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Contingency Strategies to Foster Resilience in National Parks During 

Crisis Events such as COVID-19 

 

Abstract and keywords 

 

National Parks serve as sites of ecological conservation and a refuge for physical and mental 

well-being during times of crisis. However, COVID-19 caused several difficulties for national 

park managers, making it difficult for them to stay accessible. This study investigates the 

challenges that National Parks encounter during a crisis event such as COVID-19 and how to 

develop relevant contingency strategies for future disruptive events. Semi-structured 

interviews based on the resilience model of Norris et al. (2008) were conducted with park 

managers at The Kruger National Park, South Africa, and the Peak District National Park, 

United Kingdom. Several stressors were identified regarding challenges faced in the parks due 

to the pandemic, such as uncertainty among staff and visitors and additional strain on resources 

such as time, funding, and available staff. This study underlines the importance of contingency 

planning in bolstering National Park resilience during global crises, offering practical insights 

for park management. 

 

Keywords: National Parks, Contingency strategies, Resilience, COVID-19, Stressors, 

Resilience model 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has left an indelible mark on the tourism industry, prompting a 

global transition towards recovery, although caution is warranted given the vulnerabilities 

exposed (Duro et al., 2021; Fotiadis et al., 2021; Orîndaru et al., 2021; Priyadarsini et al., 2020). 

Concurrently, the pandemic has underscored the critical role of protected areas in fostering 

human well-being, biodiversity conservation, and ecosystem services (McNeely, 2021; 

Romagosa et al., 2015; Spenceley et al., 2021). A notable uptick in visitation to these areas 

post-COVID-19 reflects a heightened appreciation for outdoor spaces and nature amid 

pandemic-related constraints and uncertainties (Beery, 2020; Spenceley et al., 2021). 

 

However, the surge in visitation has strained national parks, revealing challenges such as 

decreased enforcement levels, reduced funding, and detrimental impacts on management 

capabilities and local livelihoods (Hockings et al., 2020; Shrestha et al., 2023; Souza et al., 

2021). This underscores the imperative of resilience for the long-term sustainability of 

protected area tourism. Developing contingency strategies, including educational initiatives 

promoting responsible visitor behaviour and consensus-building on environmentally 

sustainable practices, is vital to ensure resilience (Holling & Gunderson, 2001; Pich et al., 

2002; Spenceley et al., 2021). 
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Contingency planning, preparing for and responding to potential risks, uncertainties, and 

disruptions is key to mitigating these challenges (Pich et al., 2002). Resilience is an emergent 

phenomenon that involves maintaining ongoing functions and controls despite disturbances 

(Holling & Gunderson, 2001). In the context of this study, resilience is framed as the tourism 

product resulting from well-defined contingency strategies to address specific challenges 

during adversity. 

 

Efforts to enhance resilience entail reducing the dependency of protected areas on tourism and 

conducting comparative analyses of contingency strategies, as seen in the case of Kruger 

National Park and Peak District National Park (Andrianambinina et al., 2023; Hoffmann, 

2022). Such research underscores the significance of developing contingency strategies in 

response to crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, facilitating crisis management and resilience 

in the tourism and conservation sectors (Litvin., 2020). Moreover, it highlights the necessity of 

interdisciplinary approaches in developing comprehensive and effective contingency plans. 

The interconnectedness of various sectors, as evidenced by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

emphasises the importance of collaboration and integration of insights from diverse disciplines 

such as public health, environmental science, and management (Raetze et al., 2022). By doing 

so, researchers can inform decision-making processes and contribute to the long-term resilience 

of protected areas amidst future crises. 

 

The gap in knowledge surrounding resilience in national parks during times of crisis lies in the 

need for a comprehensive understanding of effective management strategies to maintain 

ecological integrity and sustainability amid unforeseen challenges. Existing research addresses 

the economic impact of tourism, visitor attitudes towards sustainable development, and natural 

disturbance management. However, it lacks in-depth exploration of specific strategies and 

mechanisms to enhance park resilience during crises. While studies highlight the importance 

of monitoring natural resources and conservation partnerships with local communities, 

research is needed to develop and evaluate tailored contingency strategies for crises. 

Additionally, although literature emphasises visitor patterns, economic benefits, community 

involvement, and the social capital of communities, there is a gap in understanding how these 

factors intersect with resilience-building efforts. Research on ecological integrity management 

and interdisciplinary collaboration among stakeholders is also insufficient in addressing how 

these efforts can enhance resilience during external shocks. This study aims to bridge these 

gaps by focusing on tailored contingency strategies, enhancing ecological integrity 

management, and fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, ultimately contributing to national 

parks' long-term sustainability and resilience. 

 

2. Literature Background 

 

2.1. Building Resilience in National Parks  

 

Resilience theory forms a robust theoretical framework for comprehending the intricate 

interplay among human society, economics, and the natural environment (Walker et al., 2004). 

