Protective actions like border closures, quarantine protocols,
and health-related precautions collectively contributed to a significant slowdown in inter-
national travel, aggravating the crisis faced by the tourism industry (Rejan & Ahn, 2024).

Tourism service providers, including airlines, hotels, restaurants, and tour operators,
encountered unprecedented operational and financial challenges (Gössling et al., 2020;
Herédia-Colaço & Rodrigues, 2021). Many businesses were forced to close temporarily, and
others made drastic changes to their operations (Kayumov et al., 2024; Shokhsanam & Ahn,
2021). As governments around the world swiftly imposed travel restrictions and health
and safety protocols and enacted lockdowns, the tourism and hospitality sector found itself
thrust into an era of unprecedented uncertainty and adaptation (Canhoto & Wei, 2021).

These health-focused strategies were crucial in reducing tourists’ risk perceptions and
protection motivations (Girish et al., 2023; Herédia-Colaço & Rodrigues, 2021; Jiménez-
Barreto et al., 2021). However, recovering from such a crisis involves more than just short-
term actions. The long-term recovery strategies employed by tourism service providers
are equally crucial for ensuring the sector’s sustainability post-pandemic (Baum & Hai,
2020; Birtch et al., 2021; Yin & Ni, 2021). The recovery strategies for this sector present
long and demanding challenges (Yu et al., 2021). The impact of COVID-19 underscores
the urgent need for governments, stakeholders, and the tourism industry as a whole to
navigate this difficult journey toward recovery while adapting to the changing dynamics
of a post-pandemic world (Duarte Alonso et al., 2020; Duro et al., 2021; Filimonau, 2021;
Fountain & Cradock-Henry, 2020). Moreover, the importance of analyzing the effectiveness
of recovery strategies in the hospitality and tourism industry cannot be overstated, given the
far-reaching and lasting transformations brought about by the COVID-19 crisis (McKinsey
& Company, 2020). To gain a comprehensive understanding of the strategies shaping
recovery, it is crucial to examine the latest developments and insights emerging from the
field (OECD, 2020). The sector’s trajectory is continually evolving as it struggles with the
multifaceted challenges posed by the pandemic.

2.4. Stakeholder Theory and Three-R Collaboration Framework

The complex situation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic required the tourism indus-
try to adopt new approaches and implement various scales (M. A. Rivera, 2020). Freeman
(Freeman, 1984) defined stakeholders as any individuals or groups that are affected by
or affect the achievement of the objectives of an organization. COVID-19 required the
implementation of health and safety measures for employees and tourists imposed by
governments. Hence, collaboration with stakeholders is highly encouraged as a means to
identify and solve challenges posed by such unique circumstances (Hermes & Mainela,



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 142 6 of 23

2014; Jiang & Ritchie, 2017). This theory is particularly relevant, as tourism businesses rely
on a wide range of stakeholders, including tourists, employees, suppliers, local commu-
nities, and government authorities (Dibb et al., 2014). Effective stakeholder engagement
is critical for the long-term success of tourism service providers, especially during crises
(Canhoto & Wei, 2021).

The first stage in the three-R framework is recognition. At this stage, stakeholders
focus on delineating expectations and assessing the impacts of a crisis, while concurrently
analyzing strategies to reduce them (Dibb et al., 2014). For tourism service providers, this
meant understanding the multifaceted impacts of COVID-19, including financial losses,
changes in consumer behavior, and operational restrictions. By engaging with stakeholders
such as employees and customers, businesses can gain insights into an evolving situation
and identify potential risks and opportunities (Canhoto & Wei, 2021). For example, hotel
operators in the UK collaborated with government officials and health authorities to
implement safety protocols that would enable a phased reopening of their properties (Dibb
et al., 2014).

The next stage is rationalizing. In this stage, strategies should be developed while
stakeholders identify changes to existing processes and technologies (Dibb et al., 2014). As
this stage is difficult and costly, a strong relationship between stakeholders should be devel-
oped; furthermore, the entire system may become unstable, potentially leading to shifts in
power dynamics among stakeholders. This step involves evaluating stakeholder input to
determine which changes are feasible and aligned with long-term recovery goals. For exam-
ple, many tourism operators have adopted new health and safety measures, digital tools for
contactless services, and flexible booking policies to meet evolving consumer expectations
(Canhoto & Wei, 2021). Rationalizing these changes has required balancing immediate
needs with future uncertainties, as the pandemic’s trajectory remains unpredictable.

Finally, in the last stage, stakeholders need to refashion their approaches to focus on
finding long-term solutions to the disruption and, where feasible, explore new market
opportunities (Dibb et al., 2014). This stage involves redesigning business practices and
strategies to adapt to the “next normal” in the tourism industry. This phase is characterized
by ongoing adjustments to business models as new information about the pandemic
emerges. For instance, some tourism operators have shifted their focus from international
to domestic markets, while others have developed new partnerships with local suppliers to
enhance resilience (M. A. Rivera, 2020). Refashioning also includes creating new revenue
streams, such as offering virtual tours or staycation packages to attract local tourists during
periods of restricted travel.

