
During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
tourism scholars and practitioners 
have d i rected the i r  a t tent ion 
to local communities in tourist 
destinations, examining their safety 
and well-being and the costs that 
they bear due to tourism activities. 
Yet  according to the SHTM’s 
Professor Haiyan Song and Dr 
Jinah Park and their co-researchers, 
it is now time to discuss the social 
costs of tourism during crises. 
How much are local communities 
willing to sacrifice to reduce these 
costs? Analysing local residents’ 
will ingness to pay to alleviate 
public health risk, the researchers 
explored the situation through 
an economic lens. Their findings 
have important implications for the 
formulation of recovery strategies 
and policies in destinations affected 
by COVID-19.

Tourism and Disease

“Tourism has a profound impact 
on society”, note the researchers, 
“and alongside its positive effects 
it can interfere with the social and 
economic well-being of residents 
in tourist  dest inat ions”. Most 
concerningly, the rapid increase 
in  tour ism and mobi l i ty  due 
to globalisation has led to the 
emergence (or re-emergence) of 
infectious diseases. Urbanisation 
and globalisation drive the rapid 
spread of the virus, but tourism 
clearly plays a role in exacerbating 
t h e  r e s u l t i n g  p u b l i c  h e a l t h 
crises. The 2003 SARS epidemic 
prompted many researchers to 
study the impacts of and responses 
to infectious respiratory diseases 

such as swine flu and Ebola. They 
found that the spread of disease via 
human travel poses the main risk 
to tourism, as it leads to restrictions 
on international movement.

“In addition to the health risks to 
tourists”, the researchers note, 
“there are obvious concerns that 
infected tourists may spread the 
disease to local residents”. Yet, 
little attention has been paid to 
how tourism can amplify public 
health crises for residents and 
stakeholders at tourist destinations. 
Given the threat posed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is more 
important than ever to study the 
risk perceptions of residents of 
tourism destinations, whose views 
are shaped by experiences that 
tourists do not share.

Residents’ Responses 
to Crisis

At the peak of the COVID-19 
crisis in China, the researchers 
surveyed 1,627 residents in three 
urban tourism destinations (Hong 
Kong, Guangzhou and Wuhan). 
Respond ing  t o  hypo the t i c a l 
scenarios, each respondent was 
asked to indicate their willingness 
to pay (WTP) to reduce three types 
of risk associated with tourism 
dur ing the pandemic:  hea l th 
risk (i.e., risk of cross-infection, 
shortage of medical supplies, the 
difficulty of prevention and patient 
tracing), social risk (i.e., social 
panic and instability, commodity 
shortage,  and environmental 
degradation), and three elements of 
the negative effects on tourism (i.e., 

reputational crisis in tourism, host–
guest conflicts and xenophobia).

Most of the respondents in these 
three cities were willing to pay to 
reduce the risk posed by tourism 
during the COVID-19 public health 
crisis. Indeed, “the residents of the 
three cities were willing to pay an 
average of 300 in local currency 
(Hong Kong dollars or Chinese 
RMB) to reduce the risk of negative 
tour ism-generated pandemic 
effects”, write the researchers. They 
stressed that although the intensity 
of the pandemic differed between 
the three cities, “no significant 
differences were observed in the 
basic WTP of residents between the 
cities”. This, they reasoned, was 
attributable to the extensive media 
coverage of COVID-19, which 
meant that all residents were aware 
of the pandemic’s severity, even 
when their cities had relatively few 
confirmed cases.

The researchers also found that 
younger residents were willing 
to pay more for risk reduction. 
“Younger generations are more 
digitally savvy and more often 
connected to the Internet than 
older residents”, the researchers 
explain, “which allows younger 
generations to access the most 
up-to-date information about the 
pandemic crisis in real time”. This 
implies that local authorities and 
tourism organisations should seek 
to involve young people in crisis 
recovery actions in the aftermath of 
the pandemic.

