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The aim of the study is to evaluate the process of crisis communication of 4-star 
business hotels during the coronavirus epidemic and to compare their communi-
cation during the first and second waves of the epidemic. As part of the qualitative 
research, 15 in-depth interviews were conducted with the employees responsible for 
crisis communication within the surveyed hotels. The research is based on Fall and 
Massey’s (2005) three-step crisis communication model, examining the stages of 
preparation, response and recovery.
The result of the empirical research shows that, although the strategic management 
of the hotels was not prepared for an upcoming crisis, they managed to develop a 
crisis communication plan based on their previous protocols, force majeure con-
tracts and newly acquired knowledge that they could successfully apply during the  
COVID-19 crisis. The authors of the study were the first to research the crisis commu-
nication of Hungarian business hotels during the first two waves of the coronavirus 
epidemic. The conclusion of the study is that change was needed in the marketing 
communication strategy after the first wave, as travellers wanted to see messages 
with a more positive tone. This change proved to be successful; it is worthwhile to 
continue external communication through several channels and it is not enough to 
use only a Facebook page.
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Introduction
The relevance of the topic of the present study is in-
disputable. Since the appearance of COVID-19, it has 
sickened more than 695 million people and claimed 
more than 6.9 million lives worldwide up to the be-
ginning of August 2021 (Worldometer, 2023). Strate-

gic management was not prepared for an upcoming 
crisis, which was predicted by Gričar et al. (2022) ex-
-ante. The economic and social effects of the epidemic 
were very diverse (cf. Kovács, 2020). The tourism sec-
tor was especially heavily affected by the epidemic, as 
travel restrictions and social isolation led to layoffs in 
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many cases (Nicola et al., 2020; Song et al., 2021). The 
pandemic appeared as a new source of risk for compa-
nies, sometimes with serious business consequences 
(Juhász & Szabó, 2021).

According to data from the World Travel and To-
urism Council (WTTC), the pandemic threatened 174 
million tourism jobs globally in 2020, and a further 
62 million in 2021 (World Travel & Tourism Council, 
2021).

Based on data from the Hungarian Central Sta-
tistical Office, 13 million guest nights were registered 
in Hungarian commercial accommodation in 2020, 
which represented a 58 percent drop compared to the 
previous year. Domestic guests spent 39 percent fewer 
guest nights (9.6 million), while the number of guest 
nights spent by foreign guests decreased by 77 percent 
(3.7 million). Commercial accommodation realized a 
gross revenue of HUF 228 billion, which was 59 per-
cent less than the previous year (Központi Statisztikai 
Hivatal, 2021). Overall, it can be stated that Hungary’s 
tourism is still characterized by a very strong spatial 
and temporal concentration. The main destinations 
for both domestic and foreign tourists are Budapest 
(Mid-Danube region) and the Lake Balaton area 
(Csapó & Lőrincz, 2020).

Two key research gaps can be identified. First, 
internal crisis communication as an underexamined 
area. Existing studies have focused on the discourse 
about the epidemic in traditional mass media (Chen 
et al., 2022), but internal crisis communication is 
one of the less studied areas in tourism management 
(Combe & Carrington, 2015; Liu-Lastres, 2022). The 
studies that have been published mainly cover three 
aspects of internal crisis communication: how it 
affects tourism employees’ resilience and turnover 
intentions (Liu-Lastres et al., 2023); how it changes 
employer-employee relationships, employee satis-
faction and commitment (Liu-Lastres et al., 2024); 
and how it affects internal reputation and employees’ 
behaviour (Ndone, 2023). To the best of the authors’ 
knowledge no study has dealt with responsibilities 
regarding the crisis communication process. Secon-
dly, business hotels were chosen as the subject of the 
research, which were allowed to remain open during 
COVID-19, accommodating only business travellers. 

Because of their significance during the pandemic, 
studies on business hotels are essential.

The focus of our research is crisis communication 
during the coronavirus epidemic in Hungarian 4-star 
business hotels. The aim of the empirical research is 
to evaluate the crisis communication process of hotels 
during the first (March 11, 2020 – June 18, 2020) and 
second (November 4, 2020 – March 31, 2021) waves of 
the epidemic, as well as to identify differences betwe-
en the two waves in communication. In the study, the 
purpose and process of crisis communication are re-
viewed and then the different crisis communication 
models, including the three-step model created by 
Fall and Massey (2005), which is the basis of the em-
pirical research, are presented. 

After explaining the methodology used to answer 
the research questions and the aspects of sample se-
lection, the results of in-depth interviews conducted 
with the employees responsible for crisis communi-
cation of the examined hotels are presented, highligh-
ting the stages of preparation, response and recovery. 
The research questions were answered using in-depth 
expert interviews. The entire population includes 
Hungarian 4-star business hotels.

Understanding the crisis communication of ho-
tels during a pandemic helps to manage future he-
alth crises. The results of the study contribute to the 
conceptualization of crisis communication, while 
recommendations have been made for professionals 
to develop crisis communication strategies. 

The Theory of Crisis Communication
In the case of public organizations and for-profit en-
terprises, it is also important to have a crisis commu-
nication plan that helps mitigate risks that threaten 
the brand or the health and life of consumers.

The Purpose of Crisis Communication
The primary goal of crisis communication is to influ-
ence the stakeholders’ image of the company in such 
a way that it maintains the current positive image or 
restores the image that has deteriorated over time in 
people’s minds (Triantafillidou & Yannas, 2020). Bu-
sinesses, therefore, try to shift the image formed of 
them in a positive direction during periods of crisis by 
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continuously informing, persuading or even motiva-
ting those involved. Another goal of communication 
during a crisis is damage reduction, which means the 
minimization of negative effects on the stakeholders 
and the environment (Dezenhall, 2011). 

The strategic goal of crisis communication is to 
avoid deception and build trust (Al-Omoush et al., 
2023). In connection with deception, the duty of 
honesty and truth-telling arises; the collection of cri-
sis communication rules stipulates that it is forbidden 
to lie to those involved, and to always communicate 
honestly and openly (Coombs, 1999) to preserve the 
company’s reputation (Schoofs et al., 2019). 