In the context of the pandemic, the three-R framework provides a structured approach
to engaging with stakeholders at every stage of recovery, facilitating more coordinated
efforts to address the multifaceted challenges emerging after the pandemic. This approach
promotes continuous collaboration between stakeholders, allowing businesses to identify
evolving challenges, make necessary adjustments, and refashion their operations in re-
sponse to new market dynamics. The three-R framework, when applied effectively, enables
tourism businesses to remain agile and responsive to an ever-changing landscape, such as
that presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. By continuously engaging with stakeholders,
tourism service providers can build resilience and develop sustainable recovery strategies
that account for both the immediate and long-term challenges posed by a crisis.

3. Methods
3.1. Research Design

This study used a qualitative research design, employing grounded theory to explore
the recovery strategies of tourism service providers and core stakeholders during the
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COVID-19 pandemic. According to Strauss and Corbin (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), researchers
simultaneously gather and analyze data while reviewing the related literature. This process
is repeated continuously until meaningful and saturated results are achieved. The use
of grounded theory was appropriate for this research as it allows for the development
of theories based on empirical data gathered from real-world experiences. This study
focused on how tourism stakeholders engaged with other stakeholders to recognize needs,
rationalize strategies, and refashion their operations using the three-R framework (Dibb
et al., 2014).

3.2. Data Collection

Data were obtained through semi-structured interviews and collected from core stake-
holders in the hospitality and tourism industry, including owners and managers of tourism
service providers, employees in the tourism and hospitality sector, government institution
employees, and experts from academia, as shown in Table 1. The interviews were con-
ducted over a period of five months, with each lasting between 50 and 60 min on average.
The interview questions were designed to explore how tourism businesses adapted to the
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, with a specific focus on stakeholder engagement
and the application of the three-R framework. Snowball sampling and theoretical sampling
techniques were used for data collection. Snowball sampling is a non-probability sampling
method in which initial participants assist in recruiting other participants for the study
(Simkus, 2023). Theoretical sampling enables researchers to select informants who can offer
the richest information and provide diverse perspectives, helping to refine and develop
emerging concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). However, the advantage of this technique is
the ability to easily access the desired population and select the participants who match the
criteria of the research (Simkus, 2023). A total of 20 interviewees participated in this study.
For this research, online semi-structured interviews were conducted in person or on Zoom.

Table 1. Interviewee profiles.

Interviewee Age Gender Nationality Sector

1 A 40s Male Korean NGO

2 B 30s Female Serbian MICE

3 C 30s Male Korean Hotel

4 D 20s Female Vietnamese Hospitality

5 E 20s Female Vietnamese Hospitality

6 F 30s Male French Hospitality

7 G 60s Male French Hospitality

8 H 20s Male Uzbek Museum

9 I 20s Female French Hospitality

10 J 30s Male Bangladeshi Hospitality

11 K 40s Female Korean Hotel

12 L 30s Male Thai Academia

13 M 40s Male Korean Academia

14 N 40s Female Korean MICE

15 O 40s Male Korean Government Organization

16 P 60s Female Korean Hotel

17 Q 40s Female Taiwanese Academia

18 R 30s Female French Hotel

19 S 40s Female Korean MICE

20 T 40s Male Korean MICE



Adm. Sci. 2025, 15, 142 8 of 23

The semi-structured interview guide was developed based on both a review of the
relevant literature and sensitizing concepts derived from the three-R framework and
stakeholder theory. While the initial interview themes were informed by prior studies on
tourism crisis responses, space was intentionally left for new themes to emerge inductively
during the data collection and coding process. The interview guide was piloted with two
professionals from the tourism sector, which led to minor adjustments in phrasing and
sequencing to improve clarity and relevance. The interview was divided into two parts. The
first part covered questions about tourism perceptions, personal experiences with tourism
demand, socio-demographic background, and basic information about the interviewees’ job
positions and responsibilities. The first set of questions served as a way of acquainting the
interviewer and the interviewee. The second part of the interview consisted of interview
questions related to interviewees’ reflections on COVID-19’s impact on their business
surroundings, as well as their thoughts on potential and practical future recovery strategies
following the three-R framework. Furthermore, probing questions were asked when
necessary. The interview questions used for this study are presented in Appendix A. Data
collection and interview data analysis involved transcribing audio recordings. Verbatim
data were used to analyze the data line by line, and a constant comparative method was
used, in line with the grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1990). In grounded theory, the goal is theoretical saturation, the point at which additional
data no longer yield new insights. After 14 interviews, recurring themes were identified,
and by the 20th interview, the data began to replicate previously discovered categories. We,
therefore, determined that theoretical saturation had been achieved.

3.3. Data Analysis

The interviews were carefully recorded and subsequently transcribed for analysis
using grounded theory’s constant comparative method, a process that involved consid-
erable attention to detail in coding and categorizing the data into emerging themes. In
line with the recommendations of Strauss and Corbin (1990), the researcher not only ana-
lyzed the interview data but also compared them with those from the existing literature to
strengthen the emerging theoretical framework. Data collection and analysis proceeded
simultaneously in line with the core principles of grounded theory. The process began with
interviews of two to three participants, which were immediately transcribed and subjected
to open coding. This initial coding allowed for the identification of concepts that guide
theoretical sampling. Participants were recruited based on emerging categories, enabling
the exploration of dimensions in depth. Throughout the analysis process, constant compar-
ative analysis was conducted to refine codes and develop themes. In terms of coding, this
study used open, axial, and selective coding to analyze the collected interview contents
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The analysis focused on identifying patterns related to how
businesses recognized stakeholder needs, rationalized strategic decisions, and refashioned
their operations.

