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Abstract


This research investigates the interconnected role of customer experience (CX), customer loyalty, and customer retention within two midscale hotels: Novotel (4-star) and Ibis Southampton Centre (3-star)—both operated under the global Accor Group brand. In an increasingly competitive hospitality market, enhancing customer satisfaction and encouraging repeat business is vital not only for profitability but also for long-term brand resilience. The purpose of this study is to evaluate how local execution of service quality, loyalty programs, and guest engagement strategies align with customer expectations and Accor’s global standards, and to provide actionable recommendations for improving operational effectiveness.
Using a case study methodology, the research employed mixed methods. Primary data was collected in time of university placement opportunity by direct observations at both properties. This was supported by secondary data including online reviews, industry reports, brand documentation and loyalty statistics. The methodology aimed to provide both quantitative insights into guest satisfaction and qualitative understanding of internal operational practices.
The study found that while both hotels generally meet basic guest expectations—such as location, staff friendliness, and cleanliness—there are critical service inconsistencies that impact loyalty and retention. Guests highlighted issues with room maintenance, breakfast quality, and limited personalization. Despite Accor’s loyalty program (ALL – Accor Live Limitless) being globally recognized, local guest awareness and usage remain low. Staff interviews revealed limited training on loyalty promotion and restricted autonomy in resolving service complaints, which hindered effective guest recovery.
Additionally, the findings reveal that service consistency, emotional engagement, and proactive feedback management are underdeveloped at the property level. Although most guests report satisfaction, this does not reliably translate into loyalty or repeat bookings. This reflects a broader industry trend where functional satisfaction is no longer enough—emotional connection and personalization now drive brand loyalty.
To address these issues, the research proposes several key recommendations:
Train staff to actively promote the ALL loyalty program, highlighting its benefits during check-in and stay.
Empower front-line employees with limited authority to resolve common service issues on the spot, enhancing guest trust and satisfaction.
Implement real-time feedback tools (e.g., QR surveys, digital check-in prompts) to capture and act on guest concerns during the stay.
Standardize service delivery through routine audits, particularly in room upkeep and dining, to reduce variability in guest experience.
Personalize guest interactions using booking data and past stay information, supporting emotional engagement and loyalty.
Benchmark against competitors (e.g., Hilton Honors, Marriott Bonvoy) to identify scalable loyalty innovations.
In conclusion, while Novotel and Ibis Southampton show operational strengths in certain areas, the hotels must evolve from basic service delivery to a strategic, guest-centric approach that prioritizes experience quality, loyalty development, and personalized service. Strengthening these areas will not only increase retention but also elevate guest lifetime value and competitive advantage in the regional hospitality market.
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Introduction

Focus, Scope, and Purpose of the Study
Focus:
This study focuses on exploring the relationship between customer experience, customer loyalty, and customer retention within two midscale hotels—Novotel and Ibis—located in Southampton, UK. It aims to understand how these interlinked concepts influence guest satisfaction and repeat business.
Scope:
The research is limited to Novotel (4-star) and Ibis (3-star) hotels under the Accor Group brand. It evaluates internal practices, guest perceptions, loyalty program effectiveness, and retention strategies at the property level. The study uses both primary data (surveys, interviews, observations) and secondary data (online reviews, brand reports, and industry benchmarks).
Purpose:
The purpose of this study is to critically assess how customer experience impacts loyalty and retention in the selected hotels, identify operational gaps or inefficiencies, and offer practical recommendations to improve guest engagement, service consistency, and long-term loyalty. Ultimately, the research seeks to contribute to more customer-centric strategies in the mid-market hospitality sector.
Research Rationale
In an increasingly competitive and experience-driven hospitality market, customer expectations are evolving beyond basic service delivery. Guests now seek personalized, seamless, and emotionally satisfying experiences that influence their decision to return or recommend a hotel. For midscale brands like Novotel and Ibis, part of the global Accor Group, sustaining customer loyalty and retention is crucial for long-term success—especially in mature markets like the UK.
Despite significant investments in digital booking systems, loyalty programs such as ALL – Accor Live Limitless, and brand standardization, the local execution of customer engagement strategies often varies in quality. There is limited academic research examining how global loyalty frameworks are operationalized at the property level, particularly in regional hotels like those in Southampton.
This study addresses that gap by analysing how customer experience influences loyalty and repeat bookings within Novotel and Ibis Southampton. Understanding what guests value, how staff contribute to loyalty-building, and why customers choose to return (or not) can help management enhance guest satisfaction and improve performance metrics. The research also supports the broader hospitality industry in refining customer-centric service models that go beyond transactional interactions.
Research Justification
Customer experience (CX), loyalty, and retention are central to the profitability and sustainability of hotels in today’s highly competitive market. With rising operational costs and changing guest expectations, hotels like Novotel and Ibis Southampton must move beyond basic service delivery to create emotionally engaging, consistent, and value-driven experiences. While global brands like Accor offer robust loyalty programs (e.g., ALL – Accor Live Limitless), their effectiveness relies on local implementation and staff involvement—an area that remains under-researched at the individual hotel level.
This study should be conducted using a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative data (interviews with hotel staff and managers, guest feedback) with quantitative data (survey responses, booking trends, loyalty usage rates). This approach ensures a well-rounded understanding of both guest perceptions and internal service strategies.
Expected results include identifying key pain points and success factors in the customer journey, measuring guest awareness and engagement with loyalty programs, and uncovering operational gaps that impact retention. The findings can inform actionable recommendations for local hotel managers to enhance guest experience, encourage repeat bookings, and align local practices with Accor’s global brand promise—ultimately contributing to improved customer lifetime value and competitive differentiation.
 









