
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE UPGRADES IN HISTORIC INDEPENDENT HOTELS: A CASE STUDY OF THE HARBORO HOTEL
[Document subtitle]

 (
March 5, 2026
University of W
ales
 Trinity Saint David
                                                                                                                   
Institute of Management and Health
                                                                                                                                 
BA International Hotel Management
                                                                                                                              
Hotel Placement Research Project
 
BMIH 6008 
                                                                                                                 
Lecturer: 
Kathryn Flynn                                                                                                                                                
Student nam
e
:  Razvan Cristian Nicolae                                                                                                                                                Student ID: 2222787
   
)
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.


















Acknowledgements
The genesis and completion of this comprehensive dissertation, conducted in fulfilment of the Hotel Placement Research Project (Module BMIH6008), are deeply indebted to the guidance, continuous support, and professional expertise of numerous individuals. Deepest gratitude is extended to the academic tutors who provided structured mentorship throughout the varying phases of the placement and research. The foundational guidance of Giulia during the first placement period, followed by the rigorous academic and practical support from Kathryne Roberts during the second placement, laid the crucial groundwork for this inquiry. Special, profound acknowledgement is reserved for Kathryne Flynn, the final project supervisor and module lead for this dissertation, whose insights and methodological direction were invaluable in shaping the theoretical contours and academic rigour of the final research.
Furthermore, profound appreciation is directed toward the leadership team at The Harboro Hotel in Melton Mowbray. Specifically, immense gratitude goes to the owner, SI (Sailesh), and the manager, Elaine. The placement experience conducted under their direct supervision provided an unparalleled, immersive understanding of independent heritage hotel operations. Their willingness to integrate me into their daily operations facilitated the empirical foundations and primary observations upon which this entire study is built.







Abstract
The economic sustainability and competitive viability of the independent hospitality sector are increasingly contingent upon the nuanced delivery of exceptional service quality, particularly within the context of heritage properties (Chittiprolu et al., 2021). This exhaustive research report presents a comprehensive investigation into the operational dynamics, service quality frameworks, and guest satisfaction metrics at The Harboro Hotel, an 18th-century coaching inn located in Melton Mowbray (Melton Borough Council, 2025). Grounded in the academic parameters of the BMIH6008 module, the study utilises a single-case study methodology to examine the profound complexities of operating a historic property in a digitised, highly competitive market (Yin, 2003).
Drawing upon primary participant observations garnered during a professional placement under the hotel's owner (Sailesh) and manager (Elaine), alongside a rigorous thematic analysis of secondary user-generated content (UGC) from platforms like Booking.com and Agoda (Booking.com, 2026; Agoda, 2026), the research evaluates the hotel's performance through the established SERVQUAL framework (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988). Furthermore, macro and micro-environmental analyses are executed utilising PESTEL and SWOT paradigms (Cottrell, 2014). The findings unequivocally demonstrate that while the hotel’s historic infrastructure presents tangible operational vulnerabilities—manifesting occasionally as plumbing inconsistencies and climate control challenges—these physical deficits are substantially mitigated by exceptional human capital (Booking.com, 2026). The empathy, assurance, and responsiveness demonstrated by the hotel staff, coupled with a highly successful Food and Beverage (F&B) offering in the form of Harboro Spice (Harboro Hotel, 2026), serve as the primary drivers of guest loyalty. The dissertation concludes that service quality in heritage hotels operates on a compensatory model, where emotional labour offsets structural limitations (Marghany et al., 2023). Comprehensive, actionable recommendations are provided to optimise facility management, integrate technological channel management systems, and proactively manage the property's online reputation to secure a sustainable market position.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background to the Study and Industry Context
The global hospitality and tourism industry is currently navigating a period of profound transformation, characterised by rapidly shifting consumer expectations, relentless technological integration, and the lingering economic reverberations of global macroeconomic instability (Tavitiyamen, 2020). Within the United Kingdom, the hospitality sector remains a cornerstone of the national economy. Recent data indicates there were over 176,685 businesses operating within the UK hospitality sector as of 2025, with an overwhelming 99.6% classified as small or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and 97.7% categorised strictly as small businesses (Office for National Statistics, 2025). Despite the industry's vast scale and economic significance, it faces acute contemporary pressures. These include severe inflationary constraints on consumer discretionary spending, post-Brexit labour shortages that have heavily impacted the availability of trained hospitality professionals, and escalating operational costs, particularly regarding energy and supply chain logistics (Cushman & Wakefield, 2025; PwC, 2025). Consequently, the competitive landscape has intensified dramatically, forcing accommodation providers to continuously refine their value propositions, operational efficiencies, and marketing strategies to capture and retain market share.
Amidst this intense competition, a distinct and powerful consumer trend has emerged: a growing preference for experiential, authentic, and localised travel experiences over standardised, homogenised corporate hotel offerings (Hosany & Witham, 2010; Godovykh & Tasci, 2020). Modern travellers are increasingly seeking accommodations that reflect the cultural, historical, and architectural fabric of their chosen destination, a phenomenon that has catalysed the prominence and commercial viability of independent heritage and boutique hotels (Chittiprolu et al., 2021). These properties offer a tangible connection to the past, providing guests with a profound sense of nostalgia, architectural uniqueness, and highly personalised service that chain hotels often struggle to replicate (Medina-Viruel et al., 2019; Marchegiani & Phau, 2011).
