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ABSTRACT
Tourism is facing an unprecedented crisis whose sheer scope is dictating
global transformation of the industry. The aim of this paper is to explore
how different countries and destinations responded to the initial blow of
the COVID-19 pandemic, and what is expected in the recovery and restart
phases. A crisis management model was developed using data from 31
interviews with tourism organizations. The findings help identify the
actions required to build resilience, emphasizing the responsibilities and
interventions that can achieve tourism restoration. We point out
implications for theory and practice in terms of incorporating
policymakers’ perceptions, while also informing tourism organizations
about policy development and the reformulation of strategies. This
might support countries and destinations choosing the right path in
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, addressing the negative and
taking advantage of the positive repercussions.
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Introduction

According to the UNWTO (2020), tourism is expected to be one of the industries most impacted by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Travel restrictions, quarantines, social distancing, and stay-at-home orders
led to a global tourism halt at the end of March 2020 (Gössling et al., 2020). Policies and measures
were implemented in most countries to lessen the impact of COVID-19 on social, cultural, and econ-
omic realms (UNWTO, 2020). While the current devastating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are
unquestionable, the coming mid- and long-term consequences remain to be seen (UNWTO, 2020).

Social life in general is predicted to change, with shifting patterns in consumption, leisure and
work life, mobility, as well as socialization (Romagosa, 2020). Individual lifestyles will modify as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, with changing cultures, values, and traditions (Wen et al., 2021).
Tourists’ behavioural change (Bae & Chang, 2020) will impact the entire tourism industry (Romagosa,
2020; Wen et al., 2021). Travel risk perceptions already increased due to a large number of COVID-19
cases, wide media coverage and travel restrictions, which changed travel behaviours and pushed
many tourists to cancel their travel plans and to avoid travelling (Neuburger & Egger, 2020). Recently,
Bhati et al. (2020) explored the effect of health-related destination images on travel intention of tour-
ists, finding that health-protective behaviour and media engagement serve as mediators. Managing
travel risk perception and destination image with the help of media and health-protective actions to
facilitate travel intentions will therefore be more important than ever (Bhati et al., 2020). In spite of a
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lack of valid and significant predictions for the tourism industry, a consensus does exist that tourism
will change in the future (Romagosa, 2020). Particularly the unprecedented nature of the COVID-19
pandemic makes it likely that the tourism industry will experience long-term structural changes
(Sigala, 2020).

A number of studies in tourism research have investigated crisis management as a means to
enhance resilience in tourism (Filimonau & De Coteau, 2020; Lew, 2014; Prayag, 2018). However,
the current COVID-19 pandemic is perceived as having more far-reaching consequences than pre-
vious crises (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020), making an investigation of crisis management for this
specific pandemic a necessity.

Furthermore, less attention has been paid to the role and impact of tourism organizations in crises
(Sigala, 2020). Although past studies have indeed produced institutional interest, earlier crises did
not have extensive tourism policy impacts (Hall et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in des-
tination management organizations’ (DMO) and policymakers’ interventions in the tourism industry,
for instance by providing stimulus payments to the tourism industry, or by restricting mobility and
ordering business closures (Sigala, 2020). In this regard, Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) questioned the
effectiveness, fairness, and equal distribution of interventions, requiring research on DMOs’ and pol-
icymakers’ interventions during the crisis to help shed light on the political issues emerging as part of
it (Sigala, 2020). Thus, this research explored the reactions and responses of tourism organizations
across the globe to the COVID-19 pandemic by discussing implemented and intended policies in
the initial phase of the pandemic. We examined the differences in responses, identifying the prevail-
ing policies and strategies found during the pandemic. Qualitative interviews with tourism organiz-
ations were carried out to discover their individual crisis management approaches. In addition, the
interviews were intended to show tourism organizations’ perception of responsibility in the crisis by
means of an in-depth understanding of the interventions of governments and destinations (Sigala,
2020). Two research questions were posed.

(1) How have tourism organizations responded to the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of crisis
management?

(2) How do they perceive current and future tourism policies for tourism restoration?

Crisis management in tourism

The tourism industry has been affected in recent years by an increasing number of crises and disas-
ters (Aliperti et al., 2019; Prayag, 2018). When it comes to the lasting influences of these phenomena
on communities, nations, businesses, and individuals, also due to indirect losses for entire econom-
ies, appropriate crisis management plans need to be implemented to impose suitable changes (Ali-
perti et al., 2019; Lew, 2014; Prayag, 2020). Although there are arguments about the tourism sector’s
knowledge regarding crisis management (Prayag, 2018; Romagosa, 2020), the current COVID-19 pan-
demic is perceived as a crisis of unprecedented magnitude, particularly in light of its global impacts
(Higgins-Desbiolles, 2020).

