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[bookmark: _Toc200472506]Abstract
Using the Holiday Inn Sunderland as an example, this study looks into how customer feedback changes the way hotel services are provided. In the digitally linked and competitive hotel industry, TripAdvisor and Booking.com guest reviews affect operational strategy, how customers see the brand, and how well service is provided. The purpose of this study is to look into how online customer feedback improves hotel service and gives planned suggestions.
In the research, public guest evaluations and a qualitative case study method based on inductive reasoning and interpretivism are used. Staff behaviour, room cleanliness and condition, check-in/check-out speed, food quality, comforts and technology, and how much people thought they were getting for their money were all looked at thematically. To better understand these themes, SERVQUAL was used to rate service quality in five areas: dependability, responsiveness, confidence, empathy, and tangibles.
To give a strategic view, the SWOT and STEEPLED analyses found both internal and external factors that affected the business, such as technical goals, price sensitivity, and worries about sustainability. After these findings were made, they were turned into strategic suggestions by using a TOWS matrix. The hotel is great when it comes to cleanliness and skilled staff, but it falls short when it comes to technical preparedness, consistent service, and a variety of food options, all of which are important for today's customers.
The study shows that strong frameworks are needed to properly look at online customer comments. Practitioners can use the study to find a data-driven, low-cost way to improve the performance of secondary data. It helps the field of study by showing how important online reviews are for micro-hotel management and by connecting how visitors feel with the idea of service quality. To give more personalized service, improve the technical framework, add more types of food, train staff, and use CRM systems. This study shows that in the hospitality industry, which is based on experiences, mid-range hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland can improve their service, brand loyalty, and ability to compete by combining tools for strategy planning with customer feedback.
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[bookmark: _Toc200472508]1.1 Background and Context
The ability of hotels to consistently enhance service delivery is crucial in today's cutthroat hospitality industry for preserving customer happiness and reputation (Anabila et al., 2022).  Instead of being a mere byproduct of service encounters, customer feedback has become an essential strategic resource as the sector adapts to shifting guest expectations (Kandampully et al., 2023).  Feedback from guests is playing an increasingly important role in operational decisions and brand strategy at mid-market hotels like IHG's Holiday Inn chain, particularly in regional locations where standardized service delivery meets with localized expectations (IHG, 2023).
 This research uses Holiday Inn Sunderland as an example of a real-world hotel to examine how different rooms can respond to guest feedback.  While Holiday Inn does a good job of keeping the brand consistent across all of its locations, one thing that sets them apart is their ability to use customer experience data to localize service enhancements.  The purpose of this study is to examine the strategic implications for service managers and the effect on service quality of guest feedback obtained over a specified six-week period at the Holiday Inn Sunderland.
[bookmark: _Toc200472509]1.2 Problem Statement and Rationale
It is becoming more apparent that guest reviews do not necessarily result in organized operational change at the unit level, despite the widespread implementation of feedback systems throughout hotel chains (Narayan et al., 2022).  According to Ndhlovu et al. (2024), previous studies have shown that when managers receive feedback online, their reactions are often uneven and reactive, and they don't always implement changes that will improve the service in the long run.  In addition, research like Corbett's (2024) has mostly ignored specific hotel properties and their distinct operational opportunities and threats in favor of studying brands or chains as a whole.
 This study fills that need by examining, using Holiday Inn Sunderland as a case study, the connection between client feedback and service improvement at the property level.  With a singular hotel as its case study, the research delves further into the practical application of secondary data (e.g., reviews, internal documents, and sector reports) to guide service improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc200472510]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
The overarching aim of this research is to evaluate how customer feedback contributes to service improvements at Holiday Inn Sunderland and to formulate data-driven strategies for further optimisation. This will be achieved through the following objectives:
· To assess how customer feedback has been utilised to improve hotel services over a defined period.
· To identify which specific areas of service (e.g., cleanliness, front desk, breakfast experience) are most influenced by guest feedback.
· To develop strategic recommendations using analytical frameworks (SWOT, STEEPLED, TOWS) to guide further service enhancement.
These objectives are tightly linked to the learning outcomes of the module, including the application of analytical tools and the critical appraisal of operational practices using research.
[bookmark: _Toc200472511]1.4 Theoretical Foundations
This study is underpinned by established hospitality and service management theories. The SERVQUAL model (Parasuraman et al., 1988) offers a valuable framework for evaluating service quality through five key dimensions: reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy, and responsiveness. It will be used to interpret the alignment (or lack thereof) between customer expectations and perceived service delivery based on online feedback (AbuKhalifeh and Som, 2018).
The external factors influencing Holiday Inn Sunderland and the hotel's internal capabilities will also be examined using frameworks like STEEPLED and SWOT.  After that, these findings will be synthesised using a TOWS matrix in order to find practical, focused ways to improve the service.  Conclusions based on data and rooted in real-world dynamics of the hospitality industry will be supported by these technologies that enable methodical analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc200472512]1.5 Significance of the Study
Both the academic and practical implications of this study are important.  It gives practitioners a scalable strategy for improving service quality with secondary data and online reviews instead of invasive and expensive primary data collecting.  For academics, it fills a gap in the literature on feedback management at the hotel level, especially for mid-range hotels in the UK.  With the increasing power of digital platforms, it is crucial for hotels to know how to strategically respond to customer feedback in order to stay ahead of the competition (Balsiger et al., 2023).
 In addition, the study shows that ethical, non-invasive research can produce rich, useful insights by using secondary data methodologies, which are supplemented by models like as STEEPLED and TOWS.  In academic settings, where time, money, or ethical considerations may limit primary data collection, this becomes even more essential.
[bookmark: _Toc200472513]1.6 Structure of the Report
· Chapter 2 presents a critical literature review, focusing on service quality, customer satisfaction models, and feedback utilisation in hotels.
· Chapter 3 outlines the methodological approach, highlighting the use of secondary document analysis.
· Chapter 4 presents the findings from the feedback analysis and discusses them through SWOT, STEEPLED, and TOWS frameworks.
· Chapter 5 concludes the research by summarising key insights and offering practical recommendations tailored to the case study hotel.
