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DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN HOSPITALITY 
AND TOURISM


Abstract
    Today's hospitality and tourism industry embraces mobile technologies, artificial intelligence, and digital marketing. This paper focuses on the effects of mobile applications in implementing turnaround strategies and improving customer satisfaction and organisational effectiveness in the service provision sector. In a way that IT has influenced student engagement, this paper, through a literature review and discussion, discusses how mobile technology is redefining the guest experience right from check-in to mobile payment and challenges such as data privacy, discrimination, and social impacts of sustainability, vice delivery, enhancing customer experiences, and improving operational efficiency in the industry. Through literature review and discussions, it explores how mobile technology is reshaping guest interactions, from check-in to mobile payments. It also addresses challenges such as data privacy, inclusivity, and sustainability. One implication of the analysis is that sustaining competitiveness requires continued investments in integrating technology into operations and training the workforce. This paper concludes with policy recommendations and future managerial implications to provide the hospitality industry with suggestions on utilising digital tools for sustainable development and improved customer satisfaction.






Introduction

      The progress currently influencing the effective functioning of the hospitality and tourism industry lies in digital change. It entails incorporating technologies such as AI, mobile applications, and digital marketing into the operations of hotels, resorts, and travel services. These innovations are improving the guest experience, increasing hotel efficiency, and changing the nature of the delivery of services. For instance, AI is now applied to characterise guest services, whereas mobile applications help with check-in and check-out, and digital keys enhance comfort. This transformation remains valid today when customer expectations are much higher, and organisations must change their key activities correspondingly. The hospitality sector, particularly the food and beverage industry, which is famous for its focus on quality and timely service delivery, considers digital tools critical to sustaining and improving the previously mentioned indicators. Besides, with the emerging role of the inhabitants with enhanced information and communication technologies and increasing competition, the need to implement newer technologies in the sector exists. The paper explores how the application of mobile technology in hospitality and tourism enhances the quality of services rendered and the recommendations, like how data protection, sustainability, accessibility, inclusivity, and training can help add to the perfection.

Literature review

Several areas have been covered by literature on the digital transformation of hospitality and tourism. Technological innovations that are leading to significant impacts, according to the current literature in hospitality and tourism, include smartphones and various services, with their help, making a vital impact on the introduction between the hotel and its guests, as well as providing further complimentary services after clients’ check-in and check-out (Brandano, Mastrangioli, and Palma, 2023). Fortunately, with increasing demand and the unceasing development of portable device technologies, these services in the hospitality industry have become significantly more convenient and client-orientated. Maroufkhani et al. (2022) have established that mobile applications enable guests to make reservations, check in and check out, and even access other services without direct contact with employees.
Mobile technology has reshaped the customer journey in the hospitality industry, offering greater convenience and personalised services. According to studies by Maroufkhani et al. (2022), mobile applications are essential for guests to manage their reservations, check-in and out, and access various services without interacting with staff. It has helped organise the business and brought the flexibility and personalisation necessary for today’s market. With the help of mobile applications, customer care services like promotions, room preferences, and making requests can be delivered, making the user gain loyalty and satisfaction.
Aside from improving the guest experience, mobile technology is also a vital tool for increasing operational performance. Imtiaz and Kim (2019) show that staff and guests can communicate in real-time through mobile applications, which helps decrease response time and improve service (Robson, 2016). For example, a hotel can handle key and service management, cleaning, and general maintenance through mobile applications. This decreases costs and, at the same time, allows guests to be served efficiently.
Another factor that has gained prominence in the application of mobile technologies is mobile commerce, which goes a notch higher by making payments, another aspect of the solution. Mobile payments have continued to rise in the hospitality industry to cover costs for services, orders from their devices, or payment of accommodations, as Trihas, Zozonakis, and Kourgiantakis (2022) note. This has increased guests' satisfaction and posited the opportunity for hotels to implement contactless solutions, which has been paramount during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, where minimising interaction was paramount (Suyunchaliyeva et al., 2021). The transition towards mobile payments matches new tendencies in consumer behaviour and pushes the movement towards increasing digitalisation within the entire industry.
However, some issues limit the effectiveness of the application of mobile technology in the hospitality industry. As Ezzaouia and Bulchand-Gidumal (2020) point out, the first is the digital divide, which, in the case of MHPL, might reflect a limited financial capacity for investing in the development of high-quality mobile applications and insufficient knowledge of modern ideas regarding the use of information technology. Also, as the use of mobile technology may create improved ways of enhancing customer relations solutions, it has a flip side in terms of customer information privacy and protection.

