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Abstract: Purpose: This study deals with a tourism organisation from Poland, which experienced not only the COVID-19
pandemic, but also the close war situation in Ukraine which caused a significant decrease in tourist traffic and revenues.
Since, based on the literature, knowledge management can be useful for crisis management, this study aims to explore the
role and usefulness of KM during crisis situations in tourism. Methodology: Qualitative in-depth analysis was conducted by
using data collected via semi-structured interview with the CEO of a local tourism organisation in Poland. The research output
is presented in the form of a single case study with that organisation as the unit of analysis. Findings: The case highlighted
that: a) a crisis may not be the most appropriate time for the implementation of KM from the scratch in an organisation; b)
having some minimal KM experience can be essential for a more structured and complex KM approach; c) organisations may
benefit from lessons learned during the crisis to get insights for developing KM. These findings suggest that practitioners and
policymakers facilitate KM awareness among tourism organisations to enhance resilience in coping with future crises.
Research limitations: This is a single case study and thus it cannot be easily generalised or provide a comprehensive overview
of the whole sector. It is also a case study from a single country, affected by two serious crises which limits the applicability
of the results to other countries. Practical implications: The study provides useful insights for practitioners in tourism
organisations aspiring to improve internal processes of knowledge management and thus mitigating the future tourism
crises. Originality/value: This paper contributes to the body of knowledge in terms of the role and relevance of KM during
the tourism crisis. It provides food for thought for researchers investigating the knowledge and crisis management processes
within the tourism industry.
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1. Introduction

Knowledge management has proven its applicability and usefulness in many different organisational contexts
and areas. According to some studies, knowledge management can support many organisational activities, such
as innovation management (Andreeva and Kianto, 2011; Vaccaro et al, 2010), organisational performance
(Junges et al, 2015), or sustainability (Martins et al, 2019). Knowledge management has also been useful in many
different sectors, for example for the organisations from the KIBS (knowledge-intensive business services) sector
(Zieba, 2021), construction industry (Fong and Choi, 2009) or tourism industry (Anand et al, 2023; Martinez-
Martinez et al, 2015).

Knowledge management has also been indicated as potentially useful in case of a crisis or disaster situation in
tourism (Mistilis and Sheldon, 2006). Defining a crisis in tourism is a challenging task as there is no one single
agreed-upon definition in the literature — and the definitions that appear usually are used to describe a particular
crisis context (Santana, 2004). Sonmez et al (1994) affirms that a tourism crisis in general is “any occurrence
which can threaten the normal operation and conduct of tourism related businesses; damage a tourist
destination's overall reputation for safety, attractiveness and comfort by negatively affecting visitors’
perceptions of that destination”. Examples of crises can be natural disasters, like earthquakes, tsunami or
volcano eruptions.

Although there are some studies indicating the usefulness of knowledge management in a crisis situation in the
tourism industry (Barisi¢ et al, 2020; Orchiston and Higham, 2016; Racherla and Hu, 2009), it is still unclear how
tourism organisations manage their knowledge during a crisis. To fill this knowledge gap, this paper is going to
explore the topic in a sample tourism organisation from Poland. The case study presents managing knowledge
by this kind of organisation in a crisis situation caused by COVID-19 and the war in a neighbouring country
(Ukraine). This research is preliminary and exploratory in nature, as it is based on a single case-study.

This paper develops as follows. First, knowledge management in the crisis in tourism is described. Second, the
methodology of the study is presented and third, the findings are described. The paper ends with the discussion
section and conclusion and future research avenues.
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2. KM in Crisis in Tourism

The relationship between knowledge management (KM) and crisis management has been extensively examined,
with numerous studies underscoring the significance of robust KM practices in effectively handling crises (Anand
et al., 2023). However, research has been diverse and somewhat scattered across various subjects of analysis,
such as: military and war scenarios from the perspectives of states and peacekeeping organisations (Bolisani and
Damiani, 2010), natural disasters (Dorasamy et al, 2013), medical emergencies (Wickramasinghe et al, 2006),
economic crises (Ponis and Koronis, 2012), and disruptions in logistics and supply chains (Ponis and Ntalia, 2016).

