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[bookmark: _Toc240964668]Abstract
This dissertation investigates the strategic drivers of perceived customer value within post-pandemic hospitality, focusing on operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection. The study responds to changes in customer expectations following the COVID-19 pandemic and the increasing use of technology within hospitality services. It examines how these three drivers contribute to functional, emotional and relational dimensions of customer value and considers the implications for hospitality businesses seeking to balance operational performance with meaningful customer experiences.
A mixed-method questionnaire was used to collect primary data from 80 hospitality customers across several hospitality contexts. Quantitative findings were analysed descriptively alongside responses to open-ended questions. The findings indicate that operational efficiency and human connection were particularly important to respondents, while personalisation also contributed to perceived value but was less consistently experienced as genuinely personal. Technology was generally valued when it improved convenience and reduced friction, but respondents expressed less support when technology appeared to replace human interaction. The study concludes that the three drivers are complementary, with effective hospitality requiring a balance between efficient service, relevant personalisation and authentic human connection.
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Chapter 1: Introduction To The Study
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc240964670]The Introduction
The hospitality industry has undergone significant transformation since the COVID-19 pandemic, with changing customer expectations, labour shortages and accelerated digital adoption reshaping service delivery, (Bonfanti, Vigolo and Yfantidou, 2021; Cole, 2025). Contactless payment systems, QR code menus, mobile ordering, self-service technologies, and artificial intelligence (AI) have become increasingly embedded within hospitality organisations, reshaping how services are delivered and experienced, (Ozturkcan and Kitapci, 2025). While these innovations have improved operational efficiency and convenience, they have also prompted important questions regarding their impact on the human-centred nature of hospitality, (Urumutta Hewage, Boman and Lefebvre, 2024; Kim and So, 2024). 
	Customers increasingly expect hospitality services to combine technological convenience with personalised experiences and meaningful staff interaction, (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). This creates a strategic challenge for organisations seeking to improve efficiency while maintaining the human-centred qualities of hospitality. Consequently, hospitality organisations face the ongoing challenge of balancing operational efficiency with authentic human connection in order to create superior customer experiences, (Verhoef et al., 2009). Understanding how customers perceive value within this evolving environment has therefore become an important strategic priority for both researchers and industry practitioners. 
	This dissertation investigates how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. By examining the relative contribution of these three strategic drivers, the study seeks to provide a clearer understanding of how hospitality organisations can create and deliver value in an increasingly digital yet customer-focused service environment. 
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc240964671]Background to the Study
Unlike many industries, hospitality is characterised by direct interaction between customers and service providers, with experiences often shaped by the quality of interpersonal relationships as much as the products or services themselves, (Sthapit and Björk, 2019). Traditionally, hospitality organisations have sought to create value through excellent customer service, personalised experiences, and meaningful human interaction, recognising that these elements contribute to customer satisfaction, loyalty, and long-term business success, (Rather and Hollebeek, 2021).  
	Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, technological innovation was already beginning to influence hospitality organisations. Online booking systems, mobile applications, digital loyalty programmes, and self-service technologies were increasingly being adopted to improve efficiency and enhance the customer experience. However, these technologies were generally viewed as supporting rather than replacing face-to-face service, with personal interaction remaining central to the hospitality experience, (Neuhofer, Buhalis and Ladkin, 2015)
	The emergence of COVID-19 in 2020 fundamentally changed this balance. Lockdowns, social distancing measures, and public health restrictions required hospitality organisations to rapidly adapt their operating models to ensure business continuity while protecting customers and employees, (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2021). At the same time, labour shortages and rising operational costs created additional pressure for organisations to improve efficiency and maximise available resources, (Hutton, Irvine and Foley, 2022). As a result, the adoption of contactless technologies accelerated considerably, with QR code menus, mobile ordering systems, digital payment methods, self-service kiosks, AI, and automated service processes becoming increasingly common across the industry, (Bresciani, Ferraris and Del Giudice, 2021; Yadav, Joshi and Rahman, 2023).  
	Although many of these technologies were initially introduced as temporary responses to the pandemic, they have remained prominent features of contemporary hospitality systems. Customers have become increasingly accustomed to digital convenience and now often expect services to be fast, accessible, and technology enabled. Simultaneously, the social restrictions experienced during the pandemic appear to have reinforced the importance of meaningful interpersonal interaction, with many customers placing renewed value on authentic service encounters and emotional engagement with employees, (Yu, Seo and Hyun, 2021; Tasci and Witt, 2022). Consequently, customer expectations have evolved, with many consumers seeking both operational efficiency and genuine human connection within the same hospitality experience.
	This changing landscape has created new strategic challenges for hospitality organisations. While technology offers significant opportunities to improve efficiency, reduce waiting times, and streamline service delivery, hospitality remains fundamentally centred on people and the interactions through which customer value is co-created (Shulga et al., 2021). Businesses must therefore determine how to integrate digital innovation while maintaining the personalised service and human interaction that have traditionally distinguished the hospitality industry, (Mariani and Perez-Vega, 2022). In addition, advances in customer data and digital technologies have enabled organisations to deliver increasingly personalised experiences, allowing services to be tailored to individual preferences while creating greater relevance and convenience for customers, (Hoyer et al., 2020). 
The literature reviewed for this study therefore identified three recurring dimensions of contemporary hospitality value creation: operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection. Operational efficiency emerged from research emphasising technology adoption, convenience, speed, and streamlined service delivery; personalisation from literature highlighting tailored experiences and responsiveness to individual customer preferences; and human connection from research focusing on employee-customer interaction, emotional engagement, and authentic service encounters. These recurring themes were brought together as three complementary strategic drivers through which customers may evaluate value within post-pandemic hospitality.
	As hospitality continues to evolve, understanding what creates value from the customers’ perspective has become increasingly important. Organisations must now balance operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection to meet changing consumer expectations and remain competitive in a rapidly transforming environment, (Pergelova et al., 2026). This study therefore seeks to examine the relative influence of these three strategic drivers on perceived customer value, providing evidence to support academic understanding and managerial decision-making within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. 
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc240964672]Research Problem and Rationale
The hospitality industry has experienced a drastic transformation in the post-pandemic environment, with organisations increasingly adopting technology to improve operational efficiency while responding to changing customer expectations, (Abdel-Basset, Chang and Nabeeh, 2022). As a result, considerable academic attention has been given to the role of technological innovation, service efficiency, personalisation, and human interaction in shaping customer experiences, (Robinson et al., 2020). Existing research has demonstrated that technologies such as AI and self-service systems can improve convenience and enhance operational performance, (Pillai et al., 2022). Similarly, studies have shown that personalised services can strengthen customer satisfaction and loyalty, (Rather and Hollebeek, 2021), while positive interactions between customers and employees remain central to the delivery of memorable hospitality experiences, (Sthapit and Björk, 2019). 
	Despite this growing body of research, much of the existing literature examines these factors independently. Studies of operational efficiency typically focus on process improvement and technological adoption, while research on personalisation frequently examines customer relationship management and data-driven marketing. Likewise, investigations into human interaction generally emphasise emotional labour, relationship marketing, and service quality, (Mariani, Perez-Vega and Wirtz, 2022; Wang, Wu and Wu, 2021). Although each of these areas has generated valuable insights, existing research has largely examined operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection as separate drivers of service encounters, with limited empirical attention given to their combined influence on perceived customer value within a single conceptual framework, (Gallarza, Gil-Saura and Holbrook, 2011).
	This represents an important gap in the literature because hospitality organisations rarely rely on a single strategy to create customer value. Instead, contemporary service experiences are shaped by a combination of efficient operations, personalised service delivery, and meaningful interactions with employees, (Helkkula, 2011). Understanding how customers evaluate the relative importance of these factors is increasingly important as organisations continue to invest in digital technologies while seeking to preserve the human-centred characteristics that distinguish the hospitality industry, (Seyitoğlu and Ivanov, 2020). Without this understanding, businesses may struggle to allocate resources effectively or develop service strategies that align with evolving consumer expectations, (Solakis, Peña-Vinces and López-Bonilla, 2022). 
	This dissertation addresses this gap by examining the comparative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection on perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. By integrating these three strategic drivers into a single conceptual framework, the study provides a more holistic understanding of how value is created from the customer’s perspective, (Palmer, 2010). In doing so, the research seeks to contribute to both academic knowledge and hospitality management practice by offering evidence-based insights that can support future service design and strategic decision-making.
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc240964673]Research Aim, Objectives and Research Question
The aim of this study is to investigate how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. As hospitality organisations continue to adapt to changing customer expectations and increasing technological integration, understanding the relative importance of these strategic drivers has become increasingly relevant for both industry practitioners and researchers, (Kwon, Kim and Lee, 2026). 
	To achieve this aim, the study is guided by four research objectives. Firstly, it seeks to examine how operational efficiency strategies influence customer perceptions of value.
Secondly, it evaluates the extent to which personalisation contributes to perceived customer value. 
Thirdly, it investigates the role of human connection, including emotional engagement and authentic interactions, in shaping customer perceptions. Finally, the study compares the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection on overall perceived customer value within hospitality settings. 
The research is guided by the following research question: How do operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value in the post-pandemic hospitality industry? To answer this question, the study adopts a mixed-methods approach with a quantitative emphasis, combining structured questionnaire data with a small number of open-ended questions to provide both measurable findings and contextual insights. The methodological approach adopted is discussed in detail in Chapter Three.
1.5 [bookmark: _Toc240964674]Significance of the Study
As hospitality organisations continue to adapt to changing consumer expectations following the COVID-19 pandemic, there is an increasing need to understand the factors that create value from the customer’s perspective, (Pillai et al., 2022). By examining the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection within a single conceptual framework, this research addresses an identified gap in the existing literature and provides a more holistic understanding of perceived customer value.
	From an academic perspective, the study integrates three strategic drivers that have frequently been examined independently, contributing to research on customer experience, value creation and service management (Walls et al., 2011).  Consequently, the findings will contribute to the growing body of knowledge surrounding customer experience, value creation, and service management.
	From a practical perspective, the findings will provide hospitality managers with evidence to inform strategic decision-making and service development. As organisations continue to invest in digital technologies while seeking to maintain high-quality customer experiences, understanding which aspects of service are most highly valued by customers may assist managers in prioritising future investments and service improvement initiatives, (Rosário and Raimundo, 2021). The research may also support decisions regarding the balance between technological innovation, personalised service delivery, and meaningful human interaction. 
	Finally, the study is significant to the wider hospitality industry because it is conducted within a contemporary post-pandemic context. As the sector continues to evolve, customer expectations are becoming increasingly complex, requiring organisations to deliver services that are both efficient and customer centred, (Tasci and Witt, 2022). By identifying the relative importance of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection, this research aims to provide insights that support the development of service strategies capable of creating great customer value and sustaining long-term organisational competitiveness. 
1.6 [bookmark: _Toc240964675]Scope and Delimitations
This study examines UK customers’ perceptions of value across hospitality settings, focusing on operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection in the post-pandemic environment. The research is limited to individuals who have used a hospitality service, such as a restaurant, café, hotel, pub, or similar establishment, within the previous twelve months. Restricting participations to recent hospitality users helps ensure that respondents are able to reflect accurately on their experiences and provide relevant insights, (Ruel et al., 2016). 
	This study adopts a customer perspective rather than examining the views of hospitality employees or managers. This is consistent with the research aim, which seeks to understand how customers evaluate different aspects of the hospitality experiences and how these contribute to perceived value. Research by Nasution and Mavondo (2008) demonstrates that managers’ perceptions of customer value can differ from customers’ actual experiences, supporting the importance of adopting the customer perspective when examining perceived value. As a result, organisational perspectives relating to operational decision-making or internal management practices fall outside the scope of this research. 
	Empirical data is collected using an online questionnaire comprising predominately Likert-scale questions, supported by a small number of open-ended questions to provide additional context. The study employs a cross-sectional research design, meaning that data is collected at a single point in time to provide a snapshot of customer perceptions within the contemporary hospitality environment, (Bryman, 2021). 
	Although the findings are expected to provide valuable insights into customer value creation within UK hospitality, certain limitations should be acknowledged. The use of convenience sampling and a cross-sectional survey design means that the findings may not be fully generalisable to all hospitality settings or customer populations, (Etikan and Bala, 2017). Nevertheless, the study provides an appropriate basis for examining current customer perceptions and contributes to understanding the strategic factors that influence perceived customer value in the post-pandemic hospitality industry.
1.7 [bookmark: _Toc240964676]Dissertation Structure 
This dissertation comprises five chapters. Chapter One introduces the research and establishes its rationale, aim, objectives and scope. Chapter Two critically reviews the literature and develops the conceptual framework. Chapter Three explains the methodology. Chapter Four presents the empirical findings, while Chapter Five discusses the findings, implications, recommendations and conclusions.
1.8 [bookmark: _Toc240964677]Chapter Summary
This chapter established the research context, problem, aim, objectives, research question, significance and scope. It identified the need to examine operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection comparatively within post-pandemic hospitality. Chapter Two critically examines the literature underpinning these themes.
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[bookmark: _Toc240964678]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc240964679]2.1 Introduction
The hospitality industry has undergone substantial transformation since COVID-19, with changing customer expectations, technological adoption and evolving service models reshaping value creation. Perceived customer value is associated with satisfaction, loyalty, repurchase intentions and positive word-of-mouth (Blut et al., 2024). This chapter critically examines the literature surrounding operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection, considering how these drivers contribute to customer value and the tensions between technology-enabled efficiency and human-centred hospitality. The review identifies gaps in existing research and develops the conceptual framework underpinning the study.
[bookmark: _Toc240964680]	The chapter begins by exploring perceived customer value and the impact of COVID-19 on hospitality operations and customer expectations. It examines three principal themes: operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection, integrating relevant theoretical perspectives to establish a conceptual foundation for understanding their influence on customer value. The review critically synthesises existing evidence, identifies gaps in the literature, and establishes the rationale for investigating the relative influence of these three drivers.
2.2 Understanding Perceived Customer Value
Perceived customer value is one of the most widely studied concepts in marketing and service management because it plays an important role in shaping customer satisfaction, loyalty, and future purchasing behaviour, (Cronin, Brady and Hult, 2000). Despite its importance, there is no single agreed definition of customer value. Instead, researchers have developed different perspectives over time, reflecting the growing understanding that customers assess value in a variety of ways beyond simply considering price.
	One of the earliest and most influential definitions was provided by Zeithaml (1988), who described customer value as the customer’s overall assessment of what they received compared to what they give up. According to this view, customers weigh the benefits of a product or service against the costs involved, including money, time, and effort. This approach remains valuable because it provides a straightforward way of understanding how customers make purchasing decisions. However, it has been criticised for focusing too heavily on the exchange itself and not enough on the wider experience of consumption.
	Woodruff (1997) expanded this understanding by arguing that customer value is linked to the extent to which a product or service helps customers achieve their goals. Rather than focusing solely on costs and benefits, Woodruff suggested that value is created when customer needs and desired outcomes are fulfilled. This perspective is particularly relevant in hospitality, where customers often seek more than a functional service. For example, a hotel guest may value relaxation, comfort, or a memorable experience just as much as they value a clean room or efficient service. 
	Holbrook (1999) developed the concept further by arguing that value is highly personal and based on the individual experiences. According to Holbrook, value is not something that organisations create independently; rather, it emerges through interactions between customers and the service experience itself. This view is especially applicable to hospitality because customer experiences are shaped by multiple factors, including employee interactions, service quality, atmosphere, and personal expectations. 
	When considered together, these perspectives demonstrate how the concept of customer value has evolved over time. While Zeithaml views value largely as a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices, Woodruff emphasises the achievement of customer goals, and Holbrook highlights the importance of personal experiences. This progression suggests that customer value is not purely transactional but is also influenced by emotional, social, and experiential factors. This view is particularly important within hospitality, where customer perceptions are often shaped by both functional service delivery and the quality of the overall experienced. 
	Customer Value Theory supports this broader understanding by recognising that customers can derive value from a range of sources, including functional benefits, emotional satisfaction, and social experiences, (Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007). What customers perceive as valuable may differ significantly depending on their expectations, preferences, and circumstances.
	Means-End Theory further explains how customers connect service attributes to desired outcomes (Gutman, 1982). For example, speed may create convenience, while personalisation may create feelings of recognition. This theory highlights that customers are often seeking outcomes and experiences rather than simply evaluating service features in isolation.
	Although there is a strong foundation for understanding customer value, there remains important gaps in current knowledge. Much of the early research was developed before the significant technological and behavioural changes that followed the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, there is still limited understanding of how modern hospitality customers balance the benefits of the three drivers when assessing value. 
 