Building trust is essential because reputation is the 
most important asset of companies, which are loo-
king for behavioural tools to maximize it. If a specific 
message can be communicated in several ways, or if a 
specific goal is not clear, then the company will choo-
se the way that involves the least effort and brings the 
greatest benefit in terms of the company’s reputation 
(Benoit, 1995).

When a crisis breaks out, consumers want to know 
what really happened and, not long after that, who is 
responsible for it, which is why corporate apologies 
have developed into a separate science over the years. 
Even during a natural disaster, for a few weeks the fo-
cus is only on the natural phenomenon that caused 
it, after which the human dimension, i.e. who is re-
sponsible, becomes increasingly prominent (Tanács & 
Zemplén, 2015). 

Solutions related to the transfer of necessary and 
essential information are important not only in the 
case of government measures, but also in narrower 
professional fields (Krasnova et al., 2021). Commu-
nication is essential in the efficient and effective ma-
nagement of crisis situations, therefore during a cri-
sis accurate information must be provided to those 
affected as soon as possible (Mazilu et al., 2019). Open 
communication is the key (Yeh, 2020), but cooperati-
on among the destination’s tourism service providers 
is also essential (Birkner et al., 2018). In those tourist 
destinations where any dimension of security can be 
doubted, crisis management and communication will 
play a particularly important role (Kiss & Michalkó, 
2020).

Internal crisis communication refers to commu-
nication between managers and employees, during 
which the need for information is satisfied and whi-
ch helps employees deal with the crisis (Heide & Si-
monsson, 2014). Internal crisis communication is 
unique because employees receive and send messages 
at the same time (Zaumane, 2016). After the outbre-
ak of a serious crisis, tourism workers expect timely 
and transparent communication from managers (Liu-
-Lastres et al., 2024), and employees constantly ask 
employers for reassurance and support (Ruck & Men, 
2021). The quality of internal crisis communication 
messages is more important than quantity, and trans-
parent communication improves employer-employee 
relationships (Liu-Lastres et al., 2024).

The quality of the relationship between the 
employee and the organization affects the commu-
nication of the employees (Ndone, 2023). In the case 
of good relationships, the employees act as advocates 
of the organization, and in times of crisis they do not 
leak negative information to the outside (Kim & Rhee, 
2011). As the COVID-19 pandemic was a major crisis, 
in which several employees were made redundant or 
had to take unpaid leave and many left the tourism in-
dustry (Formádi & Gyurácz-Németh, 2021), it is par-
ticularly important to communicate well for the sake 
of the entire sector. 

The Process of Crisis Communication
Depending on the stage of the crisis, these communi-
cation efforts can be categorized as crisis preparation, 
crisis response, and crisis recovery (Ketter & Avra-
ham, 2021).

The model of crisis communication created by Fall 
and Massey (2005) recommends handling crisis situa-
tions in three steps. This model is a simplified version 
of Faulkner’s (2001) basic model, which is the first cri-
sis management model specific to tourism.

The first phase is the preparation phase. At that 
time, the crisis communication plan, which will serve 
as a basis later on, is prepared, taking into account the 
resources; at the same time the team responsible for 
the process, including the spokespersons, is appoin-
ted. At this phase, the communication interface that 

AT17-1-v4.indd   65AT17-1-v4.indd   65 3. 7. 24   14:013. 7. 24   14:01



66 | Academica Turistica, Year 17, No. 1, April 2024

Márta Sirkó et al. Tourism Crisis Communication ...

will be essential for maintaining trust and getting 
through the crisis is created (Mazilu et al., 2019). 

The second phase is the response period, when the 
time comes to apply the crisis communication plan 
created at the previous phase. When an organization 
faces a crisis, it must act quickly to mitigate the nega-
tive effects through crisis communication. This pro-
cess involves gathering, processing and disseminating 
available information about the crisis to the public in 
order to reduce uncertainty and restore damaged re-
putations (Fearn-Banks, 2017).

At this stage, the sector’s decision-makers and key 
actors are informed, followed by the consultations 
and actions of the communication team, made up of 
PR agencies, company representatives, and legal re-
presentatives. At this phase, speed is a fundamental 
condition, since the goal is to prevent communicati-
on channels (media, negative word of mouth) that are 
difficult to control (Marton et al., 2018) from trans-
mitting information. The crisis must be responded to 
immediately, because the image of the destination or 
service provider can still be shaped in the first 24 ho-
urs; however, in the case of an inappropriate reaction, 
this can be much worse. Contact with the media is 
of particular importance at this phase (Mazilu et al., 
2019). Brand communication has many functions 
during crises, such as limiting damage and instilling 
trust (Wong et al., 2021).

During the management of crises, communicati-
on plays an important role in three relational systems: 
between professionals handling crisis situations and 
tourism service providers; between tourism actors; 
and between the destination and tourists. A tourist 
destination and its service providers find it difficult to 
keep track of the large volume of news on which their 
response to the crisis depends (Mair et al., 2014).

At the last (recovery) phase, the most important 
communication task is to clarify false information 
and restore previous trust (Mair et al., 2014). In ad-
dition to continuing the response activity, the focus 
is on continuous communication. The marketing and 
crisis communication team should focus on the repe-
ated establishment of trust, which helps to return to 
previous operations. The role of the team is to provide 
accurate and authentic information to all stakeholders 
through uniform messaging. Perceived risk can be re-
duced by characterizing the causes and foreseeable 
consequences of the crisis, providing related infor-
mation and being constantly available. The two-way 
communication also contributes to more conscious 
media activity (Marton et al. 2018). 

Social media is an effective communication tool 
during crises (Ham & Kim, 2019), although it is used 
to disseminate misinformation as well (Zhou et al., 
2021). During the pandemic social media supported 
contacts between consumers and brands (Kim & Kim, 

Figure 1 The Process of Crisis Communication (based on Fall and Massey, 2005, p. 80)
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2020). However, practice shows that crisis communi-
cation during COVID-19 in Hungarian social media 
left much to be desired. The high level of denial is in-
dicated by the continuous degradation of communi-
cation activity, the gradual disappearance of persona-
lity in favour of centralized content, even though the 
establishment and maintenance of personal relation-
ships in the service sector is perhaps more important 
than ever to help the sector restart as soon as possible 
(Ásványi et al., 2020). 

