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Executive Summary
The core purpose of this particular research work has been to optimise customer experience at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Here, its key findings have revealed that even though its service quality is generally good and praiseworthy, certain improvement areas like room comfort, staff responsiveness and similar others still need to be addressed by this hotel’s management officials. Moreover, such a study has been aimed at evaluating service quality alongside the influence of technologies while identifying notable customer pain points with the use of secondary data from case studies and netnography methods. Relying on the findings, certain actionable recommendations here have encompassed staff training for service speed enhancement, technology upgradation for guest convenience improvement and personalised experiences creation to better meet guest needs and preferences has been given which will not only boost customer satisfaction but also their loyalty for Holiday Inn Sunderland.
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[bookmark: _Toc189581844]1.1 Background of the Hotel Industry
Generally, the hotel industry is considerably an essential part of the global economy which is mostly known for providing accommodation, food and various other services to travellers. Within recent times, this particular industry has seen notable changes, especially because of technological advancements, changes in customers’ preferences, increased competition and similar others. According to Abdalla (2024), the global hotel industry back in 2023 was valued at over £693 billion which is currently expected to reach the value of approximately £1trillion by the year 2030. In the context of the United Kingdom (UK), this hotel sector is experiencing steady growth where the number of hotel rooms has increased by up to 2.3% during the 2019-2021 period (Nasution and Mavondo, 2021). Still, competitiveness in this area is becoming fiercer gradually where both traditional hotels and newer models like Airbnb and others have been offering various alternative accommodations. Here, customer experience has been playing a crucial role within such a competitive landscape and hotel brands are now prioritising personalisation, technology, efficient service and relevant others to meet their customers’ expectations (Petzer and Steyn, 2023). Seemingly, hotels which comparatively fail to adapt to these trends are more likely to risk losing market shares. The Holiday Inn Sunderland, being a part of the InterContinental Hotel Group (IHG) brand, has been serving as a key player within this competitive market (Siguaw and Enz, 2023). Apparently, this particular hotel’s emphasis on reliable service, comfortable rooms and even essential amenities offerings are aiding it in attracting both business and leisure travellers. However, with the rise of competition, customer experience enhancement now has become more crucial to maintaining guest loyalty as well as attracting new customers.
[bookmark: _Toc189581845]1.2 Significance of Customer Experience in Hospitality
Customer experience is highly crucial within the hospitality industry as it has been directly influencing guest satisfaction, profitability and even loyalty. Here, positive experiences generally lead towards higher customer retention rates alongside good reviews, repeated visits and many more which are deemed pivotal for long-term success (Njue, 2020). Regarding this, a study conducted by Ahlawat (2023) has revealed that almost 73.89% of customers mostly consider experience to be a crucial factor during their purchase decision-making. Based on this, a better guest experience can lead towards a higher amount of revenue. For notable hotels like the Holiday Inn Sunderland and others, excellent customer service provision and guest value assurance seem to be effective strategies to keep themselves apart from competitors to drive business growth and improve their reputation (Rahimian, Manian and Esfidani, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc189581846]1.3 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Research Aim
This particular research is aimed at improving Holiday Inn Sunderland’s present customer experience via service quality enhancement and better technology integration.
Research Objectives
· To evaluate the current service quality of Holiday Inn Sunderland.
· To assess the influence of technology on customer satisfaction by focusing on digital tools.
· To identify customer pain points and gaps within the hotel service that may affect guest experience.
Research Questions
· How does Holiday Inn Sunderland’s current service quality impact guest satisfaction?
· What influence do digital tools have on Holiday Inn Sunderland’s customer satisfaction?
· Which key customer pain points and service gaps affect Holiday Inn Sunderland’s guest experience?
[bookmark: _Toc189581847]1.4 Rationale and Structure of Research
This elaborative research holds higher value for hotels like the Holiday Inn Sunderland because customer experience enhancement has the potential to lead towards greater guest satisfaction alongside loyalty and better business outcomes (Singgalen, 2024a). Through proper addressing of both service quality and technology integration, hotels can stand out within a highly competitive marketplace (Sharma, 2023). Therefore, this research here has been conducted to assist Holiday Inn Sunderland in improvement areas identification which can ultimately lead towards a better overall customer experience. Here, this research is going to be initiated with a review section on relevant literature which later will be followed by a methodology section and an assessment of current service practices and technologies in this hotel. Finally, this entire report will come to its end by offering certain recommendations regarding customer experience improvement at Holiday Inn Sunderland.
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[bookmark: _Toc189581849]2.1 Defining Customer Experience within Hospitality
In simple senses, customer experience within the context of hospitality generally refers to the overall impression alongside feelings a guest has in times of his/her interaction with a particular hotel. This seemingly covers every touchpoint from booking a room to the process of checking out. Regarding this, Blery and Kapetaniou (2022) have stated that customer experience mostly is a mixture of direct and indirect interactions which actually shape a guest’s perception of a hotel. Such things can encompass service quality, room cleanliness, staff friendliness and so on. Besides, the experience can go beyond the functional aspects of staying within a hotel while emphasising emotions and satisfaction levels. Likewise, Allen (2021) has suggested that customer experience often gets created via a guest’s total journey that involves both tangible aspects like room quality and intangible aspects like customer service. Within such context, Pine and Gilmore’s Experience Economy framework is widely utilised by researchers which has underlined that companies need to prioritise memorable experiences creation to engage their customers on not only emotional and intellectual levels but also spiritual and physical levels (Singgalen, 2024b). In terms of the hotel industry, customer experience is not being given utmost importance as this has the potential of leading towards guest loyalty followed by repeat business and positive word-of-mouth recommendations. As indicated by Barsky and Nash (2020), a strong customer experience can help hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland differentiate from other competitors to assure guests return and recommend the hotel to others.
