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Abstract 
This Placement Research Project explores the evolving dynamic between Artificial Intelligence (AI) and human collaboration in the hospitality industry, with Wivenhoe House Hotel serving as the central case study. The research investigates how technological advancements, particularly AI, are influencing hotel operations, employee roles, and customer experiences. Drawing from primary data collected during the placement and supported by secondary academic sources, the project aims to identify how AI is being integrated into hotel functions and the implications for future workforce strategies.
The objectives of the study are to examine current AI applications in hospitality, evaluate their effectiveness in improving service delivery and operational efficiency, and assess the challenges and opportunities for human-AI collaboration. The literature review uncovers significant insights into digital transformation trends within the hospitality sector, particularly the balance between automation and personalised service. Methodologically, the study uses a qualitative case study approach enriched by ethnographic techniques to collect and analyse observational and experiential data from the placement period.
Findings reveal that Wivenhoe House Hotel, though not yet fully AI-integrated, has taken strategic steps towards technological adoption in areas such as digital booking systems, inventory management, and customer service platforms. Staff adaptability, digital literacy, and managerial attitudes emerged as critical factors influencing successful AI integration. The discussion critically compares these findings with the wider body of academic literature, highlighting both alignment and divergence with established theories and models.
Conclusions suggest that while AI offers significant advantages in terms of efficiency and data-driven decision-making, it must be integrated thoughtfully to preserve the human touch essential to hospitality. The study recommends practical strategies for the hotel to gradually expand its AI use while investing in employee training and change management.
Ultimately, this research contributes to the understanding of how mid-sized, experience-focused hotels like Wivenhoe House can navigate the digital transformation journey. It calls for a hybrid model that combines the best of technology and human capabilities to create resilient and guest-centric hospitality services.


Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc200662372]1.1 Background
The global hospitality sector is undergoing a rapid and profound transformation driven by the convergence of several factors: technological innovation, evolving customer expectations, heightened competition, and significant labour shortages (Ivanov & Webster, 2019; Gursoy et al., 2019). Among the most disruptive forces reshaping hotel operations is Artificial Intelligence (AI), which is redefining how hospitality services are designed, delivered, and experienced.
AI technologies have introduced capabilities such as automated booking systems, predictive maintenance, facial recognition, and chatbots for guest communication (Tussyadiah, 2020; Lu & Gursoy, 2018). These tools not only enhance operational efficiency but also provide personalized recommendations and improve data-driven decision-making (Murphy et al., 2017; Buhalis & Leung, 2018). For instance, AI-enabled Property Management Systems (PMS) can dynamically adjust room rates based on demand forecasts, while robotic process automation can handle repetitive back-office tasks like inventory tracking and guest feedback analysis (Kasavana, 2011; Gretchko & Li, 2021).
Despite the clear benefits, the hospitality industry remains fundamentally a people-centric business. Memorable experiences are largely shaped by emotional intelligence, cultural sensitivity, and personalized human interactions—traits that AI cannot fully replicate (Wirtz et al., 2018; Parasuraman & Colby, 2015). This tension has led to a growing discourse around “augmented hospitality,” where AI supports rather than supplants the human workforce (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Davenport & Ronanki, 2018).
As hotels seek to balance digital transformation with the essence of human connection, the concept of human–AI collaboration is gaining traction. This approach emphasizes the complementary strengths of humans and machines—efficiency, speed, and data analysis on one side; empathy, adaptability, and emotional labour on the other (Kuo et al., 2017; Sigala, 2018). The future of hospitality, therefore, lies in hybrid operational models that combine the best of both worlds.
[bookmark: _Toc200662373]1.2 Case Study: Wivenhoe House Hotel

Wivenhoe House Hotel is a four-star country house hotel located in Essex, United Kingdom. Operated in partnership with the Edge Hotel School—part of the University of Essex—Wivenhoe House serves both as a commercial business and a training facility for hospitality students. This unique model allows the hotel to function as a live-learning environment, blending academic theory with practical experience (Edge Hotel School, 2024).
Throughout my placement, I worked in key departments including Front Desk, Housekeeping, and Food & Beverage, gaining direct insight into how technology, including elements of AI and automation, is being integrated into daily operations. Although the hotel is not fully automated, I observed the use of digital ordering systems, rota planning tools, inventory management software, and data-driven scheduling platforms. For example, the F&B team used tablet-based systems to manage orders, which improved both speed and accuracy—aligning with research by Kuo et al. (2017) and Morosan & DeFranco (2016), who found that digital tools improve workflow efficiency and service precision.
Wivenhoe’s dual role—as both a commercial hospitality business and an educational institution—positions it uniquely within the AI transformation narrative. The hotel balances innovation with tradition, allowing experimentation in tech adoption while prioritising human-centred learning and service.
[bookmark: _Toc200662374]1.3 Research Objectives
The primary aim of this research is to critically explore the potential of AI as a collaborative tool within hotel operations, focusing specifically on the Wivenhoe House Hotel. Rather than advocating for full automation, this project examines how AI can complement and enhance the capabilities of the human workforce, especially in a boutique hospitality environment that values personalised service.