[bookmark: _Toc240964681]2.3 The Hospitality Industry: Pre- and Post-Pandemic Context
Prior to COVID-19, hospitality relied heavily on interpersonal service encounters and relationship-building, with employee behaviour and service authenticity contributing to customer experience. Consequently, the ability of employees to deliver personalised and attentive service became a key source of competitive advantage. 
	Relationship marketing emphasises trust and commitment as foundations of customer loyalty (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). In hospitality, this was commonly expressed through personalised service, employee–customer interaction and efforts to create memorable experiences.
	Human interaction was therefore widely regarded as a fundamental element of hospitality. Lashley (2008) argues that hospitality is inherently social in nature involving the creation of welcoming environments and meaningful interactions between hosts and guests. Similarly, Kandampully, Zhang and Bilgihan (2015) suggest that customer experiences within hospitality are strongly influenced by employee behaviour, emotional engagement, and service authenticity. Due to this, many organisations invested heavily in staff training and customer service initiatives to enhance the quality of guest interactions and strengthen customer relationships.
	The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted the hospitality industry, forcing organisations to rapidly adapt their operations. Contactless technologies, digital ordering systems, electronic payments, and self-service solutions were adopted at an accelerated pace to reduce physical contact and maintain business continuity, (Iskender et al., 2022; Wang and Chan, 2025). The pandemic also accelerated broader digitalisation across the hospitality sector as businesses increasingly relied on digital technologies to manage customer interactions, streamline operations, and improve efficiency, (Abdel-Basset et al., 2022). Artificial intelligence, automation, and data-driven personalisation became more prominent as organisations attempted to balance customer service with operational constraints, (Chen et al., 2023). While these technologies have offered significant benefits in terms of safety, convenience, and efficiency, concerns emerged regarding their potential impact on the human aspects of hospitality that consumers had traditionally valued.
	Alongside technological transformation, the industry faced significant labour shortages. In the UK, approximately 1.65 million hospitality employees were furloughed in April 2020, representing one of the sectors most heavily affected by the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (Office for National Statistics, 2021a). By October 2021, 38% of accommodation and food-service businesses reported worker shortages, the highest proportion across UK industries, (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Research suggests that pandemic-related job insecurity significantly increased employee stress and turnover intentions, while furloughs and redundancies encouraged many workers to seek employment outside the hospitality industry, (Kim et al., 2022; Aldao et al., 2023). Even after restrictions lifted, hospitality organisations across many countries continued to report difficulties recruiting and retaining staff. Labour shortages increased the pressure on businesses to improve operational efficiency and in some cases, encouraged further investment in automation and self-service technologies as a means of reducing dependence on human labour.
	Customer behaviour also changed considerably during and after the pandemic. Research indicates that customers placed greater importance on health and hygiene measures, risk reduction, contactless services, and transparent communication, (Chi et al., 2022; Vandenhaute et al., 2022). Furthermore, the increased use of digital technologies during the pandemic contributed to growing expectations regarding convenience and efficient service delivery, (Ivanov and Webster, 2021). Many customers grew accustomed to digital and contactless services during the pandemic, resulting in higher expectations for speed and convenience. At the same time, increased social isolation reinforced the importance of interpersonal interaction. Customer expectations therefore became more complex, combining technological convenience with human engagement.
	Although many operational changes introduced during the pandemic remain, debate continues regarding their permanence. Digital technologies have increased expectations surrounding convenience, speed and seamless service (Hao, 2021; Shiwen et al., 2022). However, research also indicates that social interaction, emotional engagement and connectedness remain important to hospitality experiences (Lho et al., 2022; Feng and Meng, 2023). This creates a continuing tension between efficiency and human connection.
The post-pandemic environment therefore presents hospitality organisations with the challenge of delivering convenient, technology-enabled services without undermining meaningful customer interaction. Digital transformation is increasingly viewed as a means of enhancing rather than replacing human service, creating a need to understand the relative contribution of efficiency, personalisation and human connection to perceived customer value (Youssofi et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc240964682]2.4 Operational Efficiency and Perceived Customer Value
Operational efficiency has become an increasingly important priority within the hospitality industry following the disruption caused by COVID-19. In response to labour shortages, rising operational costs, and changing consumer expectations, many hospitality organisations have adopted technologies such as automation, self-service technologies, AI, and contactless to improve operational performance while maintaining service quality. As a result, researchers have increasingly examined whether improvements in operational efficiency contribute to greater perceived customer value. 
	Service speed has long been recognised as an important component of service quality. Customers generally value services that minimise delays and provide a seamless experience, particularly in fast-paced hospitality environments where waiting times can negatively affect satisfaction. Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry's (1988) SERVQUAL model identifies responsiveness as a key dimension of service quality, referring to an organisation’s willingness and ability to provide prompt service. Therefore, operational efficiency can create value by reducing customer effort and improving convenience. Faster service delivery may therefore enhance customer perceptions of value by increasing the benefits received while reducing the time and effort required to obtain those benefits.
	The increasing use of self-service technologies has further strengthened the relationship between efficiency and customer value. Self-service technologies include mobile check-in systems, self-ordering kiosks, digital payment methods, and online reservation platforms that allow customers to complete service processes independently. Research suggests that many customers appreciate these technologies because they offer greater convenience, flexibility, and control over the service process, while also reducing waiting times and perceived effort, (Hao, 2021). Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) literature proposes that customers are more likely to adopt technologies that are perceived as useful and easy to use, (Davis, 1989). 
	Automation and artificial intelligence have also become increasingly prominent within hospitality organisations. AI-powered chatbots, automated booking systems, predictive analysis, and personalised recommendation engines enable organisations to manage large volumes of customer interactions efficiently while reducing operational costs. Supporters argue that such technologies improve consistency and reliability by reducing the potential for human error and enabling services to be delivered more quickly and accurately, thereby enhancing customer perceptions of convenience and service quality, (Mariani and Perez-Vega, 2023). In this regard, operational efficiency may contribute to customer value through enhanced convenience, reliability, and service accessibility.
	Contactless technologies expanded rapidly during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, (Rathjens et al., 2025). Beyond their original health-related purpose, many of these technologies have remained popular because customers perceive them as convenient and timesaving, (Zaitouni and Murphy, 2025; Lu and Ahn, 2024). This indicates that operational efficiency can enhance value through improved customer experiences as well as organisational effectiveness. However, the relationship between operational efficiency and customer value is complex. While efficiency-driven technologies can reduce waiting times and improve convenience, they may also limit opportunities for personal interaction. Given that hospitality has traditionally been rooted in social engagement and relationship building, overreliance on technology may weaken aspects of the service experiences that customers value, (Kandampully, Solnet and Bilgihan, 2024). Therefore, efficiency gains must be balanced against the potential reduction in human connection, (Gillingham, 2025).
	Critics argue that highly automated service environments risk creating depersonalised customer experiences, as technology may reduce opportunities for social interaction, emotional engagement, and relationship building between customers and service employees, (Belanche, Casaló and Flavián, 2021). While self-service technologies may be welcomed in routine transactions, customers may become frustrated when technology replaces opportunities for personalised support or problem resolution. Research suggests that hospitality customers often value emotional engagement, empathy, and personal recognition, elements that are difficult to replicate through automated systems, (Wei and Prentice, 2022). Efficiency improvements may not always translate into higher perceived value if customers feel that service quality or personal attention has become compromised leading to a failure in satisfying customers’ social and emotional needs, (Blümel and Zaki, 2025). This debate highlights an important limitation within existing research. 
Overall, the literature suggests that operational efficiency can enhance functional value, but its effectiveness depends on whether efficiency gains compromise interpersonal aspects of service. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964683]2.5 Personalisation and Perceived Customer Value
Personalisation has become a key strategy within the hospitality industry for enhancing perceived customer value, (Wang and Jia, 2024). It refers to the use of customer data, digital tools, and service customisation to tailor experiences to individual preferences, behaviours, and needs. In an increasingly competitive and technology-driven environment, organisations are using customer relationship management (CRM) systems, AI, and data analytics to better understand customer preferences and deliver more targeted and relevant experiences, thereby enhancing customer perceptions of value and service quality, (Buhalis and Sinarta, 2021). This shift reflects a broader move towards experience-based value creation, where services are designed not only to meet functional needs but also reflect individual expectations. 
	CRM systems play an important role in enabling personalisation by collecting and analysing customer data across multiple touchpoints. This may include booking history, spending patterns, preferences, and feedback. By integrating this information, hospitality organisations can anticipate customer needs and deliver more tailored services, such as room preferences in hotels, personalised recommendations in restaurants, or targeted promotions. From a Relationship Marketing perspective, this approach strengthens the connection between the organisation and the customer by improving satisfaction and encouraging repeat patronage, (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Dewnarain, Ramkissoon and Mavondo, 2021). Stronger relationships are often associated with higher levels of trust, loyalty, and long-term perceived value.
	AI-enabled personalisation has further expanded the possibilities for customised service delivery. Algorithms can now analyse large volumes of data in real time to generate personalised recommendations, predict customer preferences, and adjust service offerings dynamically. This can enhance perceived customer value by making experiences feel more relevant, efficient, and aligned with individual expectations. Customer Experience Theory supports this view, suggesting that value is co-created through interactions across the entire service journey, rather than being limited to a single transaction. In this sense, personalisation contributes to value by improving both functional convenience and emotional relevance. 
	Research generally associates personalisation with satisfaction, loyalty and emotional engagement, particularly when customers feel recognised and understood (Paulose and Shakeel, 2022). In hospitality settings, this may translate into a sense of recognition and belonging, which enhances the overall perception of value. Due to this, personalisation is widely viewed as a key driver of competitive advantage within the industry.
	However, this perspective is not without criticism. While personalisation can enhance customer experiences, excessive or poorly executed personalisation may be perceived as intrusive or uncomfortable. Concerns about privacy, surveillance, and the use of personal information have become increasingly prominent, particularly as organisations rely more heavily on AI and data-driven systems. In some cases, customers may feel that their data is being used in ways that are overly invasive, which can reduce trust and negatively impact perceived value, (Nira, 2025). This suggests that personalisation is not inherently beneficial and must be carefully balanced to avoid undermining the customer experience.
	Furthermore, the effectiveness of personalisation depends on context, customer expectations and attitudes towards data collection and privacy (Kim, Erdem and Kim, 2023; Canhoto, Keegan and Ryzhikh, 2023). Customers may value subtle preference recognition but respond negatively to overly explicit or intrusive targeting. Personalisation should therefore be viewed as a conditional driver of customer value, capable of enhancing relevance and emotional connection when implemented appropriately, but potentially undermining trust when customers perceive data use as excessive.
[bookmark: _Toc240964684]2.6 Human Connection and Perceived Customer Value
Despite the increasing adoption of technology across the hospitality industry, human connection continues to be regarded as a fundamental component of the hospitality experiences. Hospitality has traditionally been built upon interpersonal interactions, emotional engagement, and the creation of welcoming environments, (Lugosi, 2008). While technological innovations have improved efficiency, several scholars argue that human interaction remains central to hospitality value creation because emotional engagement cannot easily be replicated through automated systems, (Fen, Mattila and Bilgihan, 2022). As a result, understanding the role of human connection has become increasingly important in the post-pandemic hospitality environment.
	One of the primary ways human connections contribute to customer value is through service encounters. Service encounters refer to the interactions that occur between employees and customers during the delivery of a service, (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault, 1990).  These interactions often shape customer perceptions of service quality and influence overall satisfaction. In hospitality settings, employees frequently act as the face of the organisation, meaning that customer evaluations are influenced not only by the service itself but also the quality of interpersonal interactions, (Kim and So, 2022). Positive service encounters can create feelings of trust, appreciation, and emotional attachment, all of which contribute to greater perceived value. 
	The importance of employee-customer relationships can be understood through Relationship Marketing Theory, which emphasises the development of long-term relationships rather than one-off transactions, (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Grönroos, 2004). From this perspective, value is created through ongoing interactions that foster trust, commitment, and customer loyalty. Hospitality organisations that successfully develop meaningful relationships with their customers can therefore generate value, as customers often evaluate their experiences not only according to what was delivered, but also by how they were treated throughout the service process.
	A related concept is emotional labour, which refers to the management and expression of emotions as part of a professional role, (Grandey and Melloy, 2017). Hospitality employees are often expected to display warmth, friendliness, empathy and attentiveness regardless of their personal feelings. Although emotional labour can place significant demands on employees, it can also contribute positively to customer experiences by creating a sense of care and personal attention, (Huang et al., 2022). Customers who perceive employee interaction as genuine and emotionally engaging may be more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction and value. Consequently, emotional labour represents an important mechanism through which human connection influences customer perceptions.
	The concept of hospitality authenticity further reinforces the importance of human interaction. Authenticity refers to the perception that service interactions are genuine, sincere, and meaningful rather than scripted or purely transactional. Research suggests that customers increasingly seek authentic experiences and value interactions that feel personal and emotionally meaningful, (Zhu and Thagard, 2023). In hospitality environments, authenticity may be demonstrated through personalised conversations, empathy, attentiveness, and a genuine interest in customer wellbeing. These factors can contribute to emotional value that extends beyond the functional aspects of service delivery.
	Social Exchange Theory provides an additional explanation for the importance of human connection. The theory suggests that relationships are formed and maintained through reciprocal exchanges of benefits between individuals, (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano et al., 2017). Within hospitality settings, positive interactions between employees and customers can generate mutual trust, appreciation, and social value. Customers who feel respected, recognised, and valued by employees may be more likely to develop favourable attitudes towards the organisations and engage in repeat patronage. From this perspective, customer value is not solely derived from the service outcome but also from the quality of the social exchange itself.
	However, despite the apparent importance of human connection, there remains an ongoing debate regarding its role in increasingly digitalised hospitality environments. Supporters of technological innovation argue that customers have become more accepting of self-service technologies and automation due to the convenience and efficiency they provide, (Çalışkan and Sevim, 2025; Roy et al., 2024). Technology may be capable of delivering many aspects of service quality without requiring extensive human involvement. Conversely, a growing body of research suggests that technological efficiency cannot fully replace the emotional and relational benefits provided by human interaction. Researchers suggested that customers may perceive technologically efficient services as lacking the ‘personal touch’ traditionally associated with hospitality experiences, (Buhalis et al., 2023). Due to this, operational efficiency and human connection should not necessarily be viewed as competing approaches but rather as complementary elements of value creation. 
	Although service quality, customer experience, and technology adoption have been investigated separately, limited efforts have directly compared the influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection on perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality context. Overall, the literature suggests that human connection remains a critical driver of perceived customer value. Through service encounters, employee-customer relationships, emotional labour, and authentic interactions, hospitality organisations can create forms of emotional and social value that are difficult to replicate through technology alone, (Liu et al., 2023). While technology innovations may improve efficiency and convenience, human interaction continues to play a distinctive role in shaping customer experiences and perceptions of value, (Balfour, 2023). Understanding the relative importance of these factors therefore represents an important area for further research within the contemporary hospitality industry. 

