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Abstract

The pandemic COVID-19 led to almost "zero tourism" worldwide, with unforeseen consequences
for a certain period of time. The hospitality industry was one of the hardest hit sectors of tourism,
resulting in unprecedented versatility of lodging establishments. This paper examines the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the hospitality industry, focusing primarily on the socio-demographic
aspect of domestic demand in the Czech Republic. The gender of guests was found to have a strong
impact on various safety requirements, such as maintaining a safe distance, reduced hotel capacity,
or provided disinfection. In addition, women rated all COVID-19 measures higher than men. Other
socio-demographic aspects, such as age and education, also have an impact on safety
requirements. Consequently, the research findings can help develop new hotel strategies that keep
the guest experience and profit optimization in mind.
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Introduction and theoretical background

At the global level, tourism is one of the most important sectors that has a significant impact
on economic performance and employment in a given country (Abubakirova, 2016). Tourism can not
only create new jobs, but also generate significant revenue for a particular destination or country
(Musavengane et al, 2019). In addition, global economic growth has a positive impact on the
prosperity in society, which means that more and more people are willing to travel. Therefore, the
importance of the tourism sector is increasing. Especially at the local level, where in many places it is
the only economic development tool with significant regional impact, as it diverts development away

from the country's industrial centers (Soukiazis & Proenca, 2008).

On the other hand, there are a number of risks that can disrupt the aforementioned growth in
the importance of tourism at the global level and have a significant negative impact on the tourism
sector. In addition, the tourism sector is one of the industries that are most sensitive to changes in the
external environment (Ming & Zhong, 2020). Based on previous studies, Matiza and Slabbert (2021)
identified 11 categories of perceived risks in the tourism sector, such as financial, social, crime, terror,
physical (health-related or natural disasters), or politically oriented risks. Even though these risks may
only have a local impact, they very often lead to a decrease in overall travel demand and can have a

fatal impact on the tourism ecosystem.

This can be observed in the current pandemic situation, where national measures, travel
restrictions, and fear of contagion have led to a sharp decline in tourism and related industries
worldwide in 2020 (see Table I). This resulted in a 49.1% decline in global GDP generated by travel and
tourism worldwide (2020 compared to 2019), representing a GDP loss of approximately $4.5 trillion. In
addition, domestic and international visitor spending declined rapidly at the global level, with domestic
visitor spending declining 45% in 2020 compared to 2019 and international visitor spending declining
09.4%. Furthermore, 62 million jobs were lost in the travel and tourism industry worldwide in 2020
compared to 2019 (World Travel & Tourism Council, 2021). The number of tourist arrivals also
decreased by 73% worldwide in 2020 compared to 2019. April, May, and March were the hardest-hit
months, with tourist arrivals down more than 91% in 2020 compared to 2019 (UNWTO, 2022).

Table 1 Global impact of COVID-19 on the tourism industry
(Source: World Travel & Tourism Council, 2021; UNWTO, 2022)

Measure Decline 2020 compared to 2019
Global GDP generated by tourism 49.1%
Global GDP generated by tourism approx. $4.5 trillion
Global job loss in tourism industry 62 million
Global tourist arrivals 73%
Global visitors spending

Domestic visitors 45%

International visitors 69.4%

Similar to the rest of the world, the Czech Republic has faced a massive decline in the number
of international tourists and, to some extent, domestic tourists. According to available data from

CzechTourism (2021a), the number of overnight stays by domestic tourists has decreased by 20.3%
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(2020 compared to 2019) and that of international tourists by 73% (2020 compared to 2019). A
similar situation can be seen in the travel data for 2021, where almost 82% of all arrivals in the Czech

Republic (in the first three quadrants of 2021') were made by domestic tourists (CzechTourism, 2021b).

As a result, the various lockdowns caused by the COVID-19 pandemic led to an almost "zero
tourism" situation worldwide at the onset of the pandemic, with highly unpredictable results. In the
meantime, the COVID-19 pandemic significantly accelerated some of the long-term trends in tourism

and it also changed developments in other areas.