The study is guided by the following research objectives:
· To evaluate the current use of AI technologies at Wivenhoe House Hotel, particularly in Front Desk, Housekeeping, and F&B departments.
· To assess the impact of AI on staff roles, guest experience, and service quality.
· To explore the challenges and opportunities presented by human–AI collaboration within a training hotel context.
· To propose practical and evidence-based recommendations for improving AI integration without compromising service authenticity.
These objectives are grounded in the emerging academic consensus that AI, when used strategically, can enhance service efficiency while empowering hospitality employees (Piccoli et al., 2017; Collins & Cobanoglu, 2020). The Wivenhoe House case study offers a timely and context-rich lens to investigate this balance.


[bookmark: _Toc200662375]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc200662376]2.1 Introduction
This chapter explores the academic and industry literature on the integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the hospitality sector, focusing on its impact on hotel operations, guest experience, staff roles, and human–AI collaboration. It contextualises AI adoption within the challenges facing contemporary hospitality, such as labour shortages, rising guest expectations, and the drive toward operational efficiency. Special attention is given to boutique training hotels like Wivenhoe House Hotel, where the balance between automation and personalised service is particularly delicate.


[bookmark: _Toc200662377]2.2 The Rise of AI in Hospitality
AI refers to the simulation of human intelligence by machines capable of learning, reasoning, and adapting over time (Russell & Norvig, 2016). In hospitality, AI includes tools such as chatbots, voice assistants, machine learning algorithms, facial recognition, and robotic service delivery (Ivanov & Webster, 2019).
Ivanov and Webster (2019) argue that AI has transformed hotel operations by automating repetitive tasks and providing real-time analytics. Systems such as AI-enhanced Property Management Systems (PMS) and Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools enable dynamic pricing, targeted marketing, and service personalisation (Buhalis & Leung, 2018). This aligns with research by Kasavana (2011), who notes that cloud-based PMS tools significantly improve efficiency by centralising guest information, automating updates, and reducing manual errors.
At Wivenhoe House Hotel, although fully autonomous systems are not yet in place, the use of automated rota systems and mobile POS devices mirrors this wider technological shift.

[bookmark: _Toc200662378]2.3 AI and the Guest Experience
Enhancing the guest experience remains a primary goal for AI adoption. AI tools can anticipate preferences, recommend services, and streamline check-ins (Tussyadiah, 2020). Chatbots, for instance, provide instant responses to common inquiries, reducing pressure on staff and improving service speed (Lu & Gursoy, 2018).
However, hospitality is also about emotional engagement, and excessive automation can negatively impact guest satisfaction, particularly in luxury and boutique settings (Bowen & Morosan, 2018). Parasuraman and Colby (2015) warn that while AI can deliver functional satisfaction, it often fails to evoke emotional connection—something only humans can provide.
Wivenhoe House Hotel offers an example of balancing AI tools (e.g., digital booking systems) with personalised greetings and real-time service adjustments—practices that align with the hybrid approach advocated by Wirtz et al. (2018).

[bookmark: _Toc200662379]2.4 AI and Human–AI Collaboration
The literature increasingly supports collaborative models of AI integration rather than full automation. Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2014) propose “augmented intelligence” as the ideal scenario where machines handle data-driven, repetitive tasks and humans provide judgement, empathy, and adaptability.
Davenport and Ronanki (2018) categorise AI applications into three roles: process automation, cognitive insight, and cognitive engagement. In hotels, this translates to automated bookings, predictive analytics, and AI-driven customer interaction—all designed to augment human performance, not replace it.
At Wivenhoe House Hotel, staff often use AI tools to assist in inventory tracking or shift scheduling, enabling more time to focus on guest interaction. This echoes findings by Kuo et al. (2017), who observed increased staff productivity when AI tools were implemented as support mechanisms rather than replacements.