[bookmark: _Toc189581850]2.2 Service Quality Theories
SERVQUAL Model
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Figure 1: SERVQUAL model.
Source: (Rahman, Khan and Haque, 2022).
The SERVQUAL model was first developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry which is considerably one of the most widely utilised frameworks to measure service quality (Talukder, Rahman and Khan, 2024). Such kind of model apparently has five key dimensions which help in determining the service quality within hospitality. According to Saleh and Ryan (2021), reliability as a key dimension actually refers to the capability of a hotel to consistently deliver dependable services. Here, guests generally expect their reservations to be accurate as well as their requests to be fulfilled on time. If a hotel fails within this particular area, it can damage guest trust. On the other hand, assurance usually emphasises both the competence and professionalism of staff as guests need to feel confident that the hotel staff is not only knowledgeable but also capable of handling their needs (Teare, 2021). Based on Rahman, Khan and Haque’s (2022) observation, a hotel with well-trained staff which makes the guests feel safe and cared for tends to score higher in terms of assurance. In the meantime, tangibles often encompass various physical aspects of the hotel like room cleanliness, overall presentation of the facilities and similar others. Such elements here make the first impression of a hotel whereas poor-quality tangibles can adversely affect a customer’s perception. Empathy is a key dimension of the SERVQUAL model and genuinely refers to a hotel’s capability to comprehend and address the unique needs of each guest (Tepeci, 2020). Apparently, various personalised services here can create a more memorable experience to improve satisfaction. Lastly, responsiveness, as per Saleh and Ryan’s (2021) notation, is about how promptly and effectively the hotel staff can actually respond to guest requests or even complaints as guests commonly value quicker responses towards issues. If any delays or lack of attention occur, it can unfortunately lead towards both frustration and dissatisfaction.
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Figure 2: Kano Model.
Source: (Pandey, Sahu and Joshi, 2020).
Based on the findings of Dominici and Palumbo (2021) the Kano model was first developed by Noriaki Kano which long has been offering a differentiated perspective on customer satisfaction through service features categorisation into three primary factors. Each of such factors has an influence on customer satisfaction in various ways. First of them is basic factors which are the essential services that customers commonly expect as bare minimums (Toker, 2024). Within the context of the hotel industry, these can involve clean rooms, prompt check-in/check-out processes and similar others. According to Pandey, Sahu and Joshi’s (2020) findings, if these basic elements are not offered customers may become dissatisfied whereas meeting such expectations may not necessarily enhance their satisfaction beyond a neutral level. Contrastingly, the performance factors here are certain features which enhance customers’ satisfaction when performed well. All these factors are directly related to the service quality like staff’s friendliness, room amenities, food quality and others within the hotel restaurants (Tschohl, 2025). Apparently, the better the performance within such areas, the higher the customer satisfaction rate can be achieved. Meanwhile, Dominici and Palumbo (2021) have stated delight factors as something that go beyond what customers expect and can create a ‘wow’ effect. These are seemingly those unexpected services or even gestures which leave a long-lasting impression on guests’ minds. For exemplification, offering complimentary room upgrades, celebrating a guest’s special occasion, providing personalised services and similar others can not only delight customers but also encourage their loyalty.  
[bookmark: _Toc189581851]2.3 Technology within Hospitality
Technology in recent times has been transforming the hospitality industry greatly, particularly with the introduction of mobile applications, self-check-in kiosks, AI-driven personalisation and similar others. As per Alnawas and Hemsley-Brown (2021), self-check-in kiosks have been allowing customers to check in without requiring to wait in long lines to ensure not only a faster but also a more convenient experience. Such kiosks are gradually becoming more common within hotels globally because they are lowering the need for front desk staff while improving guest efficiency (Veloso and Gomez-Suarez, 2023). Likewise, mobile applications are also playing crucial roles by enabling customers to book rooms, control room settings, order room services and similar others from their smartphones. This particular kind of technology usually provides customers required flexibility and a more personalised experience is highly important for hotels competing in today’s market. On the other hand, Arkadan, Macdonald and Wilson (2024) have highlighted that AI-driven personalisation is another crucial aspect where technologies are enhancing the guest experience. Apparently, AIs now can assess guest data like preferences, previous stays and even customers’ social media activities to suggest tailored services. For exemplification, a guest may receive personalised room recommendations or even be provided certain deals depending on their previous visits to the hotel (Vitezic, Car and Simunic, 2021). Such type of technology here can make the customers not only feel valued but also enhance their overall experience. Still, Anwar, Deliana and Suyamto (2024) have argued that despite technology’s positive influence over guest experience enhancement, it also can create complications if not implemented carefully. Some portion of guests may find self-check-in kiosks confusing or even impersonal, particularly older customers or those who are not familiar with modern technologies (Wilson, 2023). Likewise, overreliance on mobile applications may also lead towards a lack of human interactions which most guests still prefer. Most importantly, if the implemented technology malfunctions, it can cause frustration and lead towards a negative guest experience. Therefore, hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland need to nurture the right balance between personal service and technology to guarantee an optimal guest experience.