To validate the identified themes, an iterative coding process was employed, ensuring
that emerging themes were consistently refined and substantiated through data saturation.
This approach allowed the researcher to develop a theoretical framework that offers insights
into the recovery strategies employed by tourism service providers during the pandemic.
MAXQDA software was employed to assist in organizing and classifying the transcribed
data, ensuring that each code and category was systematically explored. To enhance
trustworthiness, this study used member checks, triangulation, and rich descriptions (Guba
& Lincoln, 1994). The research team discussed and resolved issues through consensus.
Before participating in the interviews, all participants were given detailed information
about the study and provided their informed consent. The participants’ confidentiality was
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protected throughout the research process, and pseudonyms were used to protect their
identities. This study adhered to ethical guidelines for qualitative research and received
approval prior to data collection.

4. Results
4.1. Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of the interviewees demonstrate a diverse range of
ages, genders, nationalities, and occupations, as shown in Table 1. Participants’ ages range
from their 20s to their 60s, with a concentration in their 30s and 40s. Both male and female
interviewees were included, reflecting a fairly balanced representation. The interviewees
came from a variety of national backgrounds, including countries in Asia and Europe,
reflecting broad geographic diversity. Although they all resided in Korea, a few who were
not based in the country at the time of this study had spent time working in the tourism
and service industries in Korea during the pandemic. This further enhances the diversity
of perspectives, as their experiences reflect both local and international contexts within the
tourism and service sectors. The interviewees came from sectors such as hospitality, hotels,
MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibitions), academia, NGOs, museums,
and government organizations. This variety of backgrounds offers significant insights
into the tourism and service sectors, enriching the understanding of the different recovery
strategies employed during the pandemic. Additional details about the interviewees’ roles
and sectors are presented in Table 1.

4.2. COVID-19 Recovery Strategies Using the Three R-Framework

The findings of this study, which focused on tourism service providers and core
stakeholders in the hospitality and tourism industry to explore their COVID-19 recov-
ery strategies, are presented in the following paragraphs. The results demonstrate how
businesses identified the immediate challenges posed by the pandemic, rationalized their
strategic decisions, and refashioned their operations to adapt to this new reality. Key
themes that emerged from the grounded theory approach are discussed.

4.3. Recognizing the Impact of COVID-19
4.3.1. Complete Disruption of Tourism

The initial recognition of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on the tourism industry
was nearly universal across all transcripts. Many businesses faced an abrupt and total
cessation of operations as international travel came to a halt. The scale of this disruption
was unprecedented, with interviewees describing how tourism ground to a complete
standstill, forcing companies to grapple with revenue losses and business closures. The
abrupt loss of business across the board was a common thread.

“In 2020 and we had one guest (. . .) He came in the beginning of February, and he was
our only guest for two years. All the other ones, they cancelled (. . .) Our clients, they
didn’t really cancel, they just postponed the travel. So, it means they didn’t ask for
reimbursement, but just like, every three months they were like, Oh, we will see again in
three months and it was like that for a year.” (Interviewee R)

For businesses that relied heavily on international tourists, the situation was dire.
However, many companies soon realized that the disruption was not just a temporary
inconvenience but a long-term challenge that would require significant adjustments.

“So, in December, yes, things were going a little bad and the number of visitors was
decreasing. However, we weren’t really thinking that much. So, but when January came
and everything was really, really seriously going down.” (Interviewee C)
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4.3.2. Shift Toward Domestic Tourism

A key finding across the transcripts was the recognition of the need to pivot toward
domestic tourism. With international borders closed and foreign tourists unable to visit,
tourism businesses quickly realized that their survival depended on attracting local tourists.
This shift toward domestic tourism became a primary strategy for many stakeholders.
Domestic tourism became a lifeline, allowing businesses to maintain some level of activity
during the pandemic. In addition to the increase in domestic travel, many interviewees
pointed out that local tourists were more interested in less well-known destinations, smaller
towns, and rural areas, which were perceived as safer and less crowded than major tourist
centers. By emphasizing local travel, businesses were able to attract residents who were
eager to explore safe, familiar destinations in place of international vacations.

“So, summer 2021, it was pretty much just, like, Busan. A lot of people [went] to Jeju.
That’s the only option, right? (. . .) I think Jeju has seen, like, an explosive growth of
tourism demand.” (Interviewee M)

4.3.3. Health and Safety as a Top Priority

The recognition that health and safety would be paramount for the survival of industry
was a universal finding. Most interviewees noted the importance of following government-
mandated health and safety protocols to ensure the safety of both customers and employees.
Businesses had to quickly adapt their operations to meet new requirements, including
social distancing, mandatory mask-wearing, and sanitation measures.