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[bookmark: _Toc200472515]2.1 Customer Feedback: Strategic Implications in Hospitality
It is well-documented how customer feedback has transformed from a static statistic into a dynamic management tool.  The importance of guest interactions and real-time service experiences in co-creating value is highlighted by Grönroos (2008) in service-dominant industries such as hospitality.  In support of this, Horng et al. (2018) reframe client feedback as an engagement tool that influences service quality and the lasting impression of a brand.  According to Khalil et al. (2024), feedback can establish a feedback loop in branded hotel chains, where guest input impacts frontline procedures and operational standards.
 Regardless, there is still a long way to go before input is collected and used effectively at the property level.  Even while Holiday Inn and similar hotel chains have centralized brand plans, it is common practice to let individual hotels decide how to use guest input.  Inconsistencies in service improvement attempts may result from this decentralization.  While many hotels do indeed gather guest feedback, Park and Allen (2013) point out that, owing to a lack of training and defined procedures, it is hardly used to inform strategic decisions.  Because this study seeks to determine if Holiday Inn Sunderland routinely employs customer input to guide service improvements, this finding is highly pertinent.
[bookmark: _Toc200472516]2.2 Online Review Platforms and Consumer Perception
Websites like as Booking.com, Google Reviews, and TripAdvisor have revolutionized the way consumers share their experiences and impact potential buyers.  Customer feedback has direct business repercussions, as shown by the statistically substantial association between online review scores and hotel room sales (Phillips et al., 2017).  According to Narayan et al. (2022), the amount and quality of guest feedback determine whether reviews improve or diminish confidence in a hotel brand.
 There are several limitations to these platforms, despite the fact that they provide vital data into consumer mood.  Review credibility is influenced by three factors, according to Lo and Yao (2019): perceived genuineness, recency, and relevancy.  Zheng et al. (2021) noted that user-generated content (UGC) is often influenced by biased viewpoints or false evaluations, which can make it very subjective.  Reviews are still a great way to get operational intelligence, even with all these problems.  In order to find persistent service problems, such sluggish check-in or unsatisfactory breakfast, at a Holiday Inn Sunderland, thematic analysis of client reviews is a great tool to use.
 The literature is critical in its suggestion that many properties react externally to internet reviews but do little internally.  This disparity, according to Ndhlovu et al. (2024), reduces feedback's strategic worth.  Consequently, hotels should prioritize operational review analysis over marketing tasks in order to close the gap between external communication and internal action.
[bookmark: _Toc200472517]2.3 Customer Feedback and Service Quality Frameworks
Parasuraman et al.'s (1988) SERVQUAL model is still widely used as a benchmark for evaluating service quality in several sectors, including the hotel industry.  Dependability, certainty, tangibles, empathy, and responsiveness are the five aspects that it uses to assess performance.  Finding service gaps and bringing guest expectations in line with actual service performance are two common uses of the model.
 The most often mentioned aspects in hotel reviews, according to Peng and Zhang (2020), were responsiveness and tangibles. This was particularly true for mid-range hotels like Holiday Inn.  Personalized service is required in luxury situations, therefore empathy and assurance are particularly crucial in those settings (Lu et al., 2015).  Guest feedback at the Sunderland facility is mainly on the tangibles (like the room's condition or the quality of the Wi-Fi) and the responsiveness (like the availability of the staff), therefore SERVQUAL is especially useful there.
 But, SERVQUAL has been criticized for not being flexible enough to accommodate contemporary service settings.  According to Buttle (1996), digital-first environments may not be suitable for implementing the expectation-performance gap model since it presupposes a linear customer path.  An alternate that is purely performance oriented, SERVPERF was proposed by Cronin and Taylor (1992) (Unuvar and Kaya, 2016).  Though other models have been considered, SERVQUAL's diagnostic depth and widespread academic usage make it the best fit for this investigation.  It offers a framework for understanding feedback topics and pinpointing the areas of service that could use the most improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc200472518]2.4 Strategic Tools for Analysing Feedback
[bookmark: _Toc200472519]2.4.1 SWOT Analysis in Feedback-Driven Service Evaluation
SWOT analysis categorises internal and external organisational factors into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. In the context of hospitality, SWOT is often used to assess service delivery, competitive position, and guest satisfaction outcomes. Tsitsiloni et al. (2012) argue that SWOT helps transform qualitative data—such as guest comments—into strategic insight. For example, multiple guest praises about location and staff friendliness could be marked as strengths, while recurring complaints about slow check-in would indicate a weakness.
Panagiotou (2003) suggests that SWOT’s simplicity is both its strength and limitation. While it offers an accessible overview, it lacks prescriptive power. This limitation supports the integration of the TOWS matrix, which extends SWOT by proposing specific strategic actions. For Holiday Inn Sunderland, using SWOT as an input into TOWS allows for more actionable service improvement strategies based on real-world feedback.
[bookmark: _Toc200472520]2.4.2 STEEPLED Analysis: External Forces Influencing Feedback
STEEPLED analysis expands the traditional PESTEL framework by adding Ethical and Demographic factors, making it particularly suitable for dynamic industries like hospitality. George (2021) recommends STEEPLED for understanding how macro-environmental changes affect guest perceptions and operational priorities.
Social trends such as personalised travel and sustainability preferences directly influence what guests value in their hotel stay. Technological expectations, like mobile check-ins and fast internet, are now baseline rather than added benefits (Das, 2023). Economic conditions—such as inflation or employment insecurity—amplify sensitivity to price-value perceptions, a trend especially relevant in the post-COVID travel recovery. Legal and ethical considerations also matter as hotels must be transparent about policies and treatment of guests. The demographic composition of guests (e.g. younger, tech-savvy travellers) further influences feedback tone and expectations (Cain et al., 2024).
Applying STEEPLED to guest feedback at Holiday Inn Sunderland provides insight into not just what guests are saying, but why they are saying it—rooted in broader contextual influences. This strengthens the study's ability to develop strategies that are environmentally informed, rather than operationally isolated.
[bookmark: _Toc200472521]2.4.3 TOWS Matrix: Translating Feedback into Strategy
While SWOT provides an evaluative snapshot, the TOWS matrix is a planning tool that develops strategic actions by cross-matching internal and external factors. Weihrich (1982), who introduced the model, emphasises that TOWS turns reactive analysis into a proactive strategy. It aligns strengths with opportunities (SO), converts weaknesses into strengths via opportunities (WO), matches strengths against threats (ST), and mitigates weaknesses against threats (WT).
For instance, if the hotel’s strength is a highly rated staff team, and the opportunity lies in leveraging local tourism, an SO strategy might involve creating tailored guest experiences through partnerships with nearby attractions (Bardukova, 2023). Conversely, if a recurring weakness is poor breakfast quality and an emerging threat is negative food-related reviews, a WT strategy could involve menu redesign using local, affordable ingredients.