However, the operational reality of managing a heritage hotel is fraught with paradoxes. Management teams must meticulously balance the preservation of historical integrity—often constrained by stringent national conservation laws and listed building regulations—with the uncompromising imperative to provide modern amenities, robust digital connectivity, and flawless infrastructural reliability (Bullen, 2007; Chang & Teo, 2009). The failure to reconcile these competing demands frequently results in severe service quality gaps, directly impacting guest satisfaction, online reputation, and, ultimately, the financial viability of the enterprise (De Klumbis, 2002; Chaiyapun, 2012).
1.2 The Local Context: Melton Mowbray
The localised context of this research is situated in Melton Mowbray, a historic, rural market town in Leicestershire, England (Melton Borough Council, 2025). Nationally renowned as the "Rural Capital of Food" due to its deep historical association with the production of the Melton Mowbray pork pie and Stilton cheese, the town relies heavily on culinary tourism and its rich agricultural heritage to drive economic prosperity and local employment (Melton Borough Council, 2025). The local government's corporate strategy heavily emphasises tourism, town centre regeneration, and vitality as critical pathways for sustainable growth, indicating a highly supportive political and economic environment for local hospitality businesses to flourish (Melton Borough Council, 2025).
In this specific environment, heritage properties serve as critical anchors for the local tourism ecosystem, drawing domestic and international visitors who seek to immerse themselves in the region's historic and gastronomic identity (Tiang, 2025; Medina-Viruel et al., 2019). The town centre features a rich and diverse retail offer, enhanced by a weekly Livestock Market and a twice-weekly Farmers Market, ensuring a steady flow of potential guests and diners to centrally located hospitality venues (Melton Borough Council, 2025).
1.3 Case Study Overview: The Harboro Hotel
This dissertation centres on a comprehensive case study of The Harboro Hotel, a prominent and highly regarded independent establishment located at 49-51 Burton Street in the heart of Melton Mowbray (Harboro Hotel, 2026). Functioning originally as an 18th-century coaching inn, the property is deeply embedded in the town's architectural and social history. Historical records indicate that during the nineteenth century, the Harboro Hotel provided "excellent motoring and stabling accommodation" for the hunting gentry and maintained an almost continuous clientele of foreign noblemen visiting the region for rural pursuits (Wikishire, 2024; Thurley, 2002).
In 2012, the hotel was acquired by a local family and subsequently underwent a comprehensive £1.5 million refurbishment to modernise its facilities while painstakingly retaining its historic character (Harboro Hotel, 2026). The property saw further extensive refurbishments in 2014 to create a modern, open-plan feel while maintaining separate lounge areas, and underwent additional upgrades during the 2020/2021 period to ensure operational excellence post-pandemic (CAMRA, 2024).
Presently, under the ownership of Sailesh (SI) and the management of Elaine, The Harboro Hotel operates as a multifaceted hospitality venue. It comprises 33 en-suite bedrooms—ranging from standard singles to executive queen rooms—extensive function spaces capable of hosting over 100 guests for events and weddings, public lounge bars serving daily ales, and dual dining options (Booking.com, 2026; Harboro Hotel, 2026; CAMRA, 2024). Most notably, the hotel operates Harboro Spice, a highly-rated in-house restaurant specialising in outstanding Indian cuisine, which serves as a major draw for both overnight guests and the local community (Harboro Hotel, 2026). The operational insights forming the foundation of this research were derived directly from a professional placement at the hotel. Working closely with Sailesh and Elaine, this immersive experience provided critical visibility into the daily realities of independent hotel management, illuminating the friction points between maintaining a 200-year-old building and delivering exceptional service quality to modern consumers.
1.4 Aims and Objectives of the Research
Aligned with the rigorous academic standards set forth in the BMIH6008 Module Handbook, this dissertation aims to critically investigate the factors influencing service quality, guest satisfaction, and operational efficiency at The Harboro Hotel, and to formulate evidence-based strategic recommendations for the ownership team (UWTSD, 2026). To achieve this overarching aim, the research is guided by the following specific objectives:
To critically appraise the extensive academic literature pertaining to service quality (specifically utilising the SERVQUAL paradigm), heritage hotel management, and the antecedents of customer loyalty in the independent hospitality sector (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988).
To apply the SERVQUAL theoretical framework to systematically evaluate the gap between guest expectations and perceived service delivery at The Harboro Hotel, utilising both primary placement observations and secondary data analysis.
To conduct a comprehensive macro and micro-environmental analysis of the hotel’s operating landscape utilising PESTEL and SWOT analytical models (Cottrell, 2014).
To analyse secondary data, specifically user-generated content (UGC) and online guest reviews, to identify recurring thematic patterns affecting the customer experience and the hotel's digital reputation (Gavilan et al., 2018; Xiang et al., 2015).
To synthesise the empirical findings into justified, actionable recommendations for Sailesh and Elaine, aimed at optimising facility management, enhancing digital marketing strategies, and securing a sustainable competitive advantage for The Harboro Hotel.
2. Literature Review
2.1 The Conceptualisation and Measurement of Service Quality
Service quality is universally acknowledged as a critical determinant of business performance, customer satisfaction, and long-term profitability within the highly competitive hospitality industry (Puspitarini, 2025; Srivastava & Dubey, 2024; Ahmad et al., 2024). Unlike physical goods, hospitality services are inherently characterised by their intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability. These unique characteristics make the measurement, standardisation, and delivery of consistent quality inherently complex and highly subjective (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1985).