One of the most important global trends is the growth of domestic tourism (G&ssling et al.,
2020; Vaishar & Stastna, 2020). This is also the case of the Czech Republic, where the vast majority
of tourists are domestic tourists (CzechTourism, 2021a). Moreover, the largest year to year (2020
compared to 2021) increase in the number of tourists is in rural regions (Vyso€ina and South
Moravia), which are highly visited by domestic tourists (CzechTourism, 2022). Other trends,
according to the Tourist Authority - South Moravia (2021 are as follows:

e traveling shorter distances with a preference to use one's own car or caravan,
® requirements for safety, health, cleanliness, and hygiene,

e the digitalization of all processes of tourist services (development of new technologies,

automatic reservation systems, cashless transactions, etc.),
e preferences for outdoor activities and outdoor experiences,
e travel flexibility (friendly cancelation conditions),
® environmental preferences and social sustainability.

Despite these new trends, the tourism sector was the first to be affected by various government
restrictions (Khan et al., 2021) because it is highly dependent on people's mobility (Yang et al., 2020).
Moreover, it is the service-oriented sectors that are most affected by the COVID-19 restrictions
(Aharon et al., 2021). In the tourism sector, it is the hospitality industry that is particularly vulnerable
to negative changes in travel and economic activities (Jiang and Wen, 2020). Consequently, the COVID-
19 pandemic led to a very important change in the behavior of all lodging establishments (Rivera, 2020).

Even though the COVID-19 pandemic was much unexpected, there have been other crises
over the years that have negatively affected the hotel industry (e.g., SARS or MERS outbreaks,
earthquakes, or terrorist attacks). According to Tse et al. (2006), these external crises are not caused
by the company itself but are triggered by a natural or social environment. In order to cope with the
implied external crises, it is inevitable to have a crisis management plan ready (Israeli et al., 2011). It
can not only alleviate the negative effects of the crisis, but also help to prevent the possible collapse or
even bankruptcy of the hotel company (Benaben et al., 20106).

During the SARS crisis in Hong Kong, Tse et al. (2006) recognized two main practices of crisis
management in the hospitality industry: cost reduction and dynamic marketing. In addition, some authors

have even developed models to manage specific crises in the hospitality industry. For example, Liu et al.
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(2015) developed a model for the bed bug crisis ("hotel 4R"-reduction, readiness, response, recovery).
Similar practices have also been developed during the current COVID-19 crisis, e.g., Pavlatos et al. (2020)
introduced five practices (operations, maintenance, human resources, marketing, and government) that can

lead to recovery from the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in Greek hotels.

Given the current pandemic, crisis management became a popular topic in the tourism industry
(Lai and Wong, 2020). In addition, perceptions of travel risk and willingness to change travel plans
increased significantly as a result of the pandemic COVID-19 (Neuburger & Egger, 2021). According
to Sinchez-Caiiizares et al. (2020), this increased perception of travel risk has a negative impact on
tourists' attitudes toward travel. These attitudes also depend on the sociodemographic characteristics of
tourists. According to Czeisler et al. (2020), men and women have much in common regarding public
health measures. However, women tend to avoid public spaces more than men and are more likely to
advocate social distancing and wearing face masks in public. Other studies by Beck and Hensher (2020)
as well as Frederiksen et al. (2020) also suggest that women view COVID-19 as a major health risk that
requires serious action. In addition, Karpinska-Krakowiak, 2021 and Yasir et al., 2020 found that
people with higher education are more concerned about their safety and less willing to take a risk.
Other authors such as Aschauer, 2010; Khan et al., 2018 or Senbeto and Hon, 2020 also point out
that older tourists are more concerned about physical risks associated with tourism and are less willing

to travel in situations where there are health concerns.