[bookmark: _Toc200662380]2.5 Staff Perceptions and Training
Successful implementation of AI in hospitality depends significantly on staff readiness and training. Resistance to change often stems from fear of job loss, lack of digital skills, or unclear communication from management (Kim et al., 2019). As Sigala (2018) argues, digital transformation must be accompanied by clear human resource strategies that build digital literacy and confidence.
Collins and Cobanoglu (2020) highlight that when staff understand how AI improves workflows, they become more engaged and productive. This resonates with my experience at Wivenhoe House Hotel, where departments with stronger digital competence—such as the Food & Beverage team—used systems more confidently, resulting in smoother operations.
Moreover, digital literacy is not just about technical skills but also about cultural adaptability—being open to new workflows and integrating technology into service routines (Wang et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc200662381]2.6 Ethical and Emotional Considerations
AI raises several ethical questions in the hospitality sector. These include concerns about job displacement, privacy, algorithmic bias, and the loss of emotional labour (Lashley, 2018). Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotional labour remains highly relevant; it describes the effort required by service workers to present appropriate emotional responses—something AI cannot authentically replicate.
Parasuraman et al. (2005) argue that high-quality service delivery must include empathy, reliability, and assurance—dimensions that are often compromised in tech-heavy environments. Guests, especially in luxury hotels, expect authentic connections, which technology alone cannot provide.
Hence, the most sustainable model is ethical AI integration, where automation supports service but does not undermine human agency or guest emotional needs (Gretzel et al., 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc200662382]2.7 AI in Back-of-House Operations
While much attention is given to guest-facing AI, many of the most impactful applications are invisible to guests but critical to efficiency. These include predictive maintenance systems, AI-assisted housekeeping rotas, smart inventory tracking, and dynamic scheduling software (Law et al., 2014; Sigala, 2020).
In my placement at Wivenhoe House, the bar and cellar team used digital ordering and inventory software to automate supply tracking. The result was fewer stockouts and less manual work—an example of “quiet AI” enhancing operational resilience (Piccoli et al., 2017). Housekeeping also used digital apps for room updates, improving turnaround times.
These applications demonstrate that non-customer-facing AI often delivers the clearest return on investment (Gretzel & Sigala, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc200662383]2.8 Barriers to Implementation
Despite its potential, AI adoption in hospitality is often hindered by financial, technical, and cultural barriers. High installation costs, data security concerns, infrastructure limitations, and employee pushback are common obstacles (Chan & Tung, 2019; Wang et al., 2020).
In boutique hotels like Wivenhoe House, budget limitations restrict the scale of AI investment. However, the hotel’s integration of simple, scalable digital tools—rather than high-end robotics—aligns with what Buhalis and Leung (2018) term “progressive AI,” where incremental improvements drive long-term change.

[bookmark: _Toc200662384]2.9 Research Gaps and Future Directions
There is a clear gap in longitudinal case studies of boutique and educational hotels adopting AI in phases. While many large chain hotels (e.g., Marriott, Hilton) are featured in AI research, smaller properties like Wivenhoe House offer unique perspectives, especially regarding human-AI training and educational values.
Moreover, few studies explore human–AI collaboration from the perspective of student workers or placement trainees, a group that increasingly engages with tech-enabled service delivery during formative years (Sigala, 2020).
This research seeks to contribute to that gap by offering firsthand observations and practical recommendations from a placement-based case study.


[bookmark: _Toc200662385]2.10 Summary
The literature confirms that AI is reshaping hospitality, but its success depends on balanced implementation, staff engagement, and ethical considerations. While AI excels in efficiency and personalisation, human workers remain vital for emotional connection and service authenticity. Boutique hotels like Wivenhoe House—where technology is adopted mindfully—provide a real-world laboratory for understanding these dynamics. This project builds on existing research while addressing key underexplored themes such as training, reflective practice, and student-staff engagement with AI tools.


[bookmark: _Toc200662386]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc200662387]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted for this research, which investigates how Artificial Intelligence (AI) supports, rather than replaces, human labor within the hospitality industry. Specifically, it employs a qualitative case study approach using Wivenhoe House Hotel as the central unit of analysis. This strategy enables a detailed, contextualized understanding of the operational and cultural dynamics related to AI adoption in a live hospitality environment. The methods used include case study design, netnography, participant observation, and secondary data review.


[bookmark: _Toc200662388]3.2 Research Design: Case Study Methodology
The case study method is particularly suited to hospitality research because it allows for deep, context-specific insights (Yin, 2018). According to Stake (1995), case studies are ideal for exploratory research where the aim is to understand complex social phenomena—such as the interaction between AI systems and human service roles—within real-world settings. Wivenhoe House Hotel offers a rich environment for such exploration due to its dual nature as a commercial business and an educational institution.
Case studies also support methodological triangulation by enabling the use of multiple data sources, thereby increasing the validity and reliability of the findings (Denscombe, 2014). In this research, data were collected through placement-based experiences, reflective field notes, analysis of digital tools in operation, and review of relevant documentation such as schedules, training logs, and guest feedback.

[bookmark: _Toc200662389]3.3 Participant Observation and Reflective Practice
Participant observation was a key method in this study, enabled by the researcher’s immersive placement across several departments at Wivenhoe House Hotel. This technique allows the researcher to observe real-time interactions between staff, systems, and guests (Spradley, 1980). Observational data were recorded in a reflective journal, capturing both descriptive notes (e.g., how AI-supported ordering systems were used) and analytical insights (e.g., staff reactions to digital scheduling).
Reflective practice, as outlined by Schön (1983), enabled ongoing critical thinking about the role of technology in hospitality. This practice aligns with experiential learning theory and is especially valuable in professional placements where learning happens in action (Kolb, 1984).