Application to the Hotel and Hospitality Sector

Mobile technology adoption within the hospitality and tourism industry has been regarded as a significant evolution in digitalisation (Jayawardena et al., 2023; Adekuajo et al., 2023). Mobile applications and, more broadly, mobile-based services have emerged as incredibly effective tools for guests’ engagement and operational optimisation in hotels.
Political factors
Interestingly, political factors are evident to have a strong influence on the hospitality sector regarding the use of mobile technology. In many countries, governments have exhibited interest in technological advancement, especially in the post-COVID-19 world, to boost the economy. Those policies that help develop and invest in technology would profoundly impact the hospitality industry (Busulwa, Pickering, and Mao, 2022; Santos and Silva, 2019). For example, government subsidies for businesses that venture into technological tools, particularly mobile technology; for instance, providing grants or tax credits to the hotel business will reduce the financial pressure.
Nonetheless, political tension and bureaucratic controls are significant obstacles. In politically unstable countries, Golden Key and other hotels often have challenges piloting new technologies in operations because the government may change its policies frequently (Darcy, Ambrose, and Bulhalis, 2012). Moreover, privacy standards like the General Data Protection Regulation in the European Union give strict conditions for customer data acquisition (Sartor and Lagioia, 2020). Mobile applications used by hotels must adhere to these regulations to avoid penalties.

Economic factors
From a business perspective, mobile technology has been considered a cost-efficient approach for enhancing hotel services and efficiency in operations. According to the study conducted by Smith et al. (2022), mobile apps provide solutions to many operational issues, such as the ability to manage and automate guest operations while boosting overhead and profits for the hotel. Hotel chains can leverage the ability to make highly targeted offers and discounts delivered directly to the guest’s pocket through their smartphone. For example, an app might tell the guests about the services offered in the spa or the meals they should try during their stay in the hotel, thereby making it easier for the hotel to sell complementary products (Dawson, Lemelin, and Stewart, 2012). Mobile technology adoption by large-scale hotel chains and small hotel businesses is majorly influenced by the economic disparities between the two. Thus, large hotel chains with superior financial capacity can afford high-quality technology applications with more functions than those that are affordable by small hotels.

Social Factors
Business mobility fits in well with the changing customer preferences, especially with the generations that grew up with advanced technology and expect such personalised and convenient solutions. The second and third generations of travellers, increasingly presented in the rental market, are more likely to use their smartphones to engage with businesses (Gowreesunkar, 2021). Through their mobile applications, one can even check in or check out, order food, or see what is happening in the room, satisfying the guest. In addition, the social media trend and the growth of applications on mobile devices help hotels better build relations with customers through utilising loyal programs and suggestions.
The transformations to the digital approach to social interaction, mainly due to the COVID-19 pandemic, have reinforced the need for mobile technology as an essential device to provide secure customer experiences (Suyunchaliyeva et al., 2021). It can also undermine guest experience expectations when the focus is on the application of mobile technologies, they are young people, or when they are not accustomed to using digital gadgets. Mill (2012) elaborates that hotels, to some extent, must address the issue of integrating mobile technology services into their business while also having to provide standard services for guests who want direct contact with the hotel staff.

Technological Factors
Technology is the leading propeller in using mobile technology in the hospitality industry. Influenced by the rising prevalence of smartphones in the market and the advancement in application development, it has become viable for hotels to provide mobile-based services (Trihas, Zozonakis, and Kourgiantakis, 2022). In addition, mobile apps improve operational efficiency by facilitating staff and guests’ interactions and sharing of information, managing cleaning services, and generating real-time analyses of guest behaviours. Additionally, integrating mobile technology with other digital services like cloud-based property management systems (PMS) and the Internet of Things (IoT) opens up more customised and automated services to clients. For instance, in hotels today, hi-tech room solutions that include lighting, heating, ventilation, air conditioning, and entertainment controls with smartphones are emerging, especially in the luxury segment (Moraitis, 2018). However, this means that rapid technological change also has its problems.

Environmental factors
          Environmental issues are beginning to emerge as prominent in the use of mobile technology in hospitality, as established digital technologies can help improve organisations' sustainability. Mobile applications also help hotels eliminate paper-based check-in and use as few actual keys and printed materials, including brochures or menus, as possible (Urban and Łukaszewicz, 2021). In addition, through interfacing with smart systems and resources like electricity and water, mobile technology makes it possible for hotels to save resources entirely. For example, Perry (2017) outlines that smart thermostats and sensors installed in mobile applications that control room occupancy, heating, cooling, and lighting will help reduce waste. This is possible through scientific research and has the added benefit of achieving a reduced carbon footprint even when making operational savings (GreenTech, 2023). However, the benefits of mobile technology on the overall environment should be considered against the energy consumed by data centres that support these applications and the discarded electronic devices ending up in electronic landfills.