Counting the Social Costs of Tourism 
in the COVID-19 Era

The hotel made guests’ health and 
safety its “first priority”, note the 
researchers, arranging for them to 
receive relevant information from 
government health experts. To put 
its guests further at ease, the chain 
waived all costs, organised meals 
and events, and even handed out 
Sony PlayStation Portable consoles 
to bored children. A crucial line 
of communication with the head 
office was established. This, say 
the researchers, enabled Metropark 
H o t e l  W a n c h a i  “ t o  r e c e i v e 
suggestions and support from the 
HK CTS Hotels management team 
and resources and support from 
HK CTS Hotels”.

C l e a r l y ,  t h e  d e t a i l e d  c r i s i s 
management plan and decisive 
action taken by the hotel manager 
and other decision-makers ensured 
that Metropark Hotel Wanchai 
was well prepared to cope with 
the swine flu outbreak. As well 
as providing essential support for 
residents, the researchers note, the 
hotel’s action plan helped to protect 
its reputation.

Lessons Learned
Comparing the responses of HK 
CTS Hotels to these two dramatic 
health events, the authors found 
evidence that adopting a four-
stage crisis management process 
is highly effective. To manage a 
crisis, they explain, a hotel must go 
through four key stages: “reduction, 
readiness, response and recovery”. 
This theoretical model provides 
hotel managers with a “general 
crisis management framework 
which provides guidel ines on 
how to handle a crisis properly”, 
the authors state. Going further, 
t hey  ou t l i ne  a  b luep r in t  f o r 
crisis management informed by 
experience.

Dur ing the f i rs t  phase,  cr is is 
reduction , hotels should seek 
t o  “m in im i se  t he  impac t  o f 
an upcoming cr is is” ,  say the 

r e s e a r c h e r s .  T h i s  i n v o l v e s 
gather ing informat ion on the 
potential threat from all sources, 
including, crucially, social media. 
This stage is not about acting – yet. 
Instead, it “should mainly be about 
knowledge acquisition, creation 
and storage”, advise the authors.

On reaching the crisis readiness 
stage, the organisation has already 
been affected. Therefore, “providing 
protection for staff, guests and 
property will be the main aim 
of the contingency plan”, the 
researchers explain. The crisis 
should be categorised according to 
its seriousness and its impact, or 
the “type of damage” it inflicts. Its 
categorisation should dictate the 
particular strategy to be taken.

Communication is paramount 
during the crisis response stage. 
Having activated and implemented 
its contingency plan and tactics, 
the hotel should now “build up 
effective internal and external 
communication channels so that 
its employees, hotel guests and 
the public can access updated 
information”, the researchers 
recommend. Ongoing evaluation 
is required to assess the impact of 
the crisis and to re-evaluate and 
refine approaches.

Once the danger has passed, the 
hotel enters the crisis recovery 
stage. I t  must now “focus on 
implementing a recovery plan 
and reconstruction”, suggest the 
researchers. Although disruption 
and damage are unavoidable, 
there is room for optimism, as a 
“well-devised recovery plan and 
marketing strategy can change the 
crisis into an opportunity in the long 
term”. Such tactics might include 
price differentiation, service quality 
enhancement, the efficient use of 
social media, and public relations 
tactics. The ultimate aim of this 
stage, explain the researchers, “is 
to consolidate the organisation’s 
competitive advantage and its 
positioning”.

Knowledge Transfer

Translating theory into practice is 
not always simple, but it is vital – 
especially at times of crisis. As this 
case study shows, by adopting 
and implementing a four-stage 
crisis recovery plan, HK CTS Hotels 
was able to safeguard – and even 
strengthen – its reputation. The 
paper is a powerful illustration of 
the important work that SHTM 
academics carry out in bridging the 
gap between theory and practice, 
applying lessons learned in the 
classroom to the real world. It 
is this practical and pragmatic 
approach to management that sets 
our students and researchers apart.