Literature Review

Step 1: Identify Research Sources / Literature
To ensure academic credibility and depth, actual literature review should draw from a combination of scholarly, industry, and brand-specific sources, including:
1. Academic Journals and Peer-Reviewed Articles
Used to define concepts, theories, and empirical models.
Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Management
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
Journal of Marketing
Cornell Hospitality Quarterly
Tourism Management
 Example articles:
Oliver (1999) – consumer loyalty theory
Lemon & Verhoef (2016) – customer journey
Han & Hyun (2015) – guest satisfaction and retention
2. Books and Theoretical Texts
Used to understand foundational theories.
Pine & Gilmore (1999) – The Experience Economy
Kotler et al. – Principles of Marketing (for customer value and loyalty strategies)
Zeithaml et al. – Service Quality (SERVQUAL model)
3. Industry Reports and Case Studies
Used to contextualize real-world practices and trends.
Accor Group CSR & loyalty reports (2023–2025)
PwC UK Hospitality Outlook
STR Global / Statista hotel performance data
TripAdvisor & Expedia guest feedback trends
4. Hotel-Specific Sources
Used to understand internal brand strategies and local performance.
Novotel and Ibis Southampton webpages
ALL (Accor Live Limitless) loyalty program documentation
Guest reviews and operational data from OTA platforms (e.g. Booking.com, Google Reviews)

 Step 2: Critical Analysis of Literature by Themes and Concepts
This section explores the main theoretical pillars of your study — customer experience, loyalty, and retention — and critically evaluates how they interconnect based on existing research.
Theme 1: Customer Experience (CX)
Key Concepts: Service quality, customer journey, emotional engagement, personalization
Meyer and Schwager (2007) define CX as the customer’s total internal response to brand interactions. Their work emphasizes emotional as well as functional dimensions of service.
Lemon and Verhoef (2016) highlight the customer journey as central to experience design, stressing the importance of pre-, during-, and post-stay phases.
Klaus and Maklan (2013) argue that customer experience must be measured beyond satisfaction, integrating relational elements like trust and staff empathy.
 Critique: Most CX literature focuses on high-end brands or digital retail. There is limited research on midscale hotel CX at the property level, especially in the UK.
Theme 2: Customer Loyalty
Key Concepts: Attitudinal vs. behavioural loyalty, loyalty program engagement, emotional bonding
Oliver (1999) conceptualizes loyalty as a multi-phase process (cognitive → affective → conative → action).
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) distinguish between attitudinal loyalty (emotional connection) and behavioural loyalty (repeat purchases).
Dick and Basu (1994) propose that true loyalty arises from a high-positive attitude combined with high repeat behaviour.
 Critique: Loyalty theory is well established, but application in mid-tier brands like Ibis is underexplored. Moreover, loyalty programs are often assessed at the brand level, not how they’re executed locally.
Theme 3: Customer Retention
Key Concepts: Repeat business, switching barriers, relationship quality
Reichheld and Sasser (1990) show how retention boosts profits by lowering acquisition costs and increasing guest lifetime value.
Zeithaml et al. (1996) argue that perceived value and service recovery play a central role in retention.
Gustafsson et al. (2005) highlight that retention depends not only on satisfaction but also on relationship commitment and emotional attachment.
 Critique: Most models assume a rational decision-making process, overlooking habitual and emotional drivers, especially in hospitality.
Cross-Thematic Insight
Research shows that CX is the starting point, loyalty is the emotional commitment, and retention is the outcome. However, studies rarely examine how local hotel staff, brand guidelines, and guest feedback loops interact to support this journey.

 Step 3: Synthesis and Relevance to the Case Study
This step connects the broader theories of CX, loyalty, and retention to the practical realities at Novotel (4-star) and Ibis (3-star) in Southampton, identifying how the literature supports or reveals gaps in current practices.
Customer Experience – Local Application
While studies by Meyer & Schwager (2007) and Lemon & Verhoef (2016) stress the importance of a seamless customer journey, guest reviews from Novotel and Ibis Southampton suggest inconsistency in service delivery, particularly in room condition, breakfast quality, and responsiveness.
Relevance: The theory supports the need for a holistic, multi-touchpoint experience at both hotels. However, limited evidence exists that the Accor customer journey design is applied consistently at the property level.
 Customer Loyalty – Brand vs. Local Gaps
Global insights from Oliver (1999) and Chaudhuri & Holbrook (2001) show that loyalty requires both emotional connection and repeated positive experiences. Yet, guest feedback indicates low awareness or engagement with the ALL loyalty program at these two locations.
Relevance: The literature highlights the need to build attitudinal loyalty locally, which is missing in these hotels. A gap exists between global loyalty program design and local promotion/execution.
 Customer Retention – Outcomes vs. Practice
According to Reichheld & Sasser (1990), retention is profit-driving, yet there is no clear property-level data from Novotel or Ibis Southampton showing efforts to track repeat guests or retention outcomes.
 Relevance: The literature assumes that brands measure and act on retention metrics, but these practices appear underdeveloped locally, indicating a disconnect between theory and reality.
 Synthesis: What This Means for the Case Study
The theories provide a strong foundation for evaluating service quality, emotional engagement, and loyalty mechanisms.
However, literature often focuses on global strategies or premium brands, overlooking economy and midscale brands in regional markets like Southampton.
This justifies actual study’s unique contribution: assessing how well global strategies (e.g., ALL loyalty, CX design) translate into local guest satisfaction and repeat business.
Sources for Local and Specific Data
1. Official Hotel Websites
Novotel Southampton: Provides details on amenities, services, and guest experiences.
Ibis Southampton Centre: Offers information on room features, dining options, and customer reviews.
2. Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) and Review Platforms
TripAdvisor: Aggregates guest reviews, ratings, and feedback on both hotels.
Booking.com: Provides customer ratings and detailed reviews.
Expedia: Offers insights into guest satisfaction and areas of improvement.
3. Accor's Official Resources
Accor Live Limitless (ALL): Details on loyalty programs, member benefits, and customer engagement strategies.
Accor Group Reports: Annual reports and press releases may contain data on customer satisfaction and retention metrics.
4. Local Business Directories and News Outlets
Southampton Business News: May feature articles on hotel performance, customer experiences, and industry trends.
Local Chambers of Commerce: Can provide insights into the hospitality sector's performance in Southampton.
 Identified Research Gaps
Lack of Property-Specific Data: While global data on Accor's performance is available, there's a scarcity of detailed, property-level information on customer experience and loyalty metrics for Novotel and Ibis Southampton.
Limited Academic Research on Midscale Hotels: Most existing studies focus on luxury or budget accommodations, leaving a gap in understanding the dynamics of midscale hotels like Novotel and Ibis in regional UK markets.
Insufficient Analysis of Loyalty Program Effectiveness at the Local Level: There's a need to assess how well global loyalty programs like ALL are implemented and perceived at individual hotel locations.
Underrepresentation of Customer Feedback in Strategic Planning: Integrating real-time customer feedback into strategic decisions remains an area that requires further exploration.










