The Digital Guest Journey - Examining Technology's Influence on Hospitality

Abstract


Technology is intertwined with the modern hotel and hospitality industry, representing a vital basis for their operations and performance. Due to its constant evolution, customers enjoy a large spectrum of benefits and experiences. Moreover, they outline expectations regarding aspects such as functions, quality, and enjoyment.
This study focuses on examining the impact of technology on the current hospitality sector and how this enhances the guests’ experiences, what challenges arise, and how different hotels approached various digital trends.
By evaluating these findings, a set of recommendations have been proposed to address certain shortcomings and pinpoint a strategic vision for future digital equipment implementation.
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Introduction

Technology’s ubiquitous presence in the hotel and hospitality industry reflects the sector’ consistent reliance on it. Due to its pivotal role in operations unfolding, revenue generation, and guest satisfaction creation, the organisations have started to invest increasingly in technology (Law, Sun, and Chan, 2020). Encompassing a wide range of enterprises such as hotels, restaurants, leisure centers, and event establishments, the hospitality industry is continuosly developing to deliver great customer experience and remain connected to the latest sector trends. Since the business environment is characterised as highly competitive, it is vital for these enterprises to optimise their technological resources to achieve success.
According to Bharwani and Mathews (2021), technology allows hotels to enhance their guests' stay in several ways such as smooth online reservations (making it more convenient to access accommodation-related information and preferences), personalised services (by using collected data from previous visits), and digital assistance (providing smart rooms features control for increased comfort). Shin, Perdue and Kang (2019) found that technology contributes to operational effectiveness, especially by using digital platforms for different purposes (Property Management Systems, housekeeping inventories), or for staff communication. Thus, the manual workload is reduced, and errors are minimised, resulting in boosted productivity. Moreover, Alrawadieh, Alrawadieh, and Cetin (2021) asserted the technology’s indispensable role in financial growth: online marketing strategies (to attract more visitors and increase bookings), pricing tactics (room rates adjustment in accordance with the public’s demand and hotel occupancy) and identifying upselling opportunities.
Therefore, considering the various implications of technology in hospitality businesses, it is imperative for the hotel sector to embrace it to remain relevant in contemporary industry.

Overview of literature 
Technology in guest experience enhancement

Hotels are leveraging emerging technologies to deliver outstanding and memorable experiences to their guests. Considering the frequent utilisation of smart devices, especially among the latest generations, these can be used to increase the visitors’ comfort and even create surprise moments, which may significantly contribute to their satisfaction through the positive feelings produced (Cherdouh et al., 2022). Recent technological innovations in hospitality services can be accessed and enjoyed from the guests’ devices, which offers them more control over their stay. Moreover, mobile technologies enrich tourism experiences by facilitating the real-time gathering and sharing of valuable information (Corrêa and Gosling, 2021). 
Erdem and Barakazı (2023) reported about the rising popularity of room control operations such as smart keys, temperature, lighting, window blinds through mobile apps (AccorHotels’s Accor All, Starwood Hotels’ SPG). Also, another similar service is offered by the Four Seasons Hotel’ app which allows visitors to customise their lodging and make different requests (Verma and Thakur, 2022). 
During recent years, the hospitality sector’s adoption of gamification has been notable through subtle game elements and principles to engage guests, enhance their experience, and drive specific behaviours (Pasca et al., 2021). Also, it contributes to increasing customers’ loyalty, introducing entertainment and raising brand awareness (Swatcha, 2019). For example, Win It in a Minute, the InterContinental Hotels Group’s (IHG) quiz game, rewards accurate responses with complimentary miles taps, capitalising the innate drive for success and fulfillment (IHG, n.d.; Parapanos and Michopoulou, 2023). Also, Stockholm Sounds is a mobile gaming application that offers outstanding tourism experiences by challenging the users to complete various missions while discovering the city of Stockholm (Slow Travel Stockholm, 2014). 
 Additionally, some other prevalent forms of gamification in the tourism sector are virtual reality, augmented reality, and 3D technologies to craft engaging and captivating experiences of hospitality destinations such as virtual hotel tours or concierge services. These were noted as significant triggers to booking intention among travellers (Bigne and Maturana, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_TTezhyCv]Limna (2022) demonstrated that, although it is still in its early stages, AI-powered technology becomes essential to serve as a prominent innovation source. Various hotels around the world introduced AI in their operations to enhance the guest experience; FlyZoo Hotel (Hangzhou, China) incorporated facial recognition devices for seamless check-in processes, allowing the visitors to bypass the traditional reception queues (Yee, 2019). Yotel Singapore features a robotic concierge named Yobot, which assists guests with luggage storage and retrieval, besides some amenities such as technowalls and smart beds (Kim and Han, 2022). Additionally, some hotels, such as Henn-na Hotel in Japan, have implemented robotic room service systems, where AI-powered robots deliver amenities and snacks to guest rooms upon request (Granström, Pronk, and Criscione-Naylor, 2023). Also, guest rooms equipped with earphones that provide instant translation, an algorithm designed to offer optimal suggestions or solutions, and voice-activated assistance were found as future’s facilities that customers look for (Amadeus and InterContinental Hotel Group, 2019). 
Therefore, the several applications of technology have a great potential revolutionise the hospitality sector by enabling greater automation, efficiency, and convenience, and increasing the variety of customers’ experiences.