Blake and Sinclair (2003) state that the issues in crisis management include the severity of the
decrease in tourism activity, the duration of the crisis which steers policymakers into adaptation
to the situation or minimization of costs, the assessment of the possible responses from stake-
holders, and the implementation of proper tourism policies. Ritchie (2004) believes that a strategic
proactive approach is needed in tourism crisis management, which includes proactive scanning and
planning, implementing strategies when crises happen and evaluating the strategies regarding their
effectiveness. Up-to-date statistics, effective communication between government departments,
and transparency are crucial for proactive management when defending the tourism sector (de
Sausmarez, 2007). Thus, it is widely endorsed in tourism research that crisis management needs
action before, during, and after a crisis (Sigala, 2020). Faulkner’s (2001) tourism disaster management
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framework is comprised of six phases: pre-event when potential disaster can be prevented; prodro-
mal when the disaster is imminent; emergency when the disaster is felt; intermediate when people’s
needs have been met and restoration take place; long-term (recovery) when the healing continues
and additional longer-term activities are addressed; and resolution when the daily routine is
restored. Sigala (2020) categorizes the crisis management phases into respond, recovery and
restart stages in order to integrate a transformational stage in the post phase, whereby different
strategies can be pursued in the respond and recovery phase.

Crisis management knowledge is perceived as enhancing defence mechanisms, limiting potential
damages, and returning back faster to normality after a crisis. In this vein, procedural knowledge
relates to particular crisis management plans as explicit knowledge, and behavioural knowledge
generated from formal crisis knowledge (Paraskevas et al., 2013).

Building resilience as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic

However, it’s also argued that crisis management doesn’t work, requires too much time, or provides
only minimal learning outcomes (Prayag, 2018). This in turn makes it necessary to move beyond dis-
aster and crisis management (Prayag, 2018) towards resilience, which emphasizes systems evolving,
responding, and adapting to and from change processes, including learning from extraordinary cir-
cumstances (Lew, 2014). Therefore, resilience addresses the insufficiencies of crisis management in
advancing and informing knowledge (Prayag, 2018), noting how resilience offers a ‘glimpse of recov-
ery responses’ (Ioannides & Gyimóthy, 2020, p. 628). It incorporates an integrative and inclusive
social ecological systems approach via an acknowledgement of the possible influences of multiple
contexts for adaption (Espiner et al., 2017). In addition, resilience is regarded as capturing various
core aspects of sustainable development (Espiner et al., 2017). McCool (2015) considers sustainability
to be a strategy for building and maintaining resilience, thus regarding sustainable tourism develop-
ment as a requirement for resilience. It is argued that tourism planning needs to shift the focus of the
preservation of an unchanging state to an inevitable change responsiveness (Farrell & Twining-Ward,
2004), emphasizing and encouraging a resilience approach to tourism development and planning
(Espiner et al., 2017). Sharma et al. (2021) demonstrate that the development of resilience can trans-
form tourism into a more sustainable industry that focuses on well-being, community engagement,
and climate action.

The destination level is considered an appropriate application level for the resilience concept due
to stakeholders’ involvement, the heterogeneity of supply, and the wide range of resources in the
tourism industry (Amore et al., 2018). Considering this, community-oriented destinations are per-
ceived to accentuate social structures, stakeholder relations, as well as community involvement (Fla-
gestad & Hope, 2001). Basing their argument on tourism systems, Jamaliah and Powell (2018) signify
the four dimensions of social, governance, environmental, and economic resilience. Social resilience
relates to the capacity for coping with disturbances and stresses triggered by change (Adger, 2000).
The economic flexibility and economic capacity relate to economic resilience, while the environ-
mental resilience dimension emphasizes natural resource protection (Dai et al., 2019). The govern-
ance resilience dimension consists of policy and law, with institutional arrangements and various
regulations (Amore et al., 2018); this addresses the ability of governmental and non-governmental
institutions to provide effective change responses (Jamaliah & Powell, 2018). In light of the
COVID-19 pandemic and in order to develop resilience in tourism, Sharma et al. (2021) argue that
all stakeholders of the tourism value chain need to join forces. In particular, governments, market
operators, as well as local communities are responsible for building resilience (Sharma et al., 2021).