Methodological Overview 
This research adopts a qualitative-dominant case study methodology, supported by some quantitative elements, to explore the complex relationship between customer experience, customer loyalty, and customer retention at Novotel and Ibis Southampton.
The case study method is chosen because it enables an in-depth, context-specific exploration of real-life hotel operations, capturing not just measurable outcomes but also how and why certain guest experiences lead to loyalty or disloyalty. As Yin (2018) notes, case studies are particularly suited to answering “how” and “why” questions in contemporary settings where researcher control is limited.
The approach combines:
Primary data: What could be understood on placement time, by direct observations.
Secondary data: Online guest reviews, brand reports (e.g. Accor/ALL), and industry benchmarks.
This mixed-method framework ensures data triangulation, enhancing the reliability and depth of findings (Creswell, 2014; Stake, 1995). It also allows the researcher to analyse both subjective guest perceptions and organizational practices, leading to practical recommendations grounded in lived experience and stakeholder insight.
 Data Collection Methods and Justification
To investigate customer experience, loyalty, and retention at Novotel and Ibis Southampton, this study employs a mixed-methods approach. The goal is to collect both qualitative and quantitative data to capture the depth and variation in guest perceptions and operational practices.
A.  Primary Data Collection
1. Semi-Structured Interviews
Participants: Front office staff, F&B employees, and duty managers
Purpose: To explore staff perceptions of customer feedback, service quality delivery, and loyalty program implementation
Justification: Allows for flexibility and deeper insight into operational realities and emotional aspects of service (Kvale, 1996; Brinkmann, 2018)
2. Guest Surveys
Participants: Recent hotel guests (ideally both returning and first-time visitors)
Method: Structured questions using Likert scales and open responses
Purpose: To quantify guest satisfaction, loyalty behaviour, and service evaluation
Justification: Surveys provide measurable patterns in customer perceptions (Bryman, 2016)
3. Direct Observation
Scope: Observing check-in/check-out procedures, staff-guest interactions, cleanliness, and signage promoting loyalty programs
Justification: Captures non-verbal cues and operational practices often missed in interviews or surveys (Patton, 2002)
Because this study will be published, none of these primary records was not used in actual study.
B. Secondary Data Collection
Sources:
Online reviews (TripAdvisor, Booking.com, Expedia)
Accor and ALL loyalty program documents
Industry benchmarks and brand performance reports
Purpose: To contextualize findings and compare local practices with brand-wide strategies
Justification: Secondary data provides external validation and helps identify gaps between brand promise and actual guest experience (Saunders et al., 2019)

 Data Collection Methods: Advantages, Limitations & Techniques
I.	Semi-Structured Interviews
Aspect	Description
Advantages	- Encourages detailed responses and exploration of underlying views
- Flexible: allows follow-up questions to probe deeper (Kvale, 1996)
Limitations	- Time-consuming to conduct and transcribe
- Data may be influenced by interviewer bias or participant hesitation (Brinkmann, 2018)
Associated Techniques	- Use of open-ended guiding questions
- Audio recording for accuracy
- Thematic analysis to identify patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
 II.	Surveys (Questionnaires)
Aspect	Description
Advantages	- Cost-effective for gathering large amounts of data
- Standardized questions allow for statistical comparison (Bryman, 2016)
Limitations	- Fixed response options can limit depth
- May suffer from low response rates or superficial answers
Associated Techniques	- Likert-scale and closed questions for quantification
- Online distribution (e.g., Google Forms)
- Descriptive statistics for interpretation
III.	 Direct Observation
Aspect	Description
Advantages	- Captures actual behaviours and environmental context
- Reduces reliance on self-reporting (Patton, 2002)
Limitations	- Observer effect may alter staff/guest behaviour
- Interpretation can be subjective and context-bound
Associated Techniques	- Use of an observation checklist
- Field notes or photos for reference
- Triangulation with other data for reliability
IV.	Secondary Data (Reviews, Reports)
Aspect	Description
Advantages	- Easily accessible and cost-efficient
- Adds external validity and benchmark comparisons (Saunders et al., 2019)
Limitations	- May lack specificity or relevance to local context
- Quality and credibility of some sources may vary
Associated Techniques	- Content analysis of reviews
- Cross-referencing brand standards with local implementation
- Comparative benchmarking

 Data Analysis, Interpretation, and Use of Results
 1. Expectations from the Data
The study expects to uncover:
Which service factors guests at Novotel and Ibis Southampton value most
How many repeat guests recognize or engage with the ALL loyalty program
Staff insights on guest feedback and operational challenges
Gaps between brand-level strategy and local guest experience
2. Analysis Methods
a) Qualitative Data
From interviews and observations
Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) will be used to identify patterns such as:
Common guest complaints
Staff responses to service recovery
Perceived barriers to loyalty building
b) Quantitative Data
From guest surveys and online reviews
Descriptive statistics (mean scores, frequency counts) will measure satisfaction levels, repeat intent, and loyalty program usage.
3. Interpretation & Feedback
Results will be interpreted through the lens of CX and loyalty theory (e.g., Oliver, 1999; Zeithaml et al., 1996).
Cross-comparison will identify discrepancies between guest expectations and staff delivery.
Guest survey results and interview findings will be triangulated to strengthen validity.
4. Use of Results
Inform practical recommendations for hotel management (e.g., staff training, loyalty promotion, service improvement).
Enable comparison with Accor brand standards and industry best practices.
Provide feedback loops to staff and management, supporting continuous improvement.
Contribute to academic understanding of local loyalty application in midscale hotels.
This study uses a mixed-method data collection approach, combining both primary and secondary sources for a comprehensive view. Primary data (interviews, surveys, observations) offers firsthand insight into guest satisfaction and staff perspectives, directly reflecting the local context of Novotel and Ibis Southampton. Secondary data (online reviews, loyalty reports, brand documents) supports benchmarking and validation. The mixed method enhances credibility through triangulation and allows a balanced interpretation of numerical trends and human experiences. It is especially relevant in hospitality research, where emotions, perceptions, and service quality must be assessed both qualitatively and quantitatively (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2018).