Empirical Research
The research question is the following: How did the 
crisis communication process develop and change 
in 4-star business hotels during the first and second 
waves of the coronavirus epidemic, and in the period 
between the two?

The sub-questions formulated in connection with 
the research question are the following:

• RQ1: How is the crisis communication process struc-
tured in 4-star business hotels?
In the literature, there are general models for cri-
sis communication processes (see section 2.2), but 
this has not yet been examined for business hotels. 
However, ‘the crisis response strategies have been 
dealt with as an outcome-oriented phenomenon 
rather than the process’ (Chaskar & Upadhyay, 
2023). 

• RQ2: Which employees are responsible for the crisis 
communication process in 4-star business hotels?
A central issue in the literature on internal crisis 
communication is the impact on employees (Ndo-
ne, 2023; Liu-Lastres et al., 2023, 2024). A novel 
approach is to identify which employees are in-
volved in the planning and implementation of the 
crisis communication process.

• RQ3: Through which communication channels does 
crisis communication take place in 4-star business 
hotels?

Former research dealing with crisis communica-
tion in hotels examines leisure hotels (Jaaffar et al., 
2023) or partly other tourism enterprises (Liu-Lastres 
et al., 2024). This is the first attempt to examine busi-

ness hotels exclusively, which had a special status du-
ring the pandemic, as only these were allowed to be 
open in Hungary. 

Methodology
The research questions were answered using in-depth 
expert interviews and the entire population includes 
Hungarian 4-star business hotels. In Hungary, the 
number of guest nights spent in commercial accom-
modation is the highest in the case of 4-star hotels 
(Magyar Turisztikai Ügynökség, 2018), which is why 
all examined hotels belong to this category. During 
the coronavirus epidemic, a government decree was 
issued several times, according to which commerci-
al accommodations were only allowed to receive gu-
ests arriving for business, economic, and educational 
purposes (Magyar Közlöny, 2020), therefore all hotels 
participating in the research are business hotels. Bu-
siness hotels primarily welcome individual and gro-
up business travellers, but a smaller proportion of 
bookings come from leisure groups as well. They are 
typically located in the city centre, business districts 
or near congress centres and have well-equipped me-
eting rooms in all cases (Gade & Ankathi, 2016).

During our empirical research, we contacted all 
4-star business hotels in Budapest (a total of 20 ho-
tels), but the response rate was only 40%, therefore 
we decided to expand the sample. Using the snowball 
method, we searched for additional accommodati-
ons outside the capital (meeting the 4-star and busi-
ness hotel criteria) and thus managed to expand the 
sample.

During the selection of the interviewees, the aim 
was to interview sales and marketing directors or ho-
tel managers within each hotel who actively participa-
te in the hotel’s crisis communication activities. The 
positions held by the interviewees in the hotels are re-
lated to crisis management and communication. Nine 
of them are involved in this field as sales and/or mar-
keting directors, while five of them are hotel or gene-
ral managers. One person is responsible for Human 
Relations, finance, and event management tasks. The 
interviews were conducted by phone and video calls 
due to the coronavirus epidemic between February 11 
and March 12, 2021.
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Results
The interviews were based on the three-step crisis 
communication model created by Fall and Massey 
(2005), therefore the questions can be divided into 
the stages of preparation, response, and recovery, and 
are mostly based on the tasks included in the model. 
At the preparation phase, questions were included 
related to the communication activities of the hotels 
before the crisis and their preparedness for the crisis. 
At the response phase, questions were related to the 
coronavirus epidemic and then crisis communicati-
on and management during the crisis. Finally, at the 
recovery phase, there were questions about post-crisis 
communication and plans.

Preparation Phase
In the period before the crisis, the main task is to pre-
pare crisis plans. A well-developed crisis communi-
cation plan can greatly reduce potential damage (Ri-
tchie, 2004). 

Two of the surveyed hotels (Aranyhomok Busi-
ness Wellness Hotel and Danubius Hotel Helia) alre-
ady had a basic crisis plan and a crisis communicati-
on plan before the coronavirus epidemic, which they 

could build on. However, they had to adapt them to 
the given situation later as the pandemic situation is 
unprecedented, and therefore nobody was able to ful-
ly prepare for it. ‘I have never seen a crisis communi-
cation plan, in which anyone calculated that an entire 
sector would lose all its income in days, not in months 
and years’ (Danubius Hotel Helia). 

Another 8 hotels indicated that they had crisis 
plans describing general cases of force majeure and 
affecting the course of operation and administration; 
however, they were unable to use them directly when 
the coronavirus epidemic appeared. The representati-
ve of Novotel Budapest City mentioned the force ma-
jeure clause in current contracts, which describes how 
they must act in various cases of force majeure. After 
the outbreak of the epidemic, a much more detailed 
contract for force majeure was drawn up with the help 
of lawyers, which also covers the coronavirus pande-
mic and other global epidemics, and they can refer to 
this in the current situation. In the case of the other 
hotels examined, there were also different guidelines 
on what to do if, for example, a terrorist attack hit 
the hotel, if someone was injured or if bed bugs were  

Table 1 Characteristics of the Hotels Included in the Research 

Name of the hotel Settlement Category Conference capacity

Akadémia Hotel Balatonfüred 4* 1124

Aranyhomok Business Wellness Hotel Kecskemét 4* 200

Grand Hotel Esztergom Esztergom 4* 450

Continental Hotel Budapest Budapest 4*superior 300

Courtyard by Marriott Budapest City Center Budapest 4* 300

Danubius Hotel Helia Budapest 4* 400

Globall Hotel Telki Telki 4* 700

Hotel City Inn Budapest 4* 240

Hotel Eger & Park Eger 4* 1600

Hotel Karos Spa Zalakaros 4* 320

Hotel Moments Budapest 4* 80

Novotel Budapest City Budapest 4* 2000

Novotel Székesfehérvár Székesfehérvár 4* n.a.