C lare  Fung,  Bruce Tsu i ,  and 
Alice H.Y. Hon (2020). Crisis 
Management: A Case Study 
of Disease Outbreak in the 
Metropark Hotel Group. Asia 
Paci f ic  Journal  of  Tour ism 
Research, Vol. 25, Issue 10, pp. 
1062-1070.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Public health crises are becoming 
increasingly common, and can 
severe ly  damage hote l  f i rms ’ 
reputations and revenue.

• To draw lessons for hotels on crisis 
management and recovery, the 
researchers compared the responses 
of Hong Kong China Travel Service 
Hotels Limited to the outbreaks of 
SARS and swine flu.

• Following its belated response 
to the SARS outbreak, the hotel 
group developed a robust crisis 
management strategy that allowed 
it to effectively contain the impact of 
swine flu.

• To minimise the damage done by 
future health crises, hotels should 
rigorously implement a four-stage 
crisis recovery plan, comprising crisis 
readiness, reduction, response, and 
recovery.
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Lessons from Disaster: COVID-19 and 
Chinese Hotels

Few industries have suffered more 
from the COVID-19 pandemic 
than hospitality and tourism, and 
China’s hotel sector has many 
lessons to learn. In a thought-
provok ing exp lora tory  s tudy 
published recently, the SHTM’s Dr 
Fei Hao, Dr Qu Xiao and Dean Kaye 
Chon cast light on the fundamental 
impact of COVID-19 on the sector, 
and propose strategies for Chinese 
hotel f irms to overcome their 
current difficulties and emerge ever 
stronger. First and hardest hit by the 
devastating impact of COVID-19, 
Chinese hotels now have the chance 
to lead the global sector out of crisis 
and into a bright new future.

Devastating Impact

The global health crisis sparked by 
the outbreak of COVID-19 in early 
2020 has affected every stakeholder 
in the tourism industry, casting a 
dark shadow over China’s formerly 
thriving hotel market. Tourists’ 
inability or reluctance to travel have 
made cancellations rife, threatening 
the survival of hotel firms and the 
income security of employees. The 
expansion of domestic hotel groups 
has decelerated, and all too many 
hotels have been forced to close. 
The researchers observe that this 
scenario has “led to a sharp decline 
in the market value of stocks in the 
hotel sector”.

However, all is not lost. Although 
China’s hotel sector was the first 
to be hit by the pandemic, it has 
implemented timely measures to 
cushion its economic losses, protect 
its employees and customers, 
and contribute to society’s efforts 
to wage war on COVID-19. “After 
witnessing positive signs”, the 
researchers add, “the sector adopted 
a series of innovative measures to 

revitalise its performance”. Realising 
that the world could learn much 
from Chinese hotels’ response 
to the pandemic, the researchers 
set themselves the important task 
of identify the “major strategies 
that  have been or should be 
implemented by the hotel sector to 
alleviate the catastrophic effects of 
COVID-19”.

Leadership, 
Communication and 

Consultation

The unprecedented and rapidly 
evolving challenges presented 
by COVID-19 call for innovative 
communication to facilitate the 
exchange of information for fast, 
flexible decision-making. “As in 
all disaster situations”, write the 
researchers, “the first step involves 
the formation of an efficient and 
responsible disaster management 
team and the appointment of a 
team leader”. As high-performing 
teams are invaluable assets at times 
of disaster, hotel firms should strive 
to retain, retrain and incentivise 
outstanding employees during the 
pandemic.

Meanwhile, cost and efficiency 
savings can be generated by sharing 
labour, installing intelligent systems, 
and laying off low-performing 
worke r s .  “Ho te l s  mus t  a l so 
establish a responsive and efficient 
standard operating procedure to 
enhance their disaster management 
capabilities”, advise the researchers. 
They should organise and maintain 
a team of expert consultants to 
tackle the challenges posed by 
COVID-19, and compile and update 
guidelines for responding to the 
pandemic.