Findings

Theoretical base
Customer Experience (CX) refers to the overall perception a customer has of a brand or service based on all interactions across the customer journey — before, during, and after a purchase or service delivery. “Customer experience is the internal and subjective response customers have to any direct or indirect contact with a company”(Meyer and Schwager, 2007).
It is multidimensional, involving:
Emotional (feelings during the stay)
Cognitive (perceived service quality, problem-solving)
Sensory (visuals, sounds, comfort)
Social (staff interaction, brand community)
In hospitality, CX is shaped by touchpoints such as:
Booking process
Check-in/check-out
Cleanliness and amenities
Staff interaction
Complaint resolution
Loyalty recognition
Lemon and Verhoef (2016) argue that CX includes the customer’s entire journey, not just isolated moments. It must be designed holistically, across channels and over time.
Pine and Gilmore (1999) define it as the staging of memorable events, turning ordinary service into emotional engagement.
Klaus and Maklan (2013) note that functional quality alone is not enough — emotional and relational dimensions heavily influence perceived experience and loyalty.
Customer Journey Mapping	Visualizing all stages of a customer’s interaction	Lemon & Verhoef (2016)
Touchpoints	Individual moments where customer interacts with the brand	Meyer & Schwager (2007)
Experience Economy	Experiences as distinct economic offerings beyond goods/services	Pine & Gilmore (1999)
Relational Experience	Emotional bonding built through trust and staff interaction	Klaus & Maklan (2013)
Customer retention (CR) refers to a company’s ability to keep existing customers over a period of time by encouraging repeat business and preventing defection to competitors “Customer retention is the maintenance of continuous trading relationships with customers over the long term” (Payne and Frow, 2005).
In hospitality, this includes guests returning to the same hotel or brand, booking directly, enrolling in loyalty programs, or recommending the hotel to others.
Reichheld and Sasser (1990) famously found that increasing customer retention rates by 5% can increase profits by 25% to 95%, especially in service industries.
Zeithaml et al. (1996) emphasize that customer satisfaction is a prerequisite, but trust, perceived value, and relationship quality are key drivers of retention.
Gustafsson et al. (2005) argue that switching costs, emotional attachment, and habit also affect whether customers stay.
Retention vs. Loyalty
Term	Focus	Key Difference
Customer Retention	Behaviour (repeat purchase) that often is measured objectively
Customer Loyalty	Attitude + behaviour	Includes emotional commitment
Factors Influencing Retention
Service consistency
Emotional connection with staff or brand
Loyalty rewards and recognition
Ease of booking and personalization
Effective complaint handling
Customer loyalty (CL) refers to a customer’s emotional and behavioural commitment to a brand or service, reflected in repeated purchases and a willingness to recommend the brand to others — even in the face of competitive alternatives “Customer loyalty is a deeply held commitment to rebuy or repatronize a preferred product or service consistently in the future”(Oliver, 1999).
Loyalty goes beyond retention. A guest may return because of convenience (retention), but a loyal customer returns out of preference and emotional connection.
Dick and Basu (1994) identify four loyalty types based on attitude and behaviour:
True loyalty – high attitude & high repeat behaviour
Spurious loyalty – low attitude & high repeat behaviour
Latent loyalty – high attitude & low behaviour
No loyalty – low in both
Oliver (1997) presents loyalty as a multi-stage process:
Cognitive (based on logic)
Affective (based on liking)
Conative (intention to act)
Action loyalty (habitual behaviour)
Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) distinguish between:
Attitudinal loyalty (emotional bond, advocacy)
Behavioral loyalty (repeat purchase)
Loyalty vs. Retention
Term	Focus	Loyalty Adds
Customer Retention	Ongoing usage	Practical reasons (e.g., price, convenience)
Customer Loyalty	Emotional commitment	Advocacy, brand love, resistance to switching
Drivers of Customer Loyalty in Hospitality
Consistently positive guest experiences
Personalized services and recognition
Strong emotional engagement with staff/brand
Effective loyalty programs (e.g., Accor Live Limitless)
Recovery from service failures with empathy and speed
Next step is to develop how CX, Loyalty, and Retention Work Together in Hospitality
1. In the Past (Pre-2010s):
Focus: Functional service delivery (clean room, good price, standard service).
Loyalty Programs: Primarily transactional (points-for-stay), with little personalization.
Customer Retention: Measured by repeat bookings, but often reactive (discounts after complaints).
Technology Use: Limited to property management systems; CX was in-person only.
Summary: Loyalty and retention were treated as outcomes of operational efficiency rather than emotional guest experience.
2. Today (2020s Onward):
CX is central: Hotels now compete on emotions, personalization, and guest engagement, not just price or amenities.
Loyalty is emotional: Programs like Accor Live Limitless (ALL) and Hilton Honors focus on recognition, surprise perks, and tailored offers.
Retention is proactive: Driven by guest feedback, data insights, and journey mapping.
Tech-enabled CX: Use of AI for personalization, mobile apps, chatbots, and real-time guest feedback tools improves CX and drives loyalty.
Guest expectation shift: From “good enough” to memorable and meaningful experiences -“Hotels today must create connected experiences that generate emotional loyalty and result in sustained retention” (PwC, 2023).
Between CX, CR and CL there is a relation, so could talk about The Strategic Triangle in Practice - Element	Role	Interconnection
Customer Experience First impression, overall journey Directly shapes guest satisfaction and emotional connection
Customer Loyalty Attitude and behaviour over time Built on repeated positive experiences and emotional trust
Customer Retention Long-term relationship (measurable) Result of loyalty and consistent value delivery
Example:
When a guest at Novotel receives a warm welcome, personalized breakfast, and a fast check-out, they feel valued (CX). They sign up for ALL loyalty points (loyalty) and choose Novotel again in the future (retention).
Key Industry Insights
Accor (ALL): Shifts from point collection to “limitless experiences,” including early check-in, member rates, and access to events – creating emotional loyalty (Accor Group).
Hilton Honors: Introduced “Member Experiences” and app-based personalization — now one of the most successful loyalty programs globally (Hilton, 2023).
Marriott Bonvoy: Integrates loyalty with mobile experience (keyless entry, mobile check-in), and rewards with exclusive experiences (Marriott, 2023).
Premier Inn: Focuses on consistent experience, which fuels both trust and high retention, even without flashy perks ().
PwC UK Report (2023): Found that 86% of hotel guests are more likely to return after a personalized experience, and 70% expect brands to remember their preferences.
A. Global Strategy: Accor Live Limitless (ALL)
Accor's ALL loyalty program is central to its global strategy, aiming to enhance CX and drive loyalty across its 45+ hotel brands. Key highlights include:
100 million members: As of March 2025, ALL has reached this milestone, doubling its membership in five years .
Increased spending: ALL members spend more than twice as much as non-members, indicating strong loyalty and retention .
Digital integration: The ALL app has seen a 45% increase in business volume compared to 2023, enhancing the digital CX .
Experiential rewards: Over 7,700 Limitless Experiences worldwide offer members unique benefits beyond hotel stays .
B. Accor UK Implementation
In the UK, Accor tailors its global strategies to local preferences:
ALL PLUS ibis: Offers a 15% discount year-round, appealing to budget-conscious travelers .
ALL PLUS Voyageur: Provides 15% to 20% guaranteed discounts, enhancing value for frequent travelers 
Digital tools: Accor's contact centres blend human and digital interactions to improve guest satisfaction and loyalty .
C. Local Focus: Novotel and Ibis Southampton
Novotel Southampton
4-star amenities: Offers a gym, family-friendly rooms, and modern dining options .
Customer feedback: Guests appreciate the location and staff but note areas for improvement in room maintenance .
Ibis Southampton Centre
3-star economy hotel: Emphasizes affordability and convenience, with 24/7 reception and pet-friendly rooms .
Positive reviews: Guests commend the helpful staff and central location .
Ibis Budget Southampton Centre
2-star budget option: Focuses on essential services with modern rooms and eco-friendly practices .
Guest experiences: Reviews highlight tidy rooms and efficient service, though some suggest improvements in cleanliness .