It underscores the importance of developing adaptation strategies to enable systems to respond 
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to threats while preserving their essential characteristics. Within protected areas, resilience is 

often conceptualised through an ecosystem approach, endorsed by the Convention on 

Biological Diversity in 2000, which considers the cumulative impacts of various sectors (Bec 

et al., 2016; Lew, 2014). Strickland-Munro et al. (2010) applied resilience concepts to 

scrutinise the impact of tourism on local communities and nature destinations, especially in 

light of climate change. Moreover, community-based tourism has been identified as a potential 

contributor to the resilience of national parks, with local leadership and robust social networks 

playing crucial roles (Ruiz-Ballesteros & del Campo Tejedor, 2020).). In addition, strategies 

to ensure National Parks stay resilient in times of crisis include safeguarding visitor and 

community health, promoting diverse income streams, equity, and inclusiveness (Spenceley et 

al., 2021). Long-term resilience for National parks would also entail strengthening the local 

economy, ensuring financial viability, and contemplating long-term investments (Maziar et al., 

2022). Social-ecological perspectives inform management strategies to enhance protected 

public areas such as National Parks resilience (Tanaka & Takashina, 2023). Research guided 

by this framework contributes to adaptive management approaches vital for future challenges 

(Kupfer et al., 2021). 

 

National Parks’ resilience necessitates interdisciplinary perspectives, considering scale-related 

issues and interconnected dynamics (Birgé et al., 2016). Cross-scale influences and system 

interactions inform management decisions (De Vos et al., 2017). Power relations and 

governance dynamics shape National Park resilience, necessitating context-specific 

approaches e.g. a national park in Africa would have a different approach than a National Park 

in Europe (Franco-Gaviria et al., 2022). Management strategies must integrate ecological and 

social dynamics, understand cross-scale interactions, and challenge embedded approaches for 

future conservation efforts (Glaser & Glaeser, 2014).). Furthermore, leadership, entrepreneurs' 

motivations, and self-organisation are pivotal for fortifying resilience in tourism systems 

(Espiner & Becken, 2014). In addition, Cochrane (2010) delineated critical elements for a 

resilient tourism system, stressing responsiveness to market forces, stakeholder cooperation, 

and strong leadership. In protected areas, tourism's contribution to conservation is 

indispensable. Nevertheless, understanding and responding to market forces is imperative for 

sustainable tourism (Cochrane, 2010). Profitable businesses are fundamental for tourism 

viability, necessitating a balanced approach. However, concerns arise when stakeholders 

disregard potential impacts such as climate change and potential future pandemics. 

 

Resilience thinking integrates diverse dimensions, encompassing biophysical and social 

aspects, and acknowledges uncertainty and evolving knowledge (Davidson et al., 2016). Zhang 

et al. (2024) applied the "Destination Sustainability Framework" rooted in resilience concepts, 

indicating the potential to reduce tourism vulnerabilities while fostering disaster recovery and 

resilience. National parks in the United States have implemented various strategies to enhance 

resilience, ensuring the well-being of visitors and the ecosystems they protect. Yellowstone 

National Park stands out for its proactive approach to keeping the park accessible to the public 

during the pandemic, promoting outdoor activities as safe options for recreation and 

encouraging visitors to engage in physical activities in open spaces while adhering to social 

distancing guidelines (Geng et al., 2021). Similarly, Yosemite National Park has demonstrated 
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adaptive management strategies to monitor and manage visitor patterns effectively, 

meticulously tracking park visitation data and implementing measures to control 

overcrowding, ensuring a safe and enjoyable experience for visitors while mitigating the risk 

of virus transmission (Kupfer et al., 2021). Grand Canyon National Park has prioritised 

community engagement and communication, fostering open collaboration with local 

communities and effectively communicating health and safety guidelines, park regulations, and 

updates on park operations (Tambo et al., 2021). Acadia National Park has embraced 

innovative technology, leveraging mobile device data and location-based services to track 

visitor behaviour and assess the impact of the pandemic on park visitation, allowing for data-

driven insights to enhance the overall park experience. Additionally, Zion National Park has 

prioritised promoting equitable access to park resources, supporting social inclusion and 

community well-being by ensuring all individuals have access to outdoor spaces and 

recreational opportunities (Kupfer et al., 2021). Furthermore, Glacier National Park has 

exemplified collaboration with public health authorities, aligning park operations with public 

health guidelines and implementing sanitation measures, capacity limits, and mask mandates 

to protect visitors and staff from COVID-19 transmission.  

 

Most national parks applied a strategy to build resilience during the pandemic by implementing 

enhanced health and safety protocols, including strict hygiene measures and mandatory mask 

usage (Kontogiannis, 2021). Furthermore, visitor management and capacity control measures 

such as pre-booking systems and limited capacities were implemented to facilitate physical 

distancing (Beery, 2020). Some parks also utilise communication channels such as Facebook 

and Instagram to provide visitors with up-to-date information on safety guidelines and closures 

(Miller-Rushing et al., 2021). Advanced technologies such as remote cameras and sensors were 

used to monitor wildlife populations and detect illegal activities during reduced staff presence 

(Miller-Rushing et al., 2021). These measures aimed to ensure staff and visitor safety while 

maintaining the sustainability of parks and game reserves (Miller-Rushing et al., 2021). 