According to Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020), governmental policies and interventions are
required to strengthen and further develop resilience in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. Sigala
(2020) considers governmental interventions as ‘economic support (e.g. subsidies, tax reliefs) to
tourism business and employees’ (p. 313), while Sharma et al. (2021) plead for governmental stimu-
lus packages and interventions. For Higgins-Desbiolles (2020), however, tourism businesses are just
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about always eager to return back to ‘normal’ by accepting governmental interventions and stimulus
packages, leading to questions regarding their fairness, effectiveness, and distribution. In addition, it
remains unclear which policies can create a shift towards more sustainable directions. Thus, the
responses and reactions of tourism organizations, which receive and provide stimuli and assistance
in the form of e.g. payment deferrals, tax relief, and subsidies should be investigated. In this vein, a
research gap regarding governmental behavioural impacts on tourism policymaking and strategy
development exists (Sigala, 2020). Our paper addresses this gap by extending the focus of the resi-
lience concept to include crisis management that is applied to intended and implemented policies,
policymaking, and interventions which focus on building resilience in an effort to recover from the
pandemic.

Method

Research design

Research on crisis and disaster management in tourism has predominantly focused on qualitative
research that uses semi-structured interviews and secondary data analysis. Quantitative research
has relied strongly on experiments, scenario designs, and questionnaires (Ritchie & Jiang, 2019).
However, as the current pandemic is a crisis of a larger scale (Prayag, 2020), further qualitative
research is needed to provide in-depth insight into its management.

Thus, we built on a qualitative research design (Flick, 2015) to explore the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic on tourism organizatons. The aim was to discuss destinations’ resilience and crisis man-
agement to obtain a better understanding regarding their feasibility and adaptability to cope with
the crisis. Interviews are the most widely employed method in qualitative research (Bryman, 2012),
which Kvale (1983) describes with the aim to collect ‘descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee
with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the described phenomena’ (Kvale, 1983, p. 174).
Contrary to quantitative research, where the survey reflects the researchers’ concerns, in qualitative
interviews, the main interest is the opinion of the interviewee (Bryman, 2012). Thus, semi-structured
interviews were conducted because they enabled the researchers to obtain factual information while
leaving them free to probe deeper into the interviewees’ experiences (Halperin & Heath, 2017). This
provided the researchers with more flexible opportunities to explore the topic of crisis management
and resilience in tourism.

The interview guideline was constructed in a way that guided the researchers in answering the
research questions. Thus, the interview questions were based on previous literature, addressing key
topics around policymaking, resilience, and crisis management. The interview guideline was
divided into three main parts. In line with crisis management strategies, analysis of strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities and threats can help countries and destinations to evaluate crisis impacts and
develop contingency plans for reducing negative effects (Tse, 2006). Thus, for instance the question
‘Which opportunities and threats do you identify for your destination during the COVID-19 crisis?’
was asked. The next part of the interview guideline was concerned with existing and new policies
to cope with the pandemic. Previous crises have not had such an impact on tourism policy, so very
few destinations and countries have had any crisis-related policies in place prior to the COVID-19
pandemic (Hall et al., 2020). Immediately after the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, most desti-
nations and countries implemented numerous tourism policies (Sigala, 2020; UNWTO, 2020).
Regarding this, questions like ‘Are the existing policies at your destination adequate for coping
with the COVID-19 crisis?’ and ‘Which are newly implemented tourism policies at your destination
for coping with the COVID-19 crisis?’ were asked. The last part was focused on the roles of the sta-
keholders. In emergency situations, stakeholder involvement and collaboration are crucial (Amore
et al., 2018; Blake & Sinclair, 2003). Therefore, questions like ‘How do tourism stakeholders
cooperate during the COVID-19 pandemic?’ and ‘How will tourism stakeholders cooperate after
the COVID-19 pandemic?’ were posed.
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This study targeted DMOs, national tourist boards (NTO), and tourism policymakers. Purposive
sampling was employed to recruit participants for the interviews due to the study’s unique
context (Miles et al., 2014). According to Babbie (2008), purposive methods are useful when a
study needs to ‘select a sample on the basis of knowledge of a population, its elements and the
purpose of the study’ (Babbie, 2008, p. 204). Respondents were either reached personally by
phone, or by email to confirm their willingness to take part in the study.