Coman and Ronen (2009) further validate TOWS by demonstrating how it helps organisations prioritise limited resources to solve problems with maximum impact. In this study, TOWS will be applied to real feedback data from Holiday Inn Sunderland to generate practical recommendations that are both strategic and achievable.
[bookmark: _Toc200472522]2.5 Gaps in Literature and Contribution of this Research
While substantial research exists on customer feedback in hospitality, two gaps are apparent. First, most studies focus on primary data collection such as guest interviews or surveys, while few explore secondary data—particularly online reviews—as a legitimate source of operational insight. Second, much of the literature centres on corporate-level feedback management, with limited attention to individual properties and their ability to act on feedback autonomously.
This study addresses both gaps by conducting secondary data analysis of online reviews, sector reports, and internal documents to explore how Holiday Inn Sunderland has applied guest feedback. Additionally, the use of multiple analytical frameworks—SERVQUAL, SWOT, STEEPLED, and TOWS—adds structure and depth to the research. It positions customer feedback not just as a retrospective performance indicator but as a forward-looking strategic tool for improving service design and guest satisfaction at the local level.
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[bookmark: _Toc200472524]3.1 Research Philosophy
The research is guided by interpretivism, a philosophical stance that values subjective understanding and contextual meaning over generalisable laws (Saunders et al., 2019). Interpretivist research acknowledges that reality is socially constructed, particularly relevant in the context of customer feedback, where each guest experience is shaped by personal expectations, cultural background, and service interaction. Unlike positivist paradigms that rely on measurable variables and objectivity, interpretivism is more concerned with how individuals perceive their experience (Bryman, 2016). Since this research seeks to understand how customers describe, interpret, and evaluate their service encounters, an interpretivist lens is most appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc200472525]3.2 Research Approach
Starting with concrete data observations (such as internet reviews), this study inductively proceeds to more generalisations and theoretical conclusions.  Exploratory research frequently use induction, especially in cases where prior knowledge is scarce or when the research's goal is theory development rather than theory testing (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  The study establishes a solid grasp of service gaps and chances for development at the hotel level by analyzing naturally existing data.  Since the dynamics in the actual world are intricate and situational, this is particularly well-suited for studies in the field of hospitality management.
[bookmark: _Toc200472526]3.3 Research Strategy
In order to thoroughly examine one unit, Holiday Inn Sunderland, a qualitative case study approach was chosen.  If one is searching for answers to "how" or "why" inquiries in real-life situations, case studies are the way to go, say Njie and Asimiran (2014) and Collis and Hussey (2014).  Instead of generalising about the brand as a whole, the case study approach allows the investigation of customer input and how it affects operational processes inside a particular property.  According to Schoch (2020), this method is well-suited to research in the applied service sector since qualitative case studies provide information about specific phenomena within limited systems.
[bookmark: _Toc200472527]3.4 Research Design and Method
The research is based only on secondary sources and employs qualitative documentary analysis.  Publicly accessible sites, such as TripAdvisor, Booking.com, and Google Reviews, were used to gather guest reviews.  The selection of these platforms was based on their ability to capture both structured rating data and extensive narrative input, as well as their popularity and reliability among hotel guests (Filieri et al., 2015).  The hospitality industry reports and InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG) brand guidelines were included as supplementary materials, which served as benchmarks in context.
 In addition to being a sound methodology, using secondary data is a practical choice.  Johnston (2014) asserts that researchers can utilise secondary data analysis to their advantage by reducing the time and resources needed to gather new insights from existing high-quality data.  Undergraduate research settings benefit greatly from it since primary data gathering is sometimes constrained by ethical, logistical, or economical considerations.
[bookmark: _Toc200472528]3.5 Data Collection Procedure
From April to May of 2025, a total of six weeks were devoted to manually extracting and reviewing the data.  First, they had to be from verified guests; second, they had to be written in English; third, they had to be about the service (e.g., breakfast, cleanliness, check-in); and fourth, they had to be recent (posted within the last 12 months).  Neuendorf (2017) suggests this method of selection, noting that content analysis necessitates purposive sampling to guarantee clarity and relevance in data interpretation.The reviews were then organized into thematic areas to facilitate focused study. These areas included front-desk service, room quality, dining experience, staff engagement, and facilities.  To minimize sentiment bias, we kept a fair mix of good and negative evaluations, even if randomization was not necessary.
[bookmark: _Toc200472529]3.6 Data Analysis Technique
Researchers used thematic analysis to find, examine, and report on recurring ideas or themes in the qualitative data they gathered (Christou, 2022).  The reviews were organized into categories based on strengths and recurring service issues using hand coding.  The SERVQUAL framework, developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988), utilizes five dimensions—tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy—to assess service quality. The results were then compared with these.  Chaturvedi (2017) notes that this model has seen extensive use in the hotel industry for the purpose of pinpointing areas of underperformance and missing services.The results were further organized by analyzing the internal and external elements influencing the service outcomes using the SWOT and STEEPLED frameworks.  In order to turn feedback themes into strategic possibilities, the last stage was to build a TOWS matrix.  By utilizing many frameworks, the analysis is guaranteed to be theoretically sound and practically applicable (Coman and Ronen, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc200472530]3.7 Ethical Considerations
The study complies with university guidelines for ethical research using secondary data. No human participants were involved, and all data was sourced from publicly accessible online platforms. Guest anonymity was maintained throughout; no usernames or personal identifiers were recorded or reported. According to Cottrell (2014), ethical secondary research must ensure respect for data subjects and avoid any form of harm or misrepresentation. This study adheres to these principles, and ethical approval was not required due to the non-intrusive nature of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc200472531]3.8 Methodological Limitations
While secondary data offers several benefits, it is not without limitations. The lack of direct interaction with stakeholders means the researcher cannot probe or clarify feedback, limiting interpretive depth (Johnston, 2014). Online reviews are also subject to selection bias, as extreme experiences are more likely to be shared. Furthermore, this study does not include internal hotel documents, such as performance KPIs or staff training records, which could provide richer context. Despite these limitations, the study maintains methodological robustness through data triangulation and structured analysis.