For this reason, the research question for this study was posed as follows: Are COVID-I19
hospitality safety measures perceived the same by different socio-demographic groups of hotel guests?

In addition, it is also important to build long-term trust with potential tourists. According to
Shin and Kang (2020), trust, especially in the hospitality industry, can be gained by implementing
various technological innovations as well as risk mitigation strategies. It is also important to create a
safe and healthy environment for both tourists and employees (Stergiou & Farmaki, 2021; Yu et al,,
2021). Therefore, in accordance with the United Nations (2020) policy brief, hotels must provide a
safe experience for their guests. Robina-Ramirez et al. (2021 therefore suggest the introduction of
social distancing, sanitation, and hygiene measures for the hospitality industry. However, perceptions
of these safety measures vary from tourist to tourist. Previous studies (Engemann & Wall, 2009;
Kaswengi & Diallo, 2015) examining changes in consumer behavior during times of crisis have found

that personal characteristics such as gender, age, income, and education underlie these changes.

Therefore, the aim of this preliminary study is to gain initial insights into the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the hotel industry. The study is focusing on the different perceptions of
safety requirements by customers with different socio-demographic characteristics (gender, age,
education, and respondents' residence) in the Czech Republic. The research results can help to develop
new hotel strategies that keep the guest in mind. At the same time, a comparison is made with the
results of recent relevant studies. Furthermore, the validity of the results of current works for the

specific environment in the Czech Republic is also considered.
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Methodology and research context
This study is focused on the Czech Republic, which is considered a developed landlocked

country in the center of Europe with an advanced economy based on manufacturing and services.
According to the GPI (Global Peace Index), the country is ranked 9th in 2021 (Institute for
Economics & Peace, 2021).

Primary data on domestic visitors were collected in March 2021. A total of 21 questions were
used that addressed visitor perceptions of COVID-19 safety measures. In addition, IS questions were
used for lodging establishments that addressed COVID -19.

Quota sampling was conducted based on respondent gender. In 2019 (more current data were
not available at the time of data collection), according to the Czech Statistical Office (2019), the
gender distribution in the Czech Republic was as follows: 49.3% of Czech residents were men and
50.7% were women. To ensure reasonably timely preliminary results, the total number of respondents
is relatively small. Nevertheless, the 210 respondents are distributed according to the quota sampling,
with the proportion of men being 51.4% and women 48.6%. Due to the limitations of COVID-19,
the data were mainly collected electronically through Czech travel portals such as hedvabnastezka.cz,
cestovatel.cz, cestovatelskeforum.cz. To ensure a quota sample, the remaining data were collected via

various social networks. The detailed structure of respondents can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2 Structure of the respondents

Category Count Percentage
Men 108 51.43
Women 102 48.57
Primary and secondary education 117 55.71
Higher education 93 44.29
18-25 years 93 44.29
26-34 years 65 30.95
Over 35 years 52 24.76
South Moravia region 85 40.48
East CZ! 58 27.62
West CZ? 67 31.90
Note: N=210.

In this preliminary research 7 safety requirements were examined, which can be seen in Table
3. The evaluation of 7 safety requirements was done on a S-point Likert scale (e.g., Djeri et al., 2018;
Vojtko et al., 2020). All of these requirements represent safety regulations for the accommodation industry
approved by the Czech Ministry of Health at the time of data collection (Ministry of Health, 2021).

In order to examine the effects of COVID-19 measures in the hotel industry on the personal
characteristics such as gender, education, age, and place of residence of domestic visitors, a dependency

analysis was conducted. Due to the non-normality and ordinality of the data, the Kruskal-Wallis test

! Regions of Hradec Kralové, Pardubice, Vyso¢ina, Olomouc, Zlin and Moravian-Silesian.
2 Regions of Liberec, Central Bohemia, Prague, South Bohemia, Usti nad Labem, Pilsen and Karlovy Vary.
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was used (Laerd statistics, 2018). Therefore, the assumption for the null hypothesis is the same
distribution for certain personal characteristics of respondents (Sheskin, 2011) derived from previous

studies (Beck & Hensher, 2020; Karpinska-Krakowiak, 2021; Senbeto & Hon, 2020).

