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Abstract

:

The tourism industry, which is exposed to a turbulent environment, is one of the sectors that are the most vulnerable to any change (such as political, economic, environmental, or social). This makes it necessary to study firm resilience in this industry in order to identify the factors that can enhance companies’ capacity for resilience in turbulent environments. Moreover, the strategies pursued by tourism companies to become more resilient and more competitive are closely related to tourism sustainability. Among the factors that can affect resilience, we analyze the roles of the degree of internationalization and network ties. Moreover, we explore the influence of resilience on the sustainable competitiveness of hotel firms. For this purpose, we propose a variance-based structural equation modeling analysis where resilience acts as a mediating variable between the degree of internationalization and sustainable competitiveness. Our results allow us to draw important theoretical implications, which shed light on a field of study that is currently much debated, and practical implications, which will help hotel entrepreneurs to make timely decisions in dynamic environments.
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1. Introduction


The relationship between internationalization and competitiveness has been a topic of critical interest for decades. Many studies have focused their attention on trying to determine whether the decision to operate in other markets brings benefits to a firm, with mixed results being obtained. Some argue that competitiveness increases as a firm increases its level of internationalization [1,2,3], while others have found opposite results [4,5]. There are even papers that question whether there is a direct relationship between the two variables [6].



In the hotel industry, we can find the same debates on the relationship between internationalization and competitiveness [7,8]. However, recent studies do not advocate so much to determine the effect of internationalization, but to determine what other factors can drive a positive effect between the two [9]. In addition, it is still a challenge to understand the factors that encourage increasingly sustainable tourism development [10].



Given the highly dynamic nature of the hotel industry, resilience appears to be a key factor in remaining competitive and achieving sustainable development. Business resilience in an international context requires greater adaptability, increased resilience, and more concerted coordination of foreign operations [11]. Although the number of studies focusing on sustainable resilience has increased in recent years, the relationship between resilience and internationalization has not yet been widely explored [12]. Thus, there is a need for research in this direction, and the purpose of this paper is to find out whether resilience can have a mediating effect between the degree of internationalization undertaken by hotel companies and their achieved competitiveness, increasing sustainable development in the tourism industry.



Similarly, a company’s ability to obtain information about the sector and its environment through its relationships with associations and institutions has not been addressed in this context. Previous studies have analyzed the influence of cooperative agreements on tourism firms’ performance, and even on destination-level competitiveness [13,14,15]. However, less attention has been paid to the relationship between network ties and organizational resilience.



The contributions of this paper are summarized below. The structure of this paper is organized as follows: First, we combine the theory of organizational learning and the social network theory with hotel resilience in an international context. Second, we advance the concept of resilience by considering it not as an outcome, but as a process that may also condition other relationships that were previously studied in the literature. Finally, we examine the effect of network ties on the hotel industry.



The next section begins with a review of the literature and the formulation of various hypotheses. Then, in the Materials and Methods Section, the different variables included in the model and the technique used are explained. The results obtained are then presented and discussed. This paper ends with some final conclusions, the main limitations, and future lines of research.




2. Literature Review


In recent decades, the hotel industry has suffered major setbacks and has had a need to continuously adapt to new circumstances. This adaptability has been recognized in previous works as a necessary condition in this sector, contributing to the competitiveness of companies and their survival [16]. Furthermore, organizational resilience has been considered a tool to support sustainable development, providing novel insights into social and environmental adaptability to an ever-changing society [17]. Likewise, Souza et al. [18] described the need to develop corporate resilience, which will drive sustainability.



In this context, the term resilience, which was first developed in psychological and environmental research (e.g., see [19,20,21]), refers to the ability of organizations (and ultimately, entrepreneurs) to effectively adjust their activities, solve problems, and create strategies for new situations [22]. In ecology, it refers to the ability of an ecosystem to absorb disturbances while maintaining its functions [23,24]. From a psychological perspective, resilience is a trait or ability that allows people to cope with adversity and adapt positively to it [25]. From this perspective, Luthans [26] recommends viewing resilience as the dynamic ability to bounce back and cope effectively with change, adversity, or significant risk. From a strategic point of view, the environment plays a special role. Sustainability is considered very important because it can ensure the creation of a competitive advantage [27] that not only guarantees survival, but also growth. This is a key issue in the international context. If the environment changes, an organization must change and adapt to the new circumstances [28].