Technology application in context of hotel and hospitality industry
PESTEL Analysis 

[bookmark: _Int_qRm8Mas0]The fast advancement of technology has put pressure on the hotel industry to integrate it into its products and services to perform in accordance with consumers’ needs and preferences. Also, now its utilisation in experience creation is imperative to remain successful in the fierce competition of the business world (Osei and Cheng, 2023). Approaching this field through a PESTEL Analysis, the impact of technology on the sector can be recognised and assessed.

Political
The level of a country's development can have significant implications for technology adoption within the hospitality sector (Ezzaouia and Bulchand-Gidumal, 2020). Advanced countries tend to have higher rates of technology introduction among businesses and consumers. Also, hotels in these countries may be more inclined to invest in cutting-edge technologies to remain competitive and meet guest expectations for convenience, connectivity, and digital experiences.
Davronov (2021) agreed that developed nations typically have more advanced infrastructure, including reliable power grids, high-speed internet access, and digital communication networks. This facilitates the adoption of sophisticated hotel technologies such as smart building systems, IoT (Internet of Things) devices, and high-tech guest amenities.

Economical
Staff shortage represents a current challenge for the hospitality industry, especially since during pandemic, many professionals orientated towards other work fields (Kumar, Kapoor and Shah, 2024). Besides, due to the changing nature of the industry environment, low wages, high emotional labour and ethical practices, the organisations face difficulties in talent retention (Hussain et al., 2023). Consequently, these conditions affect the hotels’ revenue and productivity. Therefore, technology could be an alternative to mitigate their impact and contribute to guests’ satisfaction, which is essential to lodging organisations’ achievement.

Social
The Covid-19 pandemic was a key recent event that constrained the hotels to reconsider their operations and adapt them to the enforced legal regulations. Their strategy was focused on attracting potential customers by enhancing perception regarding safety and diminution of health-related anxiety (Shin and Kang, 2020). Thus, various technologies such as mobile check-in systems, facial recognition kiosks, and robot cleaners were adopted to reduce interactions with staff and enhance cleanliness to encourage booking intentions. However, although rigorous disinfection is still preferred, currently there is less emphasis on technological alternatives to reduce the feelings of alienation between staff and customers (Jayawardena et al., 2023).

Technological
Social media and internet usage are part of daily life activities across the globe and new devices are designed to facilitate users’ navigation. People spend tremendous amounts of time on social networking, sharing their experiences, accessing entertainment, and exploring their interests. According to Mittra and Khamkar (2021) access to high-quality internet services represents an indispensable factor in the hotel selection process, especially for international travellers. Moreover, the demand for experiences variety offered by innovative technological equipment continues to increase (Huang and Zheng, 2023). Thus, the organisations need to prioritise their investment to ensure a consistent packaging of digital products and services.