[bookmark: _Toc240964685]2.7 Literature Gap and Conceptual Framework
The existing body of literature within hospitality research has provided extensive insight into the individual roles of the three drivers in shaping customer experiences. Studies have predominantly focused on technological advancement by highlighting their impact of digital transformation, automation, and intelligent service systems on service efficiency, operational performance, and customer convenience, (Khanra et al., 2021; Youssofi et al., 2024). In parallel, a substantial stream of research has examined personalisation strategies, particularly through customer relationship management systems and data-driven approaches, identifying their contribution to customer satisfaction, loyalty, and perceived service relevance, (Ameen et al., 2022; Solakis, Peña-Vinces and López-Bonilla, 2023). Additionally, a well-established body of work explores human interaction in hospitality, with emphasis on service encounters, emotional labour, and relationship marketing as key drivers of emotional and social value creation, (Arici, Cakir and Gannon, 2023).
	However, despite this breadth of research across these individual domains, existing studies tend to examine these factors in isolation rather than as interrelated drivers of perceived customer value. This fragmented approach limits understanding of how these dimensions interact within contemporary hospitality environments, particularly amid the operational and behavioural changes that have emerged in the post-pandemic context (Dang and Nguyen, 2023; Busser and Shulga, 2018). While technology adoption research often emphasises efficiency gains, it frequently underexplores the potential trade-offs in terms of reduced interpersonal interaction and emotional engagement, (Pillai and Sivathanu, 2024; Koo et al., 2023). Similarly, personalisation research tends to focus on customer satisfaction outcomes without fully considering how data-driven experiences compare or interact with human-delivered service, (Kumar et al., 2023; Leung, Torres de Oliveira and Tam, 2025). Human connection research, while extensive, often assumes its inherent value without systematically evaluating its relative importance alongside technological and personalised service innovations, (Walls and Line, 2024).
	Furthermore, limited research has empirically examined the comparative influence of the three drivers on perceived customer value within a unified framework, as existing studies tend to focus on individual constructs rather than integrated models of value creation in hospitality contexts, (Pillai and Sivathanu, 2024). This represents a significant gap, as contemporary hospitality organisations increasingly operate within hybrid service environments where digital and human elements coexist, (Jin, Fang and Zou, 2025). The post-pandemic context has further accelerated this shift, making it essential to understand not only how each factor contributes individually, but also how customers evaluate their combined effect when forming perceptions of value.
[bookmark: _Toc240964686]	Based on the literature on service value creation and post-pandemic hospitality operations, a conceptual framework was developed to guide this study. It identifies operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection as distinct yet interrelated strategic drivers of perceived customer value. Perceived customer value is conceptualised as a multidimensional construct comprising functional, emotional, and relational value, reflecting both utilitarian and experiential aspects of hospitality consumption (Paulose and Shakeel, 2022). The framework further proposes that customer expectations moderate the relationships between each driver and perceived customer value, reflecting how service evaluations vary according to individual expectations, context, and prior experience. Accordingly, perceived customer value is positioned as the dependent variable, influenced by the three independent variables. Figure 1 presents the proposed model and supports comparative analysis of their relative influence.



Conceptual Framework (Figure 1):

Operational Efficiency ──────┐
                                     │
Personalisation   ├──────────► Perceived Customer Value
                                     │                                  • Functional Value
Human Connection   ───────┘         • Emotional Value
                                                                         • Relational Value
                     │
                    ▼
       Customer Expectations
          (Moderating Effect)

[bookmark: _Toc240964687]2.8 Chapter Summary 
 This chapter critically reviewed literature surrounding perceived customer value, operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection. The review identified tensions between technological efficiency and human-centred service and established a gap in comparative research examining these drivers within post-pandemic hospitality. The resulting conceptual framework informs the empirical investigation presented in Chapter Four.	
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[bookmark: _Toc240964688]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc240964689]3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains and justifies the methodological approach used to investigate how operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection relate to perceived customer value. It outlines the research philosophy, approach, design, sampling, data collection, analysis, reliability, validity, ethical considerations and limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc240964690]3.2 Research Aim, Objectives and Research Question
Following the research rationale and conceptual framework established in the preceding chapters, the study’s methodological design was structured around the research aim, objectives and research question. The aim was to investigate how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry.
The four research objectives provided the basis for examining the three strategic drivers individually before considering their relative influence:
Operational efficiency: to examine how efficiency-related strategies, including speed, convenience, waiting times and technology-enabled service processes, influence perceived customer value.
Personalisation: to evaluate how the extent to which customers perceive services as tailored to their individual needs contributes to perceived customer value.
Human connection: to examine the influence of interpersonal factors, including staff friendliness, emotional engagement, trust and authenticity, on perceived customer value.
Comparative influence: to compare the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection on overall perceived customer value.
The research was guided by the following question:
RQ: How do operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value in the post-pandemic hospitality industry?
These objectives informed the development of the questionnaire, and the selection of measures used to examine each strategic driver and perceived customer value. The research question and objectives therefore provided the framework for the data collection and analytical procedures outlined in the remainder of this chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc240964691]3.3 Research Methodology and Research Onion
Research methodology provides the rationale for methodological choices and ensures the research is conducted in a structured, transparent, and academically rigorous manner. In this study, methodological decisions are guided by established frameworks, particularly Saunders et al.’s Research Onion, alongside supporting perspectives from Creswell (2014) and Lewis, Saunders, and Thornhill (2019), which collectively provide a structured approach to research design in social science contexts.
	Saunders et al.’s Research Onion illustrates the layers of methodological decision-making, beginning with research philosophy and progressing through approach, strategy, methodological choice, time horizon, and data collection techniques. Each layer informs the next, ensuring coherence between the philosophical assumptions of the research and the practical methods used to collect and analyse data. At the outer layer, this study adopts a positivist research philosophy. Positivism assumes that reality is objective and measurable, allowing relationships between variables to be tested through empirical observation and statistical analysis. Positivism is appropriate because the study measures customer perceptions through structured questionnaire data and statistically examines relationships between variables, (Nunkoo, 2018).
	In terms of the research approach, a deductive approach is adopted. Deduction involves testing existing theories through empirical observation, moving from theory to data, (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This is suitable for the present study as the conceptual framework is grounded in established literature on service quality, customer experience, and value creation. The study therefore tests hypothesised relationships between the three independent variables and the dependent variable, rather than generating a new theory. The research strategy employed is a survey strategy. In hospitality research, survey-based methods are commonly used to capture customer perceptions efficiently across diverse populations, (Creswell, 2014). This strategy supports the quantitative nature of the study and aligns with the objective of comparing the relative influence of each driver of customer value. 
	The methodological approach adopted for this study is a mixed-methods approach with a quantitative emphasis. According to Creswell (2014), mixed methods research involves the collection and integration of both quantitative and qualitative data to provide a more comprehensive understanding of a research problem. In this study, quantitative data will be collected through Likert-scale questionnaire items designed to measure perceptions of operational efficiency, personalisation, human connection, customer expectations, and perceived customer value. This data will enable statistical comparison between variables. In addition, a small number of open-ended questions are included to provide qualitative insights into customer experiences and perceptions, (Fetters, Curry and Creswell, 2013). These responses will allow participants to elaborate on their views and provide context that may not be captured through structured rating scales alone. The inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative data is intended to strengthen the overall understanding of how customers evaluate value within contemporary hospitality settings, (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).
Finally, the study adopts a cross-sectional time horizon, collecting data at a single point in time to provide a snapshot of contemporary customer perceptions. This approach is suitable for examining current customer perceptions within the post pandemic hospitality environment and allows for efficient data collection within the constraints of the dissertation timeframe.