Knowledge in crisis can serve as means of support in mitigating the effects of the crisis events. It may assist
organisations in overcoming early challenges arising from a crisis, supporting the development of new
knowledge, and facilitating the application of lessons learnt (Ng et al, 2022). Additionally, it can hinder possible
damages and reinforce defence mechanisms (Kir Kuscer et al, 2021), as well as contribute to ensuring the safety
of workplace and employees (Schiuma et al, 2021). Ongoing knowledge exchange, in the form of systematic
updates of the tourism industry, can successfully foster organisations during the crisis response stage (Orchiston
and Higham, 2016).

Knowledge management can function as an invaluable instrument, enhancing organisational resilience and
fortifying their defensive strategies (Paraskevas et al, 2013), therefore creating a centralised knowledge
repository (Racherla & Hu, 2009) becomes vital for tourism companies to deal with the crises effectively. Mistilis
and Sheldon (2006) affirm that knowledge is needed at various stages: before, during and after a crisis.
Nevertheless, while reviewing the tourism literature, it can be stated that scholars focus on selected KM
processes in relation to specific crisis phases and research on KM issues in the context of overall crisis
management is limited.

While the existing studies on the relationship between KM and crisis management employ varied methodologies
and perspectives, there is broad agreement on two key points. Firstly, KM practices enhance learning abilities,
resilience, and preparedness of organisations in managing crises (Raman and Jennex, 2010). Secondly, the
success of KM in crisis management often relies on the preemptive implementation of strategic and structured
approaches (Ponis and Koronis, 2012; Wang and Belardo, 2005).

This insight presents two significant challenges for tourism organisations, a sector where the link between crisis
management and KM has also been investigated to a small extent (Mistilis and Sheldon, 2006; Stolarek-
Muszynska and Zieba, 2022). This sector tends to be less organised and resilient, making it vulnerable to global
disruptions, as evidenced by the recent COVID-19 crisis (Kahveci, 2023; Nilsson et al, 2023). The approach to KM
in these organisations is often informal, unstructured, not strategically planned, and can be described as
"emergent" — typically a response to immediate problems that need solving (Zieba et al, 2016). Unfortunately,
this tendency results in inefficient responses in times of crisis due to delayed reactions.

3. Methodology

The purpose of this study is to explore in-depth the role and usefulness of knowledge management during crisis
situations in tourism. As this aim is strictly context-related and “the boundaries between phenomenon and
context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2003), this research adopts a case study approach.

The study addresses the following research questions:

RQ 1: To what extent does a tourism organisation apply KM processes during a crisis and whether this
is a conscious and/or planned or unconscious and/or unplanned approach?

RQ 2: How aware is the decision-maker of the tourism organisation of the potential support the KM
processes offer during the crisis?

RQ 3: What are the challenges related to knowledge management during the crisis?

With the view of the exploratory focus, this study is based on qualitative in-depth analysis (Creswell, 2014) and
research output is presented in the form of a single case study with the organisation as the unit of analysis.
Mariotto et al (2014) argues that research may benefit from the single case study approach as it provides a deep
understanding of the topic that is being investigated. Primary data for this study was collected via semi-
structured interview which took place in November 2023. The full interview was recorded and transcribed
verbatim (Poland, 1995) in Polish and afterwards translated to English.
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The interview was conducted with the CEO from a local tourism organisation in Poland which represents an
entity within the structure of a public-private association. The organisation coordinates local marketing activities
for the destination and plays a key role in the integration of the local government units and tourism industry
companies from i.e., lodging sector, gastronomy, tour operator, transport, etc. As part of the subject research,

a representative of the local tourism organisation operating in the metropolitan area has been chosen for in-
depth analysis.

