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The Importance of Crisis Management in Tourism 

Dora Smolčić Jurdana and Romina Agbaba 

Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Management 
University of Rijeka, Croatia 

Abstract 

The tourism industry has been exposed to different crisis situations, which reveal tourism's 
vulnerability and jeopardise its development through the damage they inflict as well as through 
their unpredictability. Tourism has proven to be resilient in rebounding in the aftermath of crises. 
In a globalized world which is constantly changing and in which crises affect people’s lives, 
managing them is an integral part of effective destination management. The main goal is to 
research the readiness of the tourism system for crises and to underline the importance of crisis 
management in order to strengthen the resilience of tourism to the effects of crises. To find out 
about existing crisis management plans and measures, content analysis was used by searching the 
official websites of Croatian tourist boards and published documents, as well as secondary data 
sources, including scientific journals, conference papers and reports. The findings show that crisis 
management is characterised by the awareness, responsibility and cooperation of relevant tourism 
stakeholders, who must be involved in undertaking timely proactive and reactive activities to 
successfully manage crisis situations. The limitation of the paper is that it is based on previous 
research and on a literature review. Primary research is recommended in future studies. 
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Introduction 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, global tourism has suffered numerous crises, including 
the 9/11 attacks in New York (2001), the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic in 
China (2003), the economic crisis in 2008/2009 which affected the whole world, and the 2015 
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) outbreak (Gössling, Hall & Scott, 2020; 
Constantoglou & Prinitis, 2020). In an ever-changing globalized world in which people’s lives are 
often affected by different crises, managing such crises as well as making crisis management a key 
part of successful destination management is of great importance (Constantoglou & Prinitis, 2020). 
Since the tourism industry is extremely sensitive and relies heavily on the image of safety, security 
and stability, there is an obvious need for guidance and plans on how to deal with crises, through 
an effective crisis management process (Hosie, Pforr, 2008). Today, in the era of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the financial crisis in many countries, crisis management has again caught the 
attention of researchers (Wong, Wut & Xu, 2021). Complete recovery after the crisis may take a 
considerable amount of time and be made worse by the substitution of other destinations (De 
Sausmarez, 2007), which is why destination managers need to be well equipped with special 
knowledge, skills, and strategic perspectives in times of crisis. In addition, the collaboration of all 
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relevant tourism stakeholders is crucial for a destination's survival and restoration, which is why 
it is a priority to give accurate information while limiting uncertainty (Allaberganov, Mohammed 
& Preko, 2021). In today's environment, crisis management is not a luxury anymore, but rather a 
central function for tourism destinations and organizations which includes developing special 
measures and implementing solutions to deal with the consequences of the crisis (Assaf, 
Berbekova & Uysal, 2021; Bogan et al, 2021).  

Literature Review 

A crisis is an unpredictable event that threatens the expectations of stakeholders in relation to 
safety, health, economic, and environmental issues. It can severely impact and disrupt the tourism 
industry on a regular basis (Wong, Wut & Xu, 2021). A crisis can be caused by a wide range of 
different elements. As uncommon processes that happen suddenly, crises are hard to predict, 
complex to manage, and their effects can be lasting and harmful. They can generally be classified 
into five types of events: environmental (geological developments such as earthquakes and 
volcanos, extreme weather events such as floods and hurricanes), socio-political (political or 
public unrest, terrorism), health-related events (HINI COVID-19), technological (transportation 
accidents), and economic events (fiscal crisis, exchange rate collapses). Crises in tourism 
destinations represent developments that put tourism operations and relates businesses under threat 
and damage a destination’s image and attractiveness by negatively affecting the perceptions of 
tourists. They also disrupt the local tourism and travel economy and disrupt the ongoing operations 
by decreasing the number of tourists in the destination (Bogan et al., 2021). Because of their 
vulnerability to crises, tourism destinations require fast decision-making; even if that involves 
short-term steps, such steps may have long-term positive effects (Constantoglou, Prinitis, 2020). 
In a tourism context, a crisis refers to events that negatively affect the confidence of tourists who 
want to visit a destination and therefore disrupt the continuous normal running of the destination. 
Some common causes are crisis, energy issues and high energy costs, political issues, health 
hazards, environmental disasters and, more recently, terrorism. Based on their type, how much 
they disrupt the destination, and in which time and space intervals they happen, there are different 
kinds of crises (Bao, Jin & Qu, 2019). 