[bookmark: _Toc240964692]3.4 Research Design 
The research design for this study adopts a predominantly quantitative approach supported by a limited qualitative element. Quantitative research is widely recognised as an effective design for examining relationships between variables through numerical measurement and statistical analysis, enabling researchers to test theoretical propositions in a structured and objective manner, (Yoo et al., 2022). In hospitality and tourism research, quantitative designs are particularly prevalent when investigating customer perceptions, as they allow for the systematic comparison of service attributes and experiential factors, (Prayag, Hassibi and Nunkoo, 2018). 
	This approach is appropriate for the present study as it seeks to examine how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value. These constructs are measured through standardised Likert-scale items, enabling responses to be converted into numerical data for statistical analysis. The use of structured measurement scales is consistent with established hospitality research practices, where customer perceptions are commonly operationalised through rating-based instruments to ensure comparability and reliability of findings, (Lockwood and Pyun, 2020). Recent developments in hospitality research highlight the increasing use of structured survey data to assess customer experience dimensions and identify key drivers of satisfaction and value creation, (Vargas-Calderón et al., 2021). This reinforces the suitability of a quantitative framework for capturing measurable variations in customer evaluations. 
Although the study is primarily quantitative, open-ended questions are included to provide limited qualitative insight into customer experiences. This offers contextual depth that may not be captured through numerical scales alone. Similar integrated approaches have been used in hospitality research to enhance interpretations of survey findings by incorporating customer narrative data alongside structured measurement, (Liao and Ma, 2022). The research design aligns with a structured, positivist-informed approach to data collection and analysis. It enabled the empirical testing of relationships between key service drivers and perceived customer value, while also allowing for limited qualitative elaboration to support interpretation of results.  

[bookmark: _Toc240964693]3.5 Population, Sampling and Participant Selection
The target population for this study comprises individuals who have used hospitality services within the past 12 months. This includes customers who have experienced a range of hospitality settings such as restaurants, cafés, hotels, and quick-service environments. This population is appropriate for the study as it ensures respondents have recent and relevant experience of hospitality service encounters, enabling them to evaluate operational efficiency, personalisation, human connection, and perceived customer value in a meaningful way, (Kumar, 2019).
	Given the scope and time constraints of the dissertation, a non-probability convenience sampling technique will be adopted. Non-probability convenience sampling is widely used in social research where access to a full sampling frame is limited and time constraints exist, (Bryman, 2016). Convenience sampling involves selecting participants based on accessibility and willingness to participate, rather than random selection. While this method may limit generalisability, it is considered appropriate for exploratory academic research of this nature. 
	The study aims to collect a target sample size of approximately 100-150 respondents. This range is considered sufficient for quantitative analysis, particularly for descriptive analysis and correlation testing, and aligns with sample sizes commonly used in hospitality customer perception studies. Sample sizes between 100 and 300 are commonly considered appropriate for survey-based research in marketing and hospitality contexts, particularly when using non-probability sampling techniques, (Malhotra et al., 2017). A larger sample size within this range will also improve the reliability of results and allow for more robust comparisons between variables, (Malhotra, 2019). Participants will be recruited through online distribution methods, including social media platforms, personal networks, and relevant hospitality-related groups. This approach supports efficient data collection while ensuring access to a diverse range of respondents with recent hospitality experience, (Miller et al., 2020). The sampling strategy is designed to balance practical limitations with the need for sufficient and relevant data to support statistical analysis and address the research objectives effectively, (Daniel, 2012). 

[bookmark: _Toc240964694]3.6 Data Collection Methods
The primary data for this study will be collected through an online questionnaire, designed to examine how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. An online survey method is considered the most appropriate as it enables efficient data collection from a wide and diverse sample within a limited timeframe, while also allowing respondents to complete the questionnaire at their convenience, (Evans and Mathur, 2018). 
	The questionnaire has been carefully structured to ensure clarity, logical flow, and ease of completion and it is divided into eight distinct sections. Section one captures demographic information, including age, gender and frequency of hospitality usage, allowing for descriptive analysis of the sample profile. Section two consists of screening questions designed to ensure that participants have recent hospitality experience, thereby enhancing the relevance and validity of the data collected, (Bethlehem, 2010). Sections three to five focus on the core independent variables: operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection. These sections use standardised Likert-scale statements to measure respondents’ perceptions of each construct. Section six examines customer expectations, which is included as a moderating variable in line with the conceptual framework. Section seven measures perceived customer value as the dependent variable, incorporating functional, emotional, and relational dimensions. Finally, section eight includes open-ended questions designed to capture qualitative insights and provide additional context to the quantitative findings, (Brace, 2020). 
	The questionnaire was distributed electronically through social media, personal networks and hospitality-related online groups, providing an efficient and cost-effective means of reaching participants with relevant experience (Dolnicar, 2018). A five-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree” was used throughout the structured sections. Likert scales are widely used in hospitality and social science research because they provide consistent response options suitable for comparison and statistical analysis (Joshi et al., 2015). The online format also provided respondents with flexibility to complete the questionnaire at a convenient time and location (Regmi et al., 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc240964695]3.7 Data Analysis Methods 
Following data collection, the questionnaire responses will be exported from Google Forms into Microsoft Excel for organisation, coding, and analysis. Google Forms provides an efficient platform for collecting survey responses electronically, while Excel offers a practical and accessible tool for managing quantitative data and performing descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. Excel is widely used in academic research for analysing survey data and presenting results in tables, charts, and summary statistics, (Field, 2018). 
	The analysis will begin with descriptive statistics to summarise the characteristics of the sample and provide an overview of response patterns, (Gray and Kinnear, 2012). Demographic variables, including age, gender, and frequency of hospitality usage, will be analysed using frequencies and percentages to develop a profile of respondents. Mean scores will then be calculated for each questionnaire item to identify respondents’ overall levels of agreement with statements relating to operational efficiency, personalisation, human connection, customer expectations, and perceived customer value. Following the descriptive analysis, correlation analysis conducted using Excel to examine the relationships between the key variables. This will enable the study to identify whether positive or negative relationships exist between the three key independent variables, customer expectations, and the dependent variable. Comparative analysis of the mean scores will also be undertaken to determine which of the strategic drivers demonstrates the strongest influence on perceived customer value, (Pallant, 2020). The interpretation of these relationships will be guided by the study’s conceptual framework and integrated in line with mixed methods principles, (Tashakkori et al., 2020).
	Responses to the open-ended questions will be analysed separately using a basic thematic approach. Similar responses will be grouped into common themes to provide additional context and explanation for the quantitative findings. Although the qualitative data will not be subjected to extensive thematic analysis, it will be used to support the interpretation of the statistical results and provide a richer understanding of participants’ experiences, (Fetters and Molina-Azorin, 2023). The findings will then be interpreted in relation to the research objectives and conceptual framework presented in Chapter Two. This will enable the study to evaluate the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection on perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry.  

[bookmark: _Toc240964696]3.8 Reliability and Validity 
Reliability and validity are essential components of research quality, ensuring that findings are consistent and accurately measure the intended constructs (Flake, Pek and Hehman, 2017). Reliability refers to the extent to which a research instrument produces stable and consistent results over time. In this study, reliability is supported through a standardised questionnaire, where all participants are asked the same structured questions (Smith et al., 2015). The use of five-point Likert scales further enhances reliability by providing consistent response options and allowing comparability across respondents. Additionally, the questionnaire was developed using constructs identified within the existing literature in Chapter Two and adapted from previously validated measures where appropriate. This approach helps ensure that the instrument produces consistent and dependable data (Taherdoost, 2016).
	Validity refers to the extent to which the research instrument accurately measures what it intends to measure (Boateng et al., 2020). In this study, content validity is supported through questionnaire items based on established literature relating to operational efficiency, personalisation, human connection, and perceived customer value. This ensures that key dimensions identified in the conceptual framework are represented. Construct validity is also supported by ensuring that each questionnaire section aligns with defined theoretical constructs drawn from the literature review (Flake, Pek, and Hehman, 2017).
	To further enhance validity, the questionnaire design was informed by previously validated scales and adapted to the context of post-pandemic hospitality. Prior to full data collection, the questionnaire was reviewed by the dissertation supervisor for clarity, structure, and content validity. It was also piloted with two individuals representative of the target population to identify ambiguities or practical issues before wider distribution (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001). Feedback indicated that the questionnaire was clear and straightforward. One recommendation from the pilot was to include an additional open-ended question, allowing respondents to share further views on what creates value in hospitality experiences. This was incorporated into the final questionnaire before distribution, enhancing its clarity, completeness, and suitability for the target population (Taherdoost, 2022). Overall, these measures support the instrument’s ability to capture perceptions of operational efficiency, personalisation, human connection and perceived customer value.
[bookmark: _Toc240964697]3.9 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are a fundamental aspect of this research and have been addressed in line with the requirements of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025). Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection, ensuring compliance with institutional guidelines and academic integrity. Informed consent was obtained from all participants before completing the questionnaire. Participants were provided with information regarding the study purpose, their involvement, data use, and their right to withdraw prior to submission of the dataset, without penalty.
Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the research. No personally identifiable data was collected, ensuring that responses remained anonymous. Findings will be reported in aggregated form using summary statistics, charts, and tables, preventing identification of individual participants. The study also complies with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (European Union, 2016). Data collected through Google Forms was stored securely on a password-protected device and accessed only by the researcher and, where necessary, the dissertation supervisor. No data was shared with third parties. Data will be retained only for the duration necessary to complete the research before being securely deleted in accordance with university and GDPR guidelines. These measures protect participants’ rights and privacy (Orb, Eisenhauer and Wynaden, 2001).

[bookmark: _Toc240964698]3.10 Research Limitations
This study is subject to several limitations which should be acknowledged when interpreting findings. Firstly, the use of a non-probability convenience sampling technique may limit the representativeness of the sample. As participants are recruited based on accessibility rather than random selection, the findings may not fully reflect the broader population of hospitality consumers, (Etikan and Bala, 2017). However, this is mitigated by targeting individuals with recent hospitality experience to ensure relevance to the research context.
	Secondly, reliance on self-reported questionnaire data introduces the possibility of response bias, including social desirability bias and subjective interpretation (Rosenman, Tennekoon and Hill, 2011). To address this, the questionnaire uses clear, neutral wording and a standardised Likert scale to reduce ambiguity and improve consistency. Thirdly, the cross-sectional design means that data is collected at a single point in time. Consequently, the research cannot capture changes in customer perceptions over time or establish causal relationships between variables (Levin, 2006). This limitation is addressed by focusing on relationships and associations rather than causation.
	In addition, dissertation time constraints may limit the sample size and extent of data collection. While efforts were made to achieve an adequate number of responses, findings may have limited generalisability beyond the sample population (Polit and Beck, 2010). Despite these limitations, the study remains valuable in providing insights into the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection on perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality context. The limitations reflect recognised challenges associated with survey-based hospitality research, and appropriate methodological measures were incorporated to minimise their potential impact on the findings (Beldona et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc240964699]3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter established and justified the methodological approach adopted for the study. A mixed-methods design with a quantitative emphasis was used to examine customer perceptions through structured questionnaire data supported by open-ended responses. The chapter also addressed sampling, data collection, analysis, reliability, validity, ethics and limitations. Chapter Four presents the findings generated from the resulting dataset.
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[bookmark: _Toc240964700]Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings
[bookmark: _Toc240964701]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents descriptive statistics relating to the respondent profile before analysing responses to each of the key research constructs. Quantitative findings are presented using pie charts, tables and summary statistics, with qualitative responses incorporated where appropriate. The analysis examines operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection and perceived customer value.
[bookmark: _Toc240964702]4.2 Profile of Respondents
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Participant Consent

By selecting "Yes" below and continuing with this questionnaire, you confirm that:

> You are 18 years of age or older.
> You have read and understood the information provided above.
> You understand that your participation is voluntary.
> You consent to take part in this research.
. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
A total of 80 respondents were included in the dataset.[image: Forms response chart. Question title: What is your age?

. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
	Respondents were represented across all age categories, with the largest groups aged 18–24 (25.0%) and 45–54 (22.5%). Those aged 35–44 accounted for 20.0%, 25–34 for 17.5%, 55–64 for 10.0%, and 65 or over for 5.0%.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: . What is your gender?
. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
The sample comprised 61.3% female, 36.3% male and 2.5% non-binary respondents, with females notably more represented within the sample.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How often do you typically use hospitality services (restaurants, cafés, hotels, pubs, etc.)?
. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
	The largest group reported using hospitality services approximately once a week or several times a month, with 23 respondents (28.7%) selecting each category. A further 16 respondents (20.0%) reported using hospitality services several times a week, while 13 (16.2%) used them approximately once a month. Five respondents (6.3%) reported using hospitality services less than once a month.
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: How recently did this experience occur?

. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
	Seventy-nine participants (98.8%) reported having used a hospitality service within the previous 12 months. In relation to their most recent experience, 55 respondents (68.8%) had visited a hospitality business within the previous week, while a further 20 (25.0%) had done so within the previous month. Four respondents (5.0%) reported that their experience had occurred within the previous three months, and one respondent (1.3%) reported an experience within the previous twelve months. No respondents selected the six-month category. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Which hospitality setting best describes your most recent experience?
. Number of responses: 80 responses.]
Casual dining restaurants accounted for the largest proportion of reported recent experiences, with 33 respondents (41.3%), followed by cafés or coffee shops with 18 (22.5%) and fast-food or takeaway establishments with 13 (16.2%). Six respondents (7.5%) reported a pub as their most recent hospitality setting, while four respondents (5.0%) reported fine dining and a further four (5.0%) reported a hotel. One respondent (1.3%) selected pub/bar and one (1.3%) selected horse racing hospitality. 
	The respondent profile provides context for interpreting the findings and considering their applicability beyond the sample (McCombes, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc240964703]4.3 Operational Efficiency Findings
Operational efficiency was assessed across six measures relating to service speed, waiting times, ease of ordering or checking in, technology, smoothness and convenience. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964704]4.3.1 Operational Efficiency Descriptive Statistics Table
	Statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)

	I received my food, drink or service quickly.
	    4.06
	     1.03

	Waiting times were reasonable.
	    4.13
	     1.02

	Ordering/checking in was simple and easy.
	    4.48
	     0.75

	Technology made my visit easier.
	    3.58
	     1.42

	Everything during my visit ran smoothly.
	    4.30
	     0.94

	Overall, the service was convenient.
	    4.44
	     0.88



	The statement relating to the simplicity of ordering or checking in received the highest mean score (M = 4.48, SD = 0.75), with 86.3% of respondents selecting either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’. Similarly, overall service convenience received a high mean score (M = 4.44, SD = 0.88), with the same proportion of respondents providing a positive response. The statement that everything during the visit ran smoothly also produced a relatively high mean score (M = 4.30, SD = 0.94), with 83.8% of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing. These findings suggest that respondents generally experienced hospitality services as straightforward, convenient and well-organised, (Berry et al., 2002). 
	Perceptions of service speed and waiting times were also positive, although slightly lower than the measures relating to convenience and ease of use. The mean score for receiving food, drink, or service quickly was 4.06 (SD = 1.03), while waiting times received a mean of 4.13 (SD = 1.02). A total of 73.8% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that quick service was efficient, while 77.5% considered waiting times to be reasonable. The higher variation in responses indicates that experiences of speed and waiting times were less consistent, (Maister, 1985).
	The most notable variation was observed in relation to technology. The statement that technology, such as self-service kiosks or online ordering, made the visit easier produced a lower mean score of 3.58 (SD= 1.42). While 57.5% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 25.0% selected either ‘Disagree’ or ‘Strongly Disagree’, and 17.5% remained neutral. The comparatively high standard deviation indicates greater variation in participants’ experiences of technology than was evident across the other operational efficiency measures. This suggests that, although technology can contribute to convenience and efficiency, its perceived value was less consistent across the sample, (Meuter et al., 2000).
[bookmark: _Toc240964705]4.4 Personalisation Findings
Personalisation was assessed across six measures relating to individual needs, recognition, recommendations, perceived value, personal experience, and technology.
[bookmark: _Toc240964706]4.4.1 Personalisation Descriptive Statistics Table
	Statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)

	Service suited my individual needs
	4.09
	1.05

	Staff made me feel like an individual
	3.71
	1.16

	Staff recommendations were helpful
	3.60
	1.18

	Experience felt personal
	3.34
	1.27

	I felt genuinely valued as a customer
	3.69
	1.20

	Technology made the experience more relevant
	3.61
	1.31



	The findings display a moderately positive but more varied perception of personalisation compared with the consistently positive results observed for operational efficiency. The highest mean score was recorded for the statement that the service suited respondents’ individual needs (M = 4.09, SD = 1.05). A total of 63 respondents (78.8%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, while 10 respondents (12.5%) selected neutral response and seven (8.8%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
	Perceptions were less positive regarding individual recognition. Staff making respondents feel like an individual produced a mean score of 3.71 (SD = 1.16), with 45 respondents (56.3%) agreeing or strongly agreeing, 23 (28.8%) selected the neutral response and 12 (15.0%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. Similarly, feeling genuinely valued produced a mean score of 3.69 (SD = 1.20), with 44 respondents (55.0%) selecting either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’. These findings suggest that while respondents generally perceived services as meeting their individual needs, this did not consistently translate into a stronger sense of individual recognition or personal value, (Söderlund and Ohlsson, 2010).
	Staff recommendations also produced a moderately positive result, with a mean score of 3.60 (SD = 1.18). While 40 respondents (50.0%) agreed or strongly agreed that staff recommendations were helpful, 29 respondents (36.3%) selected the neutral response. This high proportion of neutral responses suggest that the value of recommendations varied across experiences.
	The statement that the overall experience felt personal produced the lowest mean score within the personalisation construct (M = 3.34, SD = 1.27). less than half of respondents, 38 (47.5%), agreed or strongly agreed that their experience felt personal, compared with 21 respondents (26.3%) who selected the neutral response and 21 (26.3%) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. The comparatively higher standard deviation also indicates greater variation in responses. This finding is notable as it suggests that satisfying an individual customers’ needs does not necessarily result in an experience being perceived as genuinely personalised, (Kokko and Moilanen, 1997).
	The role of technology in personalisation produced a mean score of 3.61 (SD = 1.31). 45 respondents (56.3%) agreed or strongly agreed that technology helped make their experience more relevant, while 15 respondents (18.8%) disagreed or strongly disagreed and 20 (25.0%) selected the neutral response. The relatively high standard deviation again indicates variation in respondents’ experiences, suggesting that technology did not contribute to personalisation consistently across the sample.
	The findings suggest a distinction between the functional provision of services that meet customer needs and the creation of experiences that are perceived as genuinely personalised, (Bekker and Jakkola, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc240964707]4.5 Human Connection Findings 
Human connection was examined through six questionnaire measures relating to staff friendliness, feelings of welcome, staff willingness to listen and help, the genuineness of interactions, the extent to which staff contributed to enjoyment, and their overall impact on the customer experiences. 

[bookmark: _Toc240964708]4.5.1 Human Connection Descriptive Statistics Table
	Statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)

	Staff were friendly
	4.48
	0.74

	I felt genuinely welcomed
	4.13
	0.97

	Staff listened and were willing to help
	4.29
	0.99

	Interactions with staff felt genuine
	4.28
	0.88

	People I interacted with made the experience more enjoyable
	4.19
	1.03

	Staff had a positive impact on overall experience
	4.15
	1.07



	The findings demonstrate consistently positive perceptions of human connection across the sample. Staff friendliness received the highest mean score of all six measures (M = 4.48, SD = 0.74), with 68 respondents (85.0%) agreeing or strongly agreeing that staff were friendly. Only one respondent (1.3%) disagreed with the statement, while 11 (13.8%) selected the neutral response. The low standard deviation indicates a relatively high level of consistency in responses, suggesting that positive perceptions of staff friendliness were widespread across the sample. 
	Feeling genuinely welcomed produced a mean score of 4.13 (SD = 0.97), with 52 participants (65.0%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. A further 22 respondents (27.5%) selected the neutral response, while six (7.5%) disagreed. This indicates that although most respondents experienced a welcoming interaction, perceptions were somewhat more varied than those relating to staff friendliness.
	Staff willingness to listen and help was also rated positively, (M =4.29, SD = 0.99), with 72.5% agreeing or strongly agreeing. Similarly, interactions with staff were perceived as genuine, with a mean score of 4.28 (SD = 0.88). Fifty-eight respondents (72.5%) selected either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ for this statement, while only seven (8.8%) disagreed. 
	The statement that the people respondents interacted with made the experience more enjoyable produced a mean score of 4.19 (SD = 1.03), with 53 respondents (66.3%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. Staff also contributed positively to the overall experience with a mean score of 4.15 (SD = 1.07). Fifty-two respondents (65.0%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, compared with 17 (21.3%) who selected the neutral response and 11 (13.8%) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
	The relatively high mean scores across all six measures indicate that interpersonal interactions formed a significant positive component of the experiences reported by respondents, consistent with research highlighting the importance of frontline employees’ friendliness and personal behaviours in shaping customer value and satisfaction, (Boninsegni, Furrer and Mattila, 2021; Alhelalat et al., 2017). The findings therefore suggest that human connection remained an important element of the hospitality experience, alongside the operational aspects of service delivery examined previously, (Song et al., 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc240964709]4.6 Customer Expectations Findings
Customer expectations were examined across five measures relating to efficiency, personalisation, staff friendliness, human interaction, and technology. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964710]4.6.1 Customer Expectations Descriptive Statistics Table
	Statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)

	Expect fast and efficient service
	4.18
	0.99

	Like experiences that feel personal
	4.26
	0.88

	Friendly staff are important
	4.66
	0.64

	Prefer fast service over staff interaction
	3.42
	1.18

	Technology should improve ease without replacing personal service
	4.03
	1.25


	
	The findings demonstrate that respondents held strong expectations across both operational and interpersonal aspects of hospitality. The expectation that hospitality businesses should provide fast and efficient service produced a mean score of 4.18 (SD = 0.99), with 60 respondents (75.0%) agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement. Fifteen respondents (18.8%) selected the neutral response, while five (6.3%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. 
	A similarly strong expectation was identified in relation to personalisation. The statement that respondents liked hospitality experiences that felt personal produced a mean score of 4.26 (SD = 0.88), with 65 respondents (81.3%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. Only four respondents (5.0%) disagreed, while 11 (13.8%) selected the neutral response. The low standard deviation indicates relatively consistent responses. 
	The strongest finding within the customer expectations construct related to staff friendliness, this produced a mean score of 4.66 (SD = 0.64), the highest mean across all five measures. Seventy-five respondents (93.8%) agreed or strongly agreed that friendly staff were important to them, with only one respondent (1.3%) disagreeing and four (5.0%) selecting the neutral response. The low standard deviation further demonstrates a high degree of consistency in this expectation across respondents. This finding is particularly notable when considered alongside the results presented in Section 4.5, where staff friendliness also represented the strongest measure of human connection. 
	The results were more divided when respondents were asked whether they would rather receive fast service than spend time interacting with staff. This statement produced a mean score of 3.42 (SD = 1.18). while 36 respondents (45.0%) agreed or strongly agreed, 28 (35.0%) selected the neutral response and 16 (20.0%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. The results suggest that respondents valued efficiency without necessarily viewing it as a substitute for human interaction. 
	Finally, respondents demonstrated a positive expectation that technology should support rather than replace personal service. The statement produced a mean score of 4.03 (SD = 1.25), with 58 respondents (72.5%) selecting ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’. While 10 (12.5%) remained neutral and 12 (15.0%) disagreed or strongly disagreed. The overall response indicates that most participants supported a complementary role for technology within hospitality, where digital solutions enhance convenience while retaining opportunities for personal interaction. 
	The findings demonstrate that respondents held expectations across both functional and relational dimensions of hospitality. Rather than prioritising efficiency alone, respondents appeared to value technology when it enhanced convenience while retaining opportunities for human interaction, reflecting the importance of balancing technology-based efficiency with human-delivered service in hospitality, (Kattara and El-Said, 2014; Liu and Hung, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc240964711]4.7 Perceived Customer Value Findings
Perceived customer value was examined through six measures covering value for money, satisfaction, expectation fulfilment, revisit intention, and recommendation. 

[bookmark: _Toc240964712]4.7 Perceived Customer Value Descriptive Statistics Table
	Statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)

	Experience was worth what I paid
	4.11
	1.01

	Business met my expectations
	4.24
	0.99

	Overall satisfaction
	4.31
	0.95

	Would visit this business again
	4.49
	0.86

	Would recommend to family/friends
	4.25
	1.05

	Received good value for money
	4.16
	1.06



	The findings indicate a strongly positive perception of customer value across the sample. The statement that respondents would visit the business again produced the highest mean score (M = 4.49, SD = 0.86), with 69 respondents (86.3%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. Only four respondents (5.0%) disagreed or strongly disagreed, while seven (8.8%) selected the neutral response. Satisfaction also received a high mean score of 4.31 (SD = 0.95). Sixty-two respondents (77.5%) agreed or strongly agreed that they were satisfied with their experience, compared with 15 respondents (18.8%) who selected the neutral response and three (3.8%) who disagreed or strongly disagreed. The likelihood of recommending the business to family and friends produced a mean score of 4.25 (SD = 1.05), with 64 respondents (80.0%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. These findings indicate that positive evaluations of the hospitality experiences extended beyond personal satisfaction to include respondents’ willingness to recommend the business to others, (Getty and Thompson, 1994).
	The extent to which businesses met customer expectations was also viewed positively. This statement produced a mean score of 4.24 (SD = 0.99), with 60 respondents (75.0%) agreeing or strongly agreeing, this finding is particularly relevant when considered alongside the customer expectation results presented in Section 4.6, where respondents demonstrated strong expectations relating to efficiency, personalisation, and human interaction. Perceptions of monetary value were also positive, although these produced slightly lower mean scores than satisfaction and behavioural intentions. The statement that respondents felt the experience was worth what they paid produced a mean score of 4.11 (SD = 1.01), with 62 respondents (77.5%) agreeing or strongly agreeing. The statement relating to good value for money produced a mean score of 4.16 (SD = 1.06), with 62 respondents (77.5%) providing a positive response. Although these findings remain strongly positive, the results suggest that perceived customer value was not solely determined by monetary considerations. 
	Intention to return produced the highest mean score, providing a strong indicator of positive customer response (An, Suh and Eck, 2019). Overall, the findings provide a basis for examining the relationship between the three strategic drivers and perceived customer value.
[bookmark: _Toc240964713]4.8 Open-Ended Findings
Open-ended responses were analysed thematically to identify recurring patterns relating to human connection, operational efficiency, personalisation, technology, and overall value.