To operationalise this abstract concept, Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1988) developed the SERVQUAL model, a foundational theoretical framework that remains the predominant instrument for assessing service quality in contemporary marketing and hospitality literature (Stefano et al., 2015; Luk & Layton, 2004). The core premise of the SERVQUAL model is based on "gap theory," which posits that service quality is fundamentally a function of the discrepancy (or gap) between a customer's pre-consumption expectations and their post-consumption perceptions of the actual service delivered (Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry, 1988; Qu & Tsang, 1998). The model categorises service quality into five distinct, measurable dimensions (Ahmad et al., 2024):
Tangibles: This refers to the physical facilities, equipment, aesthetic appearance of the property, and the grooming and appearance of personnel (Srivastava & Dubey, 2024). In a hotel context, this includes the lobby, room decor, restaurant ambiance, and modern amenities (Zheng et al., 2009).
Reliability: This denotes the organisation's ability to perform the promised service dependably, accurately, and consistently over time (Gursoy & Chi, 2020; Limna & Kraiwanit, 2023). It means getting the booking right, honouring reservations, and ensuring billing accuracy.
Responsiveness: This dimension involves the willingness of the staff to assist guests and provide prompt, efficient service, particularly in conflict resolution, service recovery scenarios, or when handling special requests (Ahmad et al., 2024).
Assurance: This relates to the knowledge, courtesy, and competence of employees, and their subsequent ability to convey trust and confidence to the consumer (Luk & Layton, 2004; Sharma & Srivastava, 2018).
Empathy: This encompasses the provision of caring, individualised, and highly personalised attention tailored to the specific, sometimes unstated, needs of the guest (Sharma & Srivastava, 2018; Bhattacharya et al., 2023).
While the SERVQUAL model was initially designed for broad applicability across various service sectors, researchers in tourism and hospitality have frequently adapted it to capture industry-specific nuances. This has occasionally led to derivative models such as TOURQUAL (Mondo & Fiates, 2017; Alves de Medeiros et al., 2025; Mondo et al., 2024) and DINESERV for food and beverage operations (Zlatanovic et al., 2025). However, the original five dimensions remain the most robust, empirically validated lens through which to analyse independent hotel operations (Shafiq et al., 2019; Sunil et al., 2018).
2.2 Service Quality in the Context of Heritage and Independent Hotels
The application of service quality frameworks within independent heritage hotels requires a nuanced understanding of the unique value proposition these historic properties offer. Unlike large corporate chain hotels, which compete primarily on standardisation, predictability, and economies of scale (Choi & Chu, 1999), independent heritage hotels compete on differentiation, authenticity, localised experiences, and emotional connection (Chittiprolu et al., 2021).
In heritage properties, the Tangibles dimension of SERVQUAL is inherently paradoxical and highly sensitive. The physical structure of the building—often centuries old—is simultaneously its greatest asset and its most significant operational liability (Bullen, 2007). Guests actively seek out historic buildings to consume the unique ambiance, the architectural idiosyncrasies, and a profound sense of nostalgia associated with the past (Medina-Viruel et al., 2019; Marchegiani & Phau, 2011). This phenomenon, often referred to in the literature as the "museumisation" or adaptive reuse of historic buildings, transforms the physical environment into a core component of the experiential product itself (Gavilan et al., 2018; Mariani & Borghi, 2020).
However, modern consumers, regardless of their appreciation for history, harbour uncompromising expectations regarding basic physiological comforts. They demand seamless Wi-Fi connectivity, flawless plumbing, adequate water pressure, and precise climate control (Bordass & Leaman, 2005; Cooper, 2001). When the ageing infrastructure of a heritage building fails to deliver these modern necessities, the resulting gap between expectation and perception leads to severe dissatisfaction (De Klumbis, 2002; Chaiyapun, 2012; Anagostopoulou et al., 2019).
To compensate for the rigidities, potential failures, and limitations of historic infrastructure, independent hotels must heavily over-index on the interpersonal dimensions of SERVQUAL: Empathy, Assurance, and Responsiveness (Puspitarini, 2025; Rutabara Cadeau, 2024). Academic discourse heavily emphasises that in boutique and heritage settings, staff are not merely service providers; they function actively as "cultural stewards and storytellers" (Marghany et al., 2023; Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The emotional labour exerted by staff to create a welcoming, highly personalised atmosphere is critical to operational success. Research by Taylor (2017) and Dortyol et al. (2014) conclusively demonstrates that staff friendliness, proactive problem-solving, and individualised attention significantly elevate the guest's emotional perceived value (ECPV), effectively masking minor tangible deficiencies and fostering deep psychological attachment to the hotel brand (Eid, 2015; Paulose & Shakeel, 2022).
2.3 Guest Satisfaction, Experiential Marketing, and Loyalty
The ultimate strategic objective of delivering high service quality is the cultivation of customer satisfaction and, subsequently, long-term brand loyalty. Satisfaction acts as a critical mediating variable between the cognitive evaluation of service quality and the behavioural intention to return to the property or recommend it to others (Chen & Chen, 2010; Bitner, 1990; Zeithaml et al., 1996). In the context of independent hospitality, loyalty is heavily influenced by the delivery of "Memorable Experiences" (ME). Godovykh and Tasci (2020) and Hosany and Witham (2010) conceptualise these experiences through the framework of the "4Es": educational, entertainment, aesthetic, and escapist experiences. Heritage hotels inherently provide immense aesthetic and escapist value, removing guests from their mundane daily routines and immersing them in a historically rich, evocative environment (Limna & Kraiwanit, 2023).