[bookmark: _Toc200662390]3.4 Online Data Collection: Netnography
To complement primary observation, this study also utilized netnography—a qualitative research method focused on online data (Kozinets, 2015). Netnography was used to analyze publicly available guest reviews on platforms like TripAdvisor and Google, offering insights into guest perceptions of service quality, technological efficiency, and human interaction.
Reviews were thematically coded using categories such as “digital convenience,” “staff friendliness,” “wait times,” and “personalisation.” This method provided external validation of the observed experiences and aligned with studies by Xiang et al. (2015), who emphasize the value of online reviews in hospitality research.
[bookmark: _Toc200662391]3.5 Secondary Data Sources
Secondary data were also consulted to inform and triangulate the findings. These included internal documents (e.g., digital training guides, rota schedules), academic literature, and industry reports such as those from the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC, 2023). These sources helped frame the operational context of AI deployment and offered benchmarks for best practices in AI integration.


3.6 Ethical Considerations
All research was conducted in accordance with the University of Essex’s ethical guidelines. Since this study involved observational and publicly available data, and did not directly involve human interviews or surveys, ethical risk was minimal. Nevertheless, confidentiality and anonymity were maintained. No staff or guest names are disclosed. Internal documents were used with the consent of the hotel supervisor.

[bookmark: _Toc200662392]3.7 Limitations of the Methodology
While the case study and observational approach offer rich insights, they also have limitations. Findings from a single case may not be generalizable to all hotels, especially large chains or those in different cultural contexts (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Additionally, the reliance on subjective observation can introduce bias; however, triangulation through netnography and secondary sources mitigates this risk.

[bookmark: _Toc200662393]3.8 Summary
This research employs a multi-method qualitative approach rooted in a case study of Wivenhoe House Hotel. Methods include participant observation, netnography, and secondary data analysis—all framed within a reflective practice methodology. These approaches are aligned with the exploratory nature of the research and are well-suited to investigating the nuanced dynamics of human-AI collaboration in a hospitality setting.

Chapter 4: Findings (Expanded)

4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings from the placement at Wivenhoe House Hotel, framed around key research themes: operational efficiency, staff perceptions, guest expectations, and training. Drawing from participant observation, field notes, netnographic analysis, and document review, the findings offer a holistic view of how AI-supported tools are integrated into daily hotel operations. The data reflect practical experiences across the Front Desk, Housekeeping, and Food & Beverage (F&B) departments, providing evidence of how AI is influencing workflows, roles, and experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc200662394]4.2 Theme 1: Operational Efficiency through AI Integration
AI and digital systems are increasingly supporting operational decision-making and routine tasks across departments at Wivenhoe House Hotel.


4.2.1 Digital Scheduling and Rota Management
The use of a cloud-based scheduling tool in the Front Office allowed managers to assign shifts, monitor hours, and fill gaps quickly. Staff accessed their weekly rota via mobile devices and received real-time updates. This reduced the need for paper-based noticeboards and last-minute phone calls, improving communication and accountability. One receptionist commented:
“I get alerts on my phone now—much easier than waiting for someone to tell me my shift.”
This mirrors Collins and Cobanoglu’s (2020) findings that scheduling software enhances transparency and responsiveness in service operations.
[bookmark: _Toc200662395]4.2.2 Automation in Stock and Inventory Control
In the F&B department, the bar team used an integrated stock management app connected to the till and cellar inventory. When a specific item was running low—e.g., a premium gin—the system flagged it during the sales process and synced with the ordering platform. This predictive capability reduced waste and improved order accuracy.
Previously, stock-taking was done manually once per week. The AI-enabled system allowed live inventory tracking, ensuring the bar was always adequately supplied. This aligns with Law et al. (2014), who argue that AI-driven stock monitoring prevents shortages and supports sustainability goals.
[bookmark: _Toc200662396]4.2.3 Room Status and Housekeeping Coordination
AI-enhanced communication was also present in Housekeeping. Staff used a mobile app to update room status (cleaned, inspected, ready) in real time, which then appeared on the reception screen. The need for walkie-talkie communication or physical check-ins was reduced, accelerating guest room turnaround and improving the check-in process.
A floor supervisor explained:
“We now update the system on our phones—Reception sees it instantly. No more delays.”
This efficiency improvement reflects Piccoli et al.’s (2017) observation that digital coordination tools increase service responsiveness, particularly during peak turnover periods.