National parks are involved in various strategies for recovering and building resilience efforts. 

They diversify visitor experiences through technology-based interpretive programs and 

immersive activities and collaborate with local communities, government agencies, and 

tourism stakeholders to foster shared decision-making and collective responsibility (Wendt et 

al., 2021). Adaptive management and continuous monitoring, which include tracking visitor 

trends and ecological indicators that enable informed decision-making (Geng et al., 2021), are 

also being implemented. These strategies aim to rebuild visitor confidence and ensure the long-

term sustainability of national parks. Contingency planning is essential for effectively 

managing resources, protecting wildlife and habitats, and ensuring visitor and staff safety 

during emergencies or disruptive events in national parks (Geng et al., 2021). 

 

In conclusion, tourism systems in protected areas must be responsive to market forces, promote 

stakeholder cooperation, exhibit strong leadership, benefit local communities, and support 

environmental conservation to adapt to threats posed by global environmental change and 

market conditions. These features enhance resilience, ensuring long-term sustainability. 
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2.2 Challenges faced by national parks during COVID-19 

 

Visitor mobility patterns changed due to the pandemic (Ritchie, 2020), which had diverse 

impacts on protected public areas, ranging from general challenges such as crowding and 

environmental degradation due to increased visitation to social impacts like conflicts with 

gateway communities and strained relationships with visitors (Dangi & Gribb, 2021; McGinlay 

et al., 2020). National parks experienced an upsurge in visitor numbers during the pandemic as 

they were usually exempt from restrictions (Geng et al., 2021), with visitors travelling closer 

to home due to uncertainty with the development of the pandemic. Such increases in tourist 

traffic can place significant ecological stress on national parks, often exceeding carrying 

capacity and causing environmental degradation, such as soil erosion, habitat destruction, and 

pollution (Rogowski, 2020). This strain on natural resources and infrastructure underscores the 

need for sustainable management practices, such as monitoring and tracking visitor patterns 

and adjusting strategies to specific situations such as COVID-19 accordingly (Religa & Adach, 

2020; Rogowski, 2020). Additionally, the growth in visitor numbers also led to 

misunderstandings with locals (Scholtz & Saayman, 2018) and challenges such as noise, 

littering and irresponsible behaviour (Jones & McGinlay, 2020). 

 

While tourism can generate economic benefits and uplift local economies, failure to address 

ecological costs can lead to negative consequences, as shown in the case of the Bavarian Forest 

National Park (Mayer, 2014). Building resilience offers new potential for National Parks as it 

involves engaging stakeholders and developing strategies that balance ecological, socio-

cultural, and economic goals (García‐Melón et al., 2010; Wei & Chung, 2017). Additionally, 

educating tourists on responsible behaviour can help mitigate their environmental impact 

(Stanic-Jovanovic & Cvetković, 2016).  

 

Situational impacts include disruptions in access, affecting local economies and visitation 

patterns. At the same time, behavioural adaptations have led to changes in recreation patterns 

and potential long-term effects on diversity and equity in outdoor recreation (Winter et al., 

2019). The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the vulnerabilities of national parks across multiple 

fronts. Templeton et al. (2021) highlighted a stark decline in tourist arrivals, revealing the 

susceptibility of parks to external shocks and their struggle to adapt swiftly. Shehzad et al. 

(2021) elucidated the global economic fallout, which strained national parks financially, 

emphasising their vulnerability to broader economic crises. Alonso et al. (2020) noted 

significant management challenges, necessitating better preparedness and adaptability to 

manage evolving visitation patterns and ensure visitor safety. Souza et al. (2021) pointed out 

health disparities that exacerbated concerns about unequal access to parks during crises, thus 

unveiling a lack of resilience in ensuring equitable access. Declining public interest also 

surfaced, indicating challenges in maintaining engagement and relevance during crises (Toubes 

et al., 2021). 

 

These findings underscore the urgent need for comprehensive strategies to bolster the resilience 

of national parks. Smith et al. (2021) stressed the necessity for further research to comprehend 

the long-term effects of the pandemic on conservation efforts as well as the economic 
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implications thereof. Ferreira et al. (2020) emphasised the need to understand gaps in 

knowledge to develop effective mitigation strategies. Andrianambinina et al. (2023) called for 

greater insight into the impacts of reduced tourism and alternative funding mechanisms. 

Hockings et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of studying protected area management's 

social and economic dimensions during crises. 

 

Contingency planning, crucial for anticipating, responding to, and recovering from adverse 

events, is closely tied to resilience (McEntire, 2021). Giousmpasoglou et al. (2021) 

underscored the significance of contingency planning in ensuring the ability of protected areas 

to withstand and recover from crises like COVID-19 while maintaining essential functions and 

long-term sustainability. 