“We were strongly encouraged to wear gloves and also, the. . . you know, the thing, that
gel for hands was everywhere. We had to have that. . . and like, we had to take the
temperature of clients before they could come inside. And after we had to check the QR
code.” (Interviewee I)

“During COVID, we limited the number of the participants on the event. So, we tried to
focus on the participant safety and follow the guideline.” (Interviewee S)

The ability to swiftly introduce and communicate these health measures became
critical to restoring consumer confidence. Interviewees from hotels and convention centers
alike emphasized that implementing safety protocols was not only required by regulations
but also essential for reassuring both domestic tourists and event participants. Recognizing
this shift allowed businesses to adjust their marketing and operational strategies effectively.
For example, Interviewee E explained how their primary customer base shifted from
students to families, prompting them to change their service offerings and price points.
This recognition of new customer segments allowed businesses to continue attracting
clientele despite the significant drop in international tourism.

4.4. Recognizing Strategic Decision
4.4.1. Workforce Reduction and Cost-Cutting Measures

One of the most prominent themes across the interviews was the necessity of workforce
reductions and other cost-cutting measures. As revenues dropped sharply, many businesses
found themselves unable to sustain their pre-pandemic staffing levels and were forced to
make difficult decisions to reduce operational costs.

“Maybe three times we discuss with the owner and we discuss with the staff what we can
do. We close our we stay open? If we stay open, we need to find some solution. The best
solution, the first solution, only one solution is reducing the staff and reduce the salary.
(. . .) we reduce the staff and we reduce the capacity.” (Interviewee G)

In addition to reducing staff, many businesses also cut down on operational expenses,
such as limiting operating hours, reducing services, and postponing capital investments.
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These measures, while necessary, were not without emotional and financial costs. Partici-
pants noted the strain of having to let go of long-term employees, which was one of the
hardest decisions they had to make.

“The working hours changed, like, from 8 hours a day, to like, 6 hours a day. When the
COVID was in its peak, we would just, like, close (. . .) so obviously operating hours
changed and also the staff number reduced.” (Interviewee H)

These strategies, though effective in the short term, had significant implications for
employee morale and service quality. Many businesses experienced increased staff burnout
and customer complaints due to understaffing. Furthermore, cutting non-essential services
risked diminishing the customer experience. For example, the removal of buffet services
and reduced operating hours limited customer satisfaction, though they were necessary
for survival.

4.4.2. Transition to Digital Services and Virtual Platforms

A key rationalization strategy for many tourism businesses was the transition to
digital services and the adoption of virtual platforms. With in-person tourism largely
off the table, businesses turned to technology to maintain engagement with customers,
whether through virtual tours, online marketing, or hybrid event formats. This shift was
particularly prominent in the MICE sector and for travel agencies that had previously relied
on face-to-face interactions.

“At the beginning of COVID-19, some people think easily that we can meet through online.
And offline meetings are useless anymore at the beginning of COVID-19, right? And
because online meetings or virtual tour can save our money and time.” (Interviewee N)

The adoption of virtual platforms was not without its challenges. Participants noted
that while online tools allowed them to stay connected with customers, they did not
generate the same level of revenue or engagement as traditional face-to-face services.
Nevertheless, digital innovation allowed businesses to remain visible during a time when
in-person interactions were impossible.

“We created our Instagram page after the COVID (. . .) so it would be more approachable
to other people. So it was really cool idea and we also created the photo event (. . .) in our
Instagram saying that keep yourself safe. So yeah, it was really good idea. Most people
participated and after participation, we would give them the photo they took and also a
couple of gloves they get after the shooting.” (Interviewee H)

This transition was both an opportunity and a challenge. Businesses that lacked digital
infrastructure struggled with implementation. Interviewees noted technical difficulties,
staff training issues, and a lack of customer familiarity as major obstacles. However, busi-
nesses that invested early in digital innovation benefited from greater customer engagement
and brand visibility.

4.4.3. Adaptation to Local and Cultural Marketing

In response to the decline in international visitors, many businesses adapted their
marketing strategies to focus on local tourism and cultural experiences. Leveraging Ko-
rean pop culture (i.e., K-pop and K-dramas) and traditional elements such as Korean
food and heritage, businesses sought to attract domestic tourists by offering culturally
immersive experiences.

“The content is always the long-term solution and K-culture is a really important part
of content. (. . .) people in Korea and especially in the tourism industry, they really are
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proud of K-culture nowadays and they really want to talk about it with people abroad.”
(Interviewee T)

“We collaborated with the BTS to advertise the brand. Yeah. And also, the Son Heung-
min, was another attraction for Korean tourism and promoted it together and we also
carried out marketing to send it back to our customer directly and then remind them
about Korea.” (Interviewee O)

This focus on culture-based marketing allowed tourism service providers to appeal to
domestic tourists seeking unique and meaningful experiences. The emphasis on Korean
culture, combined with the rise in streaming platforms such as Netflix that popularized
Korean content, helped maintain interest in Korea as a destination, even when travel
restrictions were in place.

“. . . especially during COVID, you know, Korean TV shows were quite the successful on
Netflix. So, and these Japanese friends, they were just talking, going along and on about,
like, Korean TV shows they watch on Netflix.” (Interviewee M)

Through the interviews, participants highlighted the importance of reducing staff and
scaling back non-essential services to cope with reduced revenue streams. For instance,
Interviewee C noted that they had to shut down certain services, such as the breakfast
buffet, to save costs. This aligns with findings from previous studies, which indicate that
resource allocation and cost-saving measures are crucial for maintaining business viability
during a crisis (Pizam, 2021). Interviewee B emphasized how employee feedback was
essential for shaping health and safety protocols.