Park Inn by Radisson Budapest Budapest 4* 450

Saliris Resort Spa Conference Hotel Egerszalók 4* 450
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found; however, no one was prepared for a health cri-
sis of this magnitude.

In the case of 10 of the 15 surveyed hotels, accor-
ding to the interviewees, there were no crisis plans 
nor crisis communication plans available at all, with 
which they could have handled an epidemic situati-
on of this size. Three interviewees indicated that they 
had participated in various trainings of Tripadvisor or 
the Association of Hungarian Hotels and Restaurants 
in previous years, while in the case of two hotels, the 
interviewee had acquired knowledge and experience 
in the field of crisis management in his previous jobs.

Following the outbreak of the coronavirus epide-
mic, Grand Hotel Esztergom, Courtyard by Marriott 
Budapest City Center, Hotel Moments, Novotel Bu-
dapest City, Novotel Székesfehérvár, and Park Inn 
by Radisson Budapest implemented changes in both 
communication and operation that followed the gui-
delines of their hotel chain. Park Inn by Radisson Bu-
dapest, for example, used the hotel company’s central-
ly defined 20-step safety protocol as a basis for safety 
regulations, which was applied and communicated in 
accordance with current government decisions. The 
management of the Continental Hotel Budapest star-
ted to compile the crisis plan in March 2020; however, 
they mostly concentrated on getting it ready for the 
summer reopening. The crisis communication plan, 
based on foreign (Italian, Spanish, German, and Au-
strian) good practices, was prepared by the marketing 
team. In the case of the Akadémia Hotel, the manage-
ment of the company drew up the crisis plan, in whi-
ch they named firstly conditions related to health and 
hospitality, and secondarily the necessary measures 
which were essential for the hotel to survive this diffi-
cult period economically.

The team responsible for the crisis management 
process is appointed simultaneously with the prepara-
tion of the crisis communication plan (Fall & Massey, 
2005). Among the hotels that participated in the rese-
arch, in the Danubius Hotel Helia, the hotel manage-
ment as a crisis management body already existed be-
fore the coronavirus epidemic; however, the roles and 
responsibilities were only clarified afterwards. In the 
other hotels examined, in most cases, in addition to 
the management, the heads of different departments 
and employees of the marketing department were re-
sponsible for communication related to the coronavi-
rus epidemic. The crisis communication process was 
managed by the hotel manager/general manager or 
the hotel’s marketing director in all investigated ho-
tels.

Before the outbreak of the coronavirus epidemic, 
none of the examined hotels had created a special cri-
sis communication channel. Even after the outbreak 
of the epidemic, external communication took place 
via existing platforms; however, new channels were 
activated for internal communication in several ho-
tels, mostly via social media. ‘We did not create a cri-
sis communication channel but did one very impor-
tant thing. Employees play a very important role in 
Marriott’s culture; therefore we paid close attention to 
open and regular communication with our employe-
es, and we activated this on a social media platform’ 
(Courtyard by Marriott Budapest City Center). In the 
case of the Danubius Hotel Helia, they started a new 
internal communication channel, an intranet, not be-
cause of the crisis, but because of the rebranding that 
started before the crisis, which with a small modifica-
tion was still available to them during the pandemic.

Table 2 The Main Tasks of the Preparation Phase

Preparing a crisis  
communication plan

basis: crisis plan, security protocols, force majeure clause, guidelines, foreign good practices 
expansion: pandemics, coronavirus epidemic, health regulations, current government decisions, 
economic measures

Creating a crisis  
communication channel

external communication: use of existing communication platforms
internal communication: activation of new communication channels

Setting up a crisis  
communication team

management: hotel (general) manager/marketing director
responsible persons: management, department heads, employees of marketing department
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It can be summarized that the most important tas-
ks in the preparation phase included the groundwork 
of the crisis communication plan, channels, and the 
establishment of the team responsible for the epide-
mic (Table 2).

Response Phase
The coronavirus pandemic has significantly changed 
service operations in tourism. Many hotel chains are 
transforming housekeeping operations and front-line 
service delivery, creating new policies and increasing 
guest confidence to prioritize guest health and safety 
(Chang & Kim, 2022; Li et al., 2022). The hotel servi-
ce has slowed down to some extent, as much stricter 
cleaning and hygiene protocols have been introduced, 
food service has changed, guest reception has been 
made contactless in several places and sanitary pac-
kages have been prepared in rooms. The hotels had to 
introduce many small changes and at the same time 
ensure that the guests could continue to spend their 
days at the usual standard.

In addition to complying with the mandatory 
epidemiological regulations for hotels, several hotels 
have also introduced further health and safety pre-
cautions. Examples include the periodic testing of 
employees and resting rooms after cleaning; in seve-
ral hotels the mandatory use of masks in the hotel’s 
public spaces was already introduced before the go-
vernment’s decision was made. Although the Park Inn 
by Radisson Budapest still provided breakfast in the 
usual buffet format, each type of food was packed se-
parately and offered to guests by separate staff. In this 
way, guests could continue to receive the same hotel 
care as before, while complying with the current secu-
rity protocol. Regarding events, the hotel also intro-
duced a coffee break box packaged separately for each 
person, similarly to breakfast. Courtyard by Marrio-
tt Budapest City Center is distinguished from other 
hotels by using so-called electrostatic sprays, which 
disperse disinfectant in the air and kill 99% of viruses 
and bacteria.