When guests experience high levels of satisfaction driven by unique, memorable interactions and empathetic staff behaviour, they exhibit strong attitudinal and behavioural loyalty (Mondo et al., 2024; Alves de Medeiros et al., 2025). This loyalty manifests in repeat patronage, a willingness to pay premium price rates, and, crucially in the modern digital era, the generation of positive electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM) (Aydin et al., 2005; Rauyruen & Miller, 2007; Han et al., 2011). Furthermore, research highlights that employee engagement directly correlates with the creation of these memorable experiences; highly engaged employees who feel a sense of meaningful work transfer positive emotions to guests, further solidifying loyalty (Elsaied et al., 2025; Al-Romeedy et al., 2024; Kapuscinski et al., 2023).
2.4 The Strategic Importance of Food and Beverage (F&B) Operations
Historically within the accommodation sector, hotel restaurants were often viewed marginally as loss leaders or mere operational necessities required to secure star ratings. However, contemporary research highlights that Food and Beverage (F&B) operations are a primary driver of overall guest satisfaction, brand differentiation, and profitability (Zlatanovic et al., 2025). Independent hotels that successfully integrate distinctive, high-quality dining venues can derive between 22% and 32% of their total revenue directly from F&B, achieving RevPAR (Revenue Per Available Room) premiums that significantly outpace competitors lacking strong culinary offerings (Talasila, 2022).
Furthermore, exceptional F&B operations serve as a vital bridge to the local community. By operating a hotel restaurant as an independent brand identity, hotels can attract non-staying local residents, transforming the property into a vibrant social hub (Zheng et al., 2009). This provides a critical revenue buffer against the seasonal fluctuations of room occupancy. The quality of breakfast is particularly salient; as the final touchpoint for the vast majority of overnight guests, an elevated breakfast experience disproportionately influences overall satisfaction scores, perceived value for money, and post-stay online reviews (Xu & Li, 2016).

2.5 Digital Marketing and Online Reputation Management (ORM)
The rapid proliferation of digital technologies and Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) has fundamentally restructured the hospitality distribution landscape. Currently, over 61% of bookings for independent hotels originate from OTA platforms such as Booking.com, Agoda, and Expedia, making these smaller properties heavily reliant on digital intermediaries for their survival (SevenRooms, 2025; PwC, 2025). Concurrently, User-Generated Content (UGC) in the form of online reviews and ratings has become the most trusted source of information for prospective travellers, with over 93% of consumers stating that online reviews dictate their purchasing decisions (Buil, Martinez & Matute, 2016; Nain, 2025).
For independent hotels operating without the massive marketing budgets of global chains, their online reputation is undeniably their most valuable asset (Cetin & Dincer, 2014). Effective Online Reputation Management (ORM) is no longer a passive exercise but a critical strategic imperative. Search engine algorithms (like Google Local Pack) and OTA ranking systems prioritise properties based on three main factors: review volume, average rating score, and review recency (Kandampully & Solnet, 2019; Koseoglu et al., 2020). Properties that fall below specific rating thresholds (e.g., 8.0 on Booking.com) suffer immediate drops in visibility and booking conversion rates.
Moreover, managerial responses to reviews are heavily weighted by algorithms. Responding to guest feedback promptly (ideally within 24 hours) not only mitigates the damage of negative reviews but actively boosts the hotel's ranking in local search results by up to 15% (Leung, 2019; Levy et al., 2013). Thus, the seamless integration of digital channel management, proactive ORM, and maintaining high service quality to generate positive UGC is essential for the sustainable performance of modern independent hotels (Xiang et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2017).



3. Methodology
3.1 Research Philosophy
The methodological architecture of this dissertation is meticulously aligned with the academic standards delineated for the BMIH6008 Hotel Placement Research Project (UWTSD, 2026). It draws extensively upon seminal research methodologies prescribed by Collis and Hussey (2014), Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2012), and Cottrell (2014). To appropriately investigate the highly subjective nature of service quality, historic ambiance, and guest satisfaction, this study deliberately adopts an interpretivist philosophical paradigm (Denscombe, 2010; Bryman, 2008).
Interpretivism posits that social reality is not an objective, singular entity waiting to be measured by rigid scientific instruments, but rather a complex, multifaceted construct shaped continuously by human experiences, perceptions, and interactions (Bryman, 2008; Silverman, 2011). In the specific context of hospitality, a guest's perception of "quality," "value," or "historic ambiance" is inherently subjective and culturally situated; therefore, an interpretivist lens is absolutely essential for deciphering the underlying meanings, emotional responses, and nuanced sentiments embedded within guest feedback and daily staff-guest interactions (Cottrell, 2014). Positivism was rejected as it would fail to capture the emotional depth required to understand the 'compensatory model' of heritage hospitality.
3.2 Research Approach and Strategy
The research employs an inductive approach, aiming to generate generalised insights, thematic patterns, and theoretical conclusions from specific, localised observations gathered during the placement at The Harboro Hotel (Veal, 2006; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). This bottom-up approach is particularly effective in identifying emerging patterns within qualitative data, moving from specific guest complaints or praises to broader operational theories (Bryman, 2008).
The primary research strategy utilised is the single-case study method. Yin (2003) defines a case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. The Harboro Hotel serves as an intrinsic, revelatory case study, providing a bounded system through which to deeply analyse the complexities of independent heritage hotel management, the impact of infrastructural challenges, and the efficacy of service recovery paradigms implemented by management (Yin, 2003; Denscombe, 2010).
3.3 Data Collection Methods
To ensure a robust triangulation of findings and to effectively mitigate the biases inherent in relying on single-source data, this research employs a mixed-methods qualitative approach to data collection. This integrates both primary experiential data gathered in the field and extensive secondary data sourced digitally (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012; Collis & Hussey, 2014).