 

2.3 Conceptual Framework 

 

Norris et al. (2008) underscore the significance of resilience, advocating for a process-oriented 

approach that emphasises adaptation to stress and change, particularly through flexibility (Saja 

et al., 2019). Their model of resilience serves as a framework for understanding how national 

park managers perceive strategies to address COVID-19 impacts, highlighting the importance 

of building strong communities and enhancing adaptive capacities (Onstad et al., 2012). 

 

When faced with crises like COVID-19, organisations such as national parks typically react in 

one of two ways: resistance or exposure to stressors. Research conducted by Jeon & Yang 

(2021) and Raassens et al. (2022) supports the notion that resistance to change is unlikely 

during crises, emphasising the need for effective crisis management (Jones & Comfort, 2020). 

Instead, parks are exposed to specific stressors such as economic, visitor, and environmental 

impacts, prompting them to mobilise resources to address these challenges. Florido-Benítez 

(2021) confirms the significant impact of crisis events on tourism and the need for strategic 

planning and recovery efforts. 

 

Resource mobilisation, a medium to long-term process, may temporarily disrupt park 

operations but enables adaptation through contingency strategies (Browder et al., 2023). 

Effective resource utilisation has been crucial for the pandemic response of the tourism 

industry, which requires robust and rapid actions to facilitate recovery (Norris et al., 2008). 

 

Transient dysfunction during the pandemic highlighted vulnerabilities within the tourism 

industry, influenced by demographic and socioeconomic factors, which necessitate resilience-

building efforts (Jones & Comfort, 2020; statssa.gov.za, 2019). Resilience is a dynamic process 

that ensures the continuation of essential functions and regulatory mechanisms in the face of 

disruptions (Holling & Gunderson, 2001). This study conceptualises resilience as the outcome 

of strategically planned contingency measures designed to tackle specific challenges during 

adversity. This model serves as a foundational framework for disaster studies (Jahn & 

Johansson, 2018; Soriano, 2019; Onstad et al., 2012; Singh et al., 2022; Wickes et al., 2015), 

stressing the importance of understanding stressors and adaptive capacities, and interventions 

to enhance wellness over time (Onstad et al., 2012; Wickes et al., 2015). 
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[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

 

2.4 Case study areas: The Kruger and Peak District National Parks  

 

As COVID-19 was the focal point of our study, it was crucial to approach this from a 

comprehensive perspective to determine how national parks fully developed their resilience. 

Therefore, we chose two iconic and globally and nationally esteemed national parks as our case 

study areas: Kruger National Park (KNP), South Africa and Peak District National Park 

(PDNP), UK. Both were the first national parks in their respective countries, with KNP 

established in 1926 through the merger of the Singwitsi and Sabi Games Reserves and PDNP 

set up in 1951. The PNDP annually attracts over 12 million visitors (Shaker & Hermans, 2021), 

whilst the KNP welcomes close to 1 million (South African National Parks, 2024). The 

geographical areas spanning both parks are encompassing based on the size of the country. 

KNP covers an area of 7,523 sq. mi in the provinces of Limpopo and Mpumalanga in north-

eastern South Africa, whilst the PDNP spans 555 sq. mi. in the regions of East Midlands, West 

Midlands, North West, Yorkshire and Humber.   

Whilst these parks do vary in climate, ecosystems, socioeconomic settings, funding sources 

and organisational structure  (Wilgen, 2018) and had different experiences in how the pandemic 

was managed, their shared commonalities detailed above and cohesive ethos around the 

conservation of wildlife and natural beauty, cultural heritage, and visitor education (PDNP, 

2023; South African National Parks, 2024) makes them key sites in helping to understand how 

resilience is framed in national parks. The importance of selecting these parks is to determine 

how they experienced the pandemic and establish if different parks encounter the same 

challenges caused by COVID-19. Furthermore, the similarities and diversity of the KNP and 

PDNP could provide a more nuanced understanding of COVID-19 preparedness, helping to 

shape the development of national park strategies. 

 

 

3. Method 

 

3.1 Research Method 

 

This study is embedded in interpretivism as the research sought to understand the experiences, 

perceptions, and strategies related to COVID-19 preparedness in the selected national parks 

(Tong et al., 2012). Data were collected via semi-structured interviews, which explored 

participants' experiences with the impacts of the pandemic and strategies employed to deal with 

them. This method allowed for probes and emphasis on specific points, insights, reflections, 

and meaning, promoting dialogue and knowledge exchange between the interviewer and 

interviewee (Niksirat et al., 2023). Non-probability purposive sampling, also known as 

judgment sampling, was employed in this study (Tong et al., 2012). This sampling approach 

involves the researcher using their expertise to select a suitable sample for the research (Tong 

et al., 2012). The sample comprised ten managers from KNP in SA and PDNP in the UK. The 
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selection of managers from both parks with different organisational systems, land ownership, 

climate, visitor motivation, and activities being offered aimed to gather comprehensive data on 

contingency strategies and offer insights into different types of national parks worldwide (Tong 

et al., 2012). The sample size was considered sufficient, as this was informed by data saturation, 

in which participants’ responses became repetitive, and no new themes or information emerged 

from the interview transcripts. This indicates that the researcher gathered sufficient data to 

comprehensively understand the phenomenon under study (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Trang et al. 