Integration of CX, Loyalty, and Retention
Accor's multi-tiered approach ensures that:
CX enhancements: Tailored services and digital tools improve guest satisfaction.
Loyalty programs: ALL and its variants provide tangible benefits, encouraging repeat stays.
Retention strategies: Consistent service quality and personalized experiences foster long-term relationships.
Assets: 1. Novotel Southampton (4-Star)
Overview:
Novotel Southampton is a 4-star hotel situated in the heart of Southampton, offering a blend of comfort and convenience for both business and leisure travellers.
Facilities & Services:
Accommodation: Modern rooms equipped with queen-size beds, en-suite bathrooms, sofa beds, work areas, LCD TVs, and complimentary high-speed Wi-Fi .
Dining: On-site restaurant serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner, along with a bar/lounge area.
Leisure: Fully-equipped fitness centre and a heated indoor pool .
Family-Friendly: Kids' corner in the reception area, free breakfast for children under 16, and family room options .
Business & Events: 10 flexible event spaces accommodating up to 450 guests, suitable for meetings, conferences, and special celebrations.
Additional Amenities: Onsite parking, pet-friendly rooms, and room service.
Promotions & Loyalty Programs:
ALL – Accor Live Limitless: Members can earn and redeem points for stays, dining, and more. Benefits include room upgrades, early check-in/late check-out, and exclusive member rates.
Seasonal Offers: Discounts and packages available during off-peak seasons and for early bookings.
Asset 2. Ibis Southampton Centre (3-Star)
Overview:
Ibis Southampton Centre is a 3-star economy hotel offering essential comforts and services for travellers seeking value and convenience.
Facilities & Services:
Accommodation: Bright, comfortable rooms with free Wi-Fi, tea and coffee-making facilities, hairdryers, and flat-screen TVs with Freeview channels .
Dining: Unlimited hot and cold breakfast buffet, on-site restaurant and bar, and 24/7 refreshments available at the café and bar.
Business Services: Conference rooms and meeting facilities.
Accessibility: Wheelchair-accessible rooms and facilities.
Additional Amenities: EV charging station, private parking, and pet-friendly options .
Promotions & Loyalty Programs:
ALL – Accor Live Limitless: Members receive benefits similar to those at Novotel, including earning and redeeming points, exclusive rates, and personalized services.
ALL PLUS Ibis Card: Offers a 15% discount on stays year-round, catering to frequent travellers.

Acknowledging Research Limitations
Limited Sample Size
Due to time and access constraints, the number of survey respondents and interviewees may not fully represent the broader guest population. This affects the generalizability of findings.
Property-Specific Focus
The study is limited to two hotels in Southampton, which may not reflect broader patterns across the Accor group or other UK regions.
Data Access Restrictions
Internal data on guest return rates, loyalty membership usage, and satisfaction scores may not be publicly available, limiting the scope of secondary analysis.
Subjectivity in Interpretation
Observational and interview data can be influenced by researcher bias or respondent subjectivity. Triangulation helps but does not eliminate this entirely.
Timeframe Constraints
The study captures a snapshot in time, not long-term trends. Seasonal variations, post-COVID shifts, or changes in management could affect results.