4.5. Refashioning Business Operations for the Long Term
4.5.1. Hybrid Models and Digital Innovation

As businesses moved into the recovery phase, many realized that some of the digital
innovations introduced during the pandemic would continue to play a significant role in
their operations. Hybrid event formats, digital engagement tools, and online marketing
strategies have become essential components of the tourism industry’s future. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, face-to-face meetings and training programs were limited due
to health and safety concerns. Therefore, the use of virtual meeting platforms such as
Zoom and the development of essential skills in digital marketing were encouraged. For
example, some interviewees shared their experiences of having more online meetings and
using digital technologies. Their company provides computer skills training, emphasizing
online marketing through various online platforms. Practitioners also carried out virtual
site inspections.

“And nowadays they are providing ChatGPT education. (. . .) we did focus on online
marketing and as well as YouTube and newsletter and so people felt really familiar
with our Convention Center through those online contacts. So, at the end of last year,
people actually do visit our website, for the site inspection for our Convention Center.”
(Interviewee T)

Interviewees pointed out the changes in traditional tourism promotion strategies after
the COVID-19 pandemic. Companies in hospitality and tourism focused on attracting
tourists through direct marketing collaborations with local agencies and travel agencies.
Companies promoted digital transformation by operating a data lab.

“Bring the tourists to our country is the main role before the COVID, but the nation
border is closed, we just. . . our main role disappeared. So, we are focusing on the digital
innovation, the transformation. So, we already opened the data lab and the data lab has
continuously operated by investing for manpower and budget.” (Interviewee O)
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The combination of physical and virtual experiences, often referred to as hybrid
models, emerged as a key trend that is expected to continue post-pandemic. Businesses
found that these models allowed them to reach a broader audience and provided flexibility
for both customers and event organizers.

“Some of those events were going into hybrid mode, so they would either have small-scale
meetings in person and big conferences held online, or they would completely go online.”
(Interviewee B)

The shift toward hybrid models—combining in-person and online components—
enabled broader participation in events and improved operational flexibility. Businesses
that offered hybrid solutions often had to invest heavily in infrastructure and staff training.
Despite the upfront costs, many reported long-term benefits, including diversified revenue
streams and international engagement.

4.5.2. The Consumer Shift Toward Authentic and Personalized Experiences

Another significant long-term change identified across the interviews was a shift
in consumer preferences. Post-pandemic travelers are increasingly seeking authentic
and personalized travel experiences that allow them to engage with local cultures and
communities in meaningful ways. This shift represents a move away from traditional
mass tourism and toward more niche, culturally immersive travel experiences, as well as
luxury tourism.

The interviewees pointed out changes in travel frequency and selectivity in travel des-
tinations. The findings indicate that individuals are seeking more meaningful experiences
and selecting personalized travel experiences, even at the cost of reduced travel frequency.

“But given COVID and whatnot, people become more selective (. . .) There are places that
I’ve been visiting before and I know it. I’m going to save up. And, you know, try to go to
my dream destination’. People get more selective” (Interviewee L)

The interviewees indicated a growing polarization in travel behavior due to rising
travel costs and travel preferences. Budget travelers focus on budget-friendly options,
such as choosing closer destinations to reduce travel costs, while luxury travelers desire
customized and exclusive travel experiences regardless of travel costs.

“. . . the airline, the flight seat is getting very expensive, but you know, the budget travel is
available for the certain destination. People wanted to go travel, but you know, everything
is getting expensive. On the other hand, luxury travel is like, customized travel, is really
getting the majority of business in the tourism. So, I think that more rich people will look
for something more special in the limited time.” (Interviewee K)

This growing demand for authenticity presents an opportunity for tourism service
providers to differentiate themselves by offering curated experiences that highlight local
traditions, culture, and history. It also aligns with the broader trend of experiential travel,
where tourists seek to engage with destinations on a deeper, more personal level.

“I think the major demand generator nowadays is probably the culture, so K pop, K drama.
It’s quite obvious that people who want to come to Korea are interested in that part of
Korean culture. I think food has become somewhat of a trend.” (Interviewee M)

“It also means, you know, luxury market is becomes a bit more robust because, you know,
they have this unique situation, right? It’s more memorable.” (Interviewee L)

4.5.3. Long-Term Focus on Sustainability and Regional Tourism

The pandemic also underscored the importance of sustainability and regional tourism.
Many businesses recognized that they could no longer rely solely on international visitors
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and needed to cultivate a stronger domestic market. The focus on sustainability and eco-
friendly tourism practices became more pronounced as travelers increasingly sought out
destinations that aligned with their values of environmental responsibility.

“It’s probably the COVID-19 that changed the perspective about the environment as
well, So, kind of sustainable. The regulation is that it’s getting stronger because the
environment and the ecotourism matter is getting important for the government side as
well. So, in this year, the sustainable regulations, such as the one time use materials in
the hotel is getting changed.” (Interviewee K)

“Right now, this whole push to be like more, more sustainable. No single use plastics,
you know, they don’t use plastic straws and whatnot. The push has become a bit more
aggressive. I’m not really sure it’s really COVID related, you know, I say, but at least
you could see, you know, that was happening when people were going out like food courts
and stuff. You know, people care, they pay more attention to hygiene.” (Interviewee L)

This long-term focus on sustainability is seen as a key strategy for building a more
resilient tourism industry that can withstand future disruptions. By emphasizing eco-
friendly practices, local businesses are also able to attract environmentally conscious
travelers, who represent a growing segment of the tourism market. These insights offer
a comprehensive understanding of how the tourism industry adapted to the challenges
of the pandemic and provide a foundation for shaping the future of tourism in a post-
pandemic world. As businesses continue to refashion their operations, the lessons learned
during COVID-19 play a crucial role in creating a more resilient, innovative, and customer-
focused industry.