[bookmark: _Toc189581852]2.4 Factors Influencing Guest Satisfaction
Various factors have long been influencing guest satisfaction rates within the hospitality industry. Here, cleanliness is one of the important factors as a clean room alongside public areas is highly required for both customer comfort and safety (Yavas and Babakus, 2022). Generally, guests expect well-maintained spaces, and such hotels that fail within this area can risk damaging their reputation. Also, Bravo, Martinez and Pina (2022) have identified staff interaction as a notable factor. Apparently, helpful, friendly and even attentive staff can greatly improve the guest experience. It is often observed that whenever guests feel both valued and welcomed, they tend to return to the hotel more often. Therefore, good communication between guests and staff is considered a key to addressing most concerns or special requests on time (Withiam, 2021). On the other hand, response time also plays a crucial role in influencing customer satisfaction rates within the hospitality industry. Regardless of the nature of requested service like room service, maintenance issues and similar others, guests usually expect quick responses from hotel authorities. So, a slow or even unresponsive service can lead towards possible dissatisfaction as well as negative reviews. Following Arapou and Kapiki’s (2023) notations, amenities also have their fair share of influencing guest satisfaction. Seemingly, basic amenities like clean bathrooms, comfortable beds, free Wi-Fis and similar others are generally expected by most guests. Plus, additional amenities like in-room entertainment, spas and so on can improve guests’ experiences further (Xu, Lin and Li, 2024). For this, hotels that provide such extra services are most likely to stand out from the competition and attract more customers.
[bookmark: _Toc189581853]2.5 Literature Gaps
Within all previous research regarding customer experience in hotels, the majority focus has been given to large and well-known hotels from major cities whereas only limited attention has been given to smaller hotels established in less urbanised areas. Here, the influence of technologies over both customer satisfaction and service quality in smaller city hotels like the Holiday Inn Sunderland has yet to be explored (Zha, Marvi and Foroudi, 2023). Besides, existing studies have most often overlooked the unique challenges like smaller budgets for technology investment and others experienced by such hotels. Therefore, a notable gap can be observed in understanding the ways smaller hotels can implement technologies effectively to enhance service quality and customer experience while also fostering a more personalised and welcoming atmosphere (Abdalla, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc189581854]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc189581855]3.1 Case Study Justification
For this research conduction, the Holiday Inn Sunderland has been found highly relevant and insightful as a case to study customer experiences within the hospitality sector as this hotel represents a typical mid-range hotel within a smaller city (McGivern, 2006). This particular hotel unlike any major hotels from larger cities has been experiencing various challenges and opportunities in terms of customer experience enhancement. Besides, its location within a smaller city actually means that it serves both leisure and business travellers yet with a limited amount of customer base in contrast to larger metropolitan areas. Based on Robson and McCartan’s (2016) given criteria, this makes it an appropriate subject to properly explore the ways smaller hotels generally are utilising technologies and service quality as means to stand out within a competitive marketplace. In addition, this hotel being a part of the global IHG brand, has proper access to advanced practices and supports that eventually enable it for an interesting comparison between specific local adaptations and standard practices (Ahlawat, 2023). Therefore, studying this hotel can ultimately offer invaluable information regarding the specified needs of smaller city hotels in terms of customer satisfaction as well as service quality and technology.
[bookmark: _Toc189581856]3.2 Research Methods
For this entire research, secondary research methods have been utilised to collect existing data on various customer experiences at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Here, a case studies review of similar hotels has been the most utilised method which has offered invaluable lessons regarding service quality enhancement alongside guest satisfaction (Bryman, 2008). Moreover, case studies often involve real-world examples of the ways other hotels have dealt with similar challenges and adopted new technologies to enhance customer experience. Also, following Veal’s (2006) guidance, several online reviews have been taken under consideration to be analysed because they offer direct information from customers regarding their experiences at the hotel. In the meantime, various reviews on different platforms like TripAdvisor, Google and similar others have been utilised to underline both strengths and weaknesses from a customer’s perspective which has offered useful feedback on certain areas like staff interaction, room cleanliness, amenities and so on (Collins and Hussey, 2014). Taking instruction from Marshall (2015), netnography has also been employed to evaluate customer feedback left on social media platforms. This particular research approach here has facilitated a deeper comprehension of customers’ emotions alongside opinions because people mostly share their travel-related experiences openly via online social media platforms (Greetham, 2014). From all such methods, only qualitative data has been gathered to gain more specific and targeted insights from customer reviews and case studies. Such qualitative data has given detailed information on service quality, technology usage and overall satisfaction rates to better equip this research (Cottrell, 2011). Finally, personal observations have also assisted during this research which has been conducted during the placement period. Even though no direct interviews and surveys have been conducted to call this a primary research approach, own personal observation has given up close insights regarding Holiday Inn Sunderland’s internal operations, mostly customer services (Silverman, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc189581857]3.3 Ethical Considerations
According to Yin (2003), ethical considerations are highly necessary while studying customer experiences. During this research, privacy concerns have been addressed to ensure that no personal data has been obtained and stored from guests through direct confrontation without their proper consent (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012). Moreover, all the reviewers’ anonymity has been respected while assessing online reviews or social media data, and only publicly available information has been evaluated to gather information (Cottrell, 2014). In the meantime, ethical handling of various online reviews has been guaranteed to avoid manipulation or even misinterpretation of customers’ comments. Apart from these, all information collected from secondary sources like Google Scholar, JSTOR, social media platforms, online review platforms and others has been cited properly to give original authors their deserved credits and avoid plagiarism as well as copyright strikes (Grbich, 2006). Lastly, this whole research has been aimed at bias minimisation by considering a wider range of guest feedback encompassing both positive and negative reviews, and all collected data here has been utilised not only objectively but also responsibly (Pallant, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc189581858]3.4 Limitations
This meticulous research here has certain limitations too. As this research has been made mostly based on secondary research and personal observation only, the lack of primary data via surveys or interviews limits data accuracy on specified aspects of customer satisfaction at the Holiday Inn Sunderland (Denscombe, 2010). In the meantime, online reviews assessed for this research here may have carried biases because most guests tend to leave reviews when they have either extremely positive or negative experiences (Diamantopoulos and Schlegelmilch, 2002). Due to the specific focus on Holiday Inn Sunderland’s customer experience section, the findings generated may not seem generalised and applicable to other hotels.
