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Abstract
Hotels are digitising fast, and artificial intelligence now informs how reservations, arrivals, communication, pricing, and sustainability are managed. The research over recent years shows clear efficiency gains, yet adoption remains uneven among both guests and employees. Evidence points to a hybrid model in which automation handles the routine while people remain visible for reassurance, discretion, and emotional repair. Privacy, training, and explainability continue to emerge as the main pressure points for trust. The principle is simple. Design does the heavy lifting. This paper synthesises academic and industry sources from 2020–2025 and argues that performance depends less on the technology itself and more on the structure around it how escalation routes are planned, how staff are prepared, and how everyday workflow supports the exchange between digital speed and human care (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025; KPMG, 2025; Iberostar Group, 2023; Peng et al., 2022).
                              
      Introduction
The hospitality sector is moving through one of its fastest digital shifts. Artificial intelligence now books rooms, speeds arrivals, and anticipates guest preferences before a question is even asked. Efficiency explains part of the change, yet social habits have evolved as well. More than half of global travellers prefer contactless procedures and mobile keys, which has made automation feel like a standard rather than a luxury (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025). Still, the same sources point to something more enduring: guests continue to expect flexibility and a person nearby when plans slip, as they inevitably do. People still look for a face. Many managers reading these findings would probably recognise this situation. Queues may move faster, yet that brief loss of human eye contact often changes the atmosphere of arrival (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025; Peng et al., 2022).
The pattern is not consistent across markets or generations. Older guests have become more digitally confident, yet many still seek staff presence when a decision feels uncertain or emotional (McKinsey and Company, 2024). At busy hours such as early morning, when kiosks stall and queues form reassurance often matters as much as speed. When technology appears risky or demanding to use, intention to adopt declines, particularly among seniors (Min et al., 2024). The question therefore returns to design: how can hotels combine the efficiency of automation with the warmth that defines genuine hospitality? This paper examines that balance through existing research on AI–human collaboration in hotel operations.

 Literature Review
Guest Expectations and Digital Adoption
Convenience has come to define the flow of many hotel stays. Studies report that guests now favour faster arrivals, self-service access, and integrated payment tools. Contactless processes did not fade after the pandemic; they became routine (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025). Yet moments of disruption still reveal the human side. Families travelling with children, or elderly guests unfamiliar with new systems, tend to look for empathy and visible help when things go wrong (McKinsey and Company, 2024). In practice, a front-desk employee can observe this gap immediately. The system works, but guests still pause before using it. That hesitation reflects comfort and trust more than technical skill (Hong and Slevitch, 2018; McKinsey and Company, 2024). Age and confidence remain central to acceptance. Willingness to use kiosks declines when usability seems low or perceived effort rises (Hong and Slevitch, 2018). Ratings drop further when a guest cannot easily move from an automated to a human channel. A closed system feels weak (Mandić et al., 2023). The operational rule is direct: design for choice, not compulsion. Choice lowers friction. Ensuring that emotional reassurance sits beside efficiency keeps the experience coherent rather than divided between machine and person (Kandampully and Solnet, 2020).
AI, Perceived Warmth, and Service Recovery
Hotels often rely on artificial intelligence to make service delivery more predictable. Yet this pursuit of precision sometimes removes the small irregularities that make interactions feel human. Several studies show that even when automated systems solve the problem correctly, guests still sense a missing tone of care (Peng et al., 2022). 