Primary Data Collection:
Primary qualitative insights were generated directly through participant observation during the researcher's professional placement at The Harboro Hotel. Working physically on-site under the direct supervision of the owner (Sailesh) and the manager (Elaine), the researcher was embedded within the operational core of the business. This privileged access facilitated direct, real-time observation of front-of-house check-in procedures, staff-guest interpersonal dynamics, the execution of F&B services in Harboro Spice, and the management's approach to immediate service recovery when confronted with infrastructural failures (Veal, 2006; Bryman, 2008). Detailed reflective diaries were maintained to capture these operational realities (Cottrell, 2014).
Secondary Data Collection:
A comprehensive harvesting of secondary data was systematically conducted to provide an objective, wider-scale counterbalance to the primary observations. This primarily involved the systematic collection of User-Generated Content (UGC), specifically harvesting online guest reviews and ratings sourced from major distribution platforms including Booking.com and Agoda (Booking.com, 2026; Agoda, 2026). Furthermore, to deeply inform the macro-environmental analysis, contemporary industry reports from reputable organisations (e.g., WTTC, Cushman & Wakefield, PwC) and local governmental policy documents (e.g., Melton Borough Council's State of Melton Report 2025) were integrated into the dataset to contextualize the hotel's external operating environment (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012; Melton Borough Council, 2025; PwC, 2025).
3.4 Data Analysis Techniques
The analytical phase of the research utilised rigorous qualitative synthesis techniques appropriate for interpretivist case studies. The secondary UGC data (online reviews) was subjected to manual thematic analysis and aspect-based sentiment analysis (ABSA) (Denscombe, 2010; Silverman, 2011). This methodical process involved coding the qualitative textual feedback from guests into the five established dimensions of the SERVQUAL model (Tangibles, Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, and Empathy), allowing for a highly structured identification of specific service gaps and areas of excellence.
To analyse the broader strategic environment, the compiled data was mapped onto established business frameworks. A PESTEL analysis was conducted to evaluate the macro-environmental forces (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, Legal) impacting the UK hospitality sector generally and Melton Mowbray specifically (Cottrell, 2014). Subsequently, a SWOT analysis was utilised to systematically categorise the internal strengths and weaknesses of The Harboro Hotel against external opportunities and threats, providing a comprehensive, actionable diagnostic of the hotel's strategic position (Collis & Hussey, 2014).
3.5 Ethical Considerations
In strict adherence to the ethical imperatives and guidelines outlined by Denscombe (2010) and Collis and Hussey (2014), rigorous ethical protocols were maintained throughout the entirety of the research process. The secondary data utilised (such as online OTA reviews and local government reports) exists entirely in the public domain, ensuring no violation of consumer privacy or data protection laws. Regarding the primary observational data gathered during the professional placement, explicit care was taken to maintain the anonymity of specific guests and staff members (excluding the named management team who consented to inclusion). Furthermore, highly sensitive proprietary information, such as exact financial profit margins, payroll details, or internal accounting records of The Harboro Hotel, has been deliberately excluded from this final report to protect the commercial interests, privacy, and competitive standing of the ownership team (Sailesh and Elaine) (Bryman, 2008; Yin, 2003).
4. Findings and Discussion
4.1 Macro-Environmental Analysis: PESTEL
To holistically understand the external, uncontrollable forces shaping the operational reality of The Harboro Hotel, a PESTEL analysis was executed. This analysis synthesises macro-economic trends within the UK hospitality sector with the localised policies affecting Melton Mowbray.
PESTEL Factor	Analytical Insights and Implications for The Harboro Hotel
Political	The UK hospitality sector is profoundly impacted by post-Brexit immigration policies, which have severely contracted the available labour pool, exacerbating challenges in recruitment and retention of skilled staff (Office for National Statistics, 2025). Conversely, at the highly localised level, Melton Borough Council's corporate strategy explicitly prioritises "Tourism and town centre regeneration and vitality," providing a highly supportive political framework and potential grant funding avenues for local hospitality businesses to thrive (Melton Borough Council, 2025).
Economic	The industry is navigating acute economic headwinds, primarily driven by cost-of-living increases that continuously compress consumer discretionary spending, alongside escalating energy and supply chain costs (Cushman & Wakefield, 2025). Despite these pressures, the independent hotel sector has demonstrated remarkable resilience, with Average Daily Rates (ADR) maintaining premiums in niche, experiential markets (PwC, 2025). However, the rising costs of utilities disproportionately threaten older, uninsulated heritage buildings like The Harboro Hotel, squeezing profit margins.
Social	A significant consumer paradigm shift is currently underway, moving away from standardised corporate travel toward "staycations" and highly localised, authentic experiential tourism (Hosany & Witham, 2010; Godovykh & Tasci, 2020). Melton Mowbray's established, national reputation as a rural culinary capital perfectly aligns with this macro trend, presenting independent heritage properties with a distinct, organic advantage in attracting culturally and gastronomically motivated tourists (Medina-Viruel et al., 2019).
Technological	The digitisation of the booking journey is absolute, with OTAs controlling upwards of 60% of independent hotel distribution globally (SevenRooms, 2025; Asian Hospitality, 2025). The rapid integration of AI for dynamic pricing, automated guest messaging, and digital reputation management requires independent hotels to continuously upgrade their technological infrastructure to prevent operational glitches (e.g., double bookings) and maintain parity with larger, better-funded chains (Kandampully & Solnet, 2019; Nain, 2025).