4. Findings

This section is aimed at answering the research questions based on what emerged from the analysis of the
investigated case. First of all, it has to be recalled that in the last years the examined tourism organisation
reported facing three relevant crises related to: the COVID pandemic, the war in Ukraine, and inflation (these
are the crises the organisation faced in the opinion of the respondent). Further challenges are due to the changes
in the financial structure of the local government which are affecting the amount of the local government's
contribution to tourism organisations, which constitutes the majority of the organisation's budget.

According to the opinion of the organisation member, the three crises have had different impacts. In particular:

“COVID pandemic brought out good qualities in the industry, such as the willingness to cooperate,
tojoin forces - so this was also very beneficial in terms of even local development, gaining partners,
association members, and strengthening cooperation with other organisations in the POT-ROT-
LOT system”.

“The war in Ukraine. | would say, there was a positive aspect that we were able to test in practice
the organisational efficiency of the organisation as such and the team”.

“...this inflation hurts us doubly. ... our costs are rising ... running the Tourist Information, just
compared to last year, they have already risen by 50%”.

All summed up, in the organisation’s opinion the most prominent crisis was the one caused by the war in
Ukraine.

[The most significant crisis was] "the war in Ukraine because, due to the proximity of the border ....
Tourists either postpone their visit to our city or cancel it altogether. .... our tourist influx is reduced".

Therefore, in what follows, the authors will mainly refer to the crisis caused by the war in the
neighbouring country.

As concerns RQ1 - To what extent does a tourism organisation apply KM processes during a crisis and
whether this is a conscious and/or planned or unconscious and/or unplanned approach — it must be said that
the new, and unexpected conditions, forced the examined organisation to collect and process a lot of
information concerning the Ukrainians-related touristic demand.

“...here we can see ... the impact of information management - by collaborating with members,
such as cultural institutions, museums, hotels, restaurants, etc. Knowing that suddenly we have a
lot of users of tourist infrastructure whose first and main language is Ukrainian. We really started
to gather this information: how many of these people are there, and on the other hand gather
information about adapting the tourist offer in Ukrainian, and also encouraging the creation of
such an offer.”

This was an unplanned activity, made easy for the organisation’s flat structure and its strict
relationships with the various stakeholders, which allowed to gather information, rapidly:

"... directly from the Ukrainian refugees ... or ... in restaurants, hotels, accommodation places, or
public utility buildings that normally operate for tourists and residents, but during the crisis also
provided services directly to refugees”.

Summing up, the examined organisation applied some KM processes during the crisis, but they did it in
a completely unconscious way, which they confirmed by stating that:

“... [KM] had absolutely no significance”.
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Coming to RQ 2 - How aware is the decision-maker of the tourism organisation of the potential support
the KM processes offer during the crisis? — first it must be underlined that the organisation was completely
unprepared to face the crisis, apart from the knowledge of Ukrainian language:

" ... we were linguistically ready. We were actually able to provide services in Ukrainian ...”

In spite of this, the organisation did not change, or at least they affirm that nothing has changed in their
way of doing KM:

“...it's hard to say that there were any additional actions undertaken ... it was business as usual in
terms of work ... so we just continued with the team's regular schedule".

At the same time, they state that they were:
“... organizationally agile enough to quickly respond to the emerging needs ...”

and that the President of the Board was involved in communicating crucial information to the external
partners.

The previous assertions further confirm that managers were involved in KM without having a clear
perception of KM itself.

Concluding with RQ 3 - What are the challenges related to knowledge management during the crisis? —
it was considered crucial to have all the needed information concerning the emerging new situations as soon as
possible.

As concerns the activities performed by the organisation to assist refugees, and particularly the creation
and managing of a helpline, they affirmed that a challenge was faced:

“.. how to collaborate with NGO. If we had [such knowledge], we would have approached
cooperation in a way that better protected our organisation's interests”.

Effective and rapid knowledge sharing was a particularly crucial element in acting in a crisis.

“... 1would say knowledge sharing [is an important KM element in crisis management]. Because in
this particular crisis, our organisation had no knowledge about the reception of refugees. But
possibly... more about knowledge sharing by other organisations with us, like [organisation name],
[organisation name], which quickly helped us to make up for the shortcomings and effectively
carry out the activities we started”.