[bookmark: _Toc200472532]Chapter – 4: Findings and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200472533]4.1 Findings
[bookmark: _Toc200472534]4.1.1Thematic Analysis of Customer Feedback
Six primary themes emerged from the thematic analysis, each pertaining to a different facet of the guest experience. Breakfast and dining quality, staff behavior, room cleanliness and condition, check-in/check-out procedures, amenities and technology, and location vs. price are all factors to consider.  Practical information for service improvement may be gained from these themes, which represent operational performance areas and also reveal underlying guest expectations and attitudes.
4.1.1.1 Staff Behaviour and Professionalism
The professionalism and conduct of the hotel personnel was the most universally praised aspect.  Customers spoke about how welcome, kind, and helpful the staff was.  There are a lot of references to phrases like "staff were extremely courteous," "front desk were brilliant," and "cleaning team were very kind" (Booking.com, 2025; Tripadvisor, 2025).  The staff's upbeat demeanor helped alleviate unhappiness, according to many reviewers, even when small service problems occurred.  This is in line with what Chaturvedi (2017) found: that staff empathy and responsiveness are major factors in client happiness. It also shows how important employee interactions are in determining the perceived quality of service.
 Nevertheless, on weekends and at peak hours, a small number of guests voiced their displeasure, claiming that the reception was understaffed and that they had to wait longer than expected to receive assistance.  A reviewer mentioned that the delivery of towels took 20 minutes and that no one from housekeeping answered the phone (Booking.com, 2025).  According to Rausch et al. (2025), mid-scale hotels often face the problem of inconsistent service delivery during peak occupancy periods.  Although staff members' demeanor was generally well-received, there were instances where their lack of reaction indicated a problem with service capacity and task management (Saghafian et al., 2018).
4.1.1.2 Room Cleanliness and Condition
Room cleanliness was generally well-rated, with numerous guests describing rooms as “clean,” “fresh,” and “tidy (Booking.com, 2025; Tripadvisor, 2025).” Positive comments often referred to the housekeeping staff's diligence, and many guests said they felt comfortable with the hygiene levels — a crucial factor in post-COVID travel expectations (Pinho et al., 2024). These sentiments align with findings from Chathoth et al. (2016), who noted that cleanliness is among the most important hygiene factors influencing repeat bookings in business and leisure hotels alike.
Nevertheless, several reviews identified issues with room condition and furnishings. Criticisms included “dated carpets,” “small bathroom space,” and “non-functional air conditioning.” One guest wrote, “The bed was comfy, but the wardrobe looked like it was from the 90s(Tripadvisor, 2025).” Such remarks suggest that while the hotel maintains cleanliness, the physical upkeep and modernity of rooms could be improved (Singgalen, 2024). These comments reflect the “tangibles” dimension of the SERVQUAL model (Parasuraman et al., 1988), indicating that visual and physical elements significantly shape guest perceptions.
4.1.1.3 Check-in and Check-out Experience
The front-desk process yielded mixed reviews. Several guests described the check-in as “quick and easy,” with staff providing clear information and a smooth welcome(Tripadvisor, 2025). However, others reported delays and confusion. One guest stated, “We arrived at 2:30 PM but had to wait 40 minutes for our room to be ready,” while another added, “No one was at the reception desk when we came to check out (Booking.com, 2025).” These contrasting experiences reveal inconsistency in front-desk operations. Efficient check-in/check-out is a critical “moment of truth” in hospitality, and lapses in these processes can disproportionately affect the overall experience (Kotler et al., 2017). The reviews suggest that while the staff are competent, the workflow and staffing levels during peak check-in times may require better coordination.
4.1.1.4 Breakfast and Dining Quality
Guest feedback on breakfast and dining was notably polarised. On one hand, some guests appreciated the convenience of an in-house breakfast with comments such as “great variety” and “loved the full English breakfast (Booking.com, 2025; Tripadvisor, 2025).” On the other hand, multiple reviews described it as “limited,” “repetitive,” or “low in quality.” One guest wrote, “For £10 extra, the breakfast felt underwhelming — toast, eggs, and beans(Tripadvisor, 2025).” This divergence suggests inconsistency in food preparation or menu planning. The literature e.g., Ugwuanyi et al. (2021) points to food service as a central experience factor in hotels, especially in urban, business-class settings where time-constrained guests expect quality and efficiency. The current feedback indicates a need for menu innovation or greater variety, particularly if the hotel aims to charge a premium for breakfast packages.
4.1.1.5 Amenities and Technology
Comments about amenities — particularly in-room technology — were a mix of satisfaction and frustration. While some guests appreciated the presence of essentials like kettles and irons, others noted that the Wi-Fi was “slow” or that “TV channels didn’t work properly(Tripadvisor, 2025).” Technology is an increasingly important aspect of guest experience, particularly for business travellers. One reviewer said, “I couldn’t connect my laptop to the Wi-Fi for a Zoom call, which was frustrating (Booking.com, 2025).” These findings suggest that while the hotel covers basic amenity expectations, it may lag behind more modern competitors in terms of tech-readiness. This aligns with Özen and Özgül Katlav (2023), who found that technology-related complaints often influence negative online reviews and booking decisions.
4.1.1.6 Value for Money and Location
The location of Holiday Inn Sunderland is consistently praised, with reviewers mentioning its proximity to transportation, local eateries, and attractions. One comment noted, “Perfect location for the matchday, only 5 minutes from the stadium (Tripadvisor, 2025).” Such location-based convenience enhances the hotel’s perceived value, especially among event-goers and business travellers (Verma and Chandra, 2018). However, guests who encountered issues with amenities or service often questioned whether the price was justified. “Good location, but for £130 a night I expected more,” one reviewer wrote (Booking.com, 2025). This reflects the complex interplay between service delivery and value perception — when one falters, the other is negatively affected.
[bookmark: _Toc200472535]4.1.2 SERVQUAL Analysis
The SERVQUAL model by Parasuraman et al. (1988) offers a five-dimensional framework to measure perceived service quality: Tangibles, Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance, and Empathy. By mapping customer feedback from Holiday Inn Sunderland against these dimensions, the strengths and weaknesses in service delivery can be better understood and addressed. The table below presents a summary of the findings aligned with each SERVQUAL dimension:
	SERVQUAL Dimension
	Feedback Evidence(Booking.com, 2025; Tripadvisor, 2025)
	Implications

