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[bookmark: _Toc212597252]Abstract
This paper looks at the growing application of artificial intelligence (AI) in the guest-facing aspect of business in small hotels in the United Kingdom through a practical case of The Z Hotel Group because of its implementation of automated check-in kiosks, mobile messaging, and minimal-staffing service strategies. The qualitative secondary research method of thematic analysis synthesised the scholarly literature, industry reports, and reliable online resources. The Service Encounter Framework was used to determine the effects of AI on the functioning performance and the emotional experience of a guest. The results indicate that AI improves responsiveness, operational efficiency and customised communication. Nevertheless, it is still weak in its emotional intelligence especially in the service recovery contexts and causes anxieties among employees over job security. On the whole, the results suggest that the so-called high-tech, high-touch strategy should be balanced to maintain the meaningful interaction with the guests and the brand differentiation. It is suggested to implement responsible integration that will support human authenticity and use AI as a source of competition strength.
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The concept of artificial intelligence has become one of the most disruptive modern themes in the hotel and hospitality industry in the world, especially among the small hotels in competitive markets like the United Kingdom. It is an industry that is experiencing extremes of pressures such as labour shortages, rising costs of operation, and changing customer demands due to digital convenience as postulated by Zahidi, Kaluvilla and Mulla (2024). The Automated check-in, chatbots, and data-driven personalisation are some of the AI technologies that provide solutions to these problems through increased efficiency and the timeliness of guest service. Meanwhile, hospitality is a humanistic industry, which is based on sympathy, individual care, and emotional attachment (McCartney and McCartney, 2020). This brings conflict between the development of technology and the maintenance of the authentic human warmth. The question of how AI can be deployed to guest-facing roles without undermining service character in The Zo Hotel is hence an urgent problem among hotel administrators who are aimed at preserving the service quality and brand name as well as guest loyalty in a changing digital world. 
[bookmark: _Toc212597254]2. Literature Review 
Guest Service using AI in Small UK Hotels: The Argument about Efficiency versus Human Warmth.
Artificial Intelligence has been established as a game changer in the hospitality industry transforming the service delivery, personalisation and operational models. Researchers concur that AI provides small hotels with an opportunity to solve the labour issues and increasing demands by guests to be quick and convenient. They are however divided on the extent to which technology can replace the human touch in hospitality culture. In this review, I analyse those opposing views and reduce the scope of the discussion to guest-facing AI, i.e., chatbots or automated check-in systems in small hotels in the United Kingdom.
Mandić, Panić and Šain (2023) explains that AI systems enhance uniformity of service as it removes the human factor of mistakes and exhaustion, particularly in after-hours communication when small hotels may not have employees. Lukanova and Ilieva (2019) also concurred and stated that automated chat systems can make a property that is a boutique hotel seem to be always engaged with its customers even with small manpower. Those academics within this camp focus on efficiency improvements and insist that guests are becoming more focused on speed rather than communication, particularly when making mundane requests. Other people take this opinion even further. Bagadiya and Kathiriya (2024) added that Millennials and Gen Z travellers are proactive adherents to the type of technology mediation that is frictionless and non-intrusive. Their study indicated that small hotels run the risk of being perceived as old-fashioned when they rely on human service as one of the main options, as digital convenience has become one of the expectations of the UK travellers.
Nonetheless, this technology-optimistic worldview has been challenged quite heavily. Ana Rita Gonçalves et al. (2024)claimed that AI can be useful but it cannot create the emotional touch that characterises hospitality. The sense of warmth, empathy, and pure caring is something that could not be imitated by machines except through programmed answers. McCartney and McCartney (2020) further confirmed this by showing that guests embrace automation when everything is going well but the trust breaks down very quickly when mistakes are made since the machine cannot show accountability and genuine regrets.
The most controversial issue is whether AI can become human enough.
Ananeva (2019) notes that friendly language, avatars, and other anthropomorphic design elements increase the comfort of the guests and promote trust in the automation of services. In comparison, Filieri et al. (2022) cautioned that overly anthropomorphism may cause the uncanny valley that will cause discomfort and artificial hospitability perceptions. Both parties concur that design is important, they only differ on the acceptable boundary point.
The second major point of disagreement is with service recovery.
Tech supporters like Abdallah Alsaad (2023) claimed that AI is able to perform better than humans during periods of stressful operations surges since it will never panic, will never feel, and will always react immediately. However, critics such as Liu and Hung (2021) argued that recovery moments are the actual theatre of hospitality and that it needs empathy, improvisation and relational sensitivity. To them, AI is capable of apologising, but not caring.