Immediate response is recommended for busi-
nesses affected by the crisis to avoid growing negative 
perceptions (Huang & DiStaso, 2020). The perceived 
risk of tourists plays a role at least as important in 

the travel decision-making process as the place, time, 
method, type of travel or the costs involved (Karl & 
Schmude, 2017). However, according to most of the 
hotels who participated in the research, tourists’ trust 
did not waver in the hotel, but because of the fear of 
the coronavirus; therefore, apart from observing and 
communicating precautions, no additional measures 
were taken to reduce the perceived risk of guests. Ho-
tels tried to incorporate the various health and safety 
precautions as quickly and efficiently as possible into 
their everyday life and communication so that guests 
could feel safe; however, they were not bothered by 
deviations from the usual situation. ‘I believe that we 
are a hotel, not a prison. In addition to maximum 
compliance with current restrictions and regulations, 
our aim is to provide our guests the usual comfort and 
care’ (Park Inn by Radisson Budapest). Danubius Ho-
tels, including Helia, tried to take measures that they 
could communicate transparently and create a real 
sense of security. ‘It’s very important when it comes to 
communicating health and safety to show how we ac-
tually operate. We do not just have to be like that, but 
we should be seen as we actually operate our hotels, 
yet, we must not look better than we are’ (Danubius 
Hotel Helia).

During the crisis, communication requires the 
greatest attention among travellers and internal sta-
keholders (Cartier & Taylor, 2020). As a result of the 
coronavirus epidemic, the hotel service process has 
changed to a great extent for all examined hotels and 
affected almost all areas. They developed a multi-page 
protocol that was made available on their website or 
sent directly to guests. ‘We started the protocol called 
Safe Rest. This is a protocol created on a completely 
new basis, considering international recommendati-
ons, regulations, the practice of international chains, 
domestic recommendations and regulations’ (Da-
nubius Hotel Helia). 

The external communication of the measures ta-
ken in connection with the coronavirus epidemic was 
therefore mainly focused on websites as 12 hotels used 
websites for informing the guests. The surveyed ho-
tels used several channels for external communica-
tion since it was important because of transparency 
to deliver as much information to interested parties 
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as possible from as many sources as possible. At the 
same time, there was also a strong focus on direct 
mail and newsletters, since hotels were able to com-
municate most effectively through this channel with 
guests who made reservations before the outbreak of 
the epidemic. The current information and the chan-
ges in the restrictions were placed in the reservation 
confirmation. However, electronic mail is an excellent 
opportunity to inform and prepare regular guests. 
Other frequently used channels were social media si-
tes, most notably Facebook. Only the employee of the 
Courtyard by Marriott Budapest City Center mentio-
ned that apart from the worldwide campaigns of the 
Marriott hotel chain, it was not typical to use social 
media for this purpose at local level. Overall, this pa-
rallels Utz et al. (2013), who state that crisis commu-
nication through social media is more effective than 
through other channels.

Communication was needed during COVID-19 
that confidently presented the hotel’s capabilities in 
the face of challenges (Li et al., 2022). Based on expe-
rience, guests were rather superficially informed abo-
ut the COVID-19 restrictions on the hotels’ websites, 
and in newsletters or social media, which is why se-
veral hotels (Aranyhomok Business Wellness Hotel, 
Park Inn by Radisson Budapest, Hotel City Inn) also 

decided to intensify on-site information, for example 
through an information booklet given at arrival, a 
brochure prepared in the room or the announcements 
published on the information mobile wall and smart 
TV placed inside the hotel. Novotel Budapest City and 
Hotel Moments highlighted the measures they had 
taken to control the epidemic on the booking.com 
website, while Danubius Hotel Helia and Continen-
tal Hotel Budapest representatives highlighted the 
importance of informing their partners, which they 
did via telephone and partner letters. Danubius Hotel 
Helia also issued a press release.

Effective internal crisis communication is the de-
fining element of the trust-based relationship betwe-
en employer and employee during and after the crisis 
(Kim, 2020; Yeomans & Bowman, 2021). The approach 
and content of internal crisis communication messa-
ges directly influence employees’ evaluation of their 
organizations’ crisis management efforts and their 
own safety (Heide & Simonsson, 2021; Liu-Lastres et 
al., 2023). With appropriate communication, the sense 
of community can be strengthened and those working 
in tourism can feel that they are not alone in their di-
fficulties and that they can count on help at any time 
(Cartier & Taylor, 2020; Tuan, 2021). 

Figure 2 Communication Channels Most Often Used by the Investigated Hotels.
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Therefore, in addition to informing guests and 
partners, it was also necessary to notify employees 
properly. According to the hotels that took part in the 
research, internal communication was the most im-
portant since the employees passed the information 
to the guests. Seven hotels used various social media 
groups and chat rooms (Viber, Facebook, Messenger) 
to provide the most important information related to 
the crisis, 6 hotels preferred verbal, face-to-face com-
munication, 6 hotels used circular e-mail and intranet 
for information transfer, while two interviewees also 
mentioned the role of bulletin boards (Figure 2).

In addition to informing employees, the training 
of hotel staff was also important in the pandemic 
situation. All examined hotels held some forms of 
training specifically for the protocol due to the coro-
navirus epidemic, which in several cases were simply 
called notification. The management discussed the 
regulations issued by the authorities, after which the 
training plans were written, and then the heads of the 
given departments informed their subordinates and 
held them accountable later. The Courtyard by Mar-
riott Budapest City Center was the only hotel where 
regular training related to the coronavirus epidemic 
was given by an external specialist.

During the coronavirus epidemic, the amount 
spent on marketing communication changed in the 
same direction for almost every hotel that participa-
ted in the research. In most cases, the answers were 
‘almost destroyed’ (Danubius Hotel Helia), ‘reduced 
to zero’ (Continental Hotel Budapest), ‘almost zero’ 
(Park Inn by Radisson Budapest), ‘it had no cost’ (Ho-
tel Eger & Park), and ‘approximately it dropped to a 
fifth’ (Courtyard by Marriott Budapest City Center). 
This was a consequence of the fact that the exami-
ned hotels conducted only the most necessary com-
munication and hardly advertised. All costs were cut 
to the extent to keep the business viable. There was 
no change in marketing communication costs for 
the Hotel City Inn and Hotel Moments hotels. Only 
the employee of Hotel & More, which operates the 
Akadémia Hotel, answered that this amount increa-
sed and even doubled during the epidemic. In the case 
of Novotel Székesfehérvár, obtaining Bureau Veritas 
certification involved additional costs.