Table 3 COVID-19 measures in hotels

Factor Mean Median  Std. deviation
Face mask requirement 3.80 4.00 1.21
Maintaining a safe distance 3.57 4.00 1.08
Provided disinfection 3.53 4.00 1.19
Ordering food to a hotel room 3.53 4.00 1.15
Reduced hotel capacity 3.23 3.00 1.18
Reduced contact with hotel staff 3.16 3.00 1.12
Check-in/out app 3.12 3.00 1.21

Note: 5 — very important, I — not important.

To examine implementation of the COVID-19 measures, we also collected data (via email)
from accommodation providers. At the time of data collection, 666 establishments in the Czech
Republic were listed in Hotelstars Union (2021). In total, we received responses from 131 hotels
(54.2%) and guesthouses (45.8%) across the Czech Republic, ranging from one to five stars, which
accounts for almost 20% return rate. We also used the quota sample based on the official

accommodation category. The detailed quota calculation can be found in Table 4.

Table 4 Accommodation establishment quota calculation
(Source: Hotelstars Union, 2021)

Number of Percentage of Number of Percentage of

Category accommodations accommodations accommodations accommodations
CZ CZ Sample Sample

* 76 11.41 15 11.45
*x 92 13.81 24 18.32
roHk 294 44.14 51 38.93
oAk 199 29.88 40 30.53
hoHAdK 5 0.75 1 0.76
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Result and discussion

The various restrictions imposed by governments around the world as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic provide an opportunity for domestic tourism in the Czech Republic, especially in rural areas. In

addition, more than 72% of the hotels and guesthouses surveyed in 2021 focus primarily on Czech visitors.

On the other hand, the COVID-19 pandemic poses a number of challenges to the entire
tourism industry. The results of this study show that more than 50% of the respondents either
canceled their vacation plans themselves or they were canceled by the agency offering the vacation. In
addition, booking a vacation usually occurs a few days before the trip (more than 37% of respondents)
or no more than two weeks before the trip (more than 25%). The rapid increase in room bookings
just a few days before the trip is also confirmed by the data collected from accommodation providers.
Before the pandemic COVID-19, only 8.4% of bookings were made a few days before travel, while
during the pandemic it was 54.2% of bookings.

Looking more closely at the hospitality industry, nearly 75% of respondents plan to stay in a
hotel as soon as the pandemic situation will allow it. In addition, nearly 58% of respondents agree or
somewhat agree that hotel COVID-19 measures will help reduce the potential spread of the virus. All
measures surveyed can be seen in Table 3. The most important measure was wearing face masks
indoors at the hotel, followed by maintaining a 2-meter safety distance, providing disinfectants, and
allowing food to be ordered into a hotel room. In contrast, the less important COVID-19 measures
in Czech hotels and guesthouses included reduced hotel capacity, reduced contact with hotel staff, and

check-in or check-out via app.

In addition, a dependency analysis was conducted to examine the impact of the COVID-19
measures in the hotel industry in the Czech Republic on the personal characteristics of domestic

visitors. The results can be found in Table 5 below.

Similar to previous studies (Beck & Hensher, 2020; Czeisler et al., 2020; Frederiksen et al,,
2020), gender was found to have a strong influence on all factors examined, with the exception of the

requirement for a face mask and reduced contact with hotel staff. In each case, women rated the

COVID-I9 measure factors higher than men.