31 interviews were conducted (see Table 1) in April 2020. The interviews were conducted in
English with managers of tourism organizations of different countries and destinations around
the globe. The majority of the interviews were conducted via Skype and Zoom. At the specific
request of some organizations, a few of the interviews were done via email.

Data analysis

Following the template analysis approach (Crabtree & Miller, 1992; King, 2017), the interviews
conducted were transcribed, coded, and examined with the qualitative data analysis software
MAXQDA. Here, a priori codes within the construction of an initial coding template were devel-
oped, followed by a revision with inductive codes, thus representing a flexible but structured
data analysis approach (King et al., 2019). The data analyses pursued to understand the
different phases of crisis management and resilience based on the tourism organizations’ percep-
tions, as well as the template emphasized the different key determinants within the divergent
phases. Table 2 illustrates the final coding template with its respective categories, codes, and
exemplary quotes.

Table 1. Sample overview.

Code Destination Tourism organization

1 Vallées Lot et Dordogne, France Ministry of tourism
2 Brežice, Slovenia Ministry of tourism
3 Monaco, Italy National tourist board
4 Myanmar National tourist board
5 Myanmar Ministry of tourism
6 Šabac, Serbia National tourist board
7 Belarus Ministry of tourism
8 Crete, Greece Ministry of tourism
9 Singapore Destination management organization
10 Switzerland National tourist board
11 Switzerland Destination management organization
12 Ljubljana, Slovenia Destination management organization
13 Lillehammer, Norway Destination management organization
14 Medellin, Colombia National tourist board
15 Macao SAR, China Ministry of tourism
16 Wanaka, New Zealand National tourist board
17 Brda, Slovenia Destination management organization
18 Taoyuan, Taiwan Ministry of tourism
19 Seychelles Ministry of tourism
20 Portugal Destination management organization
21 Morelos State, Mexico Ministry of tourism
22 Southern Aegean Region, Greece Destination management organization
23 Uzbekistan Ministry of tourism
24 Nepal National tourist board
25 Loire-Atlantique, France Ministry of tourism
26 Fyn, Denmark Destination management organization
27 Ghana Ministry of tourism
28 Hvar, Croatia National tourist board
29 Piran and Portoroz, Slovenia National tourist board
30 La Paz City, Bolivia Ministry of tourism
31 Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates Destination management organization
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Results

The results are structured in three crisis phases, elaborating on actions that prevail in each of these
phases. The actions in the response stage are part of the crisis management and governmental
responsibility for crisis response. In the recovery phase, governmental and DMO interventions are
crucial. In the restart phase, sustainable tourism development and strategic enhancements are
emphasized. Further, as the three phases contribute to build resilience, Figure 1 illustrates the pro-
portion of perceived importance of the above stated measures for destination resilience, allocated to
each of the phases (response/recovery/restart). The respective measures in the different phases are
described in detail below.

Response phase

At first, interviewees described the response phase with the importance of crisis management
approaches and governments’ responsibility to respond to the crisis.

Crisis management
Thus, crisis management was discussed in the interviews within the context of existing crisis plans or
precautions for the crises’ response stage. The interviewees showed that, although plans for crises do
exist, neither the nature of the crisis nor its extent were considered in the crisis plans. Still others have
made no plans for crises whatsoever, as seen in the interview:

There was no previously made plan for managing a crisis, all measures are taken at the moment and depend on
the development of the situation, which changes all the time. (Interview 21)

Additionally, the interviewees expressed that the conditions surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic
are constantly changing, making it necessary to adjust crisis management plans accordingly. As a
first reaction and response to a crisis, the interview respondents emphasized the importance of
transparent, open, and continuous communication to all stakeholders.

Table 2. Coding template.

Category Code Exemplary quotes

Crisis management/
Response stage

Crisis management plans ‘We have not adequately planned for this crisis. I think no destination
is fully prepared.’ (Interview 4)

Transparent and open
communication

‘Communication is the secret of success of Taiwan this time.’
(Interview 18)

Governmental responsibility
for crisis response

‘As I mentioned, the policies that have been released so far are
related to the health and hygiene of people in Monaco. As I said
before, the government is responsible for these policies.’ (Interview
3)

Crisis recovery DMO interventions ‘We already have reached out to our stakeholders, providing
preferential policies to help them to get back on track.’ (Interview 9)

Governmental interventions ‘The government is working on passing new stimulus packages.’
(Interview 12)