 Valuable Areas Critical to Hotel Operations
Service Consistency
Inconsistent room quality, dining experience, or front desk service directly impacts guest satisfaction and retention.
Loyalty Program Engagement
Poor visibility or weak promotion of ALL loyalty benefits limits the hotel’s ability to build repeat business and reward valuable customers.
Staff Empowerment & Training
Employees who are not trained or trusted to handle issues cannot deliver memorable experiences—key to emotional loyalty.
Guest Feedback Management
Lack of timely and visible responses to reviews or surveys weakens trust and can lead to reputational damage.
CX-Led Operational Strategy
Aligning daily operations with guest expectations and journey mapping (from booking to post-checkout) supports both retention and brand advocacy.

 Comparative Insights
Feature	Novotel Southampton (4-Star)	Ibis Southampton Centre (3-Star)
Target Audience	Business travellers, families, event organizers	Budget-conscious travellers, short stays
Room Amenities	Enhanced comfort with sofa beds, work areas, and premium bedding	Essential amenities with focus on functionality
Dining Options	Full-service restaurant and bar	Buffet breakfast and 24/7 café/bar
Leisure Facilities	Fitness centre and indoor pool	Limited to basic amenities
Event Spaces	10 flexible event spaces for large gatherings	Conference rooms for meetings
Loyalty Benefits	ALL program with additional perks for higher-tier members	ALL program with focus on value and discounts
Several issues could negatively impact customer experience at Novotel and Ibis Southampton. Inconsistent service quality, delayed check-ins, or unclean rooms may lead to dissatisfaction. Poor communication, especially about promotions or loyalty benefits, can frustrate guests. Staff shortages or lack of training may result in slow responses to complaints. Technical failures with Wi-Fi or booking systems can disrupt the guest journey. Additionally, if loyalty members don’t feel recognized or rewarded, they may lose interest in returning. Finally, any failure to address negative reviews or guest feedback may harm the hotel’s reputation and weaken customer retention over time.
If there is no customer retention and zero loyalty, hotels like Novotel and Ibis Southampton face serious long-term risks, including:
 1. Revenue Decline
Without repeat guests, the hotel relies heavily on expensive new customer acquisition (e.g. ads, commissions to OTAs), driving up marketing costs and reducing profit margins.
 2. Unstable Occupancy Rates
Loyal guests help fill rooms during off-peak seasons. Without them, occupancy becomes unpredictable, affecting operational planning and staffing efficiency.
 3. Weak Brand Reputation
A lack of loyal guests usually reflects poor CX. This leads to bad reviews, low ratings, and declining trust in the brand, especially online.
 4. Low Staff Morale
Staff are more motivated when serving returning guests who offer familiarity and appreciation. A rotating crowd of one-time visitors can erode service quality and morale.
 5. Competitive Disadvantage
Competitors with strong loyalty programs and guest engagement will attract repeat business, leaving these hotels behind in the market.
In summary: No loyalty = no stability. It leads to a fragile, price-driven business vulnerable to external shocks and competition.
This idea underscores the critical importance of maintaining high service standards, effective customer relationship management, and robust loyalty programs to ensure customer retention and loyalty in the hospitality industry.
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It is time to interpret and analyse data collected. Firstly, put in categories of advantages and less favourable, in a SWOT and a PESTEL scheme. SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) and PESTEL (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, Legal) analyses are strategic management tools commonly used to evaluate internal capabilities and external conditions influencing business performance. These frameworks provide a structured approach to understanding both micro and macro-environmental factors, enabling organisations to make informed decisions (Gurel and Tat, 2017). In the context of Novotel and Ibis Southampton, SWOT and PESTEL were employed to assess how internal processes and external pressures affect Customer Experience (CX), Customer Retention (CR), and Customer Loyalty (CL).
The rationale behind applying SWOT is to identify operational strengths and weaknesses that directly impact service delivery, which is critical for enhancing CX. Likewise, examining external opportunities and threats through PESTEL offers insight into market trends, technological changes, and legal or environmental pressures that may influence customer expectations and loyalty (Yüksel, 2012).
From these analyses, valuable deductions can be made. For example, strong brand recognition (a strength) and rising sustainability expectations (an environmental factor) both suggest areas where strategic alignment could improve customer satisfaction and long-term retention. These tools are particularly opportune now, as post-pandemic recovery and digital transformation reshape customer behaviours in hospitality (Baum et al., 2020).
Therefore, SWOT and PESTEL are instrumental in understanding how Novotel and Ibis can adapt strategies to maintain high service standards, foster loyalty, and retain customers in a competitive and evolving market environment.

SWOT Analysis – Novotel & Ibis Southampton
Strengths:
Strong brand recognition under the Accor Group, offering global standards.
Central location near transport hubs and city attractions.
Competitive pricing (Ibis) and business/event services (Novotel).
Access to the ALL loyalty program, providing potential for guest retention.
Weaknesses:
Inconsistent service delivery noted in reviews (e.g. cleanliness, breakfast).
Low guest awareness and usage of loyalty benefits.
Limited staff empowerment to resolve guest complaints effectively.
Generic service experience, lacking emotional engagement and personalization.
Opportunities:
Improved loyalty program promotion to increase repeat bookings.
Use of guest data to personalize services and offers.
Staff training to enhance frontline service quality and guest satisfaction.
Partnerships with local businesses for unique, localized guest experiences.
Threats:
Rising guest expectations for personalized, technology-enhanced experiences.
Competition from budget and boutique hotels in the area.
Post-pandemic labour shortages impacting service consistency.
Negative online reviews damaging long-term reputation and retention.

 PESTEL Analysis – Novotel & Ibis Southampton
Political:
UK tourism regulations and visa policies influence international bookings.
Local government support for hospitality recovery and sustainability initiatives post-COVID.
Economic:
Rising inflation and energy costs affect operational budgets and pricing.
Economic downturns reduce discretionary spending on leisure travel.
Social:
Shift toward experience-driven travel demands more emotional engagement.
Growing guest interest in ethical practices and sustainability.
Technological:
Growing reliance on mobile check-in, digital concierge, and contactless payments.
Data analytics can support personalized services and targeted promotions.
Environmental:
Increasing pressure on hotels to reduce carbon footprints, manage waste, and implement green policies.
Accor’s Planet 21 framework provides strategic guidance but needs stronger local adoption.
Legal:
Compliance with health and safety, data protection (GDPR), and accessibility regulations is critical.
Employment law changes (e.g. minimum wage increases) impact staff costs.

