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Hotels are under pressure. They are under pressure and are in danger of failing to adapt 
to a new breed of guest whose needs and demands are entirely different to those of 
previous generations. The hotel-guest dynamic has changed; today’s mobile-first travelers 
are looking for more personalized service and expect the same immediacy of service and 
control they get at home and at work through their smartphones.

While the core goal of hospitality remains the same, as it was when the first tavern or inn 
opened in ancient times, i.e. make sure your guests enjoy their stay, the changing nature 
of the hotel guest is prompting a change in how service is delivered in order to achieve the 
same goal.

There are many emerging and innovative mobile technologies that are driving 
unprecedented change in the way hotels can operate and serve customers by improving 
operating efficiencies, increasing hotel revenues and enhancing guest services – sounds 
great! But with so much technology jargon and available solutions, which are the right 
ones, and what should you choose?

Well we’ve come with 6 essentials that will undoubtedly enhance the guest experience and 
ensure a happy customer on checkout!



Self Service
The do it yourself mentality.

We just don’t like to wait. Or queue. Or either if it can be helped at all! 
Waiting in line seems like a universal annoyance, so much so, there are 
even people who study the psychology of waiting in line — yes, there is 
such a thing! Our growing impatience has only been exacerbated with 
the advent of the smartphone coupled with the option of self-service 
technology. Both have given rise to our need for self-control and instant 
gratification; we want it, we want it now, and if we can do it ourselves, even 
better. 

While self-service technology was there long before the smartphone, we 
value the convenience, the consistency, and the control provided by the 
marriage of mobile and self-service technologies. We can now self-check-
in at airports, bank online, shop online etc. all by using our phones. Self-
service has become commonplace and consumers increasingly accept 
and often prefer self-service. 

With the proliferation of self-service in many industries, included many 
areas of the travel sector, naturally guests are looking for self-service 
options when they stay at a hotel. “Many people have already been 

Offer the choice of  
self-service through 
mobile and/or kiosk 
interfaces. It may just be  
a new revenue driver. 
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exposed to it in many forms. The natural evolution is to extend it to 
hotel services and give the guest choice and control.” Robert Chan, 

practice leader for IBM Canada’s e-access solutions.

However in an age-old industry with a strong service culture 
some hoteliers have been reluctant to adopt self-service and are 

clinging onto the traditional front desk. Some believe the idea of 
self-service is against the very fundamentals that hospitality is 
built on and what it stands for. 

But look, you can’t ignore the growing trend. The big chains, 
such as Hilton and Marriott are doing it. Large resorts, such as 
Aria are doing it. Yotel, and Zoku, Citizen M are doing it. And 
anyone that’s been paying attention is doing it. Even some of 

the most cutting edge, luxury hotels now opening across the 
country – consider Miami’s Faena, or 11 Howard in SoHo, NYC – 

have given up the front desk altogether! 

Then you’ve got the numerous consumer studies; 60% of 
respondents are “more likely” to choose a hotel that allows guests to 

self-check-in with a smartphone over a hotel that doesn’t (Software 
Advice) and the majority of travelers would like to see greater 
automation with over half wanting to use their mobile device to receive 
bills (58%), check-in (54%), checkout (57%), pay for hotel services (51%).
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And then there are the actual results; 85% of all Yotel guests prefer 
to check in & out via their self service stations, and as a result their 
TripAdvisor ratings are through the roof! Since rolling out mobile 
check-in in April of 2015, Aria’s lobby has seen shorter lines as 30% of 
guests opt to use the self-service option! “By tapping into travelers’ 
mobile mindset, we are giving guests the opportunity to fully 
control the travel experience by choosing their preferred method 
of arrival,” says McCallum Crawford.

Sometimes it’s hard to let go. But change is good! Self-service 
technology is transforming the traditional service delivery 
practices. Not only will it please the customers of the hotels, 
it will even please the staff, as they will be able to do more 
important tasks such as greeting customers away from the 
front desk. All in all, it improves service standards, operational 
efficiencies, and improves customer service.
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Keyless Entry
‘Your hotel key is the smartphone you already own’

We’ve all been there. A weary traveler having waited in line at security. 
At the gate. To get off the plane. At baggage claim. To get a cab. A hotel 
doesn’t just offer a bed; it offers security, sanctuary, and solace. Waiting 
in line at the last stage of travel to check-in and get your room key can 
be tortuous. If only there was an easier way? Well, thanks again to the 
smartphone, it has led to the founding of digital room keys.

The plastic key card has been in wide use within the industry for 
decades now – back in 1975, the first plastic key-card came into being. 
Containing 32 holes it formed into unique patterns for each individual. 
This solution was quickly followed by the electronic key-card 3 years 
later. Security was its main feature, the magnetic strip allowed for 
encryption and its uniformed design boasted as another innovative 
security feature ensuring guests’ anonymity. At the time they it was seen 
as a step towards practical efficiency - and is still in use today.

While they have proven relatively cheap and reliable, they are also 
prone to demagnetizing, loss, theft, and hacking. Plus they still require 
the front desk. So enter the smartphone room key. Alas, however, the 
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suggestion of changing the current system (electronic key-cards) to a 
new digital alternative has faced the same rejections and criticisms as 
many other new technologies before it! 

But the motivation behind keyless room entry 
(similar to other new technologies) is all about 
giving guests more control over their stay and 
often works in tandem with mobile check-in. 
A recent survey indicated that 64% of guests 
actually want to use their smartphone as 
a room key. The digital key would seem 
to be the natural next stage in the key’s 
evolution; instead of keeping track of a 
plastic key card, or an actual old-school 
key, guests only need to pull