Crisis resolution/ Restart
stage

Call for sustainable tourism
concepts

‘Overtourism may disappear for a long time, it is good to develop
sustainable tourism.’ (Interview 16)

Increase in quality/upgrading ‘Since all tourism activities are almost paused, we are encouraging
the tourism business to take this time as an opportunity to renovate
and upgrade.’ (Interview 9)

Employee empowerment ‘Employee upgrading and human capital development is what we are
doing now, in order to mitigate the influence.’ (Interview 9)

Innovation ‘In terms of opportunities, we are launching several measures in the
area of innovation, so that together we can find solutions to adapt.’
(Interview 20)

Digital developments ‘We will support the digitalization of the industry to increase
Medellín’s business competitiveness.’ (Interview 14)

Building resilience Destination resilience ‘An opportunity to review, analyse and understand the situation in
depth to develop resilience strategies for the future.’ (Interview 19)
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In addition, in order to identify and assess the crisis risks, the interviewees addressed the tempor-
arily prevailing regulations such as travel restrictions, closures, and hygiene guidelines. These had
reduced tourism to a minimum, or even brought a complete stop. Here the interviewees mentioned
the strengths and weaknesses associated with the pandemic. Financial reserves, nature-based
tourism, and a broad-based target group were seen as strengths/opportunities for the interviewees,
while a weak health care system, limited infrastructure, and a poorly differentiated economy rep-
resented the weaknesses of destinations in the current pandemic.

I think the main weakness is the structure of the mono industry. With gambling and tourism, in this case when
the businesses are closed, the whole economy is negatively and severely affected. It is very risky to have tourism
as a pillar industry. (Interview 15)

Potential threats were also identified for the destinations. These were triggered by the COVID-19
pandemic and included tourists who stopped travelling out of fear of infection, closed tourism
businesses, or job and income losses. A future prevention of overtourism, achieving sustainability,
as well as a focus on safety and security represented opportunities for tourism destinations
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Governmental responsibility for crisis response
Moreover, within the response phase, the interviewees considered the government as having a duty
to respond to and manage the crisis:

The main responsible institution is the government. Local mayors of the city can intervene, but 90% of the
responsibility lies on the government. (Interview 13)

The respondents demanded the government to recognize the difficulties experienced by the
tourism industry during the pandemic, take the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
tourism industry into account, while carefully considering the effects of their political responses.
This makes it necessary for the government to communicate closely with tourism organizations, par-
ticularly when it comes to the implementation of any regulations introduced.

Figure 1. Actions to manage a crisis in different phases for building resilience.
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As I have already mentioned, there is a crisis management team working directly under the leadership of the
Prime Minister. The team is gathered from experts working in ministries, committees and other state organiz-
ations to ensure quick communication of the policies to the responsible entities. (Interview 23)

Recovery phase

Corresponding to the recovery phase, the interviewees addressed certain responsibilities to help
tourism recover, emphasizing the responsibility of the government and DMOs to provide assistance.
On the one hand, according to the interviewees, governmental interventions were required for the
provision of resources, as well as financial support and implementations of policies were needed in
order to contribute to tourism recovery. On the other hand, DMO interventions took form in support
of tourism businesses, promotion of stakeholder cooperation, promotion of the destination and
attraction of specific customer groups.

Governmental interventions
The interviewees requested the government to step in to help tourism recover after the initial
response phase of the crisis. For instance, support for tourism businesses, as well as policies focusing
on tourism development were considered as non-financial interventions. Financial aid was the
primary assistance mentioned, including tax relief, reduction, hiatus, and deferrals; financial aid;
grants; funding; guaranteed bridge loans; furlough payments; and bonuses. This financial support
is essential for tourism recovery, as this interview quote showed:

In terms of finance, marketing and labour, we can say that all sums up in government funding and subsidies or
grants. We have seen that funding is what is going to help tourism businesses to boost tourism in the future.
(Interview 13)

To achieve this, new regulations, rules, and policies were expected, whose implementation would
assist the recovery of tourism following the COVID-19 pandemic.

We are now in discussion about more policies to implement after the COVID-19 pandemic to facilitate the recov-
ery of the tourism industry. (Interview 9)

DMO interventions
Also, DMOs were perceived as responsible for the recovery of tourism. DMO interventions in assisting
with the application for grants, in advertising, and promotion, as well support for cooperation
between tourism stakeholders were mentioned by the interviewees:

The DMO team is working closely with the tourism businesses, together we can reconstruct tourism. (Interview
13)

In their opinion, tourism stakeholders work together far too little, are individualistic, and are only
interested in their own issues. Cooperation could however lead to the stakeholders being able to
work more efficiently.