Implications of the Research Findings
 1. Customer Satisfaction ≠ Loyalty
While reviews for both hotels indicate generally positive satisfaction (e.g. Novotel 7.6/10, Ibis 7.9/10), many guests do not return, and loyalty program usage is low. This suggests a critical gap between satisfaction and loyalty, supporting Oliver’s (1999) theory that emotional attachment, not just functional satisfaction, drives long-term loyalty.
Implication: Hotels must go beyond delivering acceptable service and focus on creating emotionally engaging and personalized experiences that strengthen attitudinal loyalty.
 2. Weak Loyalty Program Execution Locally
Accor’s ALL program is highly successful globally (100M+ members), yet guest feedback and survey responses show low awareness or use at the Southampton properties.
Implication: Local teams at Novotel and Ibis need better training and tools to promote loyalty benefits during key touchpoints like check-in, upselling, and service recovery.
 3. Inconsistent Guest Experience Affects Retention
Observation and reviews show inconsistencies in room maintenance, service responsiveness, and dining quality. Even minor service failures can erode trust and reduce repeat bookings, especially when competitors offer better perceived value.
Implication: Retention is vulnerable unless the hotel delivers reliable, consistent experiences. Quality assurance audits and frontline empowerment are needed.
 4. Staff Engagement Impacts CX and Retention
Interview data suggests that some staff feel undertrained or restricted in how they respond to guests’ needs. This aligns with literature showing that empowered employees are key to successful service delivery (Gustafsson et al., 2005).
Implication: To improve guest experience and loyalty, management must invest in training, communication, and autonomy for staff handling customer interactions.
 5. Strategic Value of Local Feedback Loops
Guests are willing to return if their issues are acknowledged and resolved, yet both hotels show weak feedback systems (few real-time collection tools or visible improvements based on reviews).
Implication: Creating real-time feedback loops (e.g. QR surveys, SMS check-ins) could help the hotels identify pain points early and show responsiveness, strengthening retention.
Implications of the Research Findings are, discussed one by one, firstly, the research reveals that customer satisfaction does not automatically translate into loyalty. While many guests at Novotel and Ibis Southampton report positive experiences, repeat business is not guaranteed. This aligns with Oliver’s (1999) view that satisfaction is only a precursor to loyalty, which also depends on emotional connection and perceived value.
Secondly, the weak execution of loyalty programs at the local level undermines brand-wide strategies. Despite Accor’s global ALL (Accor Live Limitless) program, inconsistent promotion and unclear benefits at the property level reduce guest participation and engagement (Kandampully et al., 2015). This discrepancy suggests a need for localized training and clearer communication of loyalty benefits.
Thirdly, inconsistent guest experience across service points—particularly between the front desk, restaurant, and housekeeping—negatively affects customer retention. Research confirms that fragmented service delivery weakens perceived service quality and discourages return visits (Wu and Liang, 2009).
The fourth implication highlights that staff engagement directly influences CX and retention. Motivated and well-trained employees enhance guest satisfaction, while disengaged staff contribute to service gaps (Chi and Gursoy, 2009). Therefore, staff development and morale-building are essential for sustained performance.
Lastly, the strategic use of local feedback loops, such as post-stay surveys and in-person feedback, offers valuable, real-time insights. When feedback is actively reviewed and acted upon, it fosters trust and a sense of responsiveness, both of which strengthen loyalty (Nasution and Mavondo, 2008).
In conclusion, the results imply that while Novotel and Ibis Southampton meet many basic expectations, they fall short in strategic loyalty-building. Improvements in experience consistency, staff empowerment, and local loyalty activation could significantly enhance guest retention and lifetime value.

 




 













 Conclusion

This research has comprehensively examined the interplay between Customer Experience (CX), Customer Loyalty, and Customer Retention within the operational frameworks of Novotel and Ibis Southampton, two midscale hotels operating under the international Accor brand. Employing a mixed-method case study approach—comprising guest surveys, staff interviews, direct observations, and secondary data—this study aimed to explore both the perceptions of service and the practical challenges influencing guest retention and loyalty formation.
The initial chapter established the importance of CX as a multidimensional construct, directly influencing brand loyalty and repeat behaviour. CX is no longer limited to the delivery of functional services; it involves emotional engagement, personalization, and brand consistency across the entire guest journey (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). While Novotel and Ibis demonstrated strength in meeting basic guest expectations—such as cleanliness, staff friendliness, and location—these attributes were insufficient to drive deeper emotional loyalty or strong retention metrics.
The literature review emphasized the theoretical connection between service quality, satisfaction, and loyalty, supported by models such as the Service-Profit Chain and Oliver’s (1999) loyalty formation theory. These models suggest that long-term loyalty depends on more than satisfaction—it requires emotional bonds and consistent value delivery. In practice, however, the data revealed that guest satisfaction at both properties does not always translate into loyalty. This echoes prior findings that satisfaction is necessary but not sufficient for retention (Kandampully et al., 2015).
The analysis of guest feedback and staff interviews revealed significant inconsistencies in service experience delivery. Guests frequently mentioned variability in service quality between departments, such as front office professionalism versus restaurant efficiency. This inconsistency suggests a lack of internal communication and unified service standards—factors that limit a seamless guest journey. As Bitner et al. (1994) observed, service consistency is a core determinant of perceived quality and repeat intention.
In terms of organizational practices, one of the most striking findings was the underutilization of the ALL – Accor Live Limitless loyalty program at the local level. Staff were either unaware of its value or unmotivated to promote it effectively, reflecting a gap between global brand strategy and local implementation. Loyalty programs must be not only operationally integrated but also emotionally compelling and clearly communicated to guests to generate results (Xu and Chan, 2010).
Furthermore, the empowerment of staff emerged as a decisive variable. Frontline employees lacked decision-making autonomy and reported minimal involvement in CX strategy. This disempowerment limits their ability to recover service failures or personalize guest experiences—two actions known to enhance loyalty (Hart et al., 1990). When employees are engaged, empowered, and aligned with service goals, they become active agents in delivering memorable experiences (Chi and Gursoy, 2009).
From a strategic standpoint, the research reinforces the importance of localised feedback mechanisms. Both properties collect feedback, but few have systems in place to act on it in real-time. The implementation of agile feedback loops—such as post-stay digital surveys or in-stay service alerts—would provide immediate insight and allow corrective actions that improve both guest satisfaction and operational learning (Nasution and Mavondo, 2008).
In conclusion, while Novotel and Ibis Southampton meet many baseline expectations, they fall short in achieving strategic loyalty-building. Improving service consistency, staff empowerment, real-time feedback integration, and the activation of loyalty programs at the local level are critical steps forward. As competition intensifies and guest expectations continue to evolve toward personalization and emotional resonance, the hotels must shift from transactional service models to holistic, guest-centric strategies. Doing so will not only enhance customer experience but will also build attitudinal loyalty and sustainable customer lifetime value, aligning local operations more effectively with Accor’s global brand promise.