(2023) assert that the data credibility should be weighed through the theoretical saturation and 

not the number of interviewees. Creswell (1998) suggests a range of five to 25 participants in 

interpretivism research. Additionally, the specific context and requirements of the study were 

taken into consideration when selecting the participants, for example, selecting managers who 

had experienced COVID-19-related impacts and had a long history of working with people and 

natural resources, making them valuable participants in the study (Guest, Namey, & Chen, 

2020).  

 

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

 

3.2 Data analysis 

 

Data analysis involved identifying, analysing, and reporting themes in the data (Nowell et al., 

2017) and was supported by the qualitative analysis software (Atlas. ti). The thematic analysis 

process began with data familiarisation, where the researcher thoroughly read the transcripts to 

grasp both the content and context. This step was crucial in laying the groundwork for the 

subsequent analysis. Next, the initial codes were generated by identifying relevant data 

segments and labelling them with descriptive or interpretative codes, which capture the essence 

of the data points. These codes were then grouped into broader themes that reflect patterns 

within the data. The researcher then reviewed and refined the themes, ensuring they accurately 

represent the underlying meanings and are coherent in relation to the entire dataset. After this, 

each theme is defined and named, articulating its significance to the overall narrative of the 

research. 

Once the thematic analysis was complete, the researcher integrated the identified themes into 

a cohesive report supported by illustrative quotes from the data. This analysis was particularly 

valuable in formulating contingency strategies for future crisis events, such as the COVID-19 

pandemic, by offering actionable recommendations based on the patterns and themes identified 

(Nowell et al., 2017). 

 

4. Results and Discussion 
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The results led to the development of a model, as illustrated in Figure 2, an adapted version of 

the resilience model to apply to a crisis event such as COVID-19, discussed in the following 

section. 

 

Stressors Caused by COVID-19  

 

Managers rely on various coping mechanisms to reduce the impacts of stressors. Coping 

responses can be proactive (psychological preparedness) before an event occurs (Aspinwall, 

2011) or adaptive, aimed at defusing future impacts. It is a temporary solution for day-to-day 

stressors (Gallopín, 2006). Several coping responses identified by managers used to address 

the COVID-19-related effects in the parks have been construed by Norris et al. (2008). The 

data indicate several stressors resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic in the two case study 

areas, as illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 

 

One prevalent theme identified was the stressor of uncertainty and fear in individuals.  

 

‘Well, right in the beginning, the major impact was uncertainty.' R1 

 

A common theme from several participants was communication challenges, such as the issue 

of ambiguous information from the government. 

 

'… one of the biggest challenges was understanding how we applied this sort of 

government guidance and the kind of legislation and shared that with the public.' R8 

 

Furthermore, non-compliance of visitors proved to be a challenge for park management. 

 

‘… people were not wearing their masks. When people sit in the park, they think, that 

is it, they are in the park, they are safe.’ R5 

 

Another significant stressor identified was the decrease in visitor numbers, leading to a loss in 

revenue and highlighting the fragility and risk of relying on a single primary income stream.  

 

‘…we used to make money through a conservation fee from the international tourists. 

However, now that the majority of them are not coming.’ R4 

 

Managers of both parks faced challenges in accommodating visitors with limited staff and 

budgets whilst cleaning and sanitising practices intensified. 

 

‘a lot of additional cleaning, additional sanitising of things, additional kind of all of 

things that everyone had to do.’ R9  
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Increased cleaning efforts, safety measures, and social distancing requirements have strained 

park management systems (Qiu et al., 2020). These stressors (uncertainty, unclear 

communication from government, loss of revenue, and limited human resources) contribute to 

vulnerability and align with the COVID-19 Resilience Model proposed by Norris et al. (2008) 

(Goodell, 2020). The research identifies case-specific stressors and offers insights into 

adaptation strategies (Herrero & Kraemer, 2022; Jeon & Yang, 2021; McGinlay et al., 2020). 

The literature supports that the pandemic introduced novel challenges for park management, 

necessitating innovative staff and visitor well-being approaches while maintaining operations 

(Herrero & Kraemer, 2022; Smith et al., 2021; Qiu et al., 2020). The COVID-19 Resilience 

Model of Norris et al. (2008) serves as a valuable framework for comprehending vulnerability 

and the importance of adaptive strategies (Goodell, 2020). Recognising and addressing these 

stressors enables park management to develop mitigation strategies and enhance resilience for 

future crises (McGinlay et al., 2020). 