Legal factors
Regarding mobile technology in hospitality, data privacy and security legally dominate this area. Since guest engagement with the hotels is becoming mobile app-based, personal data, including credit card details and preferences, is captured and stored (Ranjan et al., 2023). It is not only a legal issue of data protection; using mobile payment systems causes several legal regulations that the hotels must follow, such as the rules of secure payments. Gowreesunkar et al. (2021) elaborate that hotel mobile platforms require encryption and authentication safeguards to prevent fraud on guests’ details. Other aspects may concern hotels; these include privacy and payment security, as well as the laws of accessibility (Costa and Costa, 2022). Due to technological advancement, most activities can be accessed through mobile apps. Therefore, such programs must be friendly to guests with disabilities, especially when accessing touch interfaces.

Future Policy and Management Options for Mobile Technology in Hospitality
Data Protection and Privacy Policies
An issue that calls for much attention with the application of mobile technology in hospitality is the security and privacy of the data being used. Since it is common for hotels to gather and store massive amounts of personal information via mobile applications, hoteliers must follow data protection legislation (Cooper and Hall, 2019). Future policies should concentrate on increasing the general standards of measures in cybersecurity and standardising the implementation of these regulations. Hotels should ensure that data is encrypted, access to crucial information requires more than a single verification code, and continually undergo security check-ups.

Technological Integration Investment
According to Ivanov and Webs (2019), hotels must remain relevant, especially about technological advancement and innovation in mobile need to stay relevant, especially regarding technological advancement and innovation in mobile applications. Future management strategies should be aimed at continuing the investments into upgrading mobile applications and enhancing their compatibility with, for example, the Internet of Things (IoT) and artificial intelligence (AI), as well as being supportive of different portable devices (Ezzaouia and Bulchand-Gidumal, 2020). This also encompasses smart hotel systems where guests’ mobile applications can adjust, and guests’ mobile applications can adjust various guestrooms' features, such as lighting, temperature, and entertainment.

Mobile Solutions for Sustainable Business
With the growing popularity of mobile technology, there is an increasing trend towards sustainability within the hospitality industry. Costa and Costa (2022) state that it is clear that this can play a significant role in the sustainability effort within the hotel sector. Subsequent mobilisation strategies should embrace technical gadgets, including using mobile phones to sign in, using receipts through a mobile application, and using mobile phones as room keys, which minimise paper use (Conrady and Buck, 2012). Another area could be mobile applications, through which hotels can persuade guests to use energy-saving measures; for example, they can control the lights and other utilities in their rooms through a mobile application.

Ensuring Accessibility and Inclusivity
The strengths gained from using mobile technology cannot just be felt but are the driving force behind the importance of future policies and management of mobile devices to ensure inclusiveness for those with disabilities. The application must be created to provide comfortable use for guests with disabilities, so it should correlate with actual requirements defined in the ADA in the USA and other comparable acts in different countries (Blanck, 2023). This involves such aspects as command by voice, compatibility with screen readers, and clear interfaces for those with disabilities (Brotherton, 2015). Therefore, to correct this issue, management should also keep their services available for customers who may not be comfortable with mobile service. 

Training and Workforce Development
The industry could foresee that as mobile technology becomes even more critically integrated into a hotel's operations, staff training and development should be ongoing, as Han et al. (2021) recommend. Subsequently, management strategies should be employed: training human resources to perfect mobile interface operation and embracing the security and privacy of guests’ information (Cuomo et al., 2021). Implementing these future policy and management options guarantees a strong and competitive stance in advancing toward the digital platform.

Conclusion

Mobile technology alone is at the forefront of changing the hospitality and tourism industry by improving the consumer experience while delivering value to consumers. Guests will find many apps that enhance comfort, such as check-in/out, room controls, and payments, while those services benefit the business. Nevertheless, adopting such advancements offers specific difficulties, like how to face data security issues, bridge the digital divide, and make it accessible for people with disabilities. The introduction of mobile technology has far-reaching economic gain and political, legal, environmental, and social benefits. It again underlined that the last decade has posed the challenge of sustaining technological investment for hotels to remain competitive, especially given the emerging issues related to the high rate of technological change and its impact on information security and the legal environment. Through policies that engage accessibility as a measure to provide hospitality with equal opportunities, including minority individuals, and training within the workforce to enable growth and the inclusion of mobile technology, the hospitality industry can embrace digital transformation for sustainable development based on guest trust.
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