Environmental	Consumer demand for sustainable, green, and eco-friendly hospitality practices is accelerating rapidly (Rahman et al., 2015). For a 200-year-old coaching inn, executing substantial environmental retrofits (e.g., advanced HVAC systems, solar integration, double glazing) is technically complex, legally restricted, and highly capital-intensive, representing a significant long-term structural and financial challenge (Bordass & Leaman, 2005; Oloyede et al., 2024).
Legal	The hotel operates under stringent national compliance frameworks encompassing health and safety, employment law, and food hygiene (notably, Melton Borough Council notes a high 96% compliance rate locally for food hygiene) (Melton Borough Council, 2025). Furthermore, strict heritage conservation laws and listed building statuses rigidly dictate the extent to which 18th-century architecture can be physically modified, limiting the scope of infrastructural modernisations (Cramer & Breitling, 2007).

The PESTEL analysis reveals an operating environment characterised by immense opportunity regarding social trends toward authentic tourism, juxtaposed against severe economic and technological pressures. For The Harboro Hotel, the political support of the local council and the social appetite for heritage experiences are powerful tailwinds, but they must be carefully managed against the escalating costs of operating an energy-inefficient historic building.


4.2 Micro-Environmental Analysis: SWOT
An internal diagnostic of The Harboro Hotel, combining placement observations under Sailesh and Elaine with extensive UGC analysis, highlights a complex interplay of operational strengths and inherent vulnerabilities.
SWOT Category	Key Attributes and Strategic Implications
Strengths	1. Unparalleled Human Capital: The management and staff are consistently lauded for their exceptional friendliness, proactive attitude, and empathetic service delivery (Booking.com, 2026).		2. Prime Geographic Location: Proximity to the Melton Mowbray town centre, local markets, and transit hubs provides maximum convenience for guests, consistently scoring 9.0+ in reviews (Agoda, 2026; Booking.com, 2026).		3. Exceptional F&B Integration: The dual presence of a traditional pub atmosphere and the highly acclaimed Harboro Spice restaurant drives significant guest satisfaction and local footfall (Harboro Hotel, 2026).		4. Authentic Heritage: The 200-year-old coaching inn architecture provides a unique, non-replicable historic ambiance (Chittiprolu et al., 2021).
Weaknesses	1. Degrading Core Infrastructure: Persistent, severe complaints regarding basic plumbing (e.g., "trickle showers", "poor supply of hot water") and erratic room heating controls (Booking.com, 2026).		2. Structural Rigidities: The lack of elevators ("no lifts") and the presence of creaky floorboards, inherent to the building's age, negatively impact accessibility and acoustic comfort for some guests (Booking.com, 2026).		3. Technological Misalignments: Documented instances of PMS-to-OTA synchronisation failures resulting in critical double-booking errors, severely impacting review scores (Agoda, 2026).
Opportunities	1. MICE Market Expansion: Leveraging the 100-person capacity function room to capture local Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibitions (MICE), including weddings, to significantly diversify revenue streams (Harboro Hotel, 2026).		2. Direct Booking Optimisation: Enhancing the proprietary website UI/UX to shift reliance away from high-commission OTAs (Booking.com, Agoda), thereby improving net profit margins (SevenRooms, 2025; Asian Hospitality, 2025).		3. Strategic Culinary Partnerships: Capitalising on Melton Mowbray's food heritage by creating integrated gastronomy packages with local producers (e.g., pork pie makers).
Threats	1. Algorithmic Reputation Damage: A concentration of negative reviews concerning plumbing or double-bookings can rapidly degrade the hotel's OTA ranking and search visibility, severely restricting future bookings (Koseoglu et al., 2020; Nain, 2025).		2. Corporate Homogenisation: Aggressive expansion by budget chains (e.g., Premier Inn) that offer guaranteed modern plumbing and climate control at highly competitive price points (Buil, Martinez & Matute, 2016).		3. Escalating CapEx Requirements: The compounding financial burden required to continually patch, maintain, and upgrade historical infrastructure to meet modern standards.

The SWOT synthesis underscores a critical operational dichotomy at The Harboro Hotel: its "software" (its staff, service culture, and exceptional F&B) is exceptionally strong, while its "hardware" (plumbing, heating, technological integration) is fragile and prone to failure. The strategic imperative for ownership is to leverage the strengths to generate sufficient capital to systematically eradicate the infrastructural weaknesses.
4.3 Evaluating Service Quality: The SERVQUAL Gap Analysis
The meticulous application of the five SERVQUAL dimensions to the collected primary and secondary data provides a highly granular understanding of the specific service gaps existing at The Harboro Hotel.
Tangibles:
The evaluation of tangibles at The Harboro Hotel reveals a stark contrast between aesthetic charm and functional reliability. Guests frequently praise the visual and comfort aspects of the rooms, noting "clean bright" bedrooms, "fantastic plenty of space," and "really comfortable" beds (Booking.com, 2026; Agoda, 2026). The £1.5 million refurbishment successfully preserved the historic character while updating the visual appeal. However, the tangibles score is severely compromised by infrastructural deficits hidden behind the aesthetic facade. Recurring negative feedback citing "trickle showers," "poor supply of hot water," and rooms that are "very hot" due to uncontrollable radiators indicates a critical failure to meet the fundamental physiological expectations of modern travellers (Booking.com, 2026). This data aligns seamlessly with the academic consensus that in heritage hotels, the threshold for acceptable physical quality is heavily dependent on the seamless, invisible functioning of modern utilities (Bullen, 2007; Chang & Teo, 2009). When the charm of the 18th century meets the plumbing of the 20th century, modern guests experience acute dissatisfaction that directly harms the hotel's online rating.