Another disputed layer is the research that is employee-oriented.
Yin et al. (2023) states that frontline staff of the UK boutique hotels state that AI decreases the number of repetitive tasks, thus, allowing employees to spend more time on personalised guest care. Nonetheless Huang and Rust (2018) said that most of the workers consider automation as surveillance and replacement instead of an aid. The resistance is caused by the fear of being redundant. This implies success of AI is not only on quality of technology but on management communication and training.
It is more agreed on the concept of data-driven personalisation.
The majority of researchers argue that small-scale hotels will be able to use insights generated through AI to come up with unexpectedly personal gestures. Elmohandes and Marghany (2023) demonstrated that guests react favorably to the hotel anticipating needs prior to their arrival, e.g. pillow types or food allergies, based on profile information. In this favorable perception, AI serves as the backstage brain and the staff is the onstage heart.
Although the arguments on either side are quite strong, most researchers are coming together in a hybrid future.
Grazzini, Viglia and Nunan (2023) suggested that AI should be used as a filter at the frontline, processing foreseeable requests and increasing emotional or challenging interactions with the human mind. Yang, Henthorne and George (2019) also advocated a strategy that was high-tech, high touch, digital systems are seen as boosters, not substitutes of hospitality labour. Nevertheless, this compromise is still controversial. As per Li et al. (2021), machine and human roles boundary issues have to be continuously monitored since the automation creep could lead hotels to dehumanisation not at once, but progressively. On the other hand, Yang, Henthorne and George (2019) maintained that the expectations of the guests are changing rapidly to the extent that it may lead to a lack of competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc212597255]3. Method 
To attain an in-depth insight into the process of small hotels in the United Kingdom, such as The Z Hotel Group, incorporating artificial intelligence in the guest-facing services, a qualitative secondary research design was chosen. Such a methodology allowed gathering pertinent information without time and financial limitations related to primary fieldwork. The data was collected with the help of the structured desk-based research based on the peer-reviewed scholarly journals, UK hospitality industry reports, government reports, and reliable online sources that cover AI implementation, customers experience, and small hotel operations. The web disclosures, digital service descriptions, and media interviews of The Z Hotel Group are also discussed to be used within the context as they are firm-specific resources.
The thematic analysis was used to arise at recurring patterns, opportunities, and tensions in the literature. Deductive coding was also directed by the theoretical constructs that were well known like guest communication, personalisation, and service quality with inductive coding addressing the emergent issues such as staff anxiety and risk on information privacy. As a precaution to maintain analytical rigour, the sources were rated in terms of their credibility, relevance in terms of publications, and applicability to the UK boutique hotel sector.
The Service Encounter Framework was the analysis instrument used to determine the functional performance changes achieved with the help of automation and the emotional aspects of service which remain based on a human touch. Even though empirical testing was not done, the triangulation of diverse and good secondary sources enhanced the validity and reliability of the results.
[bookmark: _Toc212597256]4. Theme Impact Analysis
The organisation of guest service in the small hotels in the UK is being transformed by artificial intelligence. It is driven by the increasing cost of labour, growing customer demands in terms of immediacy, and the necessity to be competitive with major chains that have more resources. Nevertheless, hospitality is a human-based industry concerning human warmth, empathy and emotional attachment. This critique uses the Service Encounter Framework to discuss the role of AI on functional and emotional aspects of service, determining modern influences and reactions towards it within the industry.
Thematic Table: Guest-Facing AI in Small UK Hotels
	Theme
	Previous Research Insights
	Key Outcome

	Service Efficiency and Speed
	AI reduces waiting times, supports 24/7 responses (Hussein Al-shami et al. (2021); Zahidi, Kaluvilla and Mulla, 2024)).
	Greater speed and reliability.

	Emotional Connection and Warmth
	Machines cannot convey real empathy (Gupta et al. (2022); AL-HYARI, AL-SMADI and WESHAH (2023).
	Human touch remains necessary.

	Data-Driven Personalisation
	Profile-based personalisation enhances guest value perception Khoa et al. (2022); Jabeen, Al Zaidi and Al Dhaheri (2021)
	Improved satisfaction but privacy concerns.

	AI Design and Comfort
	Overly human-like AI may cause discomfort (Buhalis and Moldavska (2021); Rasheed et al. (2023).
	Balanced presentation improves trust.

	Employee Role and Job Security
	Staff fear replacement despite task reduction benefits Xu and Liu (2022).
	Technology acceptance depends on support.