	Tangibles
	Rooms are clean, but several guests described furnishings as “dated” and mentioned minor maintenance issues.
	While cleanliness is satisfactory, outdated décor may reduce perceived quality (Singgalen, 2024).

	Reliability
	Booking accuracy is good, but delays in check-in and room readiness were noted.
	Inconsistent reliability affects trust and may reduce repeat bookings (Akhtar et a., 2022).

	Responsiveness
	Staff are praised for friendliness, but slow response times during busy hours were highlighted.
	Staff willingness is high, but staffing levels or training may be inadequate (Othman and Suleiman, 2013).

	Assurance
	Most guests feel safe and reassured by the professionalism of staff.
	Staff competence boosts confidence, a strong competitive advantage (Othman and Suleiman, 2013).

	Empathy
	Some guests reported feeling valued; others noted lack of personal attention, especially during breakfast service.
	Empathy is inconsistent opportunity to personalise service further (Singgalen, 2024).



This analysis highlights the hotel’s strength in Assurance and Tangibles, with staff competence and cleanliness generally meeting expectations. However, Reliability and Responsiveness emerge as areas needing attention, particularly during peak occupancy. This supports findings by Chaturvedi (2017), who argued that perceived responsiveness significantly influences customer loyalty in hospitality.
[bookmark: _Toc200472536]4.1.3 SWOT Analysis
The SWOT analysis synthesises the internal and external findings from the guest reviews and organisational observations, helping identify the core strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats relevant to Holiday Inn Sunderland.
Table 4.2: SWOT Summary Based on Customer Feedback and Strategic Context/Source: (Booking.com, 2025; IHG, 2023; Tripadvisor, 2025)
	Strengths (Internal)
	Weaknesses (Internal)

	– Friendly and professional staff.
– Strong central location with nearby access to attractions.
– High cleanliness and hygiene standards.
– Affordable pricing for location.
	– Inconsistent service speed during peak times.
– Outdated room furnishings and occasional maintenance issues.
– Breakfast options perceived as repetitive or low in value.
– Wi-Fi and in-room tech occasionally described as inadequate.

	Opportunities (External)
	Threats (External)

	– Technological upgrades (e.g., smart TVs, app-based check-in).
– Local partnerships to enhance breakfast/dining value.
– Upselling premium room categories or business-friendly amenities.
– Sustainability initiatives to align with eco-conscious travellers.
	– Competitor hotels offering more modern rooms or services.
– Online reviews influencing booking decisions and public brand perception.
– Rising guest expectations in post-pandemic travel culture.
– Seasonal fluctuations affecting revenue stability.



The Strengths identified, particularly staff friendliness and location, align with positive guest sentiment and support Holiday Inn's mid-scale positioning. These can be used to reinforce the brand’s value proposition. Weaknesses, such as inconsistent breakfast quality and outdated interiors, threaten perceived value and may reduce guest retention (Azis and Che Ahmat, 2022).
Externally, Opportunities include investing in room technology and personalisation strategies that match modern guest expectations. Developing local supplier partnerships for breakfast could enhance food quality and perceived authenticity (Lillywhite and Simonsen, 2014). Threats such as competitive offerings and digital reputation risks require active management (Louisot, 2024).
This SWOT assessment underscores that while the hotel performs strongly in core service elements, improvements in operational consistency and room modernisation are essential to sustaining competitiveness. When paired with the SERVQUAL analysis, it becomes clear that targeted service enhancements can meaningfully influence both satisfaction and online reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc200472537]4.1.4 STEEPLED Analysis
To understand how external macro-environmental factors influence hotel performance and customer perception, a STEEPLED analysis is applied. This framework evaluates eight external dimensions—Social, Technological, Economic, Environmental, Political, Legal, Ethical, and Demographic—which may affect service delivery, guest expectations, and strategic positioning (Kotler et al., 2017).
Table 4.3: STEEPLED Analysis of Holiday Inn Sunderland
	Factor
	Findings from Case Study / Market Context
	Strategic Implication

	Social
	Increasing demand for personalised and culturally inclusive services (Partridge et al., 2023). Guests expect flexibility and staff empathy (Ali et al., 2021).
	Train staff in inclusive service techniques; personalise guest communication and offers (Sîrbu et al., 2024).

	Technological
	Guests complain about outdated TVs and weak Wi-Fi. Digital service innovations (e.g., mobile check-in) are missing (Ali et al., 2021).
	Upgrade in-room tech and invest in contactless, app-based check-in/out systems (Tokuda, 2017).

	Economic
	UK consumers are more value-conscious due to inflation and rising travel costs (Tokuda, 2017). Price sensitivity is reflected in online reviews (Rahmani and Kordrostami, 2023).
	Maintain affordable pricing strategies while adding perceived value (e.g., loyalty perks, free breakfast) (Partridge et al., 2023).

	Environmental
	Guests increasingly value eco-friendly practices, though few reviews mention sustainability initiatives (Singgalen, 2024).
	Introduce visible sustainability practices (e.g., towel reuse, energy-saving appliances, recycling bins) (Ali et al., 2021).

	Political
	Brexit and UK travel visa changes have impacted EU tourist numbers. Government tourism policies could change again (Sîrbu et al., 2024).
	Focus marketing on domestic travellers and short-haul European markets (Rahmani and Kordrostami, 2023).

	Legal
	GDPR compliance and COVID-19 hygiene protocols still influence operational standards (Sîrbu et al., 2024).
	Ensure visible compliance through signage, online policies, and staff training (Tokuda, 2017).

	Ethical
	According to Partridge et al. (2023), customers value honesty and politeness in service.    According to Rahmani and Kordrostami (2023), one customer complained that they were never given their money back.
	Emphasise transparency, follow-through on complaints, and clear guest communication policies (Singgalen, 2024).