Key findings reveal a series of interconnected trends that emerged as a result of the
pandemic’s impact on the tourism industry. The unexpected cessation of international
travel necessitated a strategic shift among tourism businesses toward domestic markets, ac-
companied by the implementation of cost-reducing measures to ensure business operations
could continue.

The implementation of health and safety protocols became essential for restoring
consumer confidence and ensuring the safe operation of tourism-related businesses. As part
of the industry’s adaptive response, the pandemic also accelerated the adoption of digital
platforms and hybrid event formats, innovations that are expected to continue shaping
the industry’s long-term strategy. Moreover, with travelers now seeking more meaningful
and culturally immersive experiences, businesses are presented with opportunities to
offer personalized services that align with these new preferences. Finally, the pandemic
highlighted the growing importance of sustainability, reinforcing the need for tourism
businesses to focus on promoting local tourism, in addition to attracting international
visitors, as part of a more balanced and resilient approach moving forward.

One of the most common refashioning strategies was the adoption of delivery services
or virtual offers. For example, Interviewee E spoke about how their restaurant introduced
delivery services to compensate for the reduced foot traffic during the lockdown. Similarly,
Interviewee S mentioned that the company shifted to virtual and hybrid events, ensuring
business continuity despite restrictions on large in-person gatherings. These examples of
refashioning align with broader trends observed in the tourism and hospitality sectors,
where businesses embraced digital tools and contactless services to survive the pandemic
(M. Yang et al., 2021; Y. Yang et al., 2021). Refashioning also extended to long-term consid-
erations, particularly regarding the integration of technology. Interviewee T mentioned the
expansion of technological and digital services. This aligns with research that highlights
the increasing role of automation and digital technologies in the tourism sector, particularly
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in response to the labor shortages and operational restrictions brought on by COVID-19
(Pizam, 2021).

4.6. A Proposed Conceptual Model

The proposed conceptual model using the three-R framework is presented in Figure 1.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the three-R framework consisted of recognizing the im-
pact of COVID-19, rationalizing strategic decisions, and refashioning business operations
for the long term. Recognizing the impact of COVID-19 required acknowledging tourism
disruption, the shift toward domestic travel, and health and safety as a top priority. Ra-
tionalizing strategic decisions required workforce reduction and cost-cutting, a transition
to digital services and virtual platforms, and adaptation to local and cultural marketing.
Refashioning business operations for the long term requires developing hybrid models and
digital innovation, offering authentic and personalized travel, and engaging in a long-term
commitment to sustainability and regional tourism. The challenges faced in implementing
COVID-19 recovery strategies included communication gaps, regulatory challenges, safety
risks, low travel demand, and short-term gains.
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One major challenge is miscommunication and communication gaps. Inconsistent
regulations across countries created travel-related barriers to coordinating COVID-19 re-
covery efforts in the hospitality and tourism industry. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic
has resulted in a substantial decrease in travel demand due to safety risks, further com-
plicating efforts to revive the hospitality and tourism industry. Many stakeholders have
focused on dealing with the current challenges they face rather than developing sustainable
long-term strategies.
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5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical and Practical Implications

The aim of this study was to explore how the hospitality and tourism industries
navigated the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, using the three-R stakeholder
collaboration framework as a guiding lens. Grounded theory was applied to analyze data
from semi-structured, in-depth interviews, revealing a range of adaptive strategies that
enabled tourism businesses to maintain operations and pursue recovery in the aftermath of
the crisis.

To ensure alignment between theory and method, the three-R framework—recognizing,
rationalizing, and refashioning—shaped both the data collection and analysis processes. In
the design phase, the interview questions were explicitly structured to correspond with
each stage of the framework (see Appendix A), encouraging participants to reflect on their
experiences in a sequential and reflective manner. During the analytical phase, the three-Rs
also informed the open and axial coding procedures, enabling the researcher to organize
data around stakeholder responses at each phase of the crisis. This structured approach not
only grounded the findings in stakeholder theory but also facilitated the development of a
conceptual model linking theoretical insight to practical recovery strategies.

One of the most immediate and common responses to the pandemic was the recog-
nition of evolving stakeholder needs. The pandemic exposed several vulnerabilities in
the hospitality and tourism sector, including a lack of preparedness for health-related
crises, weak financial resilience, and an over-reliance on traditional business models that
were not equipped to handle large-scale operational disruptions. The hospitality industry,
which relies heavily on customer interactions and physical presence, has faced significant
operational challenges, including the need to implement new health protocols, reduce
occupancy rates, and manage the financial strain of prolonged closures.