Satisfaction depends not only on outcome but on warmth, on the impression that someone noticed and adjusted. Al-Hyari et al. (2023) compared human-centred and technology-centred innovation and found that improvements based on empathy produced stronger satisfaction. The implication is not that AI lacks value, but that it struggles to express attention.
Even so, technology can be built to communicate understanding. Friendly language, soft pacing, and transparent escalation routes can alter perception. Employees observing these exchanges often describe the same reaction. The process succeeds technically, yet the tone feels thinner, as if empathy has been reduced (Peng et al., 2022; Al-Hyari et al., 2023). Guests respond differently when they know a person will intervene if needed. Ngo et al. (2025) found that chatbots perceived as trustworthy helped guests forgive minor errors because the system felt supervised. Dutta (2024) noted a similar distinction: when mistakes stem from guests themselves, automated replies are accepted; when responsibility lies with the hotel, people want a human voice. The difference may sound subtle, but it defines credibility. Once escalation stalls or loops repeat, irritation grows fast (Ozuem et al., 2024). In the end, the lesson is practical. Automation works best when it fixes factual or procedural issues, while emotional or moral decisions still require human presence. Escalation must stay visible, not hidden behind menus or delays.
Revenue Uplift and Operational Efficiency
Commercial gains from automation are increasingly visible. Guests who use self-check-in are almost three times more likely to purchase upgrades, producing approximately 70 per cent higher upsell revenue (Mews, 2024). Similar reports of RevPAR improvement through predictive pricing and personalisation circulate widely, though the magnitude varies by context. Smaller properties operate under different constraints. Automation yields value only when data quality, staff competence, and process discipline are present. Otherwise, projects stall and benefits erode (Ivanov et al., 2025). Many hotels still overestimate short-term gains and underestimate the work required for implementation, which weakens results (Bulchand-Gidumal et al., 2024). Foundations first. Readiness determines return.


Workforce, Human Factors, and Change
Each new system reshapes daily work. Early reactions among staff often include anxiety fear of replacement or surveillance. Over time, some recognise that automation can remove repetitive tasks and allow more meaningful contact (Pericleous et al., 2025). The transition, however, remains uneven. Motivation rises when employees perceive AI as a collaborator rather than a threat (Wang and Hou, 2025). Yet global evidence shows preparation remains thin. Fewer than half of employees receive formal AI training, while many adopt tools informally without guidance (KPMG, 2025). Uncertainty and enthusiasm often coexist. Jobs and Skills Australia (2025) suggests that AI will transform most roles rather than eliminate them but warns that without structured learning, benefits will stay inconsistent. Confidence is taught. Communication and training therefore form the real infrastructure of digital transformation.
Personalisation, Privacy, and Trust
Personalisation works only when guests feel in control. Studies show that satisfaction and return intention depend on responsible data management and visible safeguards (Wüst and Bremser, 2025). Transparency and explicit consent create that sense of safety, allowing guests to see how information is used (Asthana et al., 2024). Yet the line between helpful and intrusive is thin. Excessive targeting triggers the “creepiness effect,” reducing engagement (Weber and Wendel, 2025). Clarity earns permission. In practice, guests accept tailored offers when they can easily decline them, and when staff remain available to explain how systems learn or store preferences. The control must stay visible.
Sustainability and Operational Resilience
Artificial intelligence supports environmental goals when integrated into daily routines. A computer-vision programme monitoring kitchen waste reduced food waste by roughly 28 per cent across participating hotels (Iberostar Group, 2023). Yet many pilots fade once initial costs meet delayed savings, and potential value never compounds (Reuters, 2024). Measurement must meet habit. Environmental AI should be treated as an operational function, not a marketing campaign, ensuring that results persist beyond the project phase.

Synthesis and Research Gaps
Across studies, the same pattern repeats: automation provides speed and consistency, while people deliver empathy and trust. Hybrid systems perform best when transitions between the two are smooth and deliberate (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025; Peng et al., 2022). Yet research remains concentrated in large, urban, or luxury settings, leaving smaller and regional hotels under-represented. Longitudinal evidence is scarce, limiting understanding of how attitudes evolve. Time reveals adoption. Continued observation will clarify how AI–human collaboration matures within everyday hospitality.