We encourage all the industry partners to see each other as partners rather than competitors. (Interview 9)

The interviewees in addition, addressed the promotion of their destinations as a requirement for
tourism recovery. This should be done to maintain and strengthen the destination’s image, as
seen in this quote:

The positive side of the crisis for now is that we are not strongly hit by the virus. The number of confirmed cases
is quite low, so the pandemic will not affect our brand image negatively. Therefore, we can work on enhancing
the existing image of the destination in the minds of potential visitors as soon as the lockdown is over. (Interview
23)
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For this purpose, the development of certificates and quality seals to communicate and certify a des-
tination’s green, sustainable, and even hygienic standards were mentioned as a marketing factor to
promote destinations.

The interviewees also pointed out that it is important to address specific customer segments
when achieving crisis recovery. In general, the aim here is to diversify the customer groups.

We realized that it is worth diversifying our target markets more. (Interview 7)

In this regard, different target groups were identified by the interviewees as potential customers for
the recovery, with nature-based, health, and business tourism suggested as possibilities. The impor-
tance of domestic tourism was also emphasized, as seen in the following quote, most notably for the
initial phase of tourism recovery:

Even now, the challenge is to actively develop domestic tourism. This task, of course, has always been there, but
now it is a priority. (Interview 7)

Restart phase

After the tourism recovery phase, the respondents primarily focused on strategic adjustment in order
to restart tourism. Regarding this, a strategic orientation was suggested, which determines concrete
strategies and specific areas. The tourism organizations recommended carrying out a strategic plan-
ning, with a status quo analysis of potential strategies, as well as how to follow these strategies. One
of the suggested directions was the development of sustainable tourism, focusing on responsible
tourism behaviour and stakeholder cooperation. Strategic enhancements in form of digital develop-
ments, improvement of tourism products and quality increases, employee empowerment and inno-
vations were moreover suggested for the restart phase.

Call for sustainable tourism concepts
Referring to the tourism restart phase, the interviews indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic has led
to a rethinking of tourism towards a more sustainable and responsible service. The restart of tourism
was seen as a chance to offer a different kind of tourism for the future. Some interviewees spoke of a
future pivot away from ‘overtourism’ or mass tourism, with others also showing that sustainable
development is needed in all areas of tourism.

Long-term vision indeed, I think concepts like sustainability will be considered. (Interview 4)

Moreover, the interviewees perceived a shift in tourists’ behaviour towards greater environmental
awareness, and more environmentally friendly behaviour. In their opinion, preferences are changing,
as well as the attitude is shifting towards taking more responsibility, making it necessary to take
advantage of the sustainable developments occurring here.

The lockdown may also allow people to rethink their way of consuming and might provoke a desire to return to
a simpler way of life, more focused on personal development than on materialism, which could be an opportu-
nity for a radical change in consumption patterns, for more sustainability and environmental awareness. (Inter-
view 25)

The cooperation between tourism stakeholders recommended by the interviewees, and as described
in the recovery stage, was positively perceived for sustainable development, as the interviews with
the tourism organizations confirmed that the pandemic will lead to a greater interconnectedness of
tourism stakeholders. The consideration and incorporation of the residents were also addressed
here. For a successful tourism restart, the local community should be emphasized, as well as
cooperation between DMOs.

Connected destinations will certainly have more positive and faster effects and results. (Interview 17)
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Strategic enhancements
The interviewees expected improvements in different areas in the future to enable the restart of
tourism. This included strategic areas that can be improved during the COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, supporting and expanding digitalization could strengthen tourism development. The inter-
viewees also considered theCOVID-19pandemic tobe anopportunity to improve the tourismproduct
itself and increase the quality of various offerings. In this sense, they mentioned a higher product
differentiation, which will be obligatory for the restart of tourism. In addition, the restart of tourism
was seen as an opportunity for employee empowerment. Education and trainingwere recommended
here to help counter unemployment in tourism,while improving the qualifications of tourismemploy-
ees at the same time. Human resource policy should be revised to help better achieve this.

We have also started online training of tourism staff already in quarantine, even with the waiters, concierges and
receptionists. So that they can start work with better qualifications once the crisis is over. (Interview 23)

In addition, the interviewees perceived that improving cooperation between stakeholders in tourism
(as described in the recovery phase) would help increase the rates of innovation. These in turn can
help the tourism industry in the restart stage.