[bookmark: _Toc240964714]4.8.1 Human Connection and the importance of staff
Human connection was the most prominent theme, reinforcing the quantitative finding that staff friendliness was the strongest measure within the construct. Respondents repeatedly identified staff behaviour as having a substantial influence on their overall experience, with comments including “Friendly staff”, “Good customer service” and “The friendliness of the staff”. 
One respondent explained that the friendliness of staff and their willingness to listen were particularly influential because, despite the venue being busy, “it still felt as though they had time for every customer. Another stated that staff “made me feel like I wasn’t just another table they had that day,” highlighting the importance of customers feeling recognised as individuals, (Islam and Kirillova, 2021).  
The responses also demonstrated that genuine human interaction was distinguished from scripted or superficial friendliness. One respondent valued “a face-to-face interaction where you can talk and have a conversation with the employee”, while another stated that “staff can elevate even the most mundane of experiences.” Conversely, negative experiences frequently involved staff appearing rushed, unhelpful or uninterested. One respondent stated that poor customer service “can prevent me ever going again no matter how good everything else is.” These responses suggest that human connection extends beyond basic service provision and can directly influence how customers evaluate the overall experience, (Lin and Mattila, 2010). 

[bookmark: _Toc240964715]4.8.2 Operational efficiency and the importance of time
Efficiency was also a recurring theme, particularly in relation to waiting times, ordering and speed of service. Positive comments including “the speed of service was exceptional” and “being attended to quickly makes a good impression.” One respondent emphasised that “waiting around to have a seat or be attended to at your seat leaves a bad impression.” However, efficiency was not necessarily viewed as a substitute for human interaction, with one participant stating that they valued “Fast service and friendly staff” and another describing technology and staff as working “together well”. Several participants valued both fast service and friendly staff, suggesting that customers may expect hospitality businesses to deliver efficient service without sacrificing interpersonal engagement, (Fan et al., 2022). Negative experiences included forgotten orders, lengthy waits, unavailable products and difficulties obtaining assistance, providing further context for the quantitative findings. 

[bookmark: _Toc240964716]4.8.3 Personalisation and feeling valued
Personalisation was evident in responses describing staff recommendations, attention to dietary requirements, recognition of special occasions and efforts to accommodate individual needs. Respondents particularly valued experiences where they felt “seen as an individual” rather than treated as another transaction. One respondent explained that “human interaction and attention to detail make me feel valued”, while another described a birthday experience where staff “did everything in their power to make our experience memorable.”
	The responses also highlighted the consequences when personal needs were not recognised. Dietary requirements and allergies were mentioned in several negative experiences, with one respondent stating that “dietary requirements were ignored, staff seemed inconvenienced by it.” Another explained that, as a “fussy eater”, staff “listened and got every bit of my order correct.”. This suggests that personalisation involves not only creating memorable interactions but also accurately recognising and responding to individual customer needs, (Surprenant and Solomon, 1987). 

[bookmark: _Toc240964717]4.8.4 Technology: Efficiency versus human connection
Participants identified clear benefits of technology, particularly convenience, speed, reduced queues and greater control over ordering. One respondent stated that QR ordering “made it very efficient, no queuing at the bar”, while another valued being able to “take my time to browse the menu and order at my own leisure without feeling rushed.” However, others felt that technology reduced human interaction and made experiences less personal. One respondent summarised this tension as: “Both, improved speed and efficiency, reduced personalised experiences.”
	The responses also suggested that the value of technology depends on the hospitality context. One participant explained that “self-service ordering in a fast-food restaurant is very helpful” but that QR codes in casual/fine-dining restaurants had “reduced the quality due to the lack of human-to-human interaction”, reflecting research suggesting that self-service technologies can improve efficiency while potentially reducing perceptions of hospitableness, (Yang, Goodsir and Poulston, 2019). Technical failures and difficulties using apps or kiosks were also identified as sources of dissatisfaction, including one respondent who reported that “Technology wasn’t working, staff were useless,” consistent with evidence that technology failures can negatively affect service performance and customer experiences, (Kokkinou and Cranage, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc240964718]4.8.5 Overall interpretation of the qualitative findings
The qualitative findings reinforced the quantitative results, particularly the importance of efficient service, personalisation and genuine human interaction. The strongest experiences often combined efficient service with interpersonal engagement, while technology was valued when it enhanced convenience without replacing personal service (Fan, Mattila and Zhao, 2022). This is consistent with research suggesting that both self-service technology and human interaction contribute to customer satisfaction, with human interaction potentially exerting greater influence on loyalty (Park et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc240964719]4.9 Chapter Summary 
Overall, the findings showed positive experiences across the key constructs, with operational efficiency and human connection particularly strong. Staff friendliness and intention to revisit were the strongest measures, while personalisation and technology produced more varied responses. Qualitative findings reinforced the importance of efficient service, individual attention and genuine human interaction, suggesting that respondents viewed these as complementary elements of hospitality. The following chapter discusses these findings in relation to the literature and research objectives.
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[bookmark: _Toc240964720]Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc240964721]5.1 Introduction
This chapter draws together the findings presented in Chapter Four to evaluate the extent to which the research aim, objectives, and research question have been achieved. It discusses the overall findings in relation to the literature and conceptual framework, before considering each research objective and answering the research question. The chapter then examines the implications for hospitality practice, presents recommendations for industry and future research, and concludes by highlighting the study’s overall contribution to understanding customer value in post-pandemic hospitality. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964722]5.2 Discussion of Findings and Overall Conclusion
The findings indicate that perceived customer value is associated with a combination of operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection rather than a single factor (Carvalho and Alves, 2023). Operational efficiency and human connection were comparatively stronger than personalisation, supporting the need to balance technological and operational improvements with interpersonal elements of customer experience (Wang et al., 2025).	Operational efficiency was strongly associated with positive customer experiences, particularly where ordering, checking-in and accessing services were simple and convenient. The high rating for ease of ordering or checking-in suggests that customer value is strengthened by processes that reduce friction and waiting times, (Kokkinou and Cranage, 2013). However, the more varied response to technology making visits easier indicates that technology is not automatically perceived as valuable. Qualitative responses similarly demonstrated that customers appreciated technology when it enhanced convenience but were less positive when it reduced opportunities for human interaction. This reflects evidence that customers may favour technology where speed and ease are priorities but prefer human interaction where direct contact adds value, (Kattara and El-Said, 2014). Therefore, efficiency appears most valuable when it supports the hospitality experience rather than replaces it, (De Kervenoael et al., 2022).
	Personalisation also contributed positively to perceived customer value, with respondents generally agreeing that services suited their individual needs. However, the lower rating for experiences feeling genuinely personal suggests a gap between customers receiving an appropriate service and feeling individually recognised. This distinction is important because personalisation extends beyond adapting a service to customer requirements; it involves creating an experience that feels relevant and individual, (Mittal and Lasser, 1996). The qualitative findings support this, with respondents valuing recommendations, attention to dietary requirements and recognition of individual circumstances. Conversely, failures to acknowledge such needs could negatively affect the overall experience.
	Human connection emerged as one of the strongest influences on customer value. Human connection emerged as one of the strongest influences on customer value. Staff friendliness received the highest mean across the customer expectation measures, while feeling genuinely welcomed was also among the strongest experience measures. This finding reinforces the importance of emotional and relational value within hospitality, where customers may evaluate not only what they receive but also how the experience makes them feel, (Hwang and Seo, 2019).  Solnet et al. (2019) similarly emphasise the importance of interpersonal interactions and emotional responses within hospitality experiences. Fan and Mattila (2021) further demonstrate that warmth can shape customer evaluations of technology- and employee-based service encounters. The qualitative findings further demonstrated that customers valued staff who were attentive, approachable and willing to listen, suggesting that genuine human connection remains difficult to replicate through technology alone. 
	Importantly, the findings do not suggest that customers must choose between efficiency and human interaction. The customer expectation results showed strong support for both fast and efficient service and personal experiences, while there was no clear preference for speed over staff interaction. Furthermore, respondents agreed that technology should improve ease without replacing personal service. This suggests that perceived customer value is strengthened when operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection work together, rather than operating as competing priorities, (Larivière et al., 2017). Technology can remove friction, personalisation can increase relevance, and human connection can create the emotional and relational value that differentiates hospitality from transactional service, (Blut et al., 2021).
	Overall, the findings support the conceptual framework and reinforce the multidimensional nature of perceived customer value. Efficiency primarily supports functional value, while personalisation and human connection contribute to emotional and relational value. The findings therefore favour an integrated approach in which technology enhances, rather than undermines, the human elements of hospitality.