Environmental
Due to the hospitality sector's impact on the environment (e.g. high level of resources consumption, energy usage, carbon footprint), hotels take increased responsibility over their operations and make efforts to minimise it (Bianco, Bernard and Singal, 2023). Thus, green technologies such as energy-efficient lighting and renewable energy sources emerged to help organisations to operate effectively and sustainably. Additionally, eco-friendly technologies are reported as a decisional factor in millennials’ lodging selection, a tourist segment with enhanced purchasing power (Ibnou-Laaroussi, Rjoub, and Wong, 2020). 

Legal 
Hotels are subject to various data privacy laws and regulations governing the collection, storage, and use of guest data. Also, they must gain explicit consent from guests prior to collecting their personal information and follow strict data protection guidelines (e.g. General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)). According to Morosan (2019), in the context of a hotel’s facial recognition system, the customers must give their consent to disclose their image in the process of creating a profile. The most significant predictor of the value associated with disclosing information was the advantage gained from disclosing it, while both this value and concerns regarding privacy influenced consumers' willingness to share biometric data.

Guests’ responses on technological innovation within the industry

Advancements in technology have enhanced the overall value for the public across the hotel and hospitality industry. Still, Sunny, Patrick and Rob (2019) noted that the predisposition to accept technology differs from one individual to another. Consequently, a higher readiness of acceptance index increases the chances of it being utilised more frequently. Kwan et al. (2017) highlighted that analysing customers’ attitudes and responses towards technology is essential to assess its current impact and predict future success.
Huang et al. (2019) found that the customers’ positive experiences with the hotel’s mobile applications are more likely to share their insights with others and recommend them. Factors such as perceived usefulness and user-friendliness are emphasised by the hotel guests, and they contribute to technology acceptance. Although these can enhance the visitors’ experience, they may trigger a loss of real-life human touch in the hospitality, and a poor interaction between guests and staff. Also, other shortcomings of mobile apps may include unexpected technology crashes, lack of constant personal data protection and incompatibility with some mobile phones, leading to customer dissatisfaction (Han et al., 2021).
Bravo, Catalán and Pina (2023) reported that there is a positive correlation between the gamified customer loyalty programme and guests’ engagement behaviours. Moreover, the utilitarian (tangible benefits) and hedonic (related to pleasure or feelings) values of the gamified features seem to influence customer’s perception of hotel brand. For example, gamified self-service menus were found to be more appealing and create increased hedonic values. The enjoyment resulted appeared to stimulate greater spontaneous ordering, cultivate a stronger inclination to share positive word-of-mouth endorsements, and increase the likelihood of returning to the restaurant (Lee and Lu, 2023). Thus, the organisations can use these advantages to improve their services and attract new marketing segments (e.g. Generation Z).
Regarding the artificial intelligence (AI) devices, Alsaad (2023) stated that it has impacted hotel customers in different ways. Some of them perceive these devices as beneficial since they convey a sense of social interaction and generate expectations of decreased effort. On the other hand, some guests may experience negative emotions during encounters with AI. They feel overwhelmed by technology’s superior capacities, so the arised insecurity can make them avoid these machines. Consequently, the emotions created play a significant role in whether the AI will be used again in the future. Morosan and Dursun-Cengizci (2024) emphasised that hotels should dissolve the overestimated image of AI by illustrating their limitations such as lack of capacity to comprehend complex human feelings and affirm the human identity attributes. Thus, people will be less likely to perceive them as threatening.
Overall, the plethora of technologies positively impacts guests’ experiences, adding increasing value to contemporary hospitality industry.