Subsequent applications of resilience have recognized the complex adaptive nature of systems. This recognition has led to a view of resilience that involves adapting and transforming systems through the emergence of new structures, such as policies, processes, and organizational culture, allowing organizations to continue operating despite challenges [29]. Organizational resilience can be seen as a process rather than an outcome per se [30]. As a process, resilience involves dealing effectively with adverse events not only after they occur, but also before and during them. Duchek [31] recognizes the dynamic nature of resilience and thus provides a foundation for studying the long-term development of organizational resilience.



The tourism industry is considered one of the sectors with the greatest capacity to adapt and recover from catastrophic or unexpected events [16]. In recent years, we have found many studies that have tried to relate this resilience to the COVID-19 pandemic [32,33,34]. However, few have attempted to link resilience and competitiveness in an international context. The research on resilience in this sector is scarce and recent [35], and only a few studies have dealt with tourism firms [36].



2.1. Internationalization and Sustainable Competitiveness in the Hotel Industry


Over decades, the relationship between internationalization and competitiveness has been extensively studied, and mixed results have been found. The decision to expand into another business involves many costs for a company to deal with, including cultural differences [37], resulting in risks and costs associated with the implementation of the strategy [38]. These significant costs may explain the negative relationship between international trade and competitiveness [39].



However, it is not only the costs, but also the benefits of this strategy that stand out. There are many theories that suggest that the advantage comes from achieving economies of scale, while the possibility comes from focusing on different markets [40]. Some authors have pointed out the positive consequences of different risk factors [41]. From a management perspective, international trade deals with the increase in or creation of certain resources resulting from the transfer of resources between different international organizations. The organizational learning theory begins from the resource perspective and proposes thinking about global resources and key resources as drivers of collaboration, learning, and knowledge development in an organization [42]. This theory can explain the real impact of international trade on sustainable competitiveness.



In view of this relationship, the hotel industry presents a number of characteristics that require more specific studies [39], including the intangible nature of the services offered and the simultaneous production of the services offered and their consumption. When a service firm expands overseas for the first time, it must invest significantly more than a manufacturing firm that usually begins its overseas expansion by exporting. Such an investment is likely to increase costs and thus reduce the competitiveness of these firms in the short term [43]. As a result, service firms are less likely to benefit from economies of scale when manufacturing firms expand internationally. Indeed, the competitiveness of hotel firms is expected to decline in the early stages of internationalization due to the initial investment required. Nevertheless, firms increase their competitiveness by accumulating market knowledge from higher levels of internationalization, which will have a sustainable effect over time [44].



In particular, initial investment and fixed costs can be spread over more than one source [39]. Having a presence in many countries allows companies to achieve economies of scale and take advantage of more business opportunities for suppliers, customers, and intermediaries, leading to an increased risk of “price discrimination, strategic cross-subsidies, and arbitrage” [45] (p. 8). More importantly, as the level of internationalization increases and the pressure to improve performance increases, organizational learning begins, enabling companies to adapt their international systems to the needs of global markets and restore positive performance, which helps to strengthen their internationalization position [46]. Previous studies in this industry have also found a positive relationship between the degree of internationalization adopted by the firm and greater and sustainable competitiveness [2,44]. Therefore, we propose the first hypothesis in this sense:



H1: 

Hotel firms’ degree of internationalization positively influences sustainable competitiveness.






2.2. Organizational Resilience: Mediating Role


Internationalization is frequently described as a challenging process of organizational learning [9]. The process of internationalization means, among other things, that businesses acquire new knowledge, take risks, and interact with new environments; this leads to the improvement of many aspects of organizations and management [47]. Although recent studies have revealed a positive and significant association between the degree of internationalization and higher performance, other studies have shown that this relationship is more complex and requires the consideration of other variables that influence the dependence of one on the other [44].



Uncertainty and the need to adapt to unforeseen business-related changes increase when operating on an international scale [12]. These firms’ responses to adversity are likely to be more complex than when in a domestic environment, as conducting business across borders adds numerous levels of institutional and market uncertainty [48,49]. Developments at the international level provide essential learning and guidance for businesses to offset potential difficulties in this process and make them more resilient [50,51]. By being more proactive, organizations are alert to early warning signs and are more likely to have proven response and recovery plans [22].



Moreover, hotels can gain a competitive advantage through flexibility and adaptability to changes, becoming more competitive. Hotel firms must not only be ready to respond to change when it occurs, but also anticipate it in order to meet the challenges and maximize the opportunities [52]. Organizational resilience not only helps organizations survive, but also helps improve firms’ competitiveness [36,53]. In addition, authors such as Sobaih et al. [54] have analyzed the inherent relationship between organizational resilience and hotel performance as drivers of tourism sustainability, finding strong relationships across the board. Undoubtedly, these research topics are of recent interest and deserve further study. Furthermore, Cavaco and Machado [55] conducted an in-depth exploration of sustainable competitiveness based on resilience.