[bookmark: _Toc240964723]5.3 Achievement of Research Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc240964724]The findings indicate that all four research objectives were achieved. The results provide evidence of how operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection contribute to perceived customer value, while allowing their relative importance to be considered from the customer perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc240964725]5.3.1 Objective One: Operational Efficiency 
The first objective was to analyse how operational efficiency strategies, including automation, contactless technologies and service standardisation, influence customer perceptions of value. This objective was achieved, with findings indicating that customers place considerable value on simple, efficient and convenient services. The questionnaire demonstrated the importance of reducing friction within the customer journey.
	However, the findings also suggest that efficiency should not be pursued at the expense of human interaction. Responses concerning technology were more varied, highlighting both its convenience and potential to make experiences feel less personal. This supports Wu et al. (2022), who demonstrates that supplementary human service can enhance customer responses within technology-led hospitality encounters, particularly where technology performs interactive service tasks. Therefore, operational efficiency contributes to perceived customer value most effectively when technology enhances the experience rather than replaces meaningful service interactions. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964726]5.3.2 Objective Two: Personalisation
The second objective was to evaluate the extent to which personalisation shapes perceived customer value, particularly through data-driven and technology-enabled experiences. This objective was achieved, with respondents generally indicating that having services suited to their individual needs was important. However, the comparatively lower rating for experiences feeling genuinely personal suggests that personalisation remains less consistently delivered than other aspects of the hospitality experience. 
	Qualitative findings demonstrated that customers valued staff recommendations, recognition of individual requirements and responses to dietary or personal needs. This reinforces Mittal and Lassar’s (1996) view that personalised service is strongly influenced by the social interaction between employees and customers. Similarly, Bonaretti et al. (2020) demonstrate that identifying and utilising customer preferences can enable more personalised service and enhance customer value. The findings suggest that personalisation contributes to customer value, but its effectiveness depends on whether customers feel genuinely recognised rather than simply receiving an adapted or standardised service.
[bookmark: _Toc240964727]5.3.3 Objective Three: Human Connection
The third objective was to examine the impact of human connection on perceived customer value, including emotional engagement, trust and authenticity. This objective was strongly achieved. Human connection emerged as a prominent finding, with staff friendliness receiving the highest customer expectation rating and strong ratings for customers feeling genuinely welcomed.
	The qualitative responses further reinforced the importance of attentive, friendly and authentic interactions. Customers valued staff who demonstrated genuine interest and made them feel recognised as individuals. This supports Kim and Baker (2019), who found that employee courtesy and interpersonal behaviours contribute to customer–employee rapport and subsequent customer satisfaction within high-contact service encounters. Bailey, Gremler and McCollough (2001) similarly emphasise the emotional value created through service encounters, highlighting the importance of rapport and relationship quality in shaping customer responses. The findings suggest that human connection remains a significant source of emotional and relational value and continues to differentiate hospitality experiences from purely transactional interactions. 
[bookmark: _Toc240964728]5.3.4 Objective Four: Comparative Influence 
The fourth objective was to compare the relative influence of operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection on overall perceived customer value. The findings suggest that operational efficiency and human connection were comparatively stronger drivers, while personalisation produced more varied responses. 
	However, the findings do not support viewing the three drivers as competing alternatives. Customer expectations indicates a strong demand for both efficient service and personal experiences, alongside support for technology that improves the ease without replacing personal service. This suggests that the value of each driver may depend on the context in which it is applied. Supporting this, Lei et al. (2025) found that the importance of human touch varies across different stages of the hotel customer journey, demonstrating that customers do not necessarily require the same balance of technology and human interaction at every service encounter. Consequently, the greatest potential for customer value may lie not in prioritising one driver, but in strategically integrating operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection according to the needs of each customer and service encounter.
[bookmark: _Toc240964729]5.4 Answer to the Research Question
The research question asked: “How do operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value in the post-pandemic hospitality industry?”
	The findings indicate that all three factors contribute to perceived customer value, but their influence is expressed in different ways. Operational efficiency provides functional value by reducing waiting, simplifying processes and improving convenience, while personalisation contributes by making experiences more relevant to individual customer needs. Human connection provides emotional and relational value through friendly, attentive and authentic interactions, emerging as one of the strongest elements of the customer experience. This is consistent with Bui et al. (2021), who found that human-related service innovation had a stronger effect on customer satisfaction and delight than technology-related service innovation within hospitality.
	The findings therefore suggest that these drivers should not be viewed as separate or competing strategies. Instead, customer value is strengthened when they operate together. Park et al. (2022) found that efficiency positively influenced customer satisfaction across both human interaction and self-service technology, while the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty was stronger for human interaction service. Technology and efficient processes can improve convenience, while personalisation and human interaction ensure that the experience remains relevant and genuinely hospitable. This is particularly relevant in the post-pandemic environment, where customers appear to expect both efficiency and meaningful service. 
	Overall, the research concludes that perceived customer value is best supported through a balanced approach. Hospitality businesses that use operational efficiency and technology to enhance, rather than replace, personalisation and human connection are more likely to deliver experiences that meet customers’ functional, emotional and relational expectations. This conclusion is reinforced by Zhang et al. (2023), who demonstrate that technological and interpersonal interactions can both contribute to value co-creation and customer outcomes, highlighting the importance of strategically balancing different forms of interaction rather than adopting a uniform approach. Ultimately, this raises an important question for the hospitality sector: Which aspects of the customer journey should be automated, and which should remain deliberately human?
[bookmark: _Toc240964730]5.5 Implications for Hospitality Practice
The findings have several implications for hospitality businesses seeking to enhance perceived customer value in the post-pandemic environment. Most importantly, businesses should avoid treating technology, personalisation and human interaction as interchangeable elements of the customer experience. Instead, they should consider how each element can be integrated to meet different aspects of customer value. Research comparing human and robotic service similarly demonstrates that different forms of service delivery can produce different perceptions of interaction quality, reinforcing the importance of considering how technology is incorporated rather than simply whether it is adopted (Fan, Mattila and Zhao., 2020).
	The findings suggest that technology is most effective when used to remove unnecessary friction from the customer journey. Digital ordering, contactless processes and other forms of automation can improve convenience and efficiency, particularly where customers value speed and control. However, businesses should consider the point at which automation begins to reduce meaningful interaction. Research by Wu and Huo (2023) demonstrates that service robots can positively influence customer satisfaction when customers perceive them as competent and warm, but that these effects vary according to hotel characteristics and customer groups. The finding that customers generally expected technology to improve ease without replacing personal service indicates that a technology-first approach may not be appropriate across all hospitality contexts.
	Personalisation also presents an opportunity for businesses to strengthen customer value. Customers valued experiences that recognised their individual needs, but the findings suggest that there remains a gap between service being adapted to a customer and the customer actually feeling recognised. Recent hospitality research demonstrates that perceived personalisation is not necessarily created by personalisation attempts alone; the effort invested by the provider and the element of surprise can influence whether customers actually perceive an experience as personalised (Lei et al., 2024). Businesses should therefore consider how customer information, employee knowledge and service interactions can work together to create experiences that feel genuinely individual rather than simply standardised or automated.
	The importance of human connection has particular implications for employee management and service delivery. Staff friendliness and feeling genuinely welcomed were amongst the strongest findings, demonstrating that employees remain central to creating emotional and relational value. Investments in staff training should therefore extend beyond technical service standards to include communication, attentiveness, empathy and the ability to respond appropriately to individual customer needs. Research into hotel employees' emotional labour further demonstrates the relationship between employees' emotional regulation and service quality, highlighting the importance of organisational conditions that support effective customer-facing behaviour (Wang, 2020). This is particularly important where increasing automation could otherwise make hospitality experiences feel transactional.
	Overall, the findings imply that hospitality businesses should adopt a “technology-enabled, human-led” approach. Technology should undertake tasks where it improves efficiency and convenience, while employees should remain central to interactions where empathy, judgement, reassurance or personal connection adds value. This approach allows businesses to pursue operational efficiency without compromising the characteristics that distinguish hospitality from purely transactional service.
[bookmark: _Toc240964731]5.6 Recommendations for the Hospitality Industry
Based on the findings, several recommendations are proposed for hospitality businesses seeking to strengthen perceived customer value in the post-pandemic environment. 
1. [bookmark: _Toc240964732]Adopt a technology-enabled, human-led service model. 
Hospitality businesses should evaluate the customer journey to identify processes where automation genuinely adds value, such as ordering, payment, reservations and routine enquiries. Technology should reduce friction without unnecessarily removing opportunities for human interaction. This reflects the finding that respondents valued convenience while also expecting technology to support rather than replace personal service. Park and Lehto (2022) demonstrate that the configuration of automated, human and semi-automated restaurant service can influence customer satisfaction, suggesting that the way technology is integrated into the service encounter is as important as its presence. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc240964733]Segment automation according to the hospitality context.
Businesses should avoid adopting a universal approach to automation. The appropriate balance between technology and human interaction is likely to differ between fast-food, casual dining, cafés, pubs and higher-end hospitality. For example, self-service technologies may enhance speed in high-volume environments, whereas recommendations, reassurance and relationship-building may be more valuable within full-service settings. Yang et al. (2024) demonstrates that both interaction quality and outcome quality shape customers’ responses to robotic service, suggesting that the value of automation depends not only on whether a task is completed successfully, but also on the quality of the service interaction itself. Technology investment should therefore be based on customer expectations and the purpose of each stage of the journey rather than technological capability alone. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc240964734]Move personalisation beyond technology. 
Personalisation strategies should combine customer data with employee judgement. Businesses can use information such as preferences, previous visits and dietary requirements to support more relevant service, but employees should retain the ability to respond flexibly to individual circumstances. This would help address the gap identified between customers receiving an adapted service and genuinely feeling recognised as individuals. Tomczyk et al. (2022) demonstrate that customers differ considerably in their personalisation expectations, identifying distinct customer types with different preferences regarding personalised hospitality offerings.
4. [bookmark: _Toc240964735]Invest in human connection through employee development.
Training should place greater emphasis on interpersonal capabilities, including active listening, empathy, communication and authentic engagement, alongside operational skills, given the strength of staff friendliness and human connection within the findings, businesses should recognise these behaviours as strategic contributors to customer value rather than simply elements of service etiquette. Wang (2020) found that employees’ emotional labour and work engagement were associated with service quality, demonstrating that the quality of hospitality service depends not only on employees completing tasks effectively, but also on how they manage and engage within interpersonal service encounters. 
5. [bookmark: _Toc240964736]Measure customer value beyond operational performance. 
Hospitality businesses should assess customer experience using a balanced set of measures covering efficiency, personalisation and human connection. Operational indicators such as waiting times and transaction speed should be considered alongside measures of satisfaction, perceived personal attention, staff interaction and intention to return. This would provide a more complete understanding of whether efficiency improvements are actually creating greater customer value. Glaveli et al. (2023), using more than 150,000 hotel ratings, demonstrate that the importance of different aspects of the guest experience varies across destinations and that importance–performance analysis can help identify where quality improvements are likely to have the greatest impact on customer satisfaction.
6. [bookmark: _Toc240964737]Regularly review the balance between efficiency and experience.
Customer expectations are not static, and businesses should regularly gather customer feedback to assess whether technological and operational changes are improving or diminishing the overall experience. This could be achieved through short post-visit surveys, digital feedback and direct employee observations. Kim et al. (2021) found that the COVID-19 pandemic influenced customers’ preferences for robot versus human service in hotels, demonstrating that external circumstances can alter how customers evaluate technology-enabled and human service encounters. A continuous review process would therefore allow businesses to refine the customer journey as expectations and technologies develop. 
	Collectively, these recommendations suggest that competitive advantage on post-pandemic hospitality is unlikely to come from maximising either technology or human interaction in isolation. Instead, businesses should strategically determine where efficiency creates value, where personalisation adds relevance, and where human connection creates differentiation. 

[bookmark: _Toc240964738]5.7 Recommendations for Future Research
Several opportunities for future research arise from the findings and limitations of this study.
1. [bookmark: _Toc240964739]Replicate the study using larger and more representative samples.
Future research should use larger probability-based samples to improve generalisability across the hospitality industry. The present sample of 80 provides useful insight but cannot be assumed to represent the wider customer population. This is particularly relevant given the potential effects of response bias and sampling limitations (Yüksel, 2017). Future studies should also seek greater demographic balance and examine whether customer characteristics influence evaluations of operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection. Torres, Fu and Lehto (2014) found gender differences in the aspects of hotel service most likely to generate customer delight, suggesting that demographic characteristics may shape perceptions of customer value. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc240964740]Investigate changes in customer expectations over time. 
As hospitality technology and customer expectations continue to develop, longitudinal research could examine whether the balance between efficiency and human interaction changes over time. Wirtz et al. (2018) highlight the transformative potential of service robots in frontline service, while Belanche et al. (2020) identify customer responses to robotic service as an important area for further investigation. Longitudinal research would address the limitation of the present cross-sectional design and provide greater insight into how post-pandemic expectations evolve as AI, self-service and automated communication become increasingly common.
3. [bookmark: _Toc240964741]Compare different hospitality contexts.
Further research should investigate whether the relative importance of operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection varies between hospitality settings. Comparative studies across quick-service, casual dining, pubs, hotels and fine dining could identify where automation creates value and where human interaction remains particularly important. Moriuchi and Murdy (2024) found that customer acceptance of service robots differed between casual and fine-dining contexts, supporting the need to examine how service expectations vary across hospitality settings. This would build on the present finding that the appropriate balance may be context dependent. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc240964742]Examine the technology-human interaction more closely. 
Future research could examine which stages of the customer journey customers are most willing to automate and where human interaction remains most valuable. Kim and So (2024) demonstrate that customer experiences are shaped by multiple touchpoints, including technological interfaces and customer-to-employee interactions, supporting further investigation into when and where technology should be balanced with interpersonal service. Qualitative interviews or observational research could provide deeper insight into these preferences and help hospitality businesses design more context-sensitive customer experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc240964743]5.8 Chapter Conclusion
This study set out to investigate how operational efficiency, personalisation and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry. Drawing together the secondary and primary research, the study demonstrates that all three strategic drivers contribute to customer value, but in different and complementary ways. Operational efficiency provides functional value through convenience, speed and reduced friction; personalisation enhances relevance by recognising individual needs; and human connection creates emotional and relational value through genuine and attentive interactions, (Bailey, Gremler and McCollough, 2001). 
	The research objectives have been achieved and the research question answered, with the findings indicating that customer value is not maximised by prioritising one driver in isolation. Instead, the findings support a balanced approach in which technology and efficient processes enhance the customer journey, while personalisation and human interaction preserve the qualities that make hospitality distinctive. This reflects wider research suggesting that technology should complement rather than simply replace human service capabilities (Larivière et al., 2017; Mingotto, Montaguti and Tamma, 2021).
	The study therefore concludes that the future of post-pandemic hospitality should not be defined by how much of the customer journey can be automated, but by how intelligently technology is integrated. Christou et al. (2023) highlights the potential for intelligent automation to support a hybrid service model in which technology and human capabilities work together. Ultimately, the strategic challenge is not choosing between technology and people but understanding where each creates the greatest value.
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Participant Information & Purpose of the Study
Thank you for taking part in this research. This questionnaire forms part of a Master of Business Administration dissertation at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). The purpose of this study is to investigate how operational efficiency, personalisation, and human connection influence perceived customer value within the post-pandemic hospitality industry.
Before deciding whether to take part, please read the information below:
· The questionnaire should take approximately 5–7 minutes to complete.
· You must be 18 years of age or older and have used a hospitality service (such as a restaurant, café, pub, hotel or similar establishment) within the last 12 months.
· Your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may stop completing the questionnaire at any time before submitting your responses.
· Once submitted, your responses cannot be withdrawn as the questionnaire is completed anonymously and individual responses cannot be identified.
· No personally identifiable information will be collected, and all responses will remain anonymous and confidential.
· The information you provide will be used solely for academic research purposes and will be presented in aggregated form (e.g., percentages, tables, charts, and graphs), meaning individual responses cannot be identified.
· All data will be stored securely in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David's research ethics requirements. The data will be retained only for the period necessary to complete the dissertation before being securely deleted.
If you have any questions about this research, please contact:
Researcher: Rebekah Louise Jones - 2205076@student.uwtsd.ac.uk
MBA Student, University of Wales Trinity Saint David 
* Indicates required question

1.Participant Consent
By selecting "Yes" below and continuing with this questionnaire, you confirm that:
> You are 18 years of age or older.
> You have read and understood the information provided above.
> You understand that your participation is voluntary.
> You consent to take part in this research.
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes, I consent to participate in this study.
No, I do not wish to participate.
Hospitality Customer Value Study Questionnaire

2.Participant Consent
By selecting "Yes" below and continuing with this questionnaire, you confirm that:
> You are 18 years of age or older.
> You have read and understood the information provided above.
> You understand that your participation is voluntary.
> You consent to take part in this research.
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes, I consent to participate in this study.
No, I do not wish to participate.