4.3 Theme 2: Staff Attitudes and Behavioural Adaptation
Staff responses to technology varied depending on their digital familiarity, role, and departmental culture.
[bookmark: _Toc200662397]4.3.1 Generational Differences in Adoption
Younger team members, including students from the Edge Hotel School, embraced new tools eagerly. Many viewed digital competence as essential to career readiness. For example, one F&B trainee mentioned:
“We’re taught to work with tech—it’s just part of hospitality now. I feel more in control with the system.”
This supports the digital native hypothesis proposed by Prensky (2001) and elaborated by Kim et al. (2019), where younger workers exhibit more positive attitudes toward AI due to prior exposure and confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc200662398]4.3.2 Cultural Resistance and Trust in Technology
Conversely, some older staff showed hesitation, especially when processes they had managed manually for years were automated. In Housekeeping, one employee expressed doubt:
“The app is fine, but sometimes I still prefer to check the rooms in person, just to be sure.”
This suggests partial reliance and a preference for blended verification methods, which aligns with Lashley’s (2018) assertion that emotional trust in technology is slower to develop than functional use.
[bookmark: _Toc200662399]4.3.3 Role Transformation and Task Reallocation
Some staff also highlighted that AI had freed them from repetitive tasks, allowing them to focus more on personal guest service. At Reception, check-in times were shortened by pre-filled guest information systems, giving front desk staff more time to make personal recommendations and assist with room preferences.
This matches the “task augmentation” model proposed by Davenport and Ronanki (2018), where AI takes over predictable tasks while staff focus on creative, emotional, or judgment-based service roles.
[bookmark: _Toc200662400]4.4 Theme 3: Guest Perceptions and Expectations (Netnographic Findings)
Netnographic analysis of 40 guest reviews from TripAdvisor, Google, and Booking.com revealed recurring comments about service speed, staff warmth, and digital interaction.


[bookmark: _Toc200662401]4.4.1 Appreciation for Speed and Accuracy
Guests frequently mentioned the speed of food and drink delivery, the quickness of check-in, and seamless coordination between departments. Several reviews highlighted technology use positively:
“The digital ordering system was a breeze—staff were right on it.”
This validates Morosan and DeFranco’s (2016) findings that digital efficiency is positively associated with perceived service quality—especially when it is subtle and enhances human interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc200662402]4.4.2 Preference for Personal Touch in Boutique Settings

Despite appreciating efficiency, many guests explicitly valued personal service. One review read:
“Yes, things worked smoothly—but the best part was chatting with the staff, who clearly cared.”
This reflects the dual expectations of technological fluency and human warmth, particularly in boutique hotels. Wirtz et al. (2018) argue that high-touch environments must preserve emotional labour even as they adopt high-tech systems.


4.5 Theme 4: Training, Confidence and Informal Knowledge Sharing
[bookmark: _Toc200662403]4.5.1 Onboarding and Peer Learning
Initial training for AI systems was sometimes brief and informal. Staff often learned systems via peer-to-peer coaching. For example, a student bar team leader demonstrated the ordering platform to new team members in short, 10-minute sessions before service.
While effective in practice, this informal approach occasionally resulted in knowledge gaps, especially when new updates or functions were introduced. This supports Wang et al.’s (2020) emphasis on the need for structured digital training to ensure consistency.
[bookmark: _Toc200662404]4.5.2 Hands-on Learning and Confidence Building
The hands-on, placement-based learning environment at Wivenhoe House was a significant asset. Students reported higher digital confidence after using tools daily across shifts. One front desk trainee explained:
“Using the PMS myself made everything click—it wasn’t just theory anymore.”
This mirrors Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model and underscores the importance of applied learning in building digital fluency and AI readiness in future hospitality professionals.

[bookmark: _Toc200662405]4.6 Theme 5: Human–AI Collaboration in Practice
Across departments, AI and human interaction worked in tandem, not in conflict. Staff used AI tools for backend tasks—stock, rotas, room status—while delivering service with a personal touch.
For example:
· Reception used pre-arrival data to greet guests by name and offer personalised room options.
· F&B teams used sales trends to recommend popular menu items, enhancing upselling.
· Housekeeping used predictive data to prioritise room cleaning schedules for early arrivals.
This collaborative dynamic is consistent with Brynjolfsson and McAfee’s (2014) model of “human + machine” synergy and reinforces that AI supports—not supplants—hospitality’s relational dimension.

[bookmark: _Toc200662406]4.7 Summary
This expanded finding chapter reveals that Wivenhoe House Hotel demonstrates a practical model of human–AI collaboration. AI tools improve efficiency and accuracy, particularly in support functions like stock tracking and scheduling. Staff attitudes vary by role and generation, but many recognise the benefits of AI when properly supported by training. Guests appreciate fast service but continue to value authentic, human connection. The success of AI at Wivenhoe lies not in replacing staff, but in augmenting their roles—allowing more time for meaningful guest interactions.