Recommendations

[bookmark: _Int_tSYd6V4u]Technology is in the spotlight as an emerging trend in enhancing guests’ experience in the context of the hotel industry. Through achieving a utilitarian and hedonistic character, it can play a significant role in responding to various customer preferences and needs in the future. However, hotels that intend to integrate smart devices should thoroughly assess and grasp consumer reactions to advanced technological features. They must actively promote their innovative technologies by emphasizing their user-friendliness and practicality for enhancing the guest experience (Ruan et al., 2020). Creating video clips and conducting simulations to showcase the virtual hotel experience could serve as an effective strategy for marketing the hotel’s latest technology based on its exceptional operational performance. These promotional efforts would contribute to fostering a favorable perception of a smart hotel, which is evidently a significant determinant of consumer intentions.
The quality of customers’ stay is paramount for the organisation’s performance and revenue. Although the staff plays a significant part in their experience,  Buhalis and Moldavska (2021) suggested that hospitality organisations should emphasise room service technology, especially if hotels face labour shortages. For example, installing in-room virtual assistants on tablets or iPads can assist the guests with questions, issues and recommendations. It is advisable to assign friendly names to the assistants and demonstrate their interactions with guests. These approaches help create an environment that encourages a higher level of social norm. Additionally, the positive influence of perceived control on action underscores the importance of individuals feeling in control of their conduct (Wu and Cheng, 2018). While hotel operators cannot directly compel customers to enhance their own sense of control, they can help by establishing virtual assistants across various tiers and locations. Furthermore, prospective customers are more likely to choose a smart hotel based on their available resources and convenience.
Since technology costs represent a considerable investment, managers must evaluate their economic impact on long-term, including the return on investment, maintenance, upgrading and marketing. Customers’ willingness to pay for smart devices and services should be analysed prior to adopting such equipment, even though such demand is increasing. According to Selem et al. (2023), they expect reduced operational expenses associated with digital inquiry applications which will result in more affordable pricing, benefiting them directly. Moreover, their expectations are also perceived as compensation for lack of human interaction. Therefore, hotels should analyse their customers and create some profiles to establish whether their investment is worth and what are the expectations for each group of guests. Factors such as age, gender, cultural environment and education were found to greatly influence technology perception and usefulness (Ivanov and Webster, 2023). However, for such research purposes, the organisations must adhere to legal regulations such as GDPR.
As time progresses, new technologies will evolve, providing innovative services as substitutes for mobile app technology or other current devices, reshaping conventional hotel operations to deliver daily services to guests amidst the ongoing digital revolution. Therefore, given their close interaction and deep comprehension of customers, hotels can leverage this trend to their advantage and enhance customer experience.


Conclusion

The presence of technology in hospitality and hotel industries has facilitated a wide range of operations and opened a way to new experiences. From guests’ booking to their departure and review, technology is indispensable to their comfort, but also for organisations’ performance and success. Thus, its continuous evolution became a competitive advantage for businesses across departments and remaining updated is vital to be relevant and connected to clients and stakeholders. The current paper focused on technology’s role in enhancing guests’ hospitality experiences.
Among the most popular categories of technology in the hotel sector are smartphone control over in-room amenities, gamification, devices and facilities powered by artificial intelligence. 
Technology development and adoption relies not only on venue’s resources, but also on their country and society, in accordance with their values, finances, and opportunities. Its usage is strongly linked with adherence to legal terms due to different risks association. 
The findings comprise both positive and negative responses from consumers related to smart devices and functions, correlating with their perceived user-friendliness and usefulness. Also, their perceived utilitarian and hedonistic values play a significant role in customers’ assessment.
To capitalise their investment in technology, the hotel and hospitality industries should promote the practicality of smart devices and amenities, emphasising how the guests can benefit from them. Also, to inhibit any tendency to compare and overestimate the capacities of AI, professionals must affirm the value of human identity and potential. Lastly, they must analyse their customers segments or groups to determine the worth of any technology investments.
In summary, technology serves as a powerful tool for hotels to innovate, differentiate themselves, and deliver exceptional experiences that meet the evolving needs and expectations of modern travellers. By embracing technology and leveraging its capabilities, hotels can create memorable stays that leave a lasting impression on guests.
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