Six of the examined hotels (Akadémia Hotel, 
Aranyhomok Business Wellness Hotel, Park Inn by 
Radisson Budapest, Globall Hotel Telki, Hotel City 
Inn, Hotel Moments) had no contact with external 
marketing agencies before the coronavirus epide-
mic as everything was implemented by their own 
marketing teams. According to Hotel City Inn, their 
best marketer, the guest, disappeared with the epi-
demic. Five hotels (Courtyard by Marriott Budapest 
City Center, Novotel Budapest City, Novotel Székes-
fehérvár, Grand Hotel Esztergom, Hotel Karos Spa) 
were able to keep their contractors for marketing 
activities, while Hotel Karos Spa indicated that they 
approximately halved the contract fees with external 
contractors, and, for example, their agreement related 
to graphic design activities was changed to a single 
order instead of a flat-rate order. However, four hotels 
(Continental Hotel Budapest, Danubius Hotel Helia, 
Hotel Eger & Park, Saliris Resort Spa Conference Ho-
tel) completely stopped the cooperation with external 
partners and solved all tasks with full-time employees.

In addition to the risk factors affecting travel, the 
search for information is also decisive in travel-related 
decision-making. To reduce their perceived risk, tou-
rists try to gather information from as many sources 
as possible (Maser & Weiermair, 1998). In most cases, 
the manager of the given area, the hotel manager or 
the marketing director were responsible for answe-
ring the questions received regarding the coronavirus 
epidemic. For example, if it was related to room reser-
vation, then Reservations, if it was related to an event, 
then Sales. Only the employee of the Continental Ho-
tel Budapest mentioned that the hotel has a guest rela-
tions employee who answers most of these questions.

The Danubius Hotel Helia pointed out that, based 
on the questions they received, they updated their 
publicly available protocol. In the other hotels there 
was no change in the communication regarding the  
previously raised questions. In most cases, the qu-
estions received from leisure tourists during the pan-
demic were related to the current rules, the protocol 
(6 mentions), and when the hotel would be open for 
them (5 mentions). 

Local and national restrictions, regulations, and 
questions related to protection certificates appeared as 
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a separate group of questions asked by foreign guests 
(mentioned by 5 hotels). Several hotels indicated that 
the guests were most interested in the wellness area or 
the opening hours of the restaurant (5 mentions). At 
the beginning of the coronavirus epidemic, the big-
gest concern was what would happen to their reser-
vation and whether they would be able to rebook it. 

Regarding groups, questions were received about 
the so-called ‘bubble’. For example, whether a lar-
ger group, usually consisting of athletes, wanted to 
be accommodated completely separately under very 
strict regulations. Larger hotels could solve this issue 
because they tested their staff and did not allow them 
outside the hotel during that period, and they could 
fulfil their extra needs, as well. In Hotel Karos Spa, 
there was also the question of how many people the-
re were currently in the hotel and among how many 
guests, in how big of a crowd, they had to spend their 
vacation.

The crisis communication activities of other hotels 
were continuously monitored by all the hotels who 
participated in the research, but only the employee of 
Novotel Budapest City mentioned that this was done 
at the central level. Competitor monitoring is consi-
dered a fundamental process, as everyone follows eve-
ryone; that is why the crisis communication of hotels 
is quite similar. Continental Hotel Budapest’s marke-
ting team monitored the activities of foreign hotels at 
the beginning of the coronavirus epidemic; however, 
at the time of the interview (March 2021) they were 
only monitoring the crisis communication of dome-
stic hotels. Several interviewees mentioned that they 
adopted practices from other hotels. The employee 
of Park Inn by Radisson Budapest emphasized how 
proud he was of the cooperation during the pande-
mic and that the hotels helped one another and sha-
red their experiences in the emergency. In their case, 
a Covid-proof version of the breakfast buffet was de-
veloped very quickly, which was introduced in several 
other hotels, as well.

If a tourist destination is in crisis, the cooperation 
of tourism service providers at each destination is es-
sential (Birkner et al., 2018), which was realized in the 
case of the investigated hotels. ‘On the one hand, we 
lobby through the Association of Hungarian Hotels 

and Restaurants, and we also lobby government bodi-
es together with other hotel managers’ (Courtyard by 
Marriott Budapest City Center). The examined hotels 
communicated continuously and were in daily conta-
ct with one another and also with various professional 
organizations, in most cases with the Association of 
Hungarian Hotels and Restaurants and the Hunga-
rian Tourist Agency. In the case of rural hotels, this 
was supplemented by local and county institutions. ‘I 
am in daily contact with many hotel managers, and 
I am also in contact with the leaders of the local go-
vernment, the county government and the Hungarian 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry’ (Hotel Eger & 
Park).

The crisis communication of two-thirds of the ho-
tels participating in the research changed during the 
first and second wave, and in the period between the 
two. The most common reasons for the change were, 
on the one hand, the current regulations, as the hotels 
constantly communicated the government’s decisions. 
On the other hand, as the first wave caught everyone 
completely by surprise, most of the hotels did not 
have a crisis plan, although they had to react quickly 
and communicate a lot about many things. However, 
they could prepare much better for the second wave. 
‘The first was the planning, the second one was just 
adaptation and refinement,’ (Danubius Hotel Helia). 
A further reason for the change can be traced back to 
the fact that hotels felt that their guests were already 
aware of all the details of the coronavirus epidemic 
by the second wave and wanted to hear about much 
more positive topics. Therefore, besides continuing to 
provide the most important information, they tried 
to communicate about other events related to their 
hotel, as well. ‘We understand that there is a coro-
navirus epidemic, but we have to live with it. When 
communicating with guests, not everything shou-
ld be about this!’ (Park Inn by Radisson Budapest).  
The hotels that did not change their communication 
justified their decision by saying that their strategy 
during the first wave worked, thus they did not feel 
the need to change.