[bookmark: _Toc200662407]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200662408]5.1 Introduction
This chapter interprets and critically discusses the findings from the case study of Wivenhoe House Hotel, integrating them with the theoretical frameworks and scholarly literature explored earlier. The focus is on understanding how Artificial Intelligence (AI) functions as a collaborative tool in hospitality operations, and how this impacts staff, guests, and service delivery. The discussion is organised around the research objectives:
1. To evaluate the current use of AI at Wivenhoe House Hotel.
2. To assess how AI impacts staff roles and service delivery.
3. To explore the challenges and opportunities of AI–human collaboration.
4. To propose recommendations for improving human–AI integration.
[bookmark: _Toc200662409]5.2 Evaluating AI Use at Wivenhoe House Hotel
5. The case study revealed that AI and digital systems are gradually embedded in the hotel’s operational infrastructure—especially in back-of-house areas. These include stock control apps, rota planning tools, and real-time room status updates in housekeeping. These systems improved efficiency, reduced errors, and freed up time for staff to engage more directly with guests.


6. This supports Ivanov and Webster (2019) and Kasavana (2011), who identify operational efficiency as the most immediate gain from AI in hospitality. The tools used at Wivenhoe House align with what Law et al. (2014) refer to as “invisible AI”—systems that guests do not directly interact with, but which optimise the backend of service delivery.
7. Importantly, the hotel has adopted a progressive, not radical approach—implementing AI as an augmentation tool rather than as a full replacement. This is aligned with the “hybrid hospitality” model discussed by Sigala (2020), where technology complements rather than dominates human operations.


[bookmark: _Toc200662410]5.3 Impact on Staff Roles and Service Delivery
8. AI has influenced how staff perform their duties—streamlining workflows, enabling better planning, and reallocating time toward guest interaction. In all departments, staff noted that AI reduced repetitive manual tasks, allowing more time for higher-value activities like problem-solving and personalising guest experiences.
9. This supports the “task augmentation” framework proposed by Davenport and Ronanki (2018), which sees AI as most effective when it handles routine decisions, leaving complex or emotional work to humans. For instance, front desk staff used automated check-in data to focus on face-to-face guest interaction—validating the argument by Wirtz et al. (2018) that digital tools can support hospitality’s relational goals when applied with intention.
10. However, staff perceptions were not universally positive. Some senior staff showed technological resistance, especially when tools changed established workflows. This mirrors Lashley’s (2018) finding that emotional attachment to traditional methods can slow digital transition, especially without adequate training or consultation.

[bookmark: _Toc200662411]5.4 Challenges in Human–AI Collaboration
Several challenges emerged in the collaboration between human staff and AI systems.

[bookmark: _Toc200662412]5.4.1 Digital Training Gaps
Although staff used AI tools regularly, training was often informal or inconsistent. This reflects the findings of Kim et al. (2019), who stress that digital transformation must be accompanied by structured staff development. Without it, adoption is partial and can lead to
errors or frustration. At Wivenhoe House, some team members learned via peer instruction rather than formal onboarding—leading to varied levels of competence.

[bookmark: _Toc200662413]5.4.2 Emotional and Ethical Considerations
AI lacks the emotional intelligence critical to hospitality roles. Emotional labour, as discussed by Hochschild (1983), remains central to service quality. While AI may enable faster responses, it cannot replace empathy, humour, or human judgment during service recovery situations. Guests at Wivenhoe House explicitly valued these human qualities, even when praising efficient digital tools.
Furthermore, the ethical concern of deskilling was present. When staff rely too heavily on automation, they may lose traditional skills or disengage from certain aspects of their roles. This aligns with Parasuraman and Colby (2015), who caution that without balance, automation can erode job identity and service authenticity.

[bookmark: _Toc200662414]5.5 Opportunities and Strategic Advantages
Despite these challenges, the findings demonstrate several strategic benefits to AI–human collaboration when properly managed.


[bookmark: _Toc200662415]5.5.1 Enhanced Guest Experience Through Augmentation
The hybrid model at Wivenhoe House—where staff use AI to support and enhance their service—is highly effective. Guests experience faster service without losing the personal touch. This dual benefit supports Bowen and Morosan’s (2018) theory that technology must be “high-tech and high touch” to succeed in boutique hospitality contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc200662416]5.5.2 Empowerment Through Learning
The live-learning model of Wivenhoe House offered placement students the chance to experiment with AI tools in real time. As Kolb (1984) argues, experiential learning deepens understanding and builds transferable skills. This environment enabled student staff to gain both technical fluency and confidence—preparing them for tech-integrated hospitality careers.
Additionally, young staff members often helped others understand systems—creating a peer-led knowledge-sharing culture, something described by Wang et al. (2020) as essential in digitally evolving workplaces.