As one of the most impactful events of the 21st century with massive effects on tourism, the 
coronavirus pandemic has forced national leaders to give priority to maintaining health and the 
economy by implementing proactive and reactive strategies (Kock, Zenker, 2020). In such 
situations, leadership seems to be a central element in crsis response, by recognizing emerging 
threats, putting in effort to mitigate those threats and to deal with their consequences, and, as soon 
as the active crisis period is over, rebuilding the normal state of affairs (Pabel, Prideaux & 
Thompson, 2020). 

Executive perceptions and crisis management preparations lead to individual-collective reactions 
and planned-ad hoc responses (Karsantik, 2021). As a complex multidimensional process, crisis 
management is an ongoing integrated and comprehensive effort in the prevention of crisis, and to 
successfully manage those that do happen, considering all the steps of planning and training 
activities, as well as the best interest of destination stakeholders (Hosie, Pforr, 2008). The scope 
of crisis management includes different actions such as crisis prevention, preparedness, response 
and revision. Detection of warning signals is a central part of crisis prevention, while the phase of 
preparation usually involves forming crisis management teams, as well as establishing crisis plans 
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and training spokespersons. The action undertaken at the destination level differs depending on 
the type of crisis, the impact of the crisis, and other elements (Wong, Wut & Xu, 2021). Destination 
government policy has a big impact on the directions of tourist outflows and the perception of a 
destination on the global tourism market. According to Aldao et al. (2021), all analysed crises 
management models applied in tourism from 1960 to 2018 consist of preparedness and planning, 
response and recovery, and resolution and feedback. Hence, it is of the utmost importance to 
implement a proactive approach, in which all crisis management tools and models must be focused 
on the decision-making process to ensure successful development at local, regional and 
international levels. 

Methods 

The methodology consists of secondary data sources, with the most important papers relevant to 
the field of research of crisis management in tourism, being highlighted. Published articles of more 
recent origin were analysed using content analysis. The key terms were 'crisis', 'crisis 
management', 'COVID-19', and 'crisis in tourism'. Data analysis from tourist boards in the Republic 
of Croatia, relating to the availability of reports regarding crisis management, has shown that while 
many continental destinations and the affiliated tourist boards in those areas lack a written crisis 
management document, such a document is certain to be drawn up in the near future. The reason 
behind this can be linked to the relatively small number of employees in tourist boards, where 
everyone does everything, and to the fact that there is no one-fits-all management model, as every 
crisis is different and specific. 

With regard to crisis management, the Croatian National Tourist Board plans a number of 
scenarios of crises and their possible outcomes. Last year, its employees developed an annual 
programme that generally represents a framework with guidelines. In the current unpredictable 
and changing conditions, however, it was also necessary to have at hand several plans and 
scenarios, based on continuous expert analysis and research, and ranging from the best-case to the 
worst-case scenario. The middle-case scenario (stating, for example, that tourist traffic would be 
highest in July and August) turned out to be the best option. Since the beginning of the pandemic, 
many things have changed, from the approach to the market and to communication (which was 
transferred to digital channels) to trends in needs and priorities in travel. Accordingly, all concepts, 
and marketing and promotion activities have been adjusted to the new market trends. 