Through the cooperation and communication of tourism stakeholders, more innovative ideas will be generated.
(Interview 9)

Building resilience

In terms of coping with the three phases (response, recovery, and restart), the interviewees described
the COVID-19 pandemic as an opportunity to build resilience for the future, as they learn from
experiences during the current crisis.

Stakeholder collaboration can be particularly useful when enabling and enhancing resilience. The
interviewees perceived that the association with and cooperation of stakeholders leads to the
strengthening of tourism and the entire destination. Employee training, product enhancement, inno-
vation, development of new target groups, digitization, and sustainable development were addition-
ally perceived as facilitators of resilience. Governments and tourism organizations should thus
contribute to an enhanced destination resilience, as shown here:

The leadership during the crisis is very important. Without a strong government, you cannot make a strong
decision and long-term decision. (Interview 15)

Discussion

This paper provides insights into tourism organizations’ perceptions of a global crisis in the early
phase of crisis response. The first phases of the tourism disaster management framework pre-
event and prodromal described by Faulkner (2001) were considered particularly relevant for the
interviewees. Although some destinations were preparing for crises in terms of prevention or immi-
nent reactions (Faulkner, 2001), the specificity and impact of this pandemic could not, in their
opinion, be considered within crisis management plans.

During the response phase, crisis’ impacts need to be assessed and understood, especially regard-
ing the supply and demand of the tourism market. The data highlighted that the response was
characterized by the DMOs expecting governmental response. This is in line with earlier research
showing that this kind of globally intertwined crisis cannot truly be handled by regional managers.
This is why they seek communication with provincial or governmental bodies in situations such as a
pandemic, which directs them into the appropriate strategic and even legal directions (Blake & Sin-
clair, 2003). DMOs are key players in tourism destinations; in Europe they play a much more promi-
nent role in managing stakeholders. At these community-oriented destinations (see e.g. Flagestad &
Hope, 2001), DMOs are responsible for communicating governmental directives to the
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entrepreneurs at the destination level themselves. Paraskevas et al. (2013) mention how it can be
explained that the actors in a tourism destination have different levels of crisis knowledge. Pro-
cedural knowledge and ability can usually be found in organizations dealing with natural disasters
in the Alps: mountain rescuers, alpine club associations, and disaster control organizations. These
correspond to the crisis management plans of the interviewees described above. DMOs often
possess behavioural knowledge because they coordinate the complex network of actors at
tourism destinations. So, while DMOs take over crisis leadership, they also determine the overall
crisis culture at the respective destinations in the long-run. Some actors also display ‘learned ignor-
ance’ (Paraskevas et al., 2013, p. 141) i.e. they realize they have no knowledge – this even holds true
for the tourism organizations calling for governmental action. During the COVID-19 pandemic, gov-
ernmental responsibility for crisis response has been addressed by means of tourism policies and
governmental communication. Where tourism businesses have waited for DMO actions, the DMO
was in turn waiting for the government to formulate precise action. The net effect has been a
lack of entrepreneurial action because no proactive initiatives emerged from the local companies.

For the recovery phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism organizations recognized a strong
sense of collaboration within the destination. They had the sense that the single actors try to assist
each other using both informal and direct measures. This has been reported in earlier research focus-
ing on natural disaster management (Orchiston & Higham, 2016). However, good communication
and trust (see Jiang & Ritchie, 2017) are key success factors in disaster collaboration. The DMO
again plays an important role here in supporting the development of an effective destination
crisis culture. The DMO as a collaboration manager can bring together key individuals in the
region to respond to a crisis. Further, the DMO itself can take immediate action in terms of carefully
reformulating target segments.

The findings connected to government interventions within the recovery phase correspond to the
work by Sigala (2020) and Ioannides and Gyimóthy (2020). Economic support such as subsidies or tax
relief are considered key determinants of tourism recovery. In this sense, a more sustainable develop-
ment can be pursued to rebuild a destination into an even stronger business (Ioannides & Gyimóthy,
2020; Sigala, 2020). With this in mind, Higgins-Desbiolles (2020) nevertheless expresses her concern
about governmental interventions encouraging a return to old business practices; the author there-
fore asks for fair and effective distribution of funds during crises. The interviews clearly showed that
these interventions are urgently needed, not only to be able to help in the short term, but also to
make the long-term changes discussed above possible. Many of the actions addressed by the intervie-
wees are prerequisites for the creation of future destination resilience, and ultimately achieve an
effective crisis culture that includes crisis awareness, communication, and collaboration (Cochrane,
2010; Jiang et al., 2019; Luthe &Wyss, 2014). It can be shown that tourismmanagers are aware of resi-
lience development actions in the midst of the global health crisis.