[bookmark: _Toc200662417]5.6 Broader Implications for the Hospitality Sector
The case of Wivenhoe House reveals broader implications for boutique hotels and hospitality education providers:
· Gradual, human-centred AI implementation is more sustainable and better received than rapid automation.
· AI works best when integrated into backend systems that free up human time, rather than replacing guest-facing roles entirely.
· Hospitality schools should emphasise AI readiness and digital confidence in their curricula to prepare graduates for hybrid service models.
The Wivenhoe case also contributes to addressing the literature gap noted in Chapter 2: few studies examine AI adoption in training hotels or experiential learning contexts. This case illustrates how AI adoption can be harmonised with student learning, guest satisfaction, and operational efficiency.

[bookmark: _Toc200662418]5.7 Limitations of the Study
This study’s single-site case design limits its generalisability. Wivenhoe House has a unique educational model and may not face the same financial or structural constraints as independent or large chain hotels. Furthermore, data relied heavily on participant observation and netnographic review, without formal staff interviews or guest surveys. Future research could incorporate quantitative service data and interviews for more robust triangulation.

[bookmark: _Toc200662419]5.8 Summary
The discussion confirms that Wivenhoe House Hotel demonstrates a successful example of human–AI collaboration in hospitality. AI tools are implemented thoughtfully and enhance rather than replace staff. Where training and culture support the transition, technology improves operations and guest satisfaction. Challenges remain, particularly in training and resistance, but the overall model shows how boutique hotels can embrace AI without compromising human service values. The final chapter will provide conclusions and actionable recommendations based on these findings.
Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations

[bookmark: _Toc200662420]6.1 Conclusion
This Placement Research Project has examined the evolving role of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the hospitality sector through a detailed case study of Wivenhoe House Hotel. Set against a backdrop of technological change, labour shortages, and rising guest expectations, the research sought to explore how AI tools can support, rather than replace, the human workforce in hotel operations.
The research objectives were as follows:
1. To evaluate the current use of AI at Wivenhoe House Hotel.
2. To assess how AI impacts staff roles and service delivery.
3. To explore the challenges and opportunities of AI–human collaboration.
4. To propose recommendations for improving human–AI integration.
Each objective has been addressed through placement-based participant observation, netnographic analysis, and a review of academic literature.
[bookmark: _Toc200662421]6.1.1 AI Use at Wivenhoe House Hotel
AI and digital tools are present at Wivenhoe House in practical, functional forms—mainly within back-of-house operations. These include rota-planning software, real-time room status updates, inventory tracking systems, and digital point-of-sale (POS) platforms. Although the hotel has not adopted advanced robotics or guest-facing AI (such as AI concierges), its systems align with "invisible AI"—tools that operate in the background to improve speed, accuracy, and coordination (Piccoli et al., 2017).
The hotel’s status as a training venue has enabled cautious and mindful adoption of AI. The digital tools implemented are generally user-friendly, adaptable, and designed to support rather than control staff workflows. This reflects the principles outlined in the augmented intelligence literature, where AI complements human strengths without displacing emotional intelligence (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Wirtz et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc200662422]6.1.2 Impact on Staff Roles and Service Delivery
Findings suggest that AI has transformed—but not diminished—staff roles. Manual, repetitive tasks like stock tracking and rota planning have been digitalised, freeing up time for staff to focus on service quality. For instance, bar staff were able to respond more quickly to orders while the system managed inventory checks in the background.
In the Front Office, AI-supported tools pre-filled guest data and enabled more streamlined check-ins. This allowed staff to devote more time to meaningful guest interaction, a key component of emotional labour in hospitality (Hochschild, 1983). Housekeeping benefited from real-time room status updates, which improved coordination and reduced delays between departments.
However, generational and cultural divides were apparent. While younger, digitally literate staff were enthusiastic, some senior employees expressed discomfort or scepticism about the perceived “coldness” of technology. This supports previous findings that technological acceptance is uneven, even when tools are designed to simplify work (Lashley, 2018; Kim et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc200662423]6.1.3 Human–AI Collaboration: Challenges and Opportunities
The research revealed that collaboration between staff and AI tools works best when AI is implemented gradually and with training. The most effective outcomes occurred when staff understood the purpose of the tools and felt confident using them. In the absence of formal onboarding, much learning happened informally or through peer mentoring—a useful practice but not a substitute for structured training.
AI was most successful when used in supportive, not substitutive ways. At no point did AI systems eliminate human input; rather, they enhanced task efficiency, allowed for more data-driven decision-making, and enabled better service coordination. These patterns align with the “AI for augmentation” model discussed in literature (Davenport & Ronanki, 2018).
Opportunities exist in areas such as enhanced data analytics, more personalised guest services, and better energy/resource management. However, the project also highlighted challenges: resistance to change, inconsistent training, and ethical concerns about emotional disconnect. These must be carefully managed to prevent alienation or service dilution.
[bookmark: _Toc200662424]6.1.4 Placement Reflection
Working at Wivenhoe House during this digital transition offered unique insights into AI-in-action. As a student team member, I not only observed how AI impacted departments but also actively engaged with these tools—learning rota apps, digital check-in features, and ordering systems first-hand. This experiential exposure reflects Kolb’s (1984) model of learning by doing and has greatly enhanced my understanding of both operational systems and leadership in a digitalised hospitality environment.
The hotel’s educational focus further allowed for open experimentation, feedback, and learning. However, it also emphasised the importance of organisational culture: without team buy-in, even the best systems can fail to deliver results.