The crises recorded so far, regardless of their causes, were mostly of a regional nature and of 
projected duration. The corona crisis however, has spread around the world, raising questions 
about the survival of certain activities, recovery, possible development scenarios, the most 
influential factors, and the sustainable development and transformations of society and economies 
that such development necessarily requires. Nautical tourism, all kinds of outdoor activities 
(cycling, hiking, walking, etc.), tourism in protected natural areas, etc. are gaining in importance. 
Tourists will prefer accommodation on boats, family farms, campsites and in holiday homes. Thus 
far, Croatia has a reputation as a very safe destination, strengthened by the competent crisis 
management of the pandemic, and this could be a significant competitive advantage of Croatian 
tourism, in comparison with Mediterranean competitors. A complete tourism recovery will occur 
when there is no longer any danger of COVID-19 disease and when the global tourism market 
rebalances between tourism supply and demand, which is a necessary prerequisite for any tourism 
growth and development. According to the data of the E-visitor system, tourist traffic in Croatia, 
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measured by the number of realized tourist nights, dropped by about 50% in 2020. The data of the 
Croatian National Bank show that foreign exchange earnings from tourism in 2020 amounted to 
45% of 2019 levels. Any crisis, including this one caused by the corona virus, brings the issue of 
management skills to the fore. The time of crisis recovery will provide new opportunities for 
Croatian tourism, as well as challenges related to destination management, quality monitoring, 
visitor movement management, lobbying for important projects in the destination, protection of 
important monuments and natural areas, more creative interpretation of different resources, and 
much more. Good communication with guests, an appealing offering based on indigenous 
resources such as the tradition of preparing food using local products, and the sharing of cultural 
content through quality storytelling are crucial. To maximize both the satisfaction and the safety 
of local residents and visitors, destination crisis management should not be neglected. The 
pandemic has shown that health security in tourism is extremely important and must be taken into 
consideration when addressing challenges and developing tourism resilience. Accordingly, the 
Ministry of Tourism and Sports, together with the Croatian National Tourist Board launched in 
mid-February 2021 a campaign for the label 'Safe Stay in Croatia', which promotes the fact that 
Croatia applies health and safety protocols for domestic and foreign tourists (Institut za turizam, 
2021). Croatian crisis management is characterized by the need for a quick and uncompromising 
response, adoption of radical measures, hierarchical decision-making system, high process speed, 
and unpredictability of the development of the situation. Despite certain mistakes and 
inconsistencies, Croatia has been relatively successful in managing this crisis, considering that the 
decline in the number of tourist arrivals and overnight stays has proved to be smaller than was 
expected in the spring, and that approximately 50% of the 2019 results were achieved in 2020. The 
Government reasoned that the tourist season could be salvaged through promotional activities and 
security measures. 

Findings 

Tourism is susceptible to pandemics because it is based on the interaction between people and, as 
a result, it is one of the sectors that has been impacted the most by COVID-19. As an immediate 
response to the pandemic, several countries adopted new measures such as social distancing and 
lockdown, involving the closure of several public services, educational institutions and 
workplaces. Travel restrictions immediately followed, with countries closing their borders either 
completely or partially. A direct consequence of the travel restrictions was a huge economic 
downturn as tourist arrivals worldwide fell drastically (Bogan et al., 2021). A crisis negatively 
impacts the image of a tourist destination because it makes potential visitors less likely to want to 
visit. From the tourist perspective, destination’s security and safety are decisive factors before 
visiting it That is why the crisis preparation and post-crisis reconstruction periods are of great 
importance for the tourism industry in order to reduce the perception of risk and insecurity of a 
destination in order to attract future tourists (Law et al., 2021). 

According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization, this pandemic is a great challenge 
which requires reliable and successful leadership that will put an emphasis on tourism during the 
recovery period (Çakmak et al., 2021). Due to how many crises have occurred and the learning 
possibilities they have provided, crisis management techniques are now well understood and used 
for avoiding the occurrence of crises and minimizing any potential consequences with rapid and 
decisive actions (COMCEC, 2017). Regardless of the type of crisis, the most effective response is 
to provide accurate, credible, and transparent information on time which enables stakeholders to 
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act on it and potential visitors to make informed decisions and potentially change their travel 
arrangements to ensure their own safety. 