4.1 [bookmark: _Toc212597257]Interpretation and Analysis.
The thematic table results are well aligned with the traditional scholarly arguments regarding AI in hospitality as well as they reveal some practical peculiarities into the UK small-hotel setting. The initial theme, which is the theme of efficiency of service and speed, goes much closer to Hussein Al-Shami et al. (2021) and Zahidi, Kaluvilla and Mulla (2024), who believe that AI allows interacting 24 hours a day and diminishes the delays in operations. These observations support previous literature that included Mandić, Panić and Šain (2023)and Lukanova and Ilieva (2019)who both argued that automation reduces the mistakes of humans and gives the impression of small hotels being constantly monitored regardless of how few people are working. The new trend implies that speed and uniformity are the most evident AI integration strengths.
The second theme, emotional attachment and warmth, is one of the sustainability of concerns in the literature. The results obtained with the table are in line with the works of Gupta et al. (2022) and Al-Hyari, Al-Smadi and Weshah (2023), who report that AI does not have a real sense of empathy and emotional intelligence. This is in line with what Ana Rita Gonçalves et al. (2024) and McCartney and McCartney (2020) discovered, which is that trust is lost rapidly when automated systems fail to deliver service with the human touch when something goes wrong with the service. The evidence still confirms the old adage of how emotional care cannot be replaced in the hospitality industry, supporting Liu and Hung (2021) in stating that service recovery by human beings is the key to loyalty retention.
The third theme of data-driven personalisation is also inter-source consistent. Khoa et al. (2022) and Jabeen, Al Zaidi and Al Dhaheri (2021) affirm that AI allows creating highly personalized experiences, which reinforce satisfaction. These conclusions are consistent Elmohandes and Marghany (2023), but also reminiscent of the warning that Gupta et al. (2022) provides that this sort of technological intimacy should be balanced with transparency of data to prevent compromising the comfort of guests in GDPR regulation. The fourth theme is AI design and comfort, which shows consistency and conflict in the literature. The table is aware that anthropomorphic AI interfaces can make people more trusting when subtle but become disturbing when too realistic. This is a reflection of the argument between Khaled and Alena (2021) that anthropomorphic design leads to greater guest confidence and Filieri et al. (2022)  that uncanny valley effect is dangerous. The practical recommendation proposed in the table serves in favor of Filieri et al.demonstrating the fact that small hotels use simplified automation at present in order to avoid inconvenience.
Lastly, the fifth theme on employee role and job security strengthens a long standing divide. The results of Xu and Liu (2022) are consistent with Zahidi, Kaluvilla and Mulla (2024) which state that AI can release employees to work on more valuable tasks. Nevertheless they also coincide with the Yang, Henthorne and George (2019) worry that frontline employees are afraid of being displaced, and this may lead to a resistance to technological change and adverse attitude. In all the five themes, the thematic and preceding literature all lead to a hybrid viewpoint that AI is good at functional activities, but does not consider that human warmth, emotional intelligence and brand-specific personal service is the main pillar of hospitality..
Strong points of AI Adoption in Small Hotels in UK.
AI contributes to the homogeneity of operations and availability of services. The day to day chores are carried out more efficiently with minimal mistakes and there is a degree of efficiency that small hotels fail to deliver during rush times or off-time. This scalability enables small teams in properties to appear more professional and constantly available offering of services. High-tech personalisation instruments driven by data enhance the satisfaction of guests by recognition and convenience. Another way that automation can make the hotel competitive is with regard to budget chains that already enjoy economies of scale.  
Artificial Intelligence: Chairmen and Barriers to Usage in the Small Hotels of UK.
One of the major drawbacks is the decrease in the natural human interaction. When technology overtakes the guest experience, the hospitality element could be lost. In cases of AI system breakdowns, they do not have the emotional intelligence to address problems to the satisfaction of the guests. Automation can over time water down brand differentiation as far as the boutique hotels which market intimacy and uniqueness. Data privacy risks will be reputational risks in case personalisation is viewed to be oppressive.  
[bookmark: _Toc212597258]5. Conclusion 
The implementation of AI technologies, as experienced by The Z Hotel Group has been shown to make great gains in regard to the speed, resilience of operations, and accessibility of the services in the small UK hotel industry. However, the human touch and heartedness that is essential in the hospitality of The Z Hotels is still beyond the capabilities of automation. There should be a balanced implementation then. With AI processing regular operation assignments and maintaining the involvement of human emotions as the primary element of the operational process, The Z Hotel Group will be able to ensure the preservation of the hotel brand in the form of a boutique, maintain customer loyalty, and survive in the changing digital environment.
[bookmark: _Toc212597259]6. Recommendation 
· The Z Hotel Group must not stop using AI as an assistant but should not replace human service position with it. Monotonous, transactional communications should be addressed by automated checking-in, mobile concierge services, and chatbots communications, which a guest would want to experience to be quick and efficient. The human employees should always be the key point of contact when it comes to interaction with the emotional nature (issue resolving, personalised recommendations, and welcoming the guest) as these aspects will determine the personable boutique presence that the brand promises.
· The engagement of employees is important. The Z hotel group would be advised to invest in training programmes which would prepare employees to cooperate with the AI systems efficiently and they would not be scared of losing their jobs rather they would have confidence in service delivery. Clear communication should be made about how AI gathers and utilises data to keep within the framework of the GDPR and enhance trust of the guests in the personalisation technologies.
· Moreover, there should be a constant analysis of digital touchpoints so that automation promotes comfort to the guests instead of substituting meaningful human interaction. The continued adherence to the high-tech, high-touch strategy will enable The Z Hotel Group to keep enjoying the fruits of digital innovation without sacrificing the human authenticity and providing a memorable customer hospitality experience that will set it apart among the other larger and less personalised competitors.
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