Some of the existing research relates these two dimensions. De Carvalho et al. [56] suggest that innovative companies have better financial performance and are better able to solve problems, i.e., they are more resilient. Prayag et al. [57] study the impact of planned and adaptive resilience on the financial performance of tourism businesses. In turn, Chowdhury et al. [58] provides empirical evidence of the relationship between adaptive resilience and post-disaster business performance. The latter authors argue that resilient organizations create the necessary resources and capability to make better decisions in an uncertain environment, thus improving performance. More recently, the works of Marco-Lajara et al. [36] and Melián-Alzola et al. [53] have confirmed the impact of organizational resilience on performance. Considering these arguments, the second hypothesis arises:



H2: 

Hotel resilience mediates the influence of the degree of internationalization on sustainable competitiveness.






2.3. Network Ties: Moderating Role


According to the social network theory proposed by Barnes [59], firms can be part of relational structures or networks that connect them with other actors, such as institutions, individuals, or other organizations. Networks explain part of their success, as cooperation allows firms to solve problems more easily and effectively [60]. The contacts of networks allow them to identify opportunities or obtain resources, which are potential sources of competitive advantage [61]. Among tourism companies, Wilke et al. [14] found that hotel companies were the most likely to maintain some kind of agreement or partnership with other companies.



Connections between different actors can enable organizations to reach more customers or markets, including international ones [62]. Therefore, one would expect an internationalized hotel to increase its number of network ties. The more connections a company has, the more information, knowledge, influence, and power it controls [60].



Wilke et al. [14] found that cooperation with other firms in the tourism sector enhanced internal capabilities for innovation, absorption, and adaptation, generating competitive advantage and improving firm performance. These capabilities relate to the concept of resilience discussed above. Brown et al. [63] defines resilience in the hospitality sector as a dynamic capacity of firms to innovate, adapt, and overcome difficulties. Therefore, a firm’s membership in business networks can enhance its social capital, and thus, its resilience [63]. A high level of social capital can act as a buffer against crises, as social networks provide support to firms in difficult times [64].



Given that we have argued in the previous hypothesis that resilience mediates the relationship between the internationalization and sustainable competitiveness of hotel companies, it is possible that network ties have a certain moderating effect on the resilience of internationalized hotels. To this end, we suggest the following hypothesis for testing:



H3: 

Hotel network ties positively moderate the internationalization–resilience relationship.





The different hypotheses (H1, H2, and H3) and the proposed relationships (direct, mediation, and moderation) are shown in the below figure (Figure 1).





3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Population and Sample


The present study arises after the implementation of a research project aimed at consolidated research groups (AICO/2021) funded by the Generalitat Valenciana (Spain). The project focused on the study of the resilience of hotel companies in the Valencian Community (Spain) that were hit by the COVID-19 crisis. The Valencian Community was positioned in 2023 as the third destination country chosen by domestic tourists and was among the most chosen by non-resident tourists, consolidating its tourist position with more than 9.4 million travelers; this fact shows that there has been an improvement since the pre-pandemic situation in 2019 [65].



There were 842 hotels present in the Valencian Community in 2022 according to official INE data [65]. These hotels had a total of an estimated 50,947 rooms and employed almost 13,000 employees. More than 46% of these hotels would be located in the province of Alicante (392) compared to 38% located in the province of Valencia (320) and just over 15% in the province of Castellón (130).



The collection of information to test the hypotheses set out in this research model was carried out using a structured questionnaire sent by e-mail to the managers of the participating companies. The questionnaire was validated by means of a pre-test that was carried out on a group of experts in the field to verify that the questions were properly understood. The questionnaire was sent using the QualtricsXM software to all 842 hotels, of which 57 responses were received, representing a participation rate of 6.8%. The sample size is adequate according to the criteria of Hair et al. [66], who make recommendations on minimum sample size requirements for structural equation analyses. Specifically, these authors propose that for the case of the present model, in which the number of independent variables is 3, 53 observations would be required to achieve a statistical power of 80% with R2 values of at least 0.25 (with a 1% probability of error).



On average, the hotels in the sample have 517 establishments abroad. These hotels are in an average of 12 foreign countries. In addition, only 29 of the surveyed hotels belong to a business association, representing slightly more than 50% of the sample.




3.2. Measuring Variables


Most of the variables used in the questionnaire addressed to hotel managers came from Likert-type scales that were previously validated in the academic literature. The measures used for each of the variables in the research model are presented below.