	Demographic
	A mixed guest profile: families, business travellers, event attendees. Young adults expect fast tech, older guests prioritise comfort (Ali et al., 2021).
	Segment offerings (e.g., business-friendly rooms, family packages) and tailor amenities accordingly (Sîrbu et al., 2024).



A number of important topics have emerged from this STEEPLED investigation, including technology preparedness, price sensitivity, and transparency regarding sustainability.  Although not all aspects were specifically addressed in the evaluations, by analyzing visitor feedback using the STEEPLED framework, the hotel may foresee potential outside influences and adjust its offerings accordingly.Guests who are very concerned about the environment or who are tech-savvy may find that Holiday Inn Sunderland falls a little short of their expectations due to its absence of mobile-first technology and apparent environmental branding.  Guest loyalty is higher to firms that show social and environmental responsibility, according to research by Akbari et al. (2021).  The hotel may set itself apart from the competition even further by tailoring its services to meet the needs of different age groups and demographic expectations (Shi et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc200472538]4.1.5 TOWS Matrix – Strategic Responses Based on SWOT and STEEPLED
Having created a TOWS matrix to help go from doing environmental analyses to actually implementing strategies.  The four types of strategies that may be formulated using this method are SO (Strength-Opportunity), WO (Weakness-Opportunity), ST (Strength-Threat), and WT (Weakness-Threat) (Coman and Ronen, 2009). A SWOT analysis combines internal factors with external ones to construct an opportunity-threat analysis.
Table 4.4: TOWS Matrix for Holiday Inn Sunderland
[image: A table of text with black text
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Based on the facts, each strategy offers a practical, guest-informed action plan.  Take the SO strategy as an example. It takes use of the positive guest feeling towards staff friendliness and combines it with local tourism support.  By capitalizing on opportunities—such as sourcing from local partners—the WO strategy improves sustainability and food appeal while addressing recognized weaknesses—for example, a lack of breakfast diversity.  In order to defend against dangers to a company's online reputation, the ST strategy leverages existing assets.  It is important to use good service to counteract occasional mistakes, as Madhav and Tyagi (2021) pointed out, as even a one-point boost in online ratings can push sales up by 11%.  The WT strategy is defensive in nature, advocating for improved service recovery procedures and operational enhancements to reduce risk.  The mid-range hotel industry in the UK is quite competitive, but these techniques can help you enhance your operations in the short and medium term while also positioning your brand for the long haul.
The STEEPLED analysis provides a lens into macro-environmental trends such as technology expectations, sustainable practices, and demographic shifts that directly or indirectly influence guest feedback. The TOWS matrix translates both guest-reviewed strengths/weaknesses and external opportunities/threats into actionable strategies, offering Holiday Inn Sunderland a roadmap for service enhancement, risk reduction, and competitive differentiation.
[bookmark: _Toc200472539]4.2 Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200472540]4.2.1 Guest Expectations and Service Quality Alignment
One of the most insightful components of this study was the mapping of customer feedback onto the SERVQUAL model developed by Parasuraman et al. (1988). This model remains one of the most widely accepted frameworks for measuring service quality in the hospitality industry, assessing five core dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy.
Tangibles: The guest reviews showed strong appreciation for the hotel’s cleanliness and hygiene, which aligns with prior findings by Peng and Zhang (2020) that physical elements (rooms, décor, amenities) strongly shape first impressions. However, comments about outdated carpets, malfunctioning air conditioners, and limited technological amenities suggest a gap between functional hygiene and aesthetic appeal. These results align with Kariru et al. (2017), who noted that tangible upgrades often yield significant gains in guest satisfaction in competitive urban markets.
Reliability and Responsiveness: The mixed reviews regarding check-in efficiency, response time to room service requests, and inconsistent Wi-Fi indicate operational bottlenecks during high-demand periods. This supports Chaturvedi’s (2017) work, which emphasized that inconsistent reliability and slow responsiveness erode trust, even if staff are courteous. In hospitality, perceived delays or unmet expectations can outweigh other positive experiences, especially when service is time-sensitive (Kotler et al., 2017).
Assurance and Empathy: Guests’ positive perception of staff professionalism and communication reinforces the ‘assurance’ dimension of SERVQUAL, confirming previous research by Chathoth et al. (2016) who emphasized the importance of staff confidence in enhancing comfort and reducing perceived risk. However, several reviews noted a lack of personalised service, especially at breakfast or during service recovery. This supports the criticism by Buttle (1996), who argued that empathy is often under-delivered in large hotel chains due to standardisation.
[bookmark: _Toc200472541]4.2.2 SWOT Analysis in Relation to Literature
The SWOT analysis allowed the study to translate customer-centric findings into strategic insights by examining internal and external factors. Internally, Holiday Inn Sunderland exhibits several strengths (e.g. helpful staff, cleanliness, central location), but also clear weaknesses (e.g. outdated facilities, slow response during busy periods). These are not uncommon in mid-range chains that balance affordability and brand consistency.
Externally, the opportunities reflect ongoing shifts in consumer behaviour—particularly in technology adoption and sustainable travel preferences. These findings support insights from Osei and Cheng(2024), who noted that technology adoption in hotels has moved from being a competitive advantage to a baseline expectation. Meanwhile, threats such as negative online reviews and better-equipped local competitors reflect findings from Choet al. (2024), who demonstrated that online reputation directly affects booking volume and price elasticity in the hotel sector.This analysis validates Kotler et al.'s (2017) position that modern hotel strategy must increasingly be driven by digital insights and guest-centric responsiveness, rather than purely operational efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc200472542]4.2.3 External Pressures and STEEPLED Insights
The STEEPLED framework deepened the environmental scanning process by identifying eight external domains influencing hotel service design and guest expectations.
Technological Factors: Guests’ complaints about slow Wi-Fi and dated in-room entertainment suggest that the hotel is underperforming on the digital front. Buhalis and Leung (2018) emphasized that “smart hospitality” is no longer aspirational but essential—particularly as business and younger leisure travellers expect seamless digital integration (e.g., mobile check-ins, smart TVs, online concierge).
Economic Factors: Several reviews expressed concern about the price-to-value ratio, especially for breakfast and room amenities. This confirms findings by Ugwuanyi et al. (2021), who reported that perceived value-for-money is a primary factor in return visits, especially for budget-conscious domestic travellers—a segment growing in importance due to post-COVID economic caution.
Environmental and Ethical Considerations: There was limited mention of sustainability in the reviews, suggesting either a lack of initiatives or poor communication of such efforts. According to Akbari et al. (2021), eco-friendly hotel practices not only meet growing consumer demand but also improve long-term brand loyalty, particularly among millennials and Gen Z travellers. The hotel could better communicate green initiatives or adopt more visible sustainability practices (e.g., energy-saving systems, green certifications).
Demographic Shifts: The data suggest a mixed guest base: business travellers, families, and event attendees. Özen and Özgül Katlav (2023) recommend tailoring service offerings by segment—ensuring business guests have reliable tech and fast check-ins, while families may seek flexible room layouts or meal deals. The absence of such segmentation in feedback implies an opportunity for more targeted service design.
[bookmark: _Toc200472543]4.2.4 Strategic Fit through TOWS Matrix
Building on the SWOT and STEEPLED data, the TOWS matrix in this study identified several realistic strategic directions. The SO Strategy (e.g., leveraging staff warmth and location to offer localised guest packages) aligns with Pine and Gilmore’s (2011) “experience economy” theory, suggesting that guests increasingly seek experiential value rather than just transactional service.
The WO Strategy, where technological upgrades and better breakfast quality are used to address internal weaknesses, fits well with the argument by Osei and Cheng (2024) that tech and food & beverage innovation are key to maintaining relevance in the mid-tier market. The ST Strategy leverages existing strengths to guard against brand damage from online reviews. Using positive guest feedback in marketing communications or displaying real-time review responses aligns with Minazzi (2015), who recommends integrating online reputation management into customer engagement strategies.
The WT Strategy, involving training, quality checks, and investment in decor, is a defensive necessity that aligns with the report of Madhav and Tyagi (2021) showing that even minor upgrades can prevent disproportionate negative feedback in online environments. These strategies illustrate how real-time feedback can inform both reactive (service recovery) and proactive (service innovation) planning.
[bookmark: _Toc200472544]4.2.5 Online Reviews as a Strategic Feedback Loop
As a kind of continuous, unsolicited, and highly visible criticism, this study confirms the growing influence of internet reviews.  Hotels are compelled to be more open and responsive because to the high number of detailed reviews and the fact that they are made public.  There is a financial case for active review management, as shown by Cho et al. (2024) who discovered that a 10% boost to review scores can lead to a 15% rise in bookings.  According to Bungatang et al. (2024), internet feedback can be used as a strategic tool by spotting trends, uncovering unfulfilled expectations, and providing free insights into consumer psychology.  Triangulating reviews with in-house guest satisfaction surveys yields indisputable value, even though individual opinions may be skewed or motivated by emotions.  This lends credence to Minazzi's (2015) claim that, in the modern era of digital marketing, an organization's online reputation is critical to their service strategy.