The application of the crisis plans and the crisis 
communication plan in the examined hotels helped 
in some way to reduce the damage caused by the co-
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ronavirus epidemic. In two hotels, there was tangible 
evidence that crisis communication was successful. 
‘Yes, it helped. What also changes the number of gu-
ests is how successful the crisis communication is. We 
have tangible evidence of this’ (Danubius Hotel He-
lia). ‘Rather, it is the principle that helped us, which 
also included communication. The result of this was 
that in 2020 the hotel’s operating result was practically 
zero, which we considered a huge success. No changes 
would be necessary because we believe that what we 
have done so far is good and we will continue to do so 
in the coming months’ (Courtyard by Marriott Buda-
pest City Center).

Recovery Phase
After a crisis caused by pathogens the recovery of to-
urism at a destination takes an average of 19.4 months 
(World Travel & Tourism Council, 2019). Regarding 
COVID-19, the post-crisis recovery period could begin 
around May–June 2021 at the earliest according to the 
surveyed hotels. Domestic tourism would start first, 
and foreign guests and conferences were not expected 
before autumn. The hotels dated the return to ope-
rations on the same level as before the coronavirus 
epidemic much later. According to them, the num-
bers of the year 2019 would be reached in 2023–2024 
for the first time. The events organised in the fall of 
2021 (Hunting Exhibition, International Eucharistic 
Congress, Sustainability Expo) could speed up this 
process, as these brought tens of thousands of guests; 
however, experts do not like dates with outstanding 
performance. ‘What is very important is the strength 
of the demand level, which lasts from January 1 to De-
cember 31, every day of the week, Monday to Sunday. 
This is the demand that will recover very slowly, but 
there may be dates when there are spikes’ (Courtyard 
by Marriott Budapest City Center). ‘It is an extremely 
complex question and there are many unknown fa-
ctors, e.g., How does demand develop by country and 
by segment? Can hotels adapt to the changed market 
conditions? Can the planned new hotel investments 
be realized? Can the closed hotels reopen?’ (Park Inn 
by Radisson Budapest). 

In the recovery phase of tourism crises, the most 
essential task is to regain the trust of tourists (Mar-

ton et al., 2018). According to the employees of the 
surveyed hotels, it was not the coronavirus epidemic 
that was holding guests back during the second wave, 
but the restrictions, and they believe that those who 
want to travel in the future will do so. Travellers were 
not mistrustful between the two waves, either, as they 
saw that the hotels did everything they could to pre-
vent the spread of the coronavirus. These protocols 
will be continued going forward.

Discussion
Earlier research highlighted that the worldwide spre-
ad of COVID-19 generated significant fear in everyday 
life. These investigations also emphasize the impor-
tance of crisis communication and the publication 
of appropriate and authentic information (Faour-K-
lingbeil et al., 2021). Their study highlights that the 
mood related to the crisis was shaped not only by cen-
tral organizational communication strategies, but also 
by individual institutional actors and public opinion. 
Therefore, the communication of tourism service pro-
viders is also particularly important (Obembe et al., 
2021).

The authors of the study were the first to resear-
ch the crisis communication of Hungarian business 
hotels during the first two waves of the coronavirus 
epidemic. The authors of the previous study published 
on the subject (Ásványi et al., 2020) worked with a 
spatially narrower sample (hotels in Budapest), they 
focused exclusively on communication on Facebook, 
and they examined posts created during the first wave 
of the epidemic. The results obtained are consistent, as 
the conclusion of both studies is that a change was ne-
eded in marketing communication strategy after the 
first wave, as travellers wanted to see messages with a 
more positive tone. Our work shows that this change 
proved to be successful, as it is worthwhile to continue 
external communication through several channels, 
and it is not enough to use only a Facebook page.

Chaskar and Upadhyay (2023) focus on the issues 
of crisis management, some elements of which proved 
to be useful in our own study, primarily dealing with 
crisis communication. In agreement with the autho-
rs, it became clear that resilience, crisis resistance and 
adaptability will be key competencies in the future for 
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all organizations, including tourism providers. The 
practical advice listed in the article is highlighted in 
accordance with the results of current empirical re-
search:

• the significance of the strategic development of the 
crisis plan

• the involvement of a competent crisis leader (in 
our own research, this remained primarily in the 
hands of the general director)

• competence development for the sake of crisis 
management (in our own research, we also found 
that many organizations participated in trainings 
led and organized by the country’s professional or-
ganizations).

As a result of RQ1, it can be said that the examined 
hotels were caught completely unawares by COVID-19; 
however, relying on their previous protocols, force 
majeure contracts and their newly acquired knowled-
ge, they managed to develop a crisis plan and a cri-
sis communication plan that they were able to apply 
effectively during the coronavirus epidemic. During 
their internal and external communication, they used 
all their communication channels, communicated 
their measures in a transparent manner, and their gu-
ests and colleagues felt safe.

The crisis communication process in each exami-
ned hotel is managed by the hotel manager/general 
manager or the hotel’s marketing director. However, 
management, department heads, and marketing staff 
were responsible for communication related to the co-
ronavirus epidemic (RQ2).

While social media is an effective tool for commu-
nicating customer sentiment during a crisis, it rema-
ins unclear how tourism organizations can respond 
to a pandemic crisis on social media so as to prevent 
negative consequences (Li et al., 2022). The authors 
find that social media was underutilized in disaster 
preparation, and in subsequent responses it played 
a crucial role in generating resources and donations 
during the recovery phase (Möller et al., 2018). We 
partially confirmed all of this during our own rese-
arch. The hotels examined tried to provide as much 
information as possible to those involved. The most 

typical communication channels were their own web-
sites and social media sites. Current information was 
placed in booking confirmation letters, newsletters, 
telephone and e-mail notifications and on-site in the 
hotels. According to the hotels that took part in the 
research, internal communication is the most impor-
tant since the employees forward information to the 
guests. Most hotels preferred verbal information, the 
most common means of which were online or face-to-
-face meetings. However, they also considered written 
communication to be important, which in most cases 
was conducted via an internal email system, intranet, 
application or closed social media group (RQ3).