The businesses quickly adapted to the demands for heightened health and safety stan-
dards, which were critical for maintaining customer trust and complying with government
regulations. This is consistent with prior research, which suggests that during crises, recog-
nizing and addressing stakeholder concerns, particularly those related to safety, is vital for
business continuity (Freeman, 1984; Lapointe, 2020). The interviewees articulated the need
for swiftly implementing health and safety measures, such as installing hand sanitizers,
enforcing mask mandates, and introducing plastic dividers in seating areas. These changes
were necessary not only to align with regulatory requirements but also to address customers’
heightened concerns about safety, as supported by similar studies (Zopiatis et al., 2021).
Furthermore, there was a shift in customer demographics, with several businesses noting
the transition from serving large tourist groups to smaller, more localized groups, such as
families or domestic visitors. As international travel was restricted, many tourism service
providers had to pivot toward local customers, aligning with research that emphasizes the
importance of focusing on domestic markets during global crises (Canhoto & Wei, 2021).

Once businesses recognized the immediate needs and changes in the market, they
rationalized strategic decisions to address these challenges. The rationalizing stage involved
making difficult choices about cost-cutting, operational adjustments, and reallocating
resources in ways that balanced short-term survival with long-term sustainability. This
is consistent with the crisis management literature, which suggests that businesses must
prioritize essential services and minimize costs during periods of uncertainty (Ritchie
& Jiang, 2019). Financial support from governments and external bodies also played a
key role in rationalizing decisions. Several businesses took advantage of government
grants and small business loans to cover operational costs and maintain employment
contracts. The use of financial support aligns with the existing literature, which highlights
the importance of external funding in supporting tourism businesses during periods of
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financial distress (Lapointe, 2020; World Economic Outlook, 2020). In addition, another
aspect of rationalization involved the strategic use of employees in the decision-making
process. Engaging stakeholders in this manner is consistent with stakeholder theory, which
posits that businesses should incorporate the interests and input of key stakeholders to
enhance decision-making processes (Freeman, 1984).

The pandemic forced tourism service providers to refashion their business models
in innovative ways to remain competitive and responsive to changing market conditions.
This refashioning typically involved offering new services, shifting to online or hybrid
formats, and rethinking operational strategies to align with the post-pandemic landscape.
In addition, businesses refashioned their service offers to attract local customers. This
adaptive strategy demonstrates how businesses refashioned their target markets to align
with the realities of restricted travel and limited international tourism. Prior studies have
also shown that focusing on local or regional markets is an effective way for tourism
businesses to recover during global disruptions (Ritchie & Jiang, 2019).

The pandemic has reshaped the understanding of tourism dynamics, particularly how
external shocks, such as global health crises, can drastically alter industry operations. The
accelerated adoption of digital platforms and hybrid events also opens up new avenues
for theoretical exploration regarding technology’s role in tourism. Moreover, the shift
in preferences for more meaningful travel experiences suggests a need to evaluate tradi-
tional tourism models and consumer behavior theories, as new patterns of demand and
consumption emerge. The emphasis on sustainability offers theoretical insights into how
the industry can integrate local and global tourism practices to create more resilient and
environmentally conscious models. Future research could explore how strategic responses
varied by firm size, stakeholder roles, or sectoral contexts, such as MICE vs. hotels, offering
a deeper understanding of contingency and differentiation.

This study has revealed several practical implications. First, the three-R framework
(Dibb et al., 2014), which involves identifying key events, developing rational strategies,
and refining them for long-term and sustainable management, provides a useful and
practical approach for practitioners.

Second, travel demand underwent significant changes, with an increased focus on
health-related and safety issues. These shifts were mirrored by changes in supply chains,
which were reshaped by new regulations and protocols. Health and safety protocols have
become essential tools for rebuilding consumer confidence and ensuring safe operations.
Moreover, businesses can capitalize on the growing demand for culturally immersive
and personalized travel experiences by offering niche services. On a practical level, busi-
nesses have been forced to adapt by shifting their focus toward domestic tourism and
implementing cost-cutting measures to survive.

Third, the acceleration of digital platforms and hybrid event formats is a key shift,
suggesting that businesses should integrate these innovations as part of their long-term op-
erational strategies. After the COVID-19 pandemic, there was an increase in the utilization
of technology, including contactless services, digital marketing, and virtual destinations.
Online platforms have also played a key role in interaction between business-to-customer
(B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) sectors. Virtual and hybrid events, as well as business
meetings, serve as significant platforms for interaction and collaboration.

Fourth, sustainability has emerged as a critical focus, pushing businesses to promote
regional tourism alongside international visitor attractions to create a more balanced ap-
proach. With disrupted global supply chains and restrictions on international travel, the
hospitality and tourism industry focused on digital innovation and commitments to sus-
tainability and regional travel. The findings reveal the acceleration of digital transformation
and a heightened focus on regional tourism and regional revitalization in sustainable
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management. Practitioners need to utilize digital technologies and digital platforms and
promote regional tourism. Collaboration with SMEs in hospitality and tourism in rural
areas can foster sustainable tourism practices.

Communication gaps and fluctuating numbers of confirmed COVID-19 cases in differ-
ent countries decrease the reliability of travel policies between countries. Differing health
protocols, visa requirements, and quarantine regulations were identified as challenging
barriers. For example, the travel bubble policy was poorly executed, marking it as an
inefficient solution. Low travel demand was driven by fear, psychological stress, and
perceived safety and health-related risks. The focus on rapid recovery measures prioritized
short-term plans, often overlooking long-term sustainability and resilience.