[bookmark: _Toc200662425]6.2 Recommendations and Practical Strategies
Based on the findings, this section proposes strategic, evidence-based recommendations for Wivenhoe House Hotel and similar properties navigating the digital transformation of hospitality operations.

[bookmark: _Toc200662426]6.2.1 Establish a Structured Digital Training Programme
Rationale: Inconsistent training was a key barrier. Staff confidence varied widely depending on their digital exposure, and some learned tools by trial and error.
Recommendation:
· Implement a tiered digital training programme for all departments (Front Desk, F&B, Housekeeping), aligned with each tool used.
· Include mandatory onboarding sessions for new hires and placement students.
· Introduce refresher sessions when systems are updated or replaced.
· Consider peer-led workshops to promote collaboration and build internal digital champions.
Supported by: Kim et al. (2019); Collins & Cobanoglu (2020)

[bookmark: _Toc200662427]6.2.2 Strengthen Human–AI Balance in Guest-Facing Roles
Rationale: Guests appreciated efficiency but valued personal interaction most. Overuse of AI in guest-facing areas risks depersonalisation.
Recommendation:
· Ensure AI tools (e.g., digital menus, pre-check-in forms) are used to support, not replace, human interaction.
· Train staff to interpret AI-generated guest data to personalise service—e.g., offering tailored room suggestions or menu items.
· Maintain human greeting, concierge support, and farewell moments—especially for returning guests.
Supported by: Wirtz et al. (2018); Parasuraman & Colby (2015); Bowen & Morosan (2018)

[bookmark: _Toc200662428]6.2.3 Invest in Data Feedback Loops and Analytics
Rationale: AI tools collect rich data (e.g., guest preferences, service bottlenecks), but this data is underutilised.
Recommendation:
· Integrate a data feedback strategy, where departmental managers receive regular AI reports to guide decisions.
· Use guest satisfaction metrics to identify strengths/weaknesses in hybrid service delivery.
· Encourage students and staff to reflect on guest patterns and propose improvements.
Supported by: Piccoli et al. (2017); Buhalis & Leung (2018)
[bookmark: _Toc200662429]6.2.4 Address Staff Resistance Through Change Management
Rationale: Some senior staff resisted change due to comfort with traditional methods or fear of skill redundancy.
Recommendation:
· Implement transparent communication plans when introducing or updating digital tools.
· Offer optional sessions to express concerns and feedback—emphasising that AI is a support tool, not a threat.
· Highlight success stories where staff saved time or improved performance with digital support.
Supported by: Lashley (2018); Wang et al. (2020)
[bookmark: _Toc200662430]6.2.5 Expand Digital Exposure for Placement Students
Rationale: The placement environment offers a prime opportunity to prepare students for future digital workplaces.
Recommendation:
· Formalise digital competencies within student placement objectives (e.g., “confidently use X platform by week 3”).
· Encourage students to keep digital learning logs.
· Rotate students through tech-heavy departments (e.g., Reception or Bar) to broaden exposure.
Supported by: Kolb (1984); Sigala (2020)
[bookmark: _Toc200662431]6.2.6 Monitor and Adapt AI Systems Regularly
Rationale: Technology must remain user-centred and responsive to operational needs.
Recommendation:
· Set up bi-annual system reviews involving IT, supervisors, and frontline staff.
· Use guest feedback and staff reflections to assess whether tools are still serving their intended purpose.
· Be open to reverting or replacing systems that cause friction or confusion.
Supported by: Ivanov & Webster (2019); Gretzel & Sigala (2022)
[bookmark: _Toc200662432]6.3 Summary
This chapter concludes that AI can be a powerful enabler in hospitality—but only when integrated with empathy, staff support, and strategic clarity. Wivenhoe House Hotel’s success lies in its incremental, thoughtful approach to digital transformation. By investing in training, maintaining the human touch, and using AI as a silent partner rather than a visible replacement, the hotel enhances both guest satisfaction and operational excellence.
These lessons are not only relevant for boutique and educational hotels but offer broader implications for hospitality organisations seeking to navigate the future of work—where machines and people co-create experiences, not compete for dominance.
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