[bookmark: _Toc200472545]Chapter – 5: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc200472546]5.1 Summary of the Research
Owing to new technologies and changes in customer habits, the hotel sector has changed drastically during the last 20 years.  The rise of consumer feedback, especially in the form of online reviews, as a powerful tool for gauging product quality is one of the most noteworthy shifts.  This study used this modern occurrence as a jumping off point to investigate what it means for strategy formulation, customer happiness, and service delivery.
 The study found critical performance areas, both good and bad, by analysing reviews written by actual customers of the Holiday Inn Sunderland.  The strategic implications were understood by mapping these discoveries against known theoretical frameworks.  Hotel operations were contextually assessed using SWOT and STEEPLED analyses, while service delivery was evaluated along five critical dimensions (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy) using the SERVQUAL model.  In the end, the hotel's SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis was used to create a TOWS matrix, which was used to suggest strategic alignments.
[bookmark: _Toc200472547]5.2 Achievement of Research Objectives
The study accomplished all three of its major goals as outlined in the proposal.  Several recurring themes emerged from the guest reviews.  Two key performance metrics that greatly improved the client experience were the cleanliness of the establishment and the professionalism of the staff.  On the flip side, a number of concerns were brought to light, such as antiquated facilities, poor Wi-Fi, and service delays during busy periods.  In the eyes of management, these were areas of weakness that needed fixing.  The use of SERVQUAL was successful in turning unstructured feedback from guests into quantifiable performance indicators.Each SERVQUAL dimension was reflected in the feedback, providing a clear basis for analysis. Similarly, the SWOT analysis helped distinguish between internal factors (e.g. well-trained staff vs. aging facilities) and external ones (e.g. rising customer expectations and regional competition). The STEEPLED framework offered a macro-level understanding of socio-economic and technological trends influencing hotel performance. Finally, the TOWS matrix demonstrated how actionable strategies could emerge from these insights. The integration of findings into strategic recommendations (which will be outlined in a separate chapter) shows that customer feedback is not only evaluative but also predictive and directive. The study provides a roadmap for managers looking to enhance service quality based on evidence directly sourced from the consumer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc200472548]5.3 Contributions to Theory
The research contributes to hospitality management theory in several ways. While the SERVQUAL model has been widely applied since the 1980s, its relevance in the age of online feedback continues to be debated. This study affirms its continued utility by demonstrating that dimensions such as tangibles and responsiveness remain central to the guest experience. However, it also highlights the need for evolving the model to consider modern technological factors (e.g. digital check-in, app-based service). By combining individual-level feedback (guest reviews) with organizational-level strategy tools (SWOT, TOWS) and environmental scanning models (STEEPLED), the research provides a comprehensive analytical approach that bridges operational issues with strategic considerations. This study also contributes methodologically by showcasing the value of secondary data—specifically online customer reviews—as a rich source of qualitative and quantitative insights. In doing so, it affirms Johnston’s (2014) argument that digital footprints can be effectively repurposed for rigorous academic inquiry when appropriately contextualised.
[bookmark: _Toc200472549]5.4 Contributions to Practice
From a practical standpoint, the research offers significant managerial value. Online reviews provide a continuous, cost-free source of customer insights. Managers at Holiday Inn Sunderland—and in similar hotel contexts—can use such reviews as a dynamic performance monitoring system. Instead of waiting for internal audits or surveys, they can identify service issues as they emerge. The integration of reviews with structured models allows hotel managers to make more informed decisions. For example, prioritising investment in Wi-Fi and tech infrastructure is not just a reactive response to complaints but a proactive strategy supported by patterns in customer feedback. In an increasingly competitive environment, service differentiation is vital. The study shows that even mid-market hotels can elevate their value proposition by focusing on soft aspects of service such as empathy and staff attitude—areas that require low capital investment but deliver high impact.
[bookmark: _Toc200472550]5.5 Limitations of the Study
Despite the value and insights, it provides, this research is not without limitations. While online reviews are rich in customer sentiment, they are also subject to selection bias. People who post reviews are often those with particularly positive or negative experiences, potentially skewing the dataset. Moreover, the lack of control over the questions posed to reviewers limits the depth and consistency of data. Because reviews were anonymised and lacked demographic details, it was not possible to analyse how experiences varied by age, gender, purpose of visit, or length of stay. This limits the ability to tailor recommendations for different customer segments.
The case study design means that the findings, while detailed, are not necessarily generalisable to all hotels—even within the same chain. Differences in management style, regional culture, guest profiles, and competition may limit applicability elsewhere. The analysis was based on a specific window of customer reviews. It does not account for seasonal trends or long-term changes in performance and guest expectations. Future studies could adopt a longitudinal design to capture these dynamics more fully.
[bookmark: _Toc200472551]5.6 Final Reflections
This research has demonstrated that customer feedback is far more than an evaluative tool—it is a strategic asset. The case of Holiday Inn Sunderland shows that even in mid-range hospitality environments, insights from guests can drive improvements in service delivery, technology use, staff training, and competitive positioning. By applying well-established academic models to digital review data, the study has helped operationalise abstract concepts such as “service quality” and “guest satisfaction” in a way that is both meaningful and actionable.
Importantly, the research suggests that the future of service improvement in hospitality lies in the integration of customer voice with management science. Hoteliers must become more responsive, not just in handling complaints, but in transforming those complaints into learning opportunities and catalysts for change. Service quality should be seen not as a fixed standard to be met but as an evolving dialogue between guest expectations and organisational capability.
In a world where online reputation is increasingly tied to financial performance, hotels can no longer afford to ignore customer feedback or treat it as a passive data point. Instead, they must engage with it, analyse it, and act on it strategically. This study provides a framework for doing just that.