Financing and 
Branding

Little can be achieved without a 
steady cash flow. Hotel firms should 
not only seek financial aid from the 
authorities, the researchers suggest, 
but also apply “self-save” strategies 
to reduce non-essential costs, 
enhance their operating capabilities, 
monitor their cash flow and make 
dynamic adjustments promptly. 
Some hotels in China have set a 
good example, the researchers tell 
us, “by strategically closing, partially 
closing or reducing properties and 
facilities, postponing non-essential 
building and system maintenance, 
minimising fixed costs and cutting 
non-essential services”.

Other hotels have collaborated 
with their parent firms to overcome 
financial hurdles, as many hotel 
brands in China today are offering 
reduced management and franchise 
fees, waived marketing and system 
fees, and discounted COVID-19 
protective supplies. Indeed, the 
revitalisation of the hotel market 
after the pandemic is likely to 
generate a new pattern of brand 
expansion, with an increased focus 
on leading brands. The researchers 
note that “hotel  f i rms should 
seize this opportunity to increase 
their market share and individual 
hotels can actively cooperate with 
major firms for transformation and 
upgrading”.

Serving Customers and 
Society

No less important to the recovery 
of the hotel sector is restoring 
customer confidence. Several hotel 
brands in China already offer free 
cancellation, re-booking assistance 

Quantifying the Cost 
of Tourism

The researchers found that the 
estimated social costs of tourism 
during the pandemic ranged from 
917 million HKD (in Hong Kong) to 
1,417 million RMB (in Guangzhou). 
The total social costs for Hong 
Kong, Guangzhou and Wuhan 
were similar. “As the pandemic 
has spread worldwide”, write the 
researchers, “the social cost to local 
populations has been generalised”. 
T h i s  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t o u r i s m 
destinations can and should follow 
a broad g lobal  f ramework in 
responding to the crisis.

At t imes of cr is is or disaster, 
stakeholders in a tourist destination 
b e c o m e  e v e r  m o r e  t i g h t l y 
connected. The researchers suggest 
that during the COVID-19 crisis, 
“residents perceive their individual 
WTP and the costs borne by the 
community . . . as inseparably 
linked, which makes them more 
willing to individually pay more to 
maintain public health”.

Post-Pandemic 
Community Recovery

Th i s  g round-b reak ing  s tudy 
provides useful suggestions for 
recovery and stimulus measures 
during and after the COVID-19 
pandemic .  A l though Ch ina ’s 
tour ism industry is  gradual ly 
regaining momentum in some 
leisure destinations at weekends, 
this is not the case in major cities. 
“To satisfy people’s need for safety 
and their desire for travel”, the 
researchers suggest, “recovery 
strategies should be formulated 
with a holistic and innovative 
mindse t  ins tead  o f  focus ing 
narrowly and directly on tourism 
recovery”. Welfare policies and 

relief packages should be designed 
to allocate financial support across 
all sectors, including tourism and 
health, to ensure the balanced 
recovery of cities and regions.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Little attention has been paid during 

the COVID-19 pandemic to the 
negative impacts of tourism on local 
communities at tourism destinations.

• The researchers explored how much 
residents of three Chinese cities 
were willing to pay to reduce the risk 
of tourism during COVID-19.

• Younger residents were wil l ing 
to pay more to reduce the risk 
associated with tourism, but the 
estimated social cost of tourism was 
similar across the three cities.

• Holistic and innovative recovery 
strategies, including welfare and 
relief packages, should be designed 
to ensure the balanced recovery of 
cities and regions in the aftermath of 
COVID-19.

Richard T.R. Qiu, Jinah Park, ShiNa 
Li, Haiyan Song (2020). Social 
Costs of Tourism during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic. Annals 
of Tourism Research, Vol. 84, 
102994.
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