Degree of Internationalization (DOI): The level of internationalization is evaluated by four indicators. The first is the number of international operations in the hotel industry, which is usually measured as the ratio of the number of foreign rooms to the total number of rooms [2,3]. The second is the number of foreign countries in which it operates [67]. Another common measure in hospitality industry research refers to the geographical distribution area completed by the company’s activities [44]. The third indicator is the number of hotels abroad [68]. Finally, the fourth indicator is the years of international experience that the company has.



Hotel resilience: We measured this variable with 11 items from Orchiston and Higham’s [69] hospitality organizational resilience scale, which was previously revised by Pathak and Joshi [70].



Sustainable hotel competitiveness: Following Fraj et al. [71] and Božič and Knežević Cvelbar [72], we asked the participants to evaluate relative sustainable competitiveness to its main competitors using an 8-point Likert scale. Four factors (Average Daily Rate—ADR; Revenue Per Room—RevPAR; Customer Satisfaction; and Employee Satisfaction) specifically represent challenges in the hotel industry, and the others refer to general competitiveness measures such as EBIT, ROI, ROS, and market share. These items were previously used for evaluations of the hotel industry [14].



Network ties: Previous studies have measured the propensity of hotel companies to network ties through the number of business associations of which a company is a member [61,73,74].




3.3. Analysis Technique


The partial least squares structural equation model (PLS-SEM) was applied as a statistical technique to look for linking data and theories. This methodology enables the representation, prediction, and testing of theoretical networks of relationships between unobserved variables (i.e., latent variables). This approach has been used to estimate causal models based on various theoretical models and empirical data [75]. In recent years, these techniques have been used in different studies in the hotel industry (e.g., see [76,77,78]) and with a reduced sample [43].



Indeed, there are several advantages associated with this analysis technique, which have been pointed out in several research studies. It is worth noting that it does not make specific demands on the distribution of sample data and does not require the observations to have predetermined independence [66]. It is a nonparametric statistical method, which does not require the presentation of a normal distribution of the data, although it requires that the data meet the minimum requirements to demonstrate that they are not excessively abnormal by means of kurtosis and skewness [66]. Another important advantage of the technique used is the possibility of performing complex model analyses, such as the one presented in this paper, which include both mediation and moderation relationships [66]. Furthermore, the choice of this method can also be associated with the type of explanatory study, which fits the context of the PLS-SEM. Also, the study population is small, and this technique can be used with smaller sample sizes (n = 57), so it fits well with the sample size requirements set for PLS [79]. The analysis was implemented using the SmartPLS software v4.2 [80].





4. Results


The results will be presented in two main parts. In the first part, the analysis of the measurement model was carried out, from which we tested the reliability and validity of each of the constructs used in our model. Following the recommendations of Hair et al. [66], this analysis of the measurement model first included the verification of the loadings of each item of the district constructs, which exceeded the critical value of 0.707 [81]. Then, the reliability of each construct or internal consistency was analyzed by checking the Cronbach’s alpha values above 0.8, as well as the rho_a and rho_c (see Table 1). Subsequently, the convergent validity of the constructs was checked by observing the AVE (whose values were all above 0.5, as can be seen in Table 1). To complete this first stage, the Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio Matrix (HTMT) was analyzed to check the discriminant reliability of our model (see Table 2) by following the strict criterion of values lower than 0.85 [82].



In the second part of the presentation of the results, the structural model was analyzed to determine the capacity of our model to predict the objective constructs, as well as the relationships between them, so that we could test the hypotheses put forward in the theoretical framework. Table 3 shows the estimated path coefficients after bootstrapping, as well as the values of the coefficient of determination, R2, which shows the predictive power of our model. In this case, we focus on the value of our final variable (sustainable hotel competitiveness), which takes the value of 0.708, a value that exceeds the levels proposed in the study by Chin [83].



The results shown in the table above allow us to support only two of the three hypotheses put forward in our theoretical model. Firstly, it can be observed that the relationship between the degree of internationalization and sustainable hotel competitiveness is positive and significant (Hypothesis 1 is supported). Secondly, the most important relationship that emerged from the analysis is the crucial effect of the international character of hotels on their resilience and the subsequent positive influence of this resilience on sustainable hotel competitiveness. This allows us to affirm the existence of a partial mediation relationship between the degree of internationalization of hotels and resilience-based competitiveness (see the positive and statistically significant value of the mediation relationship in Table 3). The second hypothesis is also supported. The total effect of the degree of internationalization on sustainable competitiveness rises to 0.281 with a p-value of 0.000.