Reliability:
Reliability—the ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately—is the absolute cornerstone of consumer trust (Gursoy & Chi, 2020). The Harboro Hotel generally executes the core service well, maintaining clean rooms and delivering excellent food consistently. However, the thematic analysis of UGC revealed damaging instances of guests being "doubled booked by booking website," leading to catastrophic review scores (e.g., a 2.4/10 rating) (Agoda, 2026). In the modern digital hospitality ecosystem, technological reliability is equally as critical as physical reliability. A failure in channel management software that allows overbooking shatters guest trust instantly, representing the most severe, high-risk service gap identified in the research (Liu et al., 2017).
Responsiveness:
Responsiveness represents a significant area of strength and competitive advantage for the hotel. Guests consistently highlight the promptness, helpfulness, and agility of the staff. Observations recorded during the placement revealed a proactive management culture under Elaine’s leadership. When guests reported issues—such as heating malfunctions, noise, or requests for extra amenities—the staff did not deflect or delay; they immediately engaged in active service recovery, offering sincere apologies, alternative solutions, or immediate physical interventions. This high degree of responsiveness acts as a vital shock absorber, actively mitigating the negative emotional impact of the physical building flaws and preventing minor complaints from escalating into severe online reviews (Ahmad et al., 2024; Puspitarini, 2025).
Assurance:
Assurance is cultivated through the competence, knowledge, and courtesy of the staff, engendering trust (Luk & Layton, 2004). The front-of-house team at The Harboro Hotel exhibits high levels of professionalism, frequently cited by guests as "exceptional," "brilliant," and possessing "excellent bar staff" (Booking.com, 2026). The staff's deep integration into the local community allows them to provide authoritative, accurate recommendations regarding Melton Mowbray's attractions, transit options, and culinary heritage, instilling confidence in the guests and reinforcing the hotel’s positioning as an authentic local institution. This visible competence translates directly into high perceived service quality and guest security.
Empathy:
The Harboro Hotel excels profoundly in the dimension of empathy, largely attributable to its structure as an independent, family-run enterprise spearheaded by Sailesh. The "genial atmosphere" actively cultivated by ownership ensures that interactions transcend mere commercial transactions (Harboro Hotel, 2026). Reviews explicitly stating the hotel was "perfect for us" and praising the staff for being "super friendly," "welcoming," and providing an "anniversary stay" to remember demonstrate that the team is highly successful at reading individual guest needs and providing personalised, emotional care (Booking.com, 2026). This empirical finding strongly corroborates the theories advanced by Marghany et al. (2023) and Taylor (2017), which argue that in independent hotels, emotional labour and empathetic engagement are the primary engines of customer loyalty, transforming a standard stay into a "memorable experience".
4.4 The Strategic Supremacy of Food and Beverage (F&B) Operations
A dominant theme emerging from both the primary research and secondary data analysis is the disproportionate, highly positive impact of the Food and Beverage department on the hotel’s overall success and digital reputation. The Harboro Hotel's strategic decision to operate a high-quality Indian restaurant, Harboro Spice, alongside traditional pub offerings creates a compelling unique selling proposition (USP) in a town already famous for food. UGC analysis shows guests frequently utilising superlatives to describe the F&B, noting the food as "fantastic," "beautiful," and praising the "great choice on the menu" with "good size portions" (Agoda, 2026; Booking.com, 2026). Furthermore, the breakfast service—identified by academic literature as the most critical F&B touchpoint for overnight guests—is repeatedly highlighted as a major positive in reviews, heavily influencing the hotel's perceived value (Xu & Li, 2016; Zlatanovic et al., 2025).
This excellence in F&B serves multiple strategic functions for Sailesh and Elaine. First, it significantly elevates the perceived "Value for Money" (scoring a high 8.5 on Agoda), making guests far more tolerant of the building's infrastructural quirks (Agoda, 2026; Zlatanovic et al., 2025). Second, it transforms the hotel into a destination for the local community, creating a "good atmosphere" that is "busy" and "friendly" (Booking.com, 2026). This vibrant, authentic social environment is highly attractive to travellers seeking local immersion, while simultaneously providing the business with a diversified, high-margin revenue stream that reduces reliance on fluctuating room occupancies (Talasila, 2022).
4.5 Discussion Synthesis: The Compensatory Model of Heritage Hospitality
The comprehensive synthesis of primary placement experiences and secondary data analysis illuminates a central, recurring phenomenon: The Harboro Hotel operates on a compensatory model of service quality. The data unequivocally indicates that guests are generally willing to forgive the inherent physical limitations of a 200-year-old building—such as creaky floorboards, lack of parking later in the day, or the lack of an elevator—provided they are compensated with immense warmth, empathy, and superior culinary experiences. The exceptional human capital deployed by Sailesh and Elaine effectively overrides minor structural dissatisfactions, confirming the findings of Puspitarini (2025) and Dortyol et al. (2014) regarding the mitigating power of staff friendliness and emotional engagement.
However, the research also reveals the absolute limits of this compensatory goodwill. Fundamental physiological requirements—specifically, reliable hot water pressure and the ability to control room temperature—cannot be indefinitely masked by a friendly smile or an excellent curry. The glaring discrepancy between the hotel's stellar scores for staff and location (frequently 8.8 to 10.0) and the precipitous drops in scores caused by specific maintenance or overbooking failures (dropping to 6.0 or 2.4) illustrates the extreme volatility of operating with fragile infrastructure (Agoda, 2026; Booking.com, 2026).