In addition, education has a significant impact on the factors of disinfection offered and
ordering food in the hotel room. In this case, respondents with higher education rated these two factors

higher. These results are also consistent with the findings of other researchers, e.g., Karpinska-

Krakowiak, 2021 or Yasir et al., 2020.
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Table 5 Dependency analysis: the influence of customer socio-demographic characteristics on
safety requirements

Factor KW test gender KW te.:st KW test KW test

education age residence
Face mask requirement NO NO NO NO
Maintaining a safe distance YES NO NO NO
Provided disinfection YES+ YES+ NO NO
Ordering food to a hotel room YES+ YES+ YES NO
Reduced hotel capacity YES+ NO NO NO
Reduced contact with hotel staff NO NO YES+ NO
Check-in/out app YES+ NO YES YES+

Note:

YES+ — dependence of the given variable on the particular respondents' characteristic was proven at 5 % significance level.
YES — dependence of the given variable on the particular respondents’ characteristic was proven at 10 % significance level.

NO — dependence of the given variable on the particular respondents' characteristic was not proven.

The age of the respondents was found to have an influence on three factors. Namely, ordering food
to a hotel room, reduced contact with hotel staff, and the check-in/out app. Each of these factors was
rated highest by younger respondents (under 25). This could be due to the more technical side of these
three factors, as older tourists may have difficulty understanding how to check in/out via app or order
food to a hotel room. This goes hand in hand with a higher level of engagement from hotel staff. Therefore,
reducing contact with hotel staff may not be as important to them as it is to younger generations.
Considering the results of previous studies (Aschauer, 2010; Khan et al,, 2018; Senbeto & Hon, 2020),
we can also conclude that older tourists are less likely than younger tourists to intend to travel during the

COVID-I9 pandemic.

Looking at the implementation of the above-mentioned measures, it can be seen that most of the
hotels and guesthouses surveyed in this study have already reduced their capacity and implemented a safety
distance of 2 meters (66.4%). In addition, 22.1% offer room service and 19.1% use digital check-in/out.

The entire segmentation, customer structure and their expectations have changed rapidly in the
tourism and hotel industry. Today's customer values healthy measures, strict hygienic habits, safe
accommodations, environmentally friendly management, uniqueness, and good quality of the product.
International hotel chains, in particular, have a great influence on the implementation of these new
standards. Smaller and individual hotels, on the other hand, have not adapted to the right processes
and procedures, as this new composition of clientele could cause them significant negative economic
impacts and customer losses, leading to existential problems for many lodging establishments. Accurate
knowledge and influence of customers' socio-demographic characteristics on their security needs and

trends is one way to make the smaller lodging establishments more competitive and attract more guests.
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Conclusion

Although the tourism sector is facing an unprecedented decline in visitor numbers, the trust in
the hospitality industry can be gained by lifting travel restrictions (Shin & Kang, 2020) and
implementing safety measures. One of the most important measures in the hospitality industry is the face
mask requirement and social distancing. Moreover, there are differences in the perception of these measures
based on gender, age, and education of the respondents. Therefore, it is inevitable to consider the
characteristics of hotel visitors when implementing COVID-19 measures. This is especially true for older

guests and the implementation of more technical measures, such as check-in and check-out via an app.

The pandemic also resulted in an increased number of bookings just days before travel, as well
as a rapid increase in canceled bookings due to COVID-19. It is therefore advisable that hospitality
establishments facilitate cancelation policies related to COVID-19 (positive test or quarantine).

This paper provides preliminary insights into the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
hospitality industry, focusing on differences in customer perceptions of safety requirements. However,
the current study has a few limitations. First and foremost, the results of this study cannot be
generalized due to the location of the study and its sample. This study focuses only on domestic
tourists, who may have different perceptions of COVID-19 hotel measures than international tourists.
Therefore, further research should focus on international tourists' perceptions of safety and COVID-
I9 measures to obtain a complete picture of safety perceptions in the hotel industry. Second, we only
used gender as a quota sample in our preliminary study. Therefore, the results of the dependency
analysis could be influenced to some extent by the demographic distribution of the respondents. It
would be recommended to conduct a similar survey with a more robust quota sample and utilize

Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) or in-person surveys to obtain relevant data.
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