[bookmark: _Toc200472552]Chapter – 6: Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc200472553]6.1 Upgrade Technological Infrastructure and Connectivity
Guests consistently reported dissatisfaction with the quality of Wi-Fi and outdated in-room technology. In today’s digitally connected world, technology plays a significant role in guest comfort, convenience, and productivity. Fast and reliable internet is no longer considered a premium feature but a standard expectation (Das, 2023). Research by Kansakar et al. (2017) underscores that hotels investing in technological upgrades gain competitive advantage by enhancing operational efficiency and delivering a seamless guest experience. This directly aligns with the SERVQUAL dimensions of tangibles and reliability, which emphasize the importance of physical facilities and consistent service delivery. To meet these expectations, Holiday Inn Sunderland should prioritize upgrading to high-speed fibre internet with stable coverage throughout the hotel. In-room smart technology such as voice-activated assistants, charging ports, and smart TVs would add significant value to the guest experience (Das, 2023). Moreover, integrating app-based services for check-in, room service, and customer support can improve operational efficiency and align with evolving guest behaviour (Mediratta, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc200472554]6.2 Diversify and Elevate Food and Beverage Offerings
The study found repeated complaints about the limited breakfast menu, with guests expecting more variety and better quality. Food and beverage services are a crucial aspect of hospitality and significantly influence guest satisfaction (Ali et al., 2025). Akbari et al. (2021) found that an improved dining experience increases not only immediate satisfaction but also repeat patronage and positive word-of-mouth. A diversified breakfast offering that includes vegetarian, vegan, gluten-free, and local items can appeal to a broader customer base and contribute to the hotel’s brand image. Enhancing the dining experience also contributes to the SERVQUAL dimensions of tangibles and empathy (Ali et al., 2025). By catering to various dietary needs and preferences, the hotel shows care and attentiveness, building rapport with guests. Furthermore, locally sourced ingredients can be a differentiator in an otherwise standardised market, giving guests a sense of authenticity and regional flavour. Investment in quality dining directly supports the overall positioning of the hotel as a customer-focused establishment (Singh and Kumar, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc200472555]6.3 Improve Staff Responsiveness through Targeted Training
Another major concern expressed in guest feedback was the delay in response times, particularly during peak hours such as breakfast and check-in. Service responsiveness, defined by Parasuraman et al. (1988) as the willingness and ability to help customers promptly, is a cornerstone of service quality. Ali et al. (2021) noted that delays in service or unpreparedness of staff are among the top causes of dissatisfaction in hotel stays. To address this issue, Holiday Inn Sunderland should implement staff training programs focused on high-efficiency service during peak demand. These programs should include role-playing scenarios, real-time problem solving, and customer empathy workshops. In parallel, management should review staffing models to ensure the right number of staff are available during busy periods (Ali et al., 2025). Cross-training employees to perform multiple roles could add flexibility and prevent bottlenecks. An empowered and responsive team will elevate the guest experience and improve operational agility (Mediratta, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc200472556]6.4 Personalize Guest Experiences through CRM and Feedback Loops
Although the staff at Holiday Inn Sunderland were generally rated positively, the hotel lacks mechanisms for creating personalized guest experiences. In a market where guests increasingly seek customized services, personalization can be a key competitive advantage (Singh and Kumar, 2025). Osei and Cheng (2024) emphasized that personalisation fosters emotional engagement and loyalty, especially when guests feel their unique preferences are acknowledged and remembered. Introducing a basic Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system can enable the hotel to track guest preferences, special requests, and past visits. This data can be used to tailor services such as room settings, welcome amenities, or communication style (Das, 2023). For example, recognizing a returning guest with a personalized note or offering a preferred room configuration can create a lasting impression (Ali et al., 2025). Moreover, a real-time feedback loop, possibly through in-room tablets or SMS-based surveys, can allow management to resolve issues before they escalate into negative reviews (Mediratta, 2025). This approach strengthens the dimensions of empathy and assurance in the SERVQUAL model and builds deeper customer relationships.
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