Quick Questions
3.What is your age?
*
Mark only one oval.
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65+
4.What is your gender?
*
Mark only one oval.
Male
Female
Non-Binary
Prefer Not To Say
5.How often do you typically use hospitality services (restaurants, cafés, hotels, pubs, etc.)?
*
Mark only one oval.
Several times a week
About once a week
Several times a month
About once a month
Less than once a month
6.Have you used a hospitality service within the last 12 months?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No (Thank you - Please end the survey here)
7.Which hospitality setting best describes your most recent experience?
*
Mark only one oval.
Café / Coffee Shop
Restaurant (Casual Dining)
Restaurant (Fine Dining)
Hotel
Fast Food / Takeaway
Other:
8.How recently did this experience occur?
*
Mark only one oval.
Within the last week
Within the last month
Within the last 3 months
Within the last 6 months
Within the last 12 months

Tell Me About Your Recent Experience?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
9.I received my food, drink or service quickly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
10.Waiting times were reasonable.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
11.Ordering or checking in was simple and easy.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
12.Any technology used (such as QR codes, self-service kiosks or online ordering) made my visit easier.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
13.Everything during my visit ran smoothly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
14.Overall, the service was convenient.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

Did You Feel The Service Was Personalised?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
15.I felt the service suited my individual needs.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
16.Staff made me feel like an individual rather than just another customer.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
17.Any staff recommendations I received were helpful.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
18.The experience felt personal to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
19.I felt genuinely valued as a customer.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
20.If technology was used, it helped make the experience more relevant to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

How Do You Feel About Your Interaction With Staff and the Service You Received? 
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
21.Staff were friendly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
22.I felt genuinely welcomed.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
23.Staff listened to me and were willing to help.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
24.My interactions with staff felt genuine.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
25.The people I interacted with made the experience more enjoyable.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
26.The staff had a positive impact on my overall experience.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

What Matters Most To You?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
27.I expect hospitality businesses to provide fast and efficient service.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
28.I like hospitality experiences that feel personal.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
29.Friendly staff are important to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
30.I would rather receive fast service than spend time interacting with staff.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
31.Technology should make hospitality experiences easier without replacing personal service.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

How Do You Value Your Overall Experience? 
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
32.I felt the experience was worth what I paid.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
33.The business met my expectations.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
34.Overall, I was satisfied with my care at this visit.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
35.I would visit this business again.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
36.I would recommend this place to my family and friends.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
37.Overall, I felt I received good value for money from this experience.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
*

Quick Questions
43.What is your age?
*
Mark only one oval.
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65+
44.What is your gender?
*
Mark only one oval.
Male
Female
Non-Binary
Prefer Not To Say
45.How often do you typically use hospitality services (restaurants, cafés, hotels, pubs, etc.)?
*
Mark only one oval.
Several times a week
About once a week
Several times a month
About once a month
Less than once a month
46.Have you used a hospitality service within the last 12 months?
*
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No (Thank you - Please end the survey here)
47.Which hospitality setting best describes your most recent experience?
*
Mark only one oval.
Café / Coffee Shop
Restaurant (Casual Dining)
Restaurant (Fine Dining)
Hotel
Fast Food / Takeaway
Other:
48.How recently did this experience occur?
*
Mark only one oval.
Within the last week
Within the last month
Within the last 3 months
Within the last 6 months
Within the last 12 months

Tell Me About Your Recent Experience?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
49.I received my food, drink or service quickly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
50.Waiting times were reasonable.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
51.Ordering or checking in was simple and easy.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
52.Any technology used (such as QR codes, self-service kiosks or online ordering) made my visit easier.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
53.Everything during my visit ran smoothly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
54.Overall, the service was convenient.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

Did You Feel The Service Was Personalised?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
55.I felt the service suited my individual needs.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
56.Staff made me feel like an individual rather than just another customer.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
57.Any staff recommendations I received were helpful.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
58.The experience felt personal to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
59.I felt genuinely valued as a customer.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
60.If technology was used, it helped make the experience more relevant to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

How Do You Feel About Your Interaction With Staff and the Service You Received? 
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
61.Staff were friendly.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
62.I felt genuinely welcomed.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
63.Staff listened to me and were willing to help.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
64.My interactions with staff felt genuine.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
65.The people I interacted with made the experience more enjoyable.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
66.The staff had a positive impact on my overall experience.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

What Matters Most To You?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
67.I expect hospitality businesses to provide fast and efficient service.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
68.I like hospitality experiences that feel personal.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
69.
Friendly staff are important to me.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
70.
I would rather receive fast service than spend time interacting with staff.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
71.
Technology should make hospitality experiences easier without replacing personal service.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

How Do You Value Your Overall Experience? 
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions and indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
72.I felt the experience was worth what I paid.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
73.The business met my expectations.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
74.Overall, I was satisfied with my care at this visit.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
75.I would visit this business again.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
76.I would recommend this place to my family and friends.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree
77.Overall, I felt I received good value for money from this experience.
*
Mark only one oval.
Strongly Disagree 
1
2
3
4
5
Strongly Agree

What Else Can You Tell Me About Your Recent Experience?
Please think about your most recent hospitality experience when answering the following questions.
78.What had the biggest impact on your overall experience? Why?
*
79.Which of the following do you value most when visiting a restaurant, café, hotel or similar business?
> Fast and efficient service
> A personalised experience
> Friendly and helpful staff
> Other (Please Specify)
Please tell me why you chose this option.
*
80.Can you describe something that made your most recent hospitality experience particularly positive or particularly negative?
*
81.Do you think technology (such as QR code menus, apps or self-service ordering) has improved or reduced the quality of hospitality experiences? Please explain your answer.
*
82.If you could change one thing about your most recent hospitality experience to make it more valuable, what would it be? Please explain your answer.
*
Bottom of Form

[bookmark: _Toc240964748]Appendix B – The Open-Ended Responses 
B.1 Human Connection and the Importance of Staff
	Theme
	Evidence from respondents
	Interpretation

	Staff friendliness
	“Friendly staff”; “Good customer service”; “The friendliness of the staff”
	Staff friendliness and customer service were repeatedly identified as important influences on the overall experience.

	Feeling recognised
	“It still felt as though they had time for every customer”; “Made me feel like I wasn’t just another table they had that day”
	Customers valued feeling recognised and receiving individual attention, particularly in busy hospitality environments.

	Genuine interaction
	“A face-to-face interaction where you can talk and have a conversation with the employee”
	Face-to-face interaction was valued as part of a meaningful hospitality experience.

	Staff influence on experience
	“Staff can elevate even the most mundane of experiences”
	Positive staff interactions could enhance otherwise ordinary experiences.

	Negative staff experiences
	Poor customer service “can prevent me ever going again no matter how good everything else is.”
	Negative staff interactions could substantially affect overall evaluations and future intentions.



B.2 Operational Efficiency and the Importance of Time
	Theme
	Evidence from respondents
	Interpretation

	Speed of service
	“The speed of service was exceptional”; “Being attended to quickly makes a good impression.”
	Prompt service was associated with positive customer impressions.

	Waiting times
	“Waiting around to have a seat or be attended to at your seat leaves a bad impression.”
	Excessive waiting was associated with negative experiences.

	Efficiency and human interaction
	“Fast service and friendly staff”
	Respondents valued efficiency alongside interpersonal service rather than necessarily viewing the two as alternatives.

	Technology and staff working together
	“Together well”
	Technology could be positively perceived when supporting staff and service delivery.

	Service failures
	Forgotten orders, lengthy waits, unavailable products and difficulties obtaining assistance were identified in negative experiences.
	Operational problems could contribute to dissatisfaction and weakened service experiences.



B.3 Personalisation and Feeling Valued
	Theme
	Evidence from respondents
	Interpretation

	Individual recognition
	“Seen as an individual”
	Customers valued being recognised as individuals rather than being treated solely as transactions.

	Attention to individual needs
	“Human interaction and attention to detail make me feel valued”
	Personal attention contributed to feelings of customer value.

	Special occasions
	Staff “did everything in their power to make our experience memorable.”
	Efforts to recognise special occasions could create memorable experiences.

	Dietary requirements
	“Dietary requirements were ignored, staff seemed inconvenienced by it.”
	Failure to recognise individual needs could negatively affect the customer experience.

	Accurate accommodation of needs
	As a “fussy eater”, staff “listened and got every bit of my order correct.”
	Listening and accurately responding to individual requirements were valued as forms of personalisation.



B.4 Technology: Efficiency Versus Human Connection
	Theme
	Evidence from respondents
	Interpretation

	Convenience and efficiency
	QR ordering “made it very efficient, no queuing at the bar”
	Technology could improve convenience and reduce waiting.

	Customer control
	“Take my time to browse the menu and order at my own leisure without feeling rushed.”
	Technology could provide greater control and flexibility during ordering.

	Reduced personalisation
	“Both, improved speed and efficiency, reduced personalised experiences.”
	Some respondents perceived a trade-off between technological efficiency and personalisation.

	Context-dependent value
	“Self-service ordering in a fast-food restaurant is very helpful”
	The perceived value of technology varied according to the hospitality context.

	Reduced human interaction
	QR codes in casual/fine-dining restaurants had “reduced the quality due to the lack of human-to-human interaction”
	Technology could negatively affect perceived hospitality when it displaced interpersonal interaction.

	Technology failure
	“Technology wasn’t working, staff were useless”
	Technical problems, particularly when combined with inadequate staff assistance, could contribute to dissatisfaction.



B.5 Overall Customer Value
	Theme
	Evidence from respondents
	Interpretation

	Combined efficiency and interaction
	“Fast service and friendly staff”
	Strong experiences could involve both operational efficiency and human connection.

	Human connection and value
	“Human interaction and attention to detail make me feel valued”
	Interpersonal attention contributed to customers' perceptions of value.

	Technology as a supporting tool
	Technology was positively described when it improved convenience without removing personal service.
	Technology appeared most positively valued when it supported rather than replaced the human aspects of hospitality.

	Complementary drivers
	Responses demonstrated recurring links between efficiency, personalisation, technology and human interaction.
	The qualitative findings support the interpretation that the three strategic drivers can operate in complementary rather than mutually exclusive ways.
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C.1 Operational Efficiency
	Questionnaire statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)
	Agree/Strongly Agree

	I received my food, drink or service quickly.
	4.06
	1.03
	73.8%

	Waiting times were reasonable.
	4.13
	1.02
	77.5%

	Ordering/checking in was simple and easy.
	4.48
	0.75
	86.3%

	Technology made my visit easier.
	3.58
	1.42
	57.5%

	Everything during my visit ran smoothly.
	4.30
	0.94
	83.8%

	Overall, the service was convenient.
	4.44
	0.88
	86.3%


C.2 Personalisation
	Questionnaire statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)
	Agree/Strongly Agree

	Service suited my individual needs.
	4.09
	1.05
	78.8%

	Staff made me feel like an individual.
	3.71
	1.16
	56.3%

	Staff recommendations were helpful.
	3.60
	1.18
	50.0%

	Experience felt personal.
	3.34
	1.27
	47.5%

	I felt genuinely valued as a customer.
	3.69
	1.20
	55.0%

	Technology made the experience more relevant.
	3.61
	1.31
	56.3%


C.3 Human Connection
	Questionnaire statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)
	Agree/Strongly Agree

	Staff were friendly.
	4.48
	0.74
	85.0%

	I felt genuinely welcomed.
	4.13
	0.97
	65.0%

	Staff listened and were willing to help.
	4.29
	0.99
	72.5%

	Interactions with staff felt genuine.
	4.28
	0.88
	72.5%

	People I interacted with made the experience more enjoyable.
	4.19
	1.03
	66.3%

	Staff had a positive impact on overall experience.
	4.15
	1.07
	65.0%


C.4 Customer Expectations
	Questionnaire statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)
	Agree/Strongly Agree

	Expect fast and efficient service.
	4.18
	0.99
	75.0%

	Like experiences that feel personal.
	4.26
	0.88
	81.3%

	Friendly staff are important.
	4.66
	0.64
	93.8%

	Prefer fast service over staff interaction.
	3.42
	1.18
	45.0%

	Technology should improve ease without replacing personal service.
	4.03
	1.25
	72.5%


C.5 Perceived Customer Value
	Questionnaire statement
	Mean (M)
	Standard deviation (SD)
	Agree/Strongly Agree

	Experience was worth what I paid.
	4.11
	1.01
	77.5%

	Business met my expectations.
	4.24
	0.99
	75.0%

	Overall satisfaction.
	4.31
	0.95
	77.5%

	Would visit this business again.
	4.49
	0.86
	86.3%

	Would recommend to family/friends.
	4.25
	1.05
	80.0%

	Received good value for money.
	4.16
	1.06
	77.5%


C.6 Calculation Method
Mean Scores
Mean = Σx / n
Where Σx represents the total of all response scores and n represents the number of valid responses.
The mean (average) score was calculated by adding together the numerical scores assigned to all valid responses and dividing the total by the number of valid responses.
Standard Deviation
Standard deviation = √[Σ(x − x̄)² / (n − 1)]
Where Σ represents the sum of the calculations, x represents each individual response score, x̄ represents the mean score, and n represents the number of valid responses.
Standard deviation (SD) was calculated to indicate the variation in responses around the mean. A smaller standard deviation indicates that responses were more closely grouped around the mean, whereas a larger standard deviation indicates greater variation.
Percentage Agreement
Percentage agreement = [(Agree + Strongly Agree) ÷ Number of valid responses] × 100
Where Agree + Strongly Agree represents the combined number of respondents selecting either response, and the number of valid responses represents the total number of respondents included in the calculation.
Percentage agreement was calculated by combining the number of respondents selecting ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly Agree’, dividing this total by the number of valid responses, and multiplying by 100.
For example, the ordering/check-in measure received a mean score of 4.48 (SD = 0.75). Of the 80 valid responses, 86.3% selected either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’, indicating a high level of agreement with the statement. These calculations underpin the descriptive statistics reported throughout Chapter 4.
Note: Percentages may not total exactly 100% due to rounding.
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Participant Consent By selecting "Yes" below and continuing with this questionnaire, you confirm
that: > You are 18 years of age or older. > You have...untary. > You consent to take part in this research.
80 responses

fes, | consent to participate in this study.
@ No, I do not wish to participate.
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How often do you typically use hospitality services (restaurants, cafés, hotels, pubs, etc.)?
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How recently did this experience occur?
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Which hospitality setting best describes your most recent experience?
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