The crisis communication of the hotels that par-
ticipated in the research changed in almost all cases 
during the first and second waves, and in the period 
between the two. The most common reason for the 
change were the current regulations, and the fact that 
the first wave caught everyone completely by surprise, 
and they did not have a crisis plan; however, they had 
to react quickly. Yet, they were able to prepare much 
better for the second wave. In addition, travellers felt 
that by the second wave they were already aware of all 
the details of the coronavirus epidemic and wanted to 
see more positive things. Therefore, the hotels conti-
nued to provide the most important information and 
tried to communicate about other hotel-related issues 
as well. 

Our study is based on the crisis communication 
model created by Fall and Massey (2005), simplified 
by Faulkner’s (2001). This was the basic model, which 
is the first crisis management model specific to tou-
rism. In our research, we shed light on how business 
hotels were able to apply this theoretical threefold di-
vision in the case of the coronavirus epidemic. 

From the results of the study, it can be seen that the 
preparation phase was practically not implemented: 
few accommodations had a crisis plan, and even those 
that did had to specify it. No external experts were 
employed to avert the crisis; the directors and marke-
ting directors assumed responsibility for both opera-
tion and communication.

In connection with the response phase, a result 
that was contradictory to the professional literature 
was reached. Business hotels communicated more via 
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direct mail and on the website, as opposed to the so-
cial media emphasized in the literature. The latter was 
primarily used in their internal communication.

Finally, the study pointed out that while in the lite-
rature the recovery of image is considered a key issue 
in the recovery phase, business hotels did not have to 
deal with this after the coronavirus epidemic, since it 
was not basically the trust in accommodation that was 
broken as a result of the crisis.

Our study, therefore, shed light on the correctness 
of the phases and key factors listed in the crisis com-
munication model in the event of a health crisis 
affecting the entire world, clarifying the aspects that 
can be critical in such situations. On the other hand, 
we examined all of this in a new way in the world of 
business hotels, which was unprecedented.

Conclusion and Managerial Implications
Based on the results, proposals can be formulated 
about the three periods examined during the research 
(before, during, and after the crisis), thereby covering 
the preparation, response, and recovery stages of the 
crisis communication process.

Based on the interviews, it became clear that the 
hotels did not have a crisis plan or a crisis commu-
nication plan that could have been used to handle an 
epidemic situation of this magnitude. The appearan-
ce of the coronavirus epidemic forced them to react 
immediately, which was greatly complicated by the 
lack of a prior crisis plan. In the case of a possible fu-
ture pandemic, it would be a solution if a crisis plan 
was created that also included an analysis of health 
risks. A related crisis communication plan should 
be composed as well, incorporating good practices 
and the correction of occurring errors. It would be 
worthwhile to measure the success of the application 
of the created crisis plan in the case of all hotels in the 
future.

The employees of the hotels mentioned that the 
multi-page, detailed COVID-19 documents they issued 
were not always read by the guests. To eliminate this, it 
would be worthwhile to write a one-pager, in which the 
most important information was included, with icons 
that guests would encounter in the hotel afterwards. 
It would be advisable to place it on the website, in 

confirmations, and in several places in the hotel, for 
example at the entrance, reception, and in the rooms.

It is recommended to display the information abo-
ut COVID-19 in a prominent place on the website, as 
the more prominent it is, the greater the chance is that 
guests will notice and read it instead of directly conta-
cting the hotel with their relevant questions. However, 
based on the questions received, it is worth updating 
this information sheet continuously.

After the emergence of the coronavirus epidemic, 
many new technologies were created for effective disin-
fection. It would be advisable to use them in hotels, as 
they can disinfect an entire conference room in a very 
short time, even during a coffee break. After the intro-
duction, it would be possible to stand out in terms of 
safety and cleanliness by communicating accordingly.

The employees of the hotels mentioned several ti-
mes that during the pandemic there was a big fight for 
hosting sports teams coming to Hungary, even thou-
gh it meant that the hotel would be under a ‘bubble’ 
upon their arrival. This is expected to be necessary in 
the future, as well, so it would be a competitive advan-
tage for a hotel if it perfected its methodology. This 
‘bubble concept’ can be used by destinations as well. 
Malaysia initiated a ‘travelbubble’ to give more confi-
dence to tourists (Kumar et al., 2023).

During the interviews, it was said several times 
that, in addition to monitoring each other’s crisis 
communication activities, the hotels also cooperated 
in most cases. It would be advantageous to increase 
this cooperation in the future so as to share experi-
ence and good practices, thereby helping each other 
and themselves. Since this was a crisis affecting all 
hotels, it would have been a good idea to formulate 
joint messages to the public. It would be of great help 
to hotels if the Association of Hungarian Hotels and 
Restaurants would start a crisis communication cou-
rse for them.

It would also be worthwhile to continue the co-
operation during the recovery period after the crisis. 
From a marketing point of view, it would be advisable 
for hotels to join the messages and national campa-
igns of domestic tourism organizations, and it would 
also be beneficial to cooperate with foreign promoti-
on companies.
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In the future, it would be advisable to expand the 
research to further waves of the coronavirus epidemic. 
It is also worth extending the investigation to non-bu-
siness-type and non-four-star hotels, which would pro-
vide an opportunity to identify the differences between 
the crisis communication of different types and classi-
fications of accommodation. It is also worth expanding 
the range of interviewees to professionals involved in 
tourism communication at the national or local level. 
Finally, it is also recommended to examine the subject 
from the consumer’s point of view, i.e. how effective the 
crisis communication activities of hotels were for busi-
ness travellers, and what experiences they have in this 
regard. As a new method, sentiment analysis of website 
communication is recommended, which is effective in 
tourism industry research (Gričar et al., 2024). 

The main limitation of the in-depth interview re-
search was the topic of the study. Since the pandemic 
greatly influenced the mode in which the interviews 
were conducted, and because of the crisis in the hotel 
industry, several hotels did not respond to the inquiry 
or refused to participate in the research. Due to the 
above, although the research endeavoured to include 
hotels in the capital and in rural areas, as well, it is not 
representative. In addition, our research focused on 
examining Hungarian hotels, which further limits the 
generalizability of the results.
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