Furthermore, DMOs focus on their local resources when it comes to a restart. As a logical
response, a stronger focus on sustainability and responsible tourism, as well as on local resources
(including employees) was articulated in the interviews, in line with previous studies on resilience
in a post-COVID-19 tourism industry (Sharma et al., 2021). Sustainability is no longer only a buzz-
word; it now includes elements that expand well beyond target segmentation. DMOs are key
experts who need to initiate further sustainability action. In times of crisis, actors are very aware
of the need for change, and as highlighted in earlier research, crises can trigger innovations in
tourism destinations (Pechlaner & Tschurtschenthaler, 2003; Pikkemaat & Weiermair, 2007).

Conclusion and implications

The findings contribute to the growing literature on crisismanagement and resilience. This paper pro-
poses a crisis management model that entails actions to manage a crisis and build resilience in the
response, recovery and restart phases. In particular, the concept of resilience is enhanced
by incorporating tourism organizations’ perceptions during a pandemic. The study discussed the
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importance of government interventions and stimulus packages for destinations to tackle the COVID-
19 crisis. Moreover, a connection to the sustainable tourism concept was developed as a recovery
strategy for future phases of the crisis. On the practical level, the study informs local authorities
and tourism organizations in policy establishment for crisis recovery, as well as in strategy reformula-
tion and development. Practical implications can be drawn for destinationmanagers and tourism pol-
icymakers that help them make informed decisions, benchmark their policies during the crisis, and
generate new ideas. The determination of policies in this sense refers to the provision of financial
support, but also to the inclusion of preferential policies targeting stakeholder collaboration,
health and sanitary policies, as well as regulations and rules about registration and visa policies.

Destination managers are willing to take future actions towards responsible and sustainable
tourism. They also indicated this kind of orientation among their destination stakeholders such as
tourism entrepreneurs (who are key for the success of tourism crisis management (Dahles & Susilo-
wati, 2015)). Tourism policymakers and DMOs need to effectively build on this willingness. They can
also be motivated to develop strategies and tactical pathways towards responsible tourism. The pro-
vision of tourism organizations was also approached in connection with addressing specific custo-
mer groups. Here it can be deduced that a focus on domestic tourism contributes not only to
crisis recovery, but also adds to a more sustainable development in the long term. In this regard,
concrete policies can be addressed to improve the recovery of tourism, for example by implement-
ing policies that promote domestic tourism, in which residents receive tourism vouchers for a
holiday in their country.

The interviews besides emphasized that although many actors react, this doesn’t automatically
make them proactive. This puts more pressure on DMOs and tourism policy, and often costs time
to tackle a crisis of the magnitude of COVID-19. Stronger resilience management in tourism desti-
nations will be necessary, as future crisis management can profit from destinations that are resilient
and prepared. Resilience management can only be developed using a participative process involving
the major actors at the respective destination (Tosun, 2006). The COVID-19 crisis places the focus on
a destination’s ability to implement several management competences. A destination-wide manage-
ment of employees, quality management, digitalization and internal communication is required to
be improved to develop resilient tourist destinations. Another recommendation for tourism organ-
izations involves the support of tourism businesses during crises. Tourism organizations should
develop standardized systems for the assistance of these businesses, such as guidelines that help
companies apply for financial support.

The qualitative nature of this study in general represents a limitation, restricting the generalizabil-
ity of its results. The interviews were carried out to obtain in-depth insight to achieve an understand-
ing of tourism organizations’ crisis management during the COVID-19 pandemic; they did not aim to
achieve generalizable results. Another limitation of the study is its convenience sample of worldwide
tourism organizations. A future comparison of destinations based on different systems, for example
focused on community-oriented destinations, will provide further insight into the management of
the different phases of the crisis. Furthermore, the data was assessed in the midst of the crisis or
the first wave of COVID-19, providing an interesting perspective of the tourism organizations’ inten-
tions to act. Future studies should however investigate whether these intentions have equated into
consequent action. In addition, longitudinal studies carried out at different phases of the crisis can
provide insight into the changing opinions and perspectives of tourism organizations.
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