Finally, the non-significant result of the moderation effect of the associations in the relationship between internationalization and resilience is surprising. Indeed, this moderation cannot be supported, which leads us to reject Hypothesis 3. In our model, network ties do not exert any influence on the internationalization–resilience relationship, i.e., these associations do not drive international hotels to develop higher resilience capacities.




5. Discussion


As the results show, the absence of a stronger and more significant relationship between the DOI and the sustainable hotel competitiveness of the tourism firms analyzed can be explained by the numerous costs mentioned by Capar and Kotabe [39] at an early stage. Moreover, given that these are service firms, they are less likely to benefit from economies of scale than manufacturing firms that have expanded internationally. However, although the significance is not very high, we can affirm that increasing the DOI increases the competitiveness of the hotels studied, which may be due to the accumulation of market knowledge, as mentioned by Rienda et al. [44]. Recently, authors such as Babgohari et al. [84] have also found several barriers to SME internationalization practices from a sustainability and resilience approach.



Moreover, the results of the present research allow us to highlight the crucial effect that resilience capacity exerts between internationalization and sustainable hotel competitiveness. Such findings are in line with the extensive assertions of authors who have recently pointed out the need for hotel managers to enhance their resilience capacity today [36,54]. Given this relationship and the differences arising from hotels’ sustainable competitive resilience, this may be an explanatory factor, but there are many other strategic factors that complement and explain it more broadly. This opens up different and interesting research directions in this field.



This research allows us to go a step further and show the key effect that this capacity has for international hospitality companies that seek to obtain higher performance and cannot achieve it directly [44]. Such international hotels should be concerned with enhancing their resilience in the different markets in which they operate, because only then will their performance be sufficiently altered. In line with the studies by Martins et al. [50] and Puhr and Mullner [51], the international development of firms provides them with essential learning to compensate for the difficulties of the process and allows them to become more resilient.



One of the results obtained in the present research work differs from what was put forward in the theoretical framework, i.e., the rejection of Hypothesis 3 that supported a positive moderation relationship between associations and the relationship between the DOI and resilience. This result could have its justification in the variable employed. Perhaps the number of business associations of which a company is a member does not represent the benefits of cooperation agreements carried out by hotels. In addition, the challenges faced by international hotels may not be solved with the network ties they have locally, and they must develop other competencies and skills to boost their resilience. Therefore, although we cannot affirm in this study that hotel network ties have a positive effect and increase resilience, we consider that cooperation is a key variable, and further studies are needed to help understand this result.




6. Conclusions


Resilience not only plays an essential role for hotels that compete in the regional or national territory, but also for those that are internationalized. The international development of hotels boosts their learning and resilience capacity, leading to higher performance or sustainable competitiveness, which promotes tourism sustainability. Although we were not able to demonstrate in our work that cooperation has a positive influence on resilience, it is undoubtedly a way for internationalized companies to improve their adaptive capacity, and more studies are needed to incorporate these ideas.



The main conclusions of this research allow us to draw different implications both from theoretical and practical points of view. First of all, this research has allowed us to deepen the already addressed relationship between the degree of internationalization of hotels and their sustainable hotel competitiveness by offering a very relevant novelty, namely the mediating role of the resilience capacity of hotels. This, in turn, serves to encourage directors and managers of international hotels to develop this resilience capacity in the current times of uncertainty, as it will allow them to boost their international performance.



The present study is not without limitations, which allows us to propose different lines of future research. Firstly, one of the main limitations of our paper is that the results may not be generalizable as this study focuses on a specific geographical area with a small sample. However, given the tourist importance of this area, previous studies (e.g., see [85,86]) have focused on tourist enclaves in the Valencian Community, such as Benidorm and Alicante, although with a larger sample of hotel firms. Future research may extend the scope of analysis to other geographical areas in order to extrapolate our results. Secondly, the lack of statistical significance in the results regarding the moderating effect of network linkages indicates that a more comprehensive or nuanced understanding of this variable is required. It might be interesting for future work to incorporate new qualitative dimensions of different network affiliations (e.g., the degree of trust, formal vs. informal, and local vs. global) and make distinctions between them. This could facilitate the elucidation of the circumstances under which network connections enhance both resilience and sustainable competitiveness. In line with this idea, it would be interesting to incorporate new variables into the model in order to provide a more holistic understanding of the strategic environment in which international hotels operate, such as the interaction between technology adoption, sustainability practices, internationalization, resilience, and competitiveness. Finally, an examination of hotel industry operations in relation to different challenges and prospects in alternative tourism subsectors or even industries in general may shed light on the unique characteristics of this sector. Future comparative analyses of this nature could provide insights into the uniqueness of this sector or the broader applicability of the observed relationships.
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