In the highly digitised market of 2026, where OTA algorithms dictate commercial survival, resolving these core infrastructural and technological issues is not merely a matter of facilities management; it is a critical digital marketing imperative. A failure to address the root causes of negative reviews will eventually erode the hotel's search visibility, neutralising the profound benefits generated by the exceptional staff and F&B operations (Koseoglu et al., 2020; Nain, 2025).
5. Conclusion and Recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
This comprehensive dissertation has systematically investigated the intricate relationship between service quality, historic ambiance, and guest satisfaction at The Harboro Hotel. By integrating primary observational data gathered during a professional placement with a rigorous analysis of secondary user-generated content, and analysing this data through the theoretical lenses of SERVQUAL, PESTEL, and SWOT, the research has produced a granular diagnostic of the hotel's operational realities.
The findings confirm that The Harboro Hotel possesses a formidable competitive advantage rooted deeply in its human resources, its prime geographic location within Melton Mowbray, and its outstanding Food and Beverage portfolio, specifically Harboro Spice. The high levels of empathy, assurance, and responsiveness exhibited by the management and staff foster a genuinely welcoming atmosphere that drives high guest loyalty and generates powerful positive emotional responses. The staff effectively act as cultural stewards, elevating the guest experience beyond mere accommodation.
Conversely, the research identifies critical vulnerabilities that threaten the hotel's long-term sustainability and digital reputation. The ageing infrastructure of the 18th-century coaching inn presents persistent, severe challenges regarding basic plumbing reliability and climate control. When these physical deficits are compounded by technological failures—such as OTA synchronisation errors leading to double bookings—they precipitate highly damaging negative online reviews. The Harboro Hotel perfectly encapsulates the paradox of the independent heritage property: its history is its greatest experiential asset, yet its physical infrastructure is its most profound operational liability. To secure a sustainable competitive advantage in a market increasingly dominated by algorithmic visibility, the ownership must systematically address these infrastructural and technological pain points.
5.2 Strategic Recommendations
Based upon the empirical findings and theoretical synthesis of this research, the following actionable recommendations are proposed for the ownership (Sailesh) and management (Elaine) to optimise operational efficiency, enhance the guest experience, and protect the brand's digital reputation.
1. Targeted Infrastructure Modernisation (Facilities Management)
While a comprehensive architectural overhaul is neither financially viable nor legally permissible for a listed 200-year-old building, targeted, high-impact interventions are urgently required.
Water Systems Audit: Management must immediately commission a comprehensive audit of the boiler, pumping systems, and pipework to permanently resolve the recurring "trickle shower" and hot water supply failures. Reliable water pressure is a non-negotiable baseline for modern hotel service quality.
Localised Climate Control: To address the frequent complaints of rooms being uncontrollably hot, the hotel must install user-friendly, individualised thermostatic radiator valves (TRVs) in all guest bedrooms. This empowers guests to regulate their own thermal comfort, eliminating a major source of dissatisfaction while simultaneously optimising the hotel's energy expenditure.
2. Technological Integration and Channel Management
To eliminate the catastrophic service failure of double-booking, the hotel must immediately upgrade its digital distribution infrastructure.
Advanced Channel Manager Implementation: The hotel must invest in and properly configure a robust, cloud-based Channel Manager software that features deep, real-time two-way API integration with the proprietary Property Management System (PMS). This will ensure that inventory is instantly synchronised across all OTA platforms (Booking.com, Agoda, Expedia), entirely automating inventory management and preventing human error in allocation.
3. Proactive Online Reputation Management (ORM) Protocols
The hotel must transition from a passive recipient of reviews to an active manager of its digital narrative.
Rapid Response Policy: Implement a strict protocol requiring a professional, empathetic, and personalised response to all online reviews (both positive and negative) across Google and OTAs within 24 hours. This practice not only mitigates reputational damage from negative reviews but actively signals to search algorithms that the business is highly engaged, thereby boosting local search visibility.
Automated Post-Stay Feedback: Integrate automated post-departure emails soliciting feedback directly from the guest. This strategy captures negative sentiments privately, providing management the opportunity to execute service recovery and resolve grievances before the guest resorts to publishing a damaging public review.
4. Leverage F&B Excellence for Strategic Marketing
The exceptional quality of Harboro Spice and the breakfast service are major unique selling propositions that must be aggressively monetised.
Experiential Packaging: Capitalise on Melton Mowbray's status as a rural culinary capital by creating "Gastronomy Packages" that bundle room nights with a set-menu dining experience at Harboro Spice. This drives direct bookings, reduces reliance on commission-heavy OTAs, and increases total revenue per available customer (TRevPAC).
Visual Social Media Strategy: Utilise platforms like Instagram to visually showcase the high-quality culinary offerings and the vibrant, historic pub atmosphere, targeting lookalike audiences in surrounding urban centres seeking weekend gastronomic escapes.
5. Formalised Staff Training and Heritage Storytelling
The exceptional staff are the hotel's strongest asset; this organic strength should be formalised to ensure consistency.
Heritage Integration Training: Develop a brief training module for all front-of-house staff detailing the 200-year history of the coaching inn and its role in Melton Mowbray. Empowering staff to share these historical narratives with guests transforms a standard check-in process into a memorable, authentic "heritage experience," further deepening emotional loyalty.
Service Recovery Empowerment Framework: Provide front-line staff with a pre-approved framework (e.g., authorisation to offer a complimentary drink, a free breakfast, or a minor room discount) to execute immediate, on-the-spot service recovery when guests encounter infrastructural issues. Resolving dissatisfaction before the guest leaves the premises is exponentially cheaper than attempting to repair a damaged online reputation.
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