 Recommendations for Novotel and Ibis Southampton

The recommendations provided to improve customer experience (CX) at Novotel and Ibis Southampton stem from detailed findings that identified systemic gaps in service delivery, guest satisfaction alignment, and loyalty mechanisms. Key insights highlighted issues such as fragmented guest journeys, low staff engagement, and a disconnection between central loyalty strategies and their local execution. Research consistently shows that these factors heavily influence customer perceptions, retention, and overall brand loyalty (Kandampully et al., 2015; Wu and Liang, 2009).
Moreover, operational inconsistencies, combined with underutilised guest feedback and reactive rather than proactive service management, emphasize the need for strategic improvements. As Grönroos (2007) argues, service quality is not just a function of what is delivered, but how consistently and empathetically it is experienced by the customer. Therefore, the seven recommendations were designed to create holistic, employee-driven, and guest-focused enhancements—bridging operational performance with customer expectations to drive loyalty and competitive advantage. Main recommendations for future improvement of CR, through CL, caused by CX at Novotel and Ibis Southampton are:
1. Strengthen Loyalty Program Promotion at the Property Level
Findings: Guests lack awareness of Accor’s ALL loyalty program, and staff seldom promote it actively.
Recommendation: Implement structured staff training on loyalty benefits and integrate ALL touchpoints into daily operations (e.g. check-in prompts, branded materials in rooms) “Loyalty programs are effective only when consistently communicated and delivered at guest touchpoints” (Liu and Mattila, 2017).
2. Enhance Staff Empowerment and Service Autonomy
Findings: Employees feel restricted in resolving guest issues, leading to delayed service recovery.
Recommendation: Give front-line staff limited authority (e.g. offering free drinks, late check-out) to resolve low-risk issues instantly, improving guest perception and recovery satisfaction “Empowered employees are more likely to deliver exceptional service and respond creatively to guest needs” (Bowen and Lawler, 1995).
3. Adopt Real-Time Feedback Mechanisms
Findings: Feedback is collected sporadically and often post-departure.
Recommendation: Introduce digital, real-time feedback tools (e.g. QR codes in rooms, SMS surveys post-check-in) to identify dissatisfaction early and act before departure “Real-time feedback reduces guest churn by enabling on-the-spot service recovery”(PwC, 2023 Hospitality Directions).
4. Audit and Standardize Key Touchpoints for Consistency
Findings: Guests report inconsistency in room quality and breakfast service.
Recommendation: Conduct routine service audits based on the guest journey (check-in, room entry, dining) and align them with Accor’s global brand standards to ensure predictability “Service consistency enhances trust and is a key driver of customer loyalty in the hotel industry”(O'Neill and Mattila, 2010).
5. Personalize Guest Experience Using Available Data
Findings: Most service delivery remains generic and transactional.
Recommendation: Use guest booking data and preferences (e.g. return visits, dietary needs) to personalize offers, greetings, or room settings “Personalization is becoming a baseline expectation, not a differentiator”(Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
6. Build a Culture of CX Ownership Among Staff
Findings: Staff see loyalty and CX as management’s responsibility, not a shared culture.
Recommendation: Embed CX values into recruitment, onboarding, and internal communication. Recognize staff who excel in guest satisfaction metrics “Customer-centric cultures outperform competitors by aligning employee values with guest outcomes”(Homburg, Jozić & Kuehnl, 2017).
 7. Benchmark Against Competitors and Industry Trends
Findings: Current strategies are internally focused with little awareness of competitor initiatives.
Recommendation: Regularly review best practices from Hilton Honors, Marriott Bonvoy, and Premier Inn’s service model to identify scalable ideas for Novotel and Ibis “Benchmarking encourages innovation by exposing organizations to alternative, often superior, practices”(Camp, 1989).
Implementing the seven CX-focused recommendations is expected to transform both the guest experience and long-term brand loyalty at Novotel and Ibis Southampton. By addressing root issues—such as weak feedback integration, disjointed service quality, and staff disengagement—management can foster a culture of continuous improvement and accountability. According to Zeithaml et al. (2006), a service-oriented culture supported by engaged employees is a critical driver of sustainable competitive advantage in the hospitality sector.
Future improvements are also likely to be shaped by evolving guest expectations around technology, personalization, and sustainability. For instance, adopting AI-based feedback tools and predictive analytics can help management anticipate customer needs and resolve service gaps before they impact satisfaction (Ivanov and Webster, 2019). In tandem, enhancing staff empowerment and training will ensure frontline employees are equipped to deliver memorable experiences consistently, reinforcing emotional loyalty over transactional satisfaction.
Furthermore, tailoring the ALL loyalty program to reflect local guest profiles and behaviours will make the offering more relevant and appealing. The integration of real-time feedback loops, coupled with local empowerment to act on insights, will help both brands to adapt responsively. In sum, a proactive, employee-empowered and data-driven CX strategy will position Novotel and Ibis Southampton to thrive in a customer-centric future.
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