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Figure 3: Holiday Inn Sunderland, United Kingdom.
Source: (Holiday Inn, 2024).
Holiday Inn Sunderland is basically a modern four-storey hotel which is currently located in Keel Square of Sunderland city centre. This hotel under IHG officially initiated its journey back in 2022 as part of the Riverside Sunderland regeneration project to create 50 new jobs within the area (Blery and Kapetaniou, 2022). As per fine observations of Eld (2021), this hotel now facilitates 120 well-furnished rooms to cater to a blend of tourists, business professionals and families. Here, it consists of a fully equipped gym followed by an open lobby with all-day dining, high-speed Wi-Fi and other amenities. Since its opening day, this hotel has been experiencing steady growth in terms of occupancy rates while benefitting from Sunderland’s cultural attractions and growing business activities (Allen, 2021). With easy access to A19 as well as Sunderland railway station, this accommodation service provider has positioned itself as a leading hotel choice which has been playing a vital role within the city’s both economic and tourism development (Holiday Inn, 2024).
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Service Quality
Considerably, service quality is a crucial element of customer experience within the operations of Holiday Inn Sunderland. Here, employee performance has been playing an important role in terms of service quality. Based on Das’s (2023) observation, guests generally expect hotel staff to be more friendly, professional and helpful. Seemingly, the staff at the Holiday Inn Sunderland are receiving positive feedback for not only their professionalism but also their willingness to aid guests. Its staff are now well-known for providing prompt responses to guest requests which has been making customers feel valued and cared for (Arkadan, Macdonald and Wilson, 2024). Besides, the employees often receive praise for their courtesy alongside their capability of handling issues efficiently. More specifically, the reception area of this hotel has received good words for their helpfulness in times of check-ins and check-outs. Still, a portion of customers have complained about service delays during peak times which may affect their overall satisfaction.
In the meantime, many guests have left positive reviews on online platforms like Google Reviews, TripAdvisor and others regarding the cleanliness and comfort of Holiday Inn Sunderland’s rooms (Alnawas and Hemsley-Brown, 2021). The guests at this hotel are generally appreciative of its customer service, yet there is room for certain improvements in terms of response time during peak hours. According to Brecher (2021), even though the staff of this hotel are usually friendly, they often take longer than expected to address a maintenance-related issue within the room. Therefore, some occasional mentions of issues with room services or even long waiting times for responses to maintenance requests can be observed in various review platforms.
Also, the Holiday Inn Sunderland occasionally collects feedback from its customers via online surveys and even comment cards which offer direct input regarding certain areas where this hotel has been performing well as well as where it should bring improvements (Arapou and Kapiki, 2023). With the help of such feedback, the hotel management makes changes and enhances service delivery. As per Das, Islam and Talukder (2024), this hotel has adjusted its staffing schedules to better manage high-demand periods after getting comments regarding slow room services during peak periods. In addition, regular training sessions are being arranged for its employees to assist them in maintaining high service standards while also keeping them updated about best customer service practices.
Technology Integration
Technology integration within the operations of Holiday Inn Sunderland actually plays a crucial role in case of guest experience enhancement. This hotel’s digital check-in and check-out has been one of its notable features. Such a system here has been enabling its customers to skip the front desk and use a self-check-in through a kiosk or dedicated mobile app. According to Chawla, Manoharan and Sharma (2023), many guests have reported positively after finding this process faster and more convenient, mostly in times of rush hours. This hotel has designed this system generally to lower wait times and offer a smother and relatively quicker arrival and departure (Anwar, Deliana and Suyamto, 2024). Still, certain customers have expressed their concerns regarding kiosk functionality as most guests are not familiar with such digital technologies. Regardless of this, the majority of them have appreciated this innovative option to bypass the front desk and facilitate quick check-outs.
Seemingly, this particular hotel has been offering a dedicated mobile app that allows its guests to make their bookings, order room service and even control specific room features from their smartphones (Blery and Kapetaniou, 2022). This modern application has now become a noteworthy tool for customers, especially those who prefer to arrange their stay from phones. Also, Eccles and Durand (2020) have indicated that this particular app offers not only convenience but also enables customers to make changes to their reservations or even order desired services without going through the hassles of calling the front desk operators. In most cases, such an app has received positive usability ratings but few users have still mentioned that this application can be made more user-friendly to facilitate seamless navigation between various services or options (Barsky and Nash, 2020). Even though most customers have expressed their appreciation regarding the functionality, the application’s design can be tweaked to make it more accessible to a wider range of users.