It must be underlined that cooperation was considered an effective way to face the KM related
challenges raised by the crisis, and this was one of the most important lessons learnt by the organisation.

“Oh, | was saying that it gave us experience in cooperating with organisations outside the tourism
industry.”

Cooperation also enabled the organisation to collect and process the information needed to face the
crisis. This concerned also the pandemic related crisis.

“... in the pandemic crisis, the important role of how we collected information from the industry
locally was really visible. We exchanged this local-level knowledge with other organisations, and
using the knowledge of these other organisations, we were able to adapt our local actions. That
was very evident and very important at the time."

5. Discussion

As it can be seen on the basis of the results from the case study, some elements of knowledge management
were visible in the crisis situation, although these elements were implemented rather unconsciously, meaning
that the organisation did not have the awareness of the knowledge management concept itself, its elements
and the usefulness of its implementation. The examined organisation has implemented elements of KM rather
intuitively, responding to the needs from the environment, without planning - this kind of approach can be called
“emergent approach to KM”, as defined by Zieba et al (2016). It can be expected that the introduction of some
basic elements of KM might constitute a base for further development - on that basis an organisation can make
a reflection and draw some conclusions which can support the company in the next crisis.
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It is also possible that a crisis situation is not a perfect moment for KM implementation due to various
turbulences and the resources the organisation needs to appoint to deal with this crisis. It would be more
advisable to implement KM earlier and adjust it to the present needs in a crisis situation (e.g., knowledge sharing
with external partners indicated by the examined organisation that was implemented during the crisis).
Organisations may implement some KM activities as an effect of the crisis, but during it, under the pressure,
they may just implement some ad hoc activities, responding directly to the current needs.

What could be recommended for organisations dealing with crises is a self-reflection activity done after the crisis
itself. Organisations could examine then what worked and what did not, as well as focus on the type of
knowledge that is crucial from their perspective for crisis management. As a crisis situation is a difficult one and
probably implementing changes is quite challenging then, organisations could learn afterwards and implement
new solutions on the basis of lessons learnt during the crisis.

6. Conclusion and Future Research Avenues

This study endeavoured to investigate in-depth the role and usefulness of knowledge management in a tourism
crisis. Two large crises, namely COVID-19 and Russian invasion on Ukraine, have proved the vulnerability of the
tourism industry in Poland and clearly demonstrated that tourism organisations need to be prepared and
equipped with tools and crisis knowledge in order to mitigate the impact of hazardous events, both short and
long-term.

The findings from the case study point out that KM is somehow present during managing crises by tourism
organisations. Even though the organisation is not aware about the knowledge management concept and the
theory behind it, it can still benefit from the KM elements. Managing knowledge can be useful in the crisis
(Mistilis and Sheldon, 2006), but it is vital to prepare before such hazardous events and implement KM processes
earlier, as the crisis moment itself is not the best one for KM introduction due to urgent diverse organisational
challenges.

This paper contributes to the body of knowledge in terms of the role and relevance of KM during the tourism
crisis. It offers food for thought for researchers investigating knowledge and crisis management processes within
the tourism industry. The study provides also useful insights for the practitioners from the tourism organisations
sector aspiring to improve internal processes of knowledge management and thus, mitigating the future tourism
crises better and easier.

As this study adopts a case study approach, it is subject to the methodology-related limitations. Research output
is limited to the analysis of a single organisation and thus it does not give a comprehensive overview of the
whole sector. It is also a case study from a single country, affected by two serious crises and it also limits the
applicability of the results to tourism organisations from other countries.

Future research avenues may focus on expanding the initial findings from a single case-study to multiple cases
in order to explore similarities or differences within the tourism industry. The subsequent research studies could
entail validating the qualitative results with the use of quantitative approach. Additionally, tourism organisations
from other countries could be examined, especially the ones facing similar crises (COVID-19 or other pandemic
and wars in neighbouring countries). By examining tourism organisations from other countries and comparing
the results, the cultural aspects of dealing with the crisis with KM support could be detected.
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