Despite the pandemic having several scenarios whose impact appears to be inescapable, it has also 
provided the opportunity to shift the paradigms of global economy from an unsustainable pre-
pandemic system to a sustainable and long-term resilient one. It has practically forced the tourism 
industry to create new sustainable strategies rebuild the devastated sector, while also taking into 
account more sustainable and ethical practices based on human rights and social justice (Aldao et 
al., 2021). Notwithstanding the fact that crises endanger individuals and destinations, they can also 
create new opportunities, meaning that success can be achieved by rethinking the economic, 
sociological and psychological negativities caused by the crisis, by analysing the characteristics of 
the new, post-crisis environment, and by taking advantage of the new situation. The task of crisis 
management here is to turn the negativity of the crisis into a more successful outcome and to come 
up with strategic ideas and solutions to achieve that. Governments and businesses that adopt crisis 
management strategies can use the crisis as an opportunity to become more profitable long-term 
(Bogan et al., 2021). The World Travel and Tourism Council advocates that governments ought to 
formulate policies and programmes in order to provide the necessary support to the struggling 
sector by protecting the livelihood of the tourism workers as well as incentivizing and financially 
helping the companies most affected by the crises. Numerous government and government 
agencies around the world have made attempts to restore the tourism industry by communicating 
with the stakeholders, subsidizing them, and improving healthcare monitoring in destinations 
(Allaberganov, Mohammed & Preko, 2021). In addition to that, multiple estimates of the effects 
of the COVID 19 pandemic on global tourism have been published by various organizations.  Seen 
as an opportunity, the COVID-19 pandemic should lead to a critical reconsideration of the 
trajectory of tourism’s growth by questioning the logic that more arrivals imply greater benefits 
(Gössling, Hall & Scott, 2020). In order to change the current global economic status quo, the 
future tourism industry must not aim to simply return to what was considered the normal state of 
affairs in the past, but rather attempt to understand how to adapt to the transformation of the global 
economy (Pabel, Prideaux & Thompson, 2020). 

As the most severe crisis the world has experienced since the First and Second World Wars (Bogan 
et al., 2021), COVID-19 has caused restrictions and isolation that have devastated tourism-related 
destinations economically and socio-psychologically. Because of travel restrictions and the 
forthcoming summer season, destinations worldwide are prioritizing domestic tourism, and thus 
preparing and adopting measures to promote travel within their own countries. In times of crisis, 
domestic tourism can be decisive as it has proven to be resilient in multiple crisis situations already. 
Measures include developing new tourism products at the destination level, enhancing and 
adapting product offerings at the local level, improving infrastructure in certain destinations, and 
promoting domestic marketing and initiatives. Destinations should also focus on the sustainable 
development and diversification of the tourism sector, with the goal of benefiting every level of 
society (COMCEC, 2017). They should also adopt more sustainable, local, and environmentally 
friendly forms of tourism (Gössling, Hall & Scott, 2020). However, the coronavirus pandemic on 
the macro level requires strong collaborative action with external systems, such as the health or 
emergency systems, while on the micro level, it urges businesses into new ways of operating 
(Kock, Zenker, 2020). 
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In finding solutions to tourism decline, government support to businesses is of the utmost 
importance and more policies need to be implemented, such as restoring the confidence in 
travelling, and ensuring safe travel and the return of international tourists to their home countries. 
The tourism industry needs to be revitalized by marketing, promoting destination image, and 
branding the country among the world tourist destinations (Allaberganov, Mohammed & Preko, 
2021). 

To mitigate the impact of a potential new outbreak of the virus, measures such as isolation, 
quarantine, and the closure of schools and workplaces are seen as a health priority globally. Crisis 
management strategies have to take into account the socio-cultural, economic, political, historical 
and physical characteristics of any given area. Coordination and collaboration among the main 
stakeholders are of utmost importance for any successful crisis management strategy. The 
integration of crisis management is needed for strategic planning processes, preparing detailed 
contingency plans, defining the roles and responsibilities of all decision-makers, and for becoming 
more flexible (Hosie, Pforr, 2008). This process should start long before a crisis hits, as a part of 
destination resilience measures (Karsantik, 2021). It tackles crisis events at three stages: before, 
during, and after a crisis. This allows the stakeholders to react, recover, and rebuild tourism with 
a new approach to face any potential future crises while keeping in mind past crisis situations 
(Aldao et al., 2021). 