5.2. Limitations of the Study and Future Research Directions

This study has several limitations. First, the geographic scope of the study was
relatively narrow, and the sample size—though diverse in roles and sectors—was limited.
As such, the findings may not fully capture the breadth of experiences or recovery strategies
employed across different regional, cultural, or policy environments within the global
tourism sector. Future research could expand the geographic scope to capture a broader
range of responses to the pandemic and explore how different regional contexts shape
recovery strategies.

Second, as a qualitative study, this research is inherently interpretive. The findings are
shaped by interpretive processes that involve a degree of subjectivity. The development
of themes through open, axial, and selective coding is inherently influenced by both
participant narratives and the researcher’s analytical perspective. Although credibility was
enhanced through techniques such as member checking, analyst triangulation, and the use
of MAXQDA software to organize and classify data, the complete elimination of interpretive
bias remains unlikely. While qualitative methods allow for rich-in-depth insights, we
acknowledge the potential for research subjectivity to influence data interpretation. To
enhance the trustworthiness of our findings, we employed various approaches; however,
the findings may not be generalizable to other contexts.

Third, this study was based on a small number of interviews. While the sample al-
lowed for an in-depth exploration of tourism businesses’ responses to the crisis, a larger sam-
ple size could provide more comprehensive insights into variations across different types
of tourism providers. Future research could adopt a mixed methods approach, combining
qualitative insights with survey-based quantitative analyses to enhance generalizability.

Fourth, this research concentrated primarily on short- to medium-term recovery
responses. While valuable, these perspectives may not reflect the full evolution of business
models and stakeholder dynamics over time. A longitudinal approach could provide a
more comprehensive understanding of the lasting transformations brought about by the
pandemic. Additionally, subsequent investigations might further benefit from focusing on
how tourism businesses are adapting to the long-term effects of the pandemic, including
shifts in consumer behavior, technological advancements, and new business models—
to capture more nuanced recovery patterns and sector-specific challenges. Exploring
the long-term influence of digital transformation, sustainability efforts, and stakeholder
collaboration would also provide deeper insight into how the industry continues to adapt
in the post-pandemic context. Moreover, future studies could critically examine how
government policy interventions shape tourism recovery trajectories and contribute to
sectoral resilience, particularly in economies highly dependent on international tourism.

Finally, while this study explored how tourism businesses navigated pandemic-related
challenges, it did not explicitly examine the role of government policies in supporting
tourism recovery. Future research could address some of the limitations identified in this
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study by expanding the sample size, geographic scope, and timeframe. Moreover, future
studies could explore how tourism businesses are adapting to the long-term effects of
the pandemic, including shifts in consumer behavior, technological advancements, and
new business models. Research could also investigate the role of government policies
in supporting tourism recovery and resilience, particularly in regions that are heavily
dependent on international tourism.

6. Conclusions
This study explored the recovery strategies adopted by tourism and hospitality service

providers during the COVID-19 pandemic, applying the three-R stakeholder collaboration
framework to analyze how organizations responded in different phases of the crisis. The
findings reveal that tourism businesses did not follow a linear progression from recognition
to refashioning; rather, they navigated the phases in overlapping and iterative ways, shaped
by shifting stakeholder needs, resource constraints, and evolving public health measures.

The three-R framework—recognizing, rationalizing, and refashioning—proved effec-
tive in capturing how service providers engaged with diverse stakeholders to adapt to
an uncertain environment. During the recognition phase, businesses prioritized under-
standing the immediate impacts of the crisis and the needs of employees, customers, and
governments. In the rationalization phase, organizations adopted resource optimization
strategies, implemented health and safety protocols, and sought financial support to sta-
bilize operations. Finally, in the refashioning phase, many businesses reimagined their
service models, invested in digital innovation, and redefined stakeholder relationships to
build long-term resilience.

Importantly, this study highlights that stakeholder collaboration was not merely reac-
tive but became a strategic tool for recovery and innovation. The ability to continuously
engage and re-engage stakeholders allowed businesses to pivot, learn, and co-create so-
lutions in real time. The empirical insights from this research contribute to advancing
stakeholder theory by demonstrating the dynamic and iterative nature of stakeholder
engagement in times of prolonged crisis.

By documenting these experiences, the study offers both theoretical and practical
value. It provides a grounded model for understanding tourism crisis recovery and delivers
actionable insights for industry practitioners seeking to design more adaptive and inclusive
recovery strategies. Ultimately, this research underscores that building resilience in tourism
requires more than operational fixes—it demands a sustained commitment to stakeholder
collaboration, strategic flexibility, and long-term thinking.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions
1. First part of the interview:

• Tell me about yourself.
• How would you describe tourism in your city/country?

2. Second part of the interview:

• Tell me about your business before COVID-19.
• Please describe what happened when COVID-19 began.
• In your opinion, what was the biggest change imposed by COVID-19?
• What can you tell me about the stakeholder collaboration?
• What business policies have changed due to COVID-19?
• What is your opinion about the travel bubble?
• What recovery strategies did you use to recover from COVID-19?
• What do you think is essential for long-term recovery from COVID-19?
• What can you tell me about your business/workplace now?
• What are your thoughts on going forward from here?
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