Method
A qualitative synthesis of secondary sources was undertaken to examine how AI–human collaboration influences hotel performance and experience. The review covered 2020–2025 and included peer-reviewed work from Current Issues in Tourism, Tourism Management, and the Journal of Business Research, alongside industry reports from Oracle Hospitality, McKinsey, KPMG, and Mews. Sources were grouped under three lenses: guest experience, employee impact, and organisational outcome. The analysis was thematic, comparing recurring ideas and tensions to identify practical patterns. Contradictions were also noted for instance, enthusiasm in surveys against hesitation at the front line. Ethical integrity was preserved through full acknowledgment of authors and transparent use of material. The aim is coherence. The purpose was to build an integrated picture of how technology and human service coexist in real operations (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025; KPMG, 2025; Mews, 2024).
Theme Impact Analysis
Impact on Guest Experience
Automation has simplified most journeys. Guests now move through their stay with less friction, using self-check-in, mobile keys, and brief digital messaging instead of extended desk interaction (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025; Kumar et al., 2025). 
Removing queues and paperwork consistently improves ratings because irritation tends to accumulate in these small delays (Mews, 2024).
 Yet when staff vanish entirely, service loses tone. Peng et al. (2022) found that even perfect transactions feel colder once the human voice disappears. Many older or first-time travellers still prefer to see someone present for reassurance rather than luxury (McKinsey and Company, 2024). A short greeting after a long journey restores orientation. Presence steadies pace. Even minor gestures still shape the overall memory of a stay. A brief greeting or a few words of reassurance after self-check-in often reintroduce warmth that automation cannot supply (Peng et al., 2022; Kandampully and Solnet, 2020).
Service Recovery and Reputation Management
Response speed defines the first moment of recovery. Automated tools log complaints within seconds and propose minor compensations. For simple issues delayed housekeeping, unstable Wi-Fi this works effectively (Fan et al., 2024). However, once emotion enters the exchange, scripted replies frustrate guests, and trust deteriorates (Ozuem et al., 2024). Dutta (2024) observed that AI replies are acceptable when the guest is at fault, but genuine errors by the hotel require a human response. The evidence supports a two-step rhythm: initial automation for triage, followed by staff for sensitive cases. When this bridge is absent, reviews often describe the experience as cold, even if the issue was solved quickly (Hao et al., 2025). Speed is not the whole story.
Operational and Organisational Outcomes
Predictive analytics guide staffing levels, maintenance schedules, and pricing strategies, often improving margins when data are reliable (Anubala, 2023). Sustainability tools, such as computer vision in kitchens, have cut food waste by around 28 per cent in pilot programmes (Iberostar Group, 2023). These figures sound neat, but each depends on steady training and follow-up. Many projects lose momentum when staff are not fully prepared or when expectations of quick return clash with slow learning curves (Bulchand-Gidumal et al., 2024). KPMG (2025) reports that less than half of hotel employees receive structured AI instruction, which fragments results. Culture becomes the deciding variable. When workers treat AI as assistance rather than surveillance, cooperation increases (Wang and Hou, 2025). 
Adoption grows in places where people feel involved in the system’s purpose rather than managed by it. Adoption is a culture decision.
Ethical and Privacy Implications
Every personalisation tool depends on data, and trust depends on how that data are explained. Guests appreciate transparency: when they know what information is collected, they feel safer using it (Wüst and Bremser, 2025). When explanations are hidden, curiosity turns to suspicion. Weber and Wendel (2025) describe the “creepiness effect,” where accuracy becomes discomfort. Asthana et al. (2024) emphasise that plain-language consent screens can prevent this reversal. Employees face the same problem from the other side. When monitoring algorithms remain opaque, anxiety rises. Jobs and Skills Australia (2025) and KPMG (2025) both note that explainable systems preserve morale because they make power visible. Transparency is service for guests and for staff alike.

Broader Industry Implications
Across research and practice, the guidance is consistent: AI and human interaction must complement each other through deliberate handoffs (Kumar et al., 2025; Peng et al., 2022). Excess automation breeds disconnection; excessive manual work slows pace and weakens margins. Effective strategy designs the bridge, training staff and specifying where human discretion adds meaning (McKinsey and Company, 2024). A simple example is a front-desk employee stepping in when a kiosk halts during a night shift. Design the bridge.