For crisis managers, it is highly recommended to attend training programmes and seminars on 
safety measures and sanitation protocols. Furthermore, businesses should pay attention to the 
media coverage of government policies toward the tourism sector and develop innovative and 
sustainable tour packages that ensure safe and secure travel for their customers (Allaberganov, 
Mohammed & Preko, 2021). 

In order to overcome perception and speculation, destinations and tourism businesses need 
effective and timely communication based on transparent and verifiable facts. Managing tourism 
crises and expediting tourism recovery will increase in importance as the significance of the global 
tourism industry within the economy continues to grow. Irrespective of their cause, crises inflict 
pain, suffering and loss. Effective crisis management presents an opportunity for all businesses 
and enterprises to learn from and adapt to challenges and changing circumstances, which threaten 
the viability and reputation of all enterprises, especially tourism (Beirman, 2021). 

Conclusions 

The complex structure of the tourism industry can be seen in the high level of mutual dependence 
and interconnection among its many stakeholders, which makes the industry severely prone to 
crises. As inevitable extremes that regularly disrupt tourism, crises have become more frequent 
and more complex (Hosie, Pforr, 2008; Assaf, Berbekova & Uysal, 2021). Because of tourism 
sensitivity and the strong impact that crises can have on tourism, much research is now focusing 
on crisis management. It is extremely important that such a large and important industry is able to 
create potential measures and solutions which can help it further develop during times of crisis 
(Bogan et al., 2021). The key challenge that tourism faces is anticipating and preparing for the 
possibility of a crisis. Since the tourism industry is especially prone to crises, meaning that the 
industry is under almost constant threat of a negative event occurring, a combination of proactive 
management and reactive response is essential (Hosie, Pforr, 2008). 
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COVID-19 is the greatest crisis the global world has witnessed in recent time. It has affected daily 
life economically, psychologically, and socially, hit many sectors, particularly the tourism industry 
by closing international borders, and has caused regression in economic growth due to high 
unemployment and capital losses. Tourism has proved to be a flexible and highly reversible 
industry, very capable of dealing with the negative effects of a crisis in a short amount of time. 
This is related to its structure and the ability of tourism actors (investors, employees, suppliers) to 
create a flexible business mentality which help respond to negative events properly (Bogan et al., 
2021). The COVID-19 pandemic, however, revealed a lack of preparedness caused by its 
unexpectedly rapid spread that caught many governments all around the world off-guard (Çakmak 
et al., 2021). The existing literature underlines the importance of preparation and of implementing 
proactive instead of reactive measures to deal with potential threats. The stakeholders in a tourist 
destination ought to invest in the development of multi-layered and multi-phased crisis 
management plans to minimize the risks of a crisis occurring and to limit its negative impact on 
the tourism industry (Burzynska, Khalid & Okafor, 2021). The goal is to achieve a balance between 
maintaining profitability in developed countries, while at the same time avoiding overcrowding 
and increasing activity in developing countries which tend to overly rely on tourism and in markets 
that need large incentives to survive and recuperate. While tourism is an effective way to achieve 
local development, it should not be the only profitable branch of industry.  Each destination also 
needs to find a social balance between the equity and justice for the local population and the 
economic development of the area. Tourism planning and management policies should follow the 
sustainability concept and resilience at all levels (local, national and international) and with the 
appropriate forms of management, integrating the public and private sectors in a coordinated 
manner. All stakeholders have a responsibility to help redirect tourism, both supply and demand, 
towards a more sustainable and resilient profile for a future that is constantly changing (Romagosa, 
2020). 
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