 

Resource Mobilisation  

 

Park managers responded to some of the abovementioned stressors by mobilising available 

resources to combat their impacts. Resource mobilisation refers to sourcing to replenish 

vulnerable areas, such as reserving money for unforeseen events or offering post-disaster 

psychosocial interventions. One challenge for both parks was obtaining approval for relief 

funds, thereby prolonging recovery, especially concerning infrastructure upkeep.  

 

‘…luckily we were given a bailout by the government’ R5. 

 

Notably, visitation increased considerably post-lockdown. Participants highlighted several 

instances where the number of visitors post-COVID-19 overtook pre-pandemic levels, which 

held the promise of increased revenue. 

 

 

'Increasingly when we've seen, one thing we've seen is the influence of social media on 

where people visit, people going to locations have not visited as much before because 

they've appeared on social media or been liked or shared and so that suddenly sort of 

increased liked dramatically increased visitor numbers….' R9. 

 

‘We reckon about 25% of visitors during COVID-19 have never been to the national 

Park before. So we reckon we have had between 25% and 33% uplifting numbers.’ R10 

 

This finding could point to the importance of social marketing as a strategy to attract more 

visitors, leading to more revenue and possibly more volunteers (Gumilang et al., 2021). 

 

Another resource mobilised was strengthening relationships with various stakeholders such as 

law enforcement, the local community (volunteers), the government and landowners. 
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'So, our response was basically to change the approach to the things we need to do, to 

work closely with the police in the initial stages of lockdown, to slowly bring back our 

volunteers in a controlled based on the risk assessment and to slowly build up our 

engagement approach over a period of time.' R7 

 

‘Developing that partnership with all the landowners and other people...The tourism 

board works really closely with us. They promote the National Park as a place to come 

and visit. And they were much more careful in the messages they sent out and kind of 

like, prepare before you come.’ R10 

 

'And then, luckily, one of the things that is good that we got is from the Department of 

Tourism, whereby we got additional manpower at the camps.’R4 

 

 ‘So, for example, the national trust owns/has quite a lot of large land ownership within 

the national park.’ R9 

 

Park managers responding to various stressors have actively mobilised resources, employing 

strategies such as seeking relief funds and fostering relationships with stakeholders (Henseler 

et al., 2022). However, obtaining approval for relief funds has posed hurdles, particularly in 

infrastructure maintenance (Henseler et al., 2022). Post-lockdown, national parks have 

witnessed a notable surge in visitation, including a substantial influx of new visitors, suggesting 

the potential for increased revenue and volunteer engagement (Kim et al., 2023). Recognising 

the impact of social media on visitor behaviour, park managers are considering social 

marketing as a viable strategy to attract more visitors, ultimately contributing to increased 

revenue and volunteer participation (Lingua et al., 2022). This underscores the evolving role 

of communication and marketing strategies in contemporary park management. Additionally, 

efforts have been directed towards fortifying partnerships with law enforcement, local 

communities, government agencies, and landowners. These collaborative endeavours aim to 

mobilise additional staffing and resources, reflecting the importance of resource mobilisation 

and collective partnerships in effectively addressing the multifaceted challenges faced by 

national parks (Kupfer et al., 2021).  

 

 

Resilience Stage 

 

The first finding that suggested that the parks have reached a resilience stage was forming a 

disaster committee.  

 

' Within four days or three days, we had our very own Compliance Committee whereby 

we spoke to the staff that was left in the camp about 10 or 12 that we were left behind, 

so we like getting any information that we are hearing from TV and information that 

was coming from the Disaster Committee. We were communicating and implementing 

it to ensure that people here are safe, so should anything happen, similar procedures 

will take place.' R2 
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A 'disaster' or 'COVID committee' could help organise and disseminate critical information and 

plan to provide staff with the necessary PPE (personal protective equipment) (sanitiser, masks, 

etc.) during a pandemic such as COVID-19 and similar disaster events. A disaster committee 

proved to be a valuable resource for taking responsibility for identifying accurate and relevant 

information. According to Norris et al. (2008), the ideal response to a crisis is resistance in the 

form of resource mobilisation for absorbing the stressor.  

 

The second prominent finding relevant to resilience was establishing SOPs and protocols.   

 

‘But being a state-owned entity, it is very important for us to abide by those rules. And 

a lot of people did not understand the rationale for certain things. But as we went 

through that, we wrote SOPs and protocols, et cetera, for managing this situation.’ R1 

 

District managers emphasised the importance of establishing SOPs (Standard Operation 

Procedures) and protocols and training staff to implement these protocols. The training enabled 

staff to be prepared and provided additional information relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

The third finding indicating a movement towards resilience is the effective dissemination of 

information through training and efficient communication methods.  

 

'We have got the training department. So, the training department is the one who got 

the information together, and they went around the Park to train the staff.’ R3 

 

Increased anxiety regarding health and job security impacted employee morale and 

complicated operational challenges. Park management needs to assure their staff of the steps 

to decrease the uncertainty, panic, and the spread of misinformation. Norris et al. (2008) 

supported this strategy and established the importance of effective instruction when 

communicating risk. According to Norris et al. (2008), resilience depends on the ability of a 

system to respond to changes rather than being stable. Resilience is dynamic and multi-

directional, interacting across temporal and spatial scales (Desouza & Flanery, 2013). 

 

Adaptation Stage 

 

Adaptation is the process of reducing the vulnerability of the parks to COVID-19-related 

impacts with minimum impairment. This stage is termed "population wellness" (Norris et al., 

2008). Patterson and Mccubbin (1983) and Norris et al. (2008) construed three key adaptation 

themes: adaptive capacity, transient dysfunction, and post-event level of functioning. The 

following contingency strategies were implemented to foster resilience and to ultimately 

function and adapt to a post-COVID environment: 
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In preparing for emergencies, respondents from both parks emphasised the importance of 

monitoring and providing accurate and timely information about an event or situation to those 

in need.  

 

‘So it was, you know, it impacted operations tremendously, especially if you think in 

normal circumstances and now all of a sudden and also, I think the miscommunication 

in the Gazette sometimes,  you know, to such an extent that, that we requested our 

minister to, to get clarification.’ R1 

 

Interagency networks were mentioned in many of the narratives from both parks as a form of 

social capital.  

 

‘Developing that partnership with all the landowners and others. Marketing Peak 

District and Derbyshire, which are our tourism destinations. We are not the tourist 

board as such. We work. It is a separate board that does that work. And they work 

closely with us...’ R10 

 

Respondents emphasised the willingness of other agencies to support the parks before and 

during a crisis. For example, findings showed how the KNP partnered with the Department of 

Tourism and assisted with providing human resources to replenish staff unable to work due to 

illness or quarantining. During emergencies, participants mentioned how their relationship with 

other agencies, such as local police or mobile clinics, ensured visitor safety. This service 

benefited employees who were managing uncooperative visitors or those who needed the 

means to travel to hospitals in neighbouring towns.  

 

‘We have got the mobile clinic, which will come here once a week. So, all the staff, when 

they need something, they can go there and chat and stuff like that. But just like the 

park, it is not easy at Skukuza, our biggest camp. We have a doctor's station there, and 

they say a clinic, seven days a week. So, what I mean is if you have got someone who 

you think maybe he has got COVID or whatever, that person can walk to the clinic, it 

doesn't, it does not involve another person having to drive and exposing more.’ R3 

 

Palliative care and hospice services are crucial in responding rapidly and flexibly to the 

pandemic, ensuring that protocols for symptom management are available, and training non-

specialists in their use (Etkind et al., 2020). Adapting systems and policies: National Park 

managers must be flexible and rapidly change systems and policies in response to the 

pandemic. This may involve limiting visitor hours and numbers and stopping volunteer services 

(Etkind et al., 2020). 

 

Protecting staff member's mental health: Addressing the mental health risks faced by staff 

members during the COVID-19 emergency is essential. This includes providing sufficient staff 

training and resources, implementing training and treatment protocols, and offering 

psychological support services based on coping strategies for managing stress (Chirico et al., 

2020). 
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‘The first thing that we did was training; you had to train all staff members on COVID-

19. And we also had to give them the PPEs to wear when they go to do the cleaning.’R6 

 

Observing and monitoring COVID-19-related behaviours of visitors in national parks is 

essential.  

 

‘So we do try to remind people to kind of follow some protocols, at least keep their 

distance, wash their hands. They've still got hand-sanitised wrap. We do have to tell 

people to wear masks if they're in enclosed spaces, and we still have protocols around 

cars and things as well.’ R10 

 

This includes assessing compliance with guidelines, minimising group size, wearing masks, 

and maintaining social distancing (Coroiu et al., 2020). 

 

Effective resource utilisation or external support can alleviate stress and facilitate adaptation 

to changes (Kuntz, 2021), whether biological or physical, and the resources exhibit robustness, 

redundancy, and rapidity dimensions (Norris et al., 2008). These challenges led to transient 

dysfunction, a common phase in most crises, exposing vulnerabilities in National Parks (Lo & 

Hsieh, 2020). Most of the system adapts to stress during this period, with only a few critical 

components impaired before returning to pre-event functioning (Norris et al., 2008). However, 

many COVID-19-related impacts do not result in complete recovery, potentially leading to 

long-lasting changes in system dynamics over months or years. 

 

5. Conclusion and Implications 

 

The adapted COVID-19 Resilience Model makes a theoretical contribution by aligning 

stressors and vulnerability factors with the model of Norris et al. (2008), offering a framework 

for understanding and addressing challenges in the form of contingency strategies in national 

park management during COVID-19. This study further contributed due to its unique approach 

of focusing on two renowned national parks. Few studies have adopted this comparative 

approach to understanding the impacts of COVID-19 on national parks (Bocharnikov et al., 

2020). The results indicated considerable overlap in challenges faced by both parks. They could 

indicate that the recommended contingency strategies could be applied to other parks in the 

future if similar crisis events occur. However, some challenges were context-specific and 

needed tailored responses for the specific park. In both national parks, a heavy reliance on 

tourism resulted in financial strain, emphasising the need for robust financial strategies.  

Resource mobilisation emerged as a critical practical strategy to address financial stressors. 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the financial vulnerabilities of national parks, as reduced 

visitor numbers led to significant revenue losses despite a rise in local visitation in some areas 

(Geng et al., 2023; Kupfer et al., 2021). This financial shortfall pushed park managers to 

explore alternative funding options, such as grants, partnerships, and community support, 

highlighting the need for diversified revenue sources beyond tourism (Miller‐Rushing et al., 



15 

 

2021). Engaging local communities has been crucial for ensuring equitable access and support 

(Alba et al., 2022). Additionally, parks have adapted their operations by enhancing efficiency 

and implementing flexible management strategies to cope with changing visitor patterns and 

health guidelines during the pandemic (Miller‐Rushing et al., 2021). 

The study also contributes to the theoretical discourse on resilience's dynamic and multi-

directional nature (Desouza & Flanery, 2013). By acknowledging both the transient 

dysfunction caused by COVID-19 and the potential for long-lasting changes in national park 

dynamics, the research provides insights into the complex interplay between short-term 

adaptations and long-term resilience building.  

One crucial aspect of crisis management in national parks is the establishment of robust 

organisational structures. The research highlights specific strategies, such as forming disaster 

committees responsible for obtaining and disseminating important information and 

establishing SOPs as practical contributions to enhancing park resilience. This approach aligns 

with the work of Christianson and Barton (2020), who emphasised the importance of 

organisational sensemaking during crises. Furthermore, communication emerged as a critical 

factor in managing the pandemic's impact on national parks. The study notes that both parks 

encountered communication challenges, highlighting the need for improved strategies, 

especially when faced with ambiguous government information. This finding underscores the 

importance of clear and transparent communication in ensuring visitor compliance and 

effective park management during crises. The emphasis on communication strategies resonates 

with the work of Norris et al. (2008), who identified information and communication as key 

elements of community resilience. 

In addition, issues around the mental health and well-being of park staff also emerged as a 

significant concern. The research indicates that "uncertainty and the mental health of staff 

should be addressed," suggesting that "coping mechanisms could involve proactively 

implementing psychological preparedness to mitigate stressor impacts." This focus on 

psychological support aligns with the findings of Kuntz (2021), who highlighted the 

importance of coping strategies in managing stress and adapting to challenging situations. 

Finally, monitoring systems played a crucial role in managing the pandemic's impact on 

national parks. The study emphasises that monitoring challenges underscore the practical 

application of robust monitoring systems to address disease spread, safety measures, and public 

compliance, which ultimately leads to maintaining ecological resilience (Birgé et al., 2016). 

In conclusion, the study's findings offer practical insights for national park managers to 

navigate the complexities of crises like COVID-19. By embracing adaptive measures, 

strengthening resource mobilisation, and addressing vulnerability factors, national parks can 

enhance their resilience and effectively manage the challenges posed by external events. The 

theoretical contributions of the study align with established resilience models, providing a 

comprehensive framework for understanding and responding to stressors in national park 

management. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 
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While we have taken great care to ensure the thoroughness of our findings, we also recognise 

several limitations to our study. The small sample size, the specific case study contexts, and 

the view of one stakeholder group (managers) limited the data. Even though the chosen parks 

were very different in how they were governed and managed, the challenges and stressors faced 

were similar. We do not claim generalisability with our results. Still, given the similarities 

between the national parks, there might be transferability to other park contexts to understand 

how they have coped and developed resilience. Hence, examining the consistency of these 

results within a larger sample would be valuable. This could be done by comparing national 

parks in a single country or focusing on several countries.  

This research focused on understanding the managerial perspective because they were crucial 

in overseeing the national parks during the pandemic and had developed knowledge about the 

stressors and how resources were managed during this period. As such, we did not consider 

visitors to national parks. This can be viewed as a limitation of the study. Further research can 

build on the scale of the interviews for a broader stakeholder perspective to include visitors to 

compare the stressors' results and account for any bias in the study by focusing on other 

stakeholder groups.  

Future research can focus on refining the adapted resilience model and its applicability in 

different crisis contexts. Exploring the long-term impacts of reduced funding and maintenance 

on national parks and alternative funding mechanisms during crises would enhance the 

understanding of park resilience. Such studies could also investigate the role of technology in 

improving visitor experiences and safety during crises. Moreover, the overwhelming 

advantages of accessible national parks during crisis events indicate the need for more research 

to emphasise the argument to authorities of the importance of keeping these areas of refuge 

open to the public. 
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