 Theme Discussion
Reading across the studies, one pattern becomes hard to ignore. Artificial intelligence has solved countless procedural problems in hotels but has not yet solved the human one: how to maintain meaning when contact thins. Technology smooths the surface of service but can also flatten its depth. In many accounts, staff describe a quiet unease, the sense that their work has become accurate yet strangely distant. Some of it helps; some of it hides fatigue. 
Anyone who has handled a peak-hour check-in will recognise this feeling; the task is completed perfectly, but something in it feels slightly hollow (Pericleous et al., 2025; Wang and Hou, 2025).
The industry’s challenge is to treat automation as a rhythm, not a replacement. Data predict behaviour, but they do not understand intent. A message can be answered, but reassurance needs tone and timing. The gap between these two levels is where hospitality still lives. Guests rarely judge a stay only by efficiency; they remember whether anyone seemed to notice them. You can almost sense the tension between systems built to anticipate and people trained to respond.
Ethical concerns mirror this emotional gap. Algorithms now decide what offers appear, who gets upgrades, even which shifts staff are assigned. Yet the logic behind those choices often stays invisible. When people do not understand how decisions are made, trust decays. In everyday work, that loss of confidence begins quietly: a hesitation before trusting the system’s choice, a pause before accepting its fairness (KPMG, 2025; Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025; Asthana et al., 2024). Asthana et al. (2024) and Weber and Wendel (2025) both note that transparency rebuilds equality, a reminder that fairness is not an add-on but the structure itself. Managers who explain how systems think make them safer to use.
Leadership, then, becomes an act of translation. The best managers do not defend technology or resist it; they interpret it for others. They admit when systems fail and invite employees to discuss it. Over time, that openness turns automation into a shared craft rather than an imposed process. The future of AI in hospitality may depend less on the next innovation than on how calmly people learn to share the space with it. 
Reading across these studies and industry analyses, it becomes evident that progress depends less on novelty and more on rhythm (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025). Each system must leave enough space for human judgment, discretion, and care to operate naturally (Peng et al., 2022; McKinsey and Company, 2024).
Conclusion
Artificial intelligence now supports much of hotel work, improving efficiency, personalisation, and in some cases sustainability. Yet empathy, judgment, and the sense of being cared for remain uniquely human strengths. The evidence shows that satisfaction, staff confidence, and loyalty peak where automation carries the routine and people manage nuance. Balance is the work. The future of hospitality lies in that measured coexistence fast where speed helps, human where meaning matters.
Recommendations
Strategic Integration
AI should be integrated to assist rather than replace. It performs best when it removes friction in areas such as check-in, messaging, or billing, while maintaining an immediate route to a person when needed. Guests value autonomy, but trust depends on knowing that help is close (Oracle Hospitality and Skift, 2025). Regular review of automated features ensures that efficiency does not erode warmth. Ownership builds trust.
Workforce Development and Change Management
Formal AI training remains patchy. Roughly half of hospitality employees learn by imitation rather than instruction (KPMG, 2025). Continuous learning (short refreshers, peer guidance, transparent explanation of algorithmic choices) improves confidence. When staff perceive AI as support rather than surveillance, motivation grows (Wang and Hou, 2025). Confidence is taught and sustained through repetition.
Ethical and Data Governance Frameworks
Privacy policy must move closer to front-line experience. Clear consent and accessible settings prevent anxiety. Guests and employees both want to know how decisions are made (Asthana et al., 2024; Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025). Weber and Wendel (2025) warn that excessive personalisation feels intrusive. Explainable AI, systems that can justify their reasoning, keeps trust intact. Transparency is service.

Future-Oriented Sustainability and Innovation
AI can turn environmental commitment into measurable habit. The Iberostar–Winnow programme cut food waste by 28 per cent through consistent tracking (Iberostar Group, 2023). Yet enthusiasm fades when savings take time or costs rise (Reuters, 2024). Long-term accountability within operations prevents this decline. Persistence outweighs novelty. Measurement must meet habit.
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