Guests’ preferences for tech features are another notable aspect of technology integration at Holiday Inn Sunderland. Here, many customers have shown a positive attitude regarding the availability of fast and free Wi-Fi which now has become one of the basic necessities for both tourists and business travellers (Brecher, 2021). Also, guests also expect to have in-room entertainment options like streaming services and similar others so that they can make their stay more comfortable. As per Clark (2023), this hotel has addressed these needs through modern tech-equipped rooms which have been catering to such customer preferences. Still, certain other requests like smart room control, voice-activated assistance and similar others are gradually becoming more common demand within high-end hotels (Bravo, Martinez and Pina, 2022). Therefore, despite having well-received views regarding its technology integration, this hotel can receive benefits from continuous improvement by meeting such evolving demands of tech-savvy customers.
Customer Satisfaction
The customer satisfaction rate of Holiday Inn Sunderland is mostly positive as most guests have praised its room cleanliness, friendly staff, and convenient location (Clark, 2023). In the meantime, most reviews have highlighted its comfortable beds, well-maintained facilities and even helpful reception staff while also appreciating its fitness centre, restaurant and free Wi-Fi service. Nonetheless, based on Dudnyk’s (2024) findings, notable recurring complaints have been noticed within online reviews which have underlined service delays during peak hours, temperature control problems and similar others. Likewise, noise levels in certain rooms have been reported by a few customers who have complained that outside noises have disturbed their relaxation and sleep (Chawla, Manoharan and Sharma, 2023). Regardless of all such concerns, this hotel’s customer service has been receiving higher praise where guests are consistently describing Holiday Inn Sunderland’s staff as polite, professional and eager to help. 
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SWOT Analysis
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Figure 4: SWOT analysis.
Source: (Shabanova, Ismagilova and Salimov, 2020).
Seemingly, the Holiday Inn Sunderland has various strengths in its sleeves that have been contributing to its success. As per Giousmpasoglou and Hua (2020), its strong brand recognition from being a part of the famous IHG group has given it an edge in attracting customers as this group is well-known for its higher service standards. Besides, its location being close to certain transport links and popular attractions has been making it more convenient for both tourists and business travellers. In addition, its modern facilities like a fitness centre, free Wi-Fi and similar others have been receiving praise from a wider range of guests (Das, Islam and Talukder, 2024). As for weaknesses, its occasional service delays, especially during peak hours have the potential to affect overall guest satisfaction. Likewise, the requirement for better soundproofing within some rooms has been observed as a notable weakness in customer reviews. According to Eld (2021), this particular hotel here can expand its current digital offerings as well as enhance its dedicated mobile application to leverage the opportunity of the growing trend towards technological advancement and sustainable tourism. However, various threats like increased competition from similar other local hotels, the influence of economic downturns on travel demand and many more can create barriers for this business and its overall customer engagement rates.
PEST Analysis
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Figure 5: PEST analysis.
Source: (Shabanova, Ismagilova and Salimov, 2020).
The political environment of Sunderland and the UK influences Holiday Inn Sunderland’s current operations, mostly via various government policies and regulations regarding not only travel and tourism but also hospitality (Das, 2023). Besides, political instability or notable changes within local policies like visa requirements, tourism taxation and others also have their effects on the number of international visitors to this hotel. In terms of economic factors, various economic downturns have a direct impact on this hotel operation as they often lead towards reduced spending on travel and leisure which ultimately affect hotel booking rates. However, Freeman and Glazer (2022) have indicated that a strong economy here can encourage not only business but also leisure travel to offer benefits to this hotel. Meanwhile, significant social factors like changing customer demographics, preferences and others have their fair share of influence on this hotel’s services. As customers are increasingly looking for more personalised experiences, Holiday Inn Sunderland has an opportunity to adopt more sustainable practices which may also effectively address the rise of eco-conscious consumers (Dudnyk, 2024). Lastly, technological factors are important too as the growing demand for more seamless digital experiences has been pushing this hotel to invest in continuous innovation to remain competitive within a saturated marketplace where big players in the hotel industry are already operating (Zha, Marvi and Foroudi, 2023).
Competitor Analysis
[image: ]
Figure 6: Perceptual mapping of competitors.
Source: Self-creation.
Within the hotel business scenario of Sunderland, this Holiday Inn hotel has been experiencing fierce competition from other hotels like Sunderland Marriott, Best Western Roker Hotel and various others. In terms of service quality, the Holiday Inn Sunderland has been standing out due to its modern facilities followed by cleanliness and excellent customer service (Eccles and Durand, 2020). According to Gopalan and Narayan (2022), its staff’s friendliness and responsiveness are giving it a notable value whereas the Sunderland Marriott, Grand Hotel Sunderland and others have been offering similar amenities. Still, some customers have mentioned that the services can be improved to be consistent during busy times. The Vacationers, Best Western Roker Hotel, Premier Inn Sunderland and others are known for their budget-friendliness as they have been offering basic services at cheap prices (Eld, 2021). However, certain guests have pointed out that these hotels eventually lack some of the advanced features and facilities being offered at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Based on prices, the Holiday Inn Sunderland is generally at mid-range rates and for this, it is positioned between the more affordable Best Western Roker Hotel and the high-priced Sunderland Marriott (Giousmpasoglou and Hua, 2020). Overall, due to its service quality and additional facilities, this hotel’s pricing remains competitive in the hospitality sector of Sunderland.
Netnography
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Figure 7: Guest reviews (in ratings) on TripAdvisor for Holiday Inn Sunderland.
Source: (TripAdvisor, 2025).
As per Xun and Reynolds (2022), netnography is considered the assessment of online guest reviews which generally offer invaluable information regarding their experiences who have stayed at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Various review platforms like TripAdvisor, Google Reviews and similar others have already revealed that most customers have praised this hotel’s cleanliness alongside room comfort and staff’s friendliness (Freeman and Glazer, 2022). Most of the positive comments have highlighted this hotel’s convenient location frequently as it facilitates easier access to transport links as well as local attractions. As indicated by Jones (2020), certain guests have also given positive reviews regarding its free Wi-Fi and restaurant food quality while many have left comments on the enjoyable dining experience. Still, a notable portion of common complaints within the reviews has been made underlining its service delays during peak periods. The staff sometimes take longer times before answering room service or maintenance calls (Gopalan and Narayan, 2022). Also, some customers often experience noise issues in selective rooms. Such reviews here have provided invaluable feedback which indicated notable improvement areas in terms of service efficiency and room soundproofing.
Personal Observations and Reflections
During the placement period at the Holiday Inn Sunderland, the opportunity to observe the ways its customer service is being managed and delivered first-hand has been availed. During this time, guest complaints handling has been noted as one of the main challenges, particularly when various issues have arisen during peak hours (Hains-Wesson and Ji, 2024). For exemplification, there have been some instances when certain customers have been kept waiting for room service or even maintenance requests which later has led towards dissatisfaction. From this, it has been acknowledged that such delays can affect a guest’s overall experience notably. Therefore, these issues need to be addressed promptly to maintain higher service standards (Jones, 2020). In terms of guest interactions, customers have appreciated friendly and helpful staff where a simple greeting or quick assistance has greatly influenced their perception regarding the Holiday Inn Sunderland hotel. Plus, the value of clear communication has also been observed where accurate information provision has aided in creating positive experiences when guests happen to have so many questions about this hotel’s services or local attractions (Kasemsap, 2020). With such first-hand experiences, the significance of efficient time management as well as the value of training in terms of customer service has been learnt. Besides, handling multiple tasks during peak times has been challenging and according to Hains-Wesson and Ji (2024) remaining as calm and focused as possible here was vital. Additionally, the value of continuous feedback from guests for service improvements and development areas identification has been realised within the perspective of this hotel’s operations. All such information and experiences are now being hoped to assist during own future roles within the hospitality industry. 
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The findings received from studying Holiday Inn Sunderland’s operations, especially the customer experience area were found to align with certain key hospitality-related theorems like the SERVQUAL model and the Kano model, alongside the concept of technology integration. Such frameworks here have aided in exploring this hotel’s service quality strengths and improvement areas (Kafley and Mojumder, 2020). Seemingly, the SERVQUAL model has assessed service quality depending on not only reliability and assurance but also tangibles, empathy and even responsiveness to offer a stronger base for assessment. As per Saleh and Ryan (2021), this particular hotel has been performing well in terms of reliability and assurance as many guests have praised its staff’s professionalism and helpfulness more often, especially during check-in/check-out procedures and room service requests. Still, a notable amount of delays during rush hours have been found to impact its responsiveness dimension which now indicates a requirement for not only better staffing but also faster service (Kimes, 2024). The tangibles aspect related to the hotel’s cleanliness as well as the hotel’s physical environment has been receiving mostly positive reviews where a majority of customers have been appreciating its well-maintained rooms. Still, significant concerns regarding room temperature and noise level control have been suggested for both soundproofing and room climate control enhancements for better customer satisfaction. Likewise, Pandey, Sahu and Joshi (2020) have stated that the Kano model usually categorises various service attributes into basic, performance and delight factors, all of which have been found within the guest feedback for Holiday Inn Sunderland. The basic factors like comfortable rooms, cleanliness and others have been found met by the hotel whereas performance factors like staff responsiveness, services and so on have received mixed feedback due to delays during peak hours (Ko, 2020). Therefore, proper addressing of such bottlenecks within service delivery can strengthen its customer experience further. Meanwhile, various delight factors like in-room technology and others have been mentioned less frequently yet it presents a notable opportunity for differential because such hotels that exceed these expectations can nurture greater customer loyalty. In the meantime, based on Kafley and Mojumder’s (2020) observations, technology integration has been playing a major role in terms of shaping the overall guest experience of Holiday Inn Sunderland. This hotel’s digital check-in/check-out and mobile application utilisation have been aligning well with relevant industry trends to promote both efficiency and convenience. Apparently, many customers have been found appreciating reduced waiting times as well as personalised room controls that have been assisting in enhancing overall satisfaction rates (Lemon and Verhoef, 2020). Consistent in hospitality-related literature, few customers, especially the ones who are less tech-savvy, have reported facing challenges with such digital technologies as kiosks and mobile applications (Lenihan and Sheridan, 2025). This seemingly has suggested that even though technology has been enhancing convenience, it needs to remain accessible and user-friendly to avert guest frustration.
[bookmark: _Toc189581865]5.2 Service Quality Strategy Analysis
The current service quality strategies within the operations of Holiday Inn Sunderland are quite effective yet these require certain adjustments according to guest feedback alongside industry standards. Here, one major strategy is employee training and customer interaction (Nasution and Mavondo, 2021). This has been not only assuring staff friendliness but also their professionalism and responsiveness. As reflected in Mascarenhas, Kesavan and Bernacchi’s (2021) findings, the majority of guests have praised the staff’s helpfulness. Still, notable delays during peak periods have indicated the requirement for increased staffing in times of busy periods for responsiveness maintenance. Another vital strategy here has been found in cleanliness and physical appearance maintenance (MinWoo and Baker, 2024). Evidently, various reviews have consistently underlined Holiday Inn Sunderland’s cleanliness and room comforts which basically align well with the SERVQUAL model’s tangible dimension. However, a certain portion of guests have reported some issues regarding room noise and temperature control which suggest that proper enhancements within such areas can further enhance satisfaction. Therefore, following Kasemsap’s (2020) suggested paths, this hotel has been found utilising self-check-in kiosks and a dedicated mobile application to enhance service speed which are now being widely appreciated for their convenience. Still, certain delays within both room service and maintenance during peak times have been indicating that even though Holiday Inn Sunderland’s technology integration has improved its efficiency, its staff should be trained better to handle higher numbers of guest volumes (Matzler, Hinterhuber and Bailom, 2020). Lastly, it has been acknowledged that customers’ feedback has a crucial role in service improvement. Despite the hotel’s continuous efforts to collect and respond to guest feedback, ongoing complaints regarding noise levels and room temperature control still suggest that not all kinds of issues are being addressed effectively by this hotel’s management (Njue, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc189581866]5.3 Technology’s Role in Guest Experience
Apparently, this detailed study has highlighted that technology has been shaping Holiday Inn Sunderland’s customer experience significantly which has since been offering both benefits and challenges. To discuss its positive sides, this hotel’s digital check-in and check-out systems have gradually been enhancing its convenience by enabling guests to bypass the front desk which ultimately reduces wait times and streamlines both arrival and departure (Petzer and Steyn, 2023). As per Ko (2020), many customers have appreciated such efficiency, especially those who prefer minimal staff interaction or are in a rush. Likewise, Holiday Inn Sunderland’s mobile application has been found to allow customers to control specific room features like lighting and others, make service requests and even order room service to cater to tech-savvy guests who prefer stay customisation (Rahimian, Manian and Esfidani, 2021). Plus, the positive reviews have underlined the application’s ease of use and additional conveniences which have made their stays more comfortable. Still, Kimes (2024) has notations have indicated that technologies can also lead towards customer dissatisfaction if they are not implemented effectively. A notable amount of guests, especially the ones less familiar with digital tools, have reported experiencing difficulties while using self-check-in kiosks or the mobile application which often leads towards frustration (Singgalen, 2024a). In addition, the overreliance on technology has been highlighted as a notable concern, particularly during such situations where human interactions are preferred like personalised requests, handling complaints and many more (Sharma, 2023). Most guests also expressed that these digital tools need to complete human touchpoints, not replace them, because personal communication generally offers a more engaging and genuine experience for customers. Therefore, a proper balance between technological efficiency and personalised service is required to improve overall customer satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc189581867]5.4 Critical Gaps and Implications
From the study and personal observation during the placement period, various crucial gaps within the Holiday Inn Sunderland have been noticed that require immediate attention to improve both operations and customer satisfaction. Apparently, staff responsiveness in times of peak hours has been identified as a major issue where many guests have reported service delays within room service and maintenance (Siguaw and Enz, 2023). Here, this actually suggests that potential understaffing can sometimes frustrate guests while even harming the hotel’s overall reputation and lowering repeat booking rates. Also, complementing MinWoo and Baker’s (2024) findings, Holiday Inn Sunderland’s room environment quality, especially noise disturbances and inconsistency in temperature control has been noted as another significant gap. Even though most customers have appreciated the cleanliness, these mentioned factors have been impacting their comfort levels, mostly for business travellers and guests who have been seeking a place to relax (Singgalen, 2024b). In addition, its technology integration despite being instrumental for tech-savvy customers has been presenting challenges for certain guests who are non-familiar with digital check-ins or even mobile services. According to Lemon and Verhoef (2020), such over-reliance on technologies without proper user-friendliness can alienate those guests who prefer personal interactions. All these noticeable gaps have direct influence over both customer satisfaction and retention because negative experiences actually can not only lead towards poor online reviews but also damage this hotel’s reputation while discouraging future bookings. Therefore, proper addressing of these mentioned issues is now crucial to sustaining a more positive brand image and long-term profitability (Talukder, Rahman and Khan, 2024). This may eventually ensure that all guests regardless of their preferences or needs genuinely receive more efficient service, and a comfortable atmosphere alongside accessible technology solutions to improve their overall stay at Holiday Inn Sunderland.
[bookmark: _Toc189581868]5.5 Future Operational Implications
Evidently, all these findings suggest several significant implications for Holiday Inn Sunderland’s future customer experience strategy. Firstly, this hotel needs to enhance its staff’s responsiveness during peak hours. Here, this process can involve staffing levels increasing in times of high rush or enhancing internal procedures to ensure that each service remains more efficient even if the hotel is full. As per Matzler, Hinterhuber and Bailom (2020), this may increase its customer satisfaction rates while assuring that guests feel their needs and preferences are met quickly. Likewise, room comfort enhancement is another key implication, mostly regarding noise complaints and temperature control issues. Therefore, all its rooms need to be made quiet and at a comfortable temperature to improve Holiday Inn Sunderland’s customer experience significantly, particularly for those who prefer a restful and peaceful environment (Teare, 2021). Such improvement here may make the hotel look more appealing to business travellers and customers who are seeking relaxation. For this, this hotel can reconsider its current approach towards technology integration by making it more accessible for all guests, mostly for those who are not familiar with digital services. Seemingly, offering clear instructions or assistance during check-ins can aid in overcoming barriers for these kinds of customers (Tschohl, 2025). Overall, a proper and balanced approach incorporating both digital convenience and personal service will be essential to meet the diversified needs of future guests.


[bookmark: _Toc189581869]6. Conclusion
To reach a meaningful conclusion, this entire research work has highlighted certain key findings regarding the Holiday Inn Sunderland’s customer satisfaction alongside technology integration and service quality. From this study, it has been acknowledged that this hotel has been performing well in offering not only clean but also comfortable rooms followed by friendly, helpful and professional staff. Still, several improvement areas, especially regarding staff responsiveness during busy schedules and similar others have been highlighted within this research. In the meantime, technology integration like mobile applications, digital check-ins and others are being appreciated by its customers whereas accessibility issues regarding these still remain a notable issue for less tech-savvy guests. Seemingly, customer experience has been explored as a crucial element to this hotel’s success, and its high-quality experiences have been leading it towards increased guest satisfaction, positive reviews and even loyalty to drive repeat businesses while attracting new customers. Evidently, the main takeaway from this entire study is that the Holiday Inn Sunderland can enhance its customer experience simply by addressing all identified gaps associated with service speed, room comfort and even technology accessibility. Moving forward, this hotel from now on needs to improve its staff training, enhance room conditions and make its current digital services more user-friendly so that all customer needs can be addressed effectively. All these steps here not only will improve customer satisfaction but also ensure the long-term success of Holiday Inn Sunderland.


[bookmark: _Toc189581870]7. Recommendations and Practical Strategies
Service Quality Improvements
To enhance service quality, Holiday Inn Sunderland management needs to begin improving its staff training programmes where each employee should receive mandatory training on customer service skills alongside efficient complaint handling to quickly address issues when they arise (Tepeci, 2020). Most guests reportedly have highlighted slow service and unresolved concerns which since have been negatively influencing their stay experience. Through better problem-solving skills, this particular hotel may become capable of increasing customer loyalty and satisfaction. In addition, it should refine housekeeping procedures so that guests can receive their desired room services promptly even during rush hours (Veloso and Gomez-Suarez, 2023). Moreover, the management can collect guest feedback regularly via check-out surveys to identify improvement areas which will allow this hotel to adapt its existing services to meet customer needs effectively.
Technology Enhancements
As Lenihan and Sheridan (2025) have stated technology is a crucial factor within modern hospitality, Holiday Inn Sunderland should enhance its customer experiences by providing mobile-friendly check-in and check-out services as most travellers now prefer contactless options to avoid wasting time. Moreover, this particular mobile can implement mobile key access which will eliminate the requirement for physical room keys (Toker, 2024). Additionally, AI-driven personalisation tools can also aid in storing customers’ preferences to allow for a more tailored stay. Plus, real-time feedback collection needs to be conducted as another valuable technology upgrade where guests will be capable of sharing their experiences during their stay instead of during checkout (Withiam, 2021). This will allow this hotel’s staff to address concerns more promptly and lower negative reviews to increase overall satisfaction.
Customer Experience Optimisation
For customer loyalty improvement, Holiday Inn Sunderland must introduce a strategic loyalty programme which will offer relevant benefits like priority check-ins, discounted rates and exclusive access to various hotel facilities. All such incentives may encourage repeat visit rates alongside long-term brand loyalty (Vitezic, Car and Simunic, 2021). In addition, tailored packages for business travellers, tourists and families can also aid in making their customers’ stay more appealing. Following Mascarenhas, Kesavan and Bernacchi’s (2021) strategies, business guests may receive benefits from fast Wi-Fi, meeting spaces and many more whereas families can receive discounts on nearby local attractions. Moreover, smart room features introduction like voice-controlled lighting, entertainment options and similar others may further improve both comfort and convenience which will make each stay more enjoyable and personalised.
Operational Adjustments
The overall guest experience at Holiday Inn Sunderland can be increased via operational efficiency. Here, one of the most important changes required is to ensure better staff allocation during peak times and busy seasons so that wait times and delays within service can be reduced (Wilson, 2023). Besides, better communication between departments like reception, housekeeping, maintenance and so on may also assist in enhancing efficiency rates. To exemplify, alerting maintenance teams regarding guest issues in real-time can allow the teams to solve such problems promptly (Xu, Lin and Li, 2024). Lastly, various energy-efficient light bulbs followed by waste reduction and serving restaurant-grown ingredients can promote the hotel to eco-friendly guests and even increase this hotel’s reputation (Yavas and Babakus, 2022). All such changes here will not only allow Holiday Inn Sunderland to manage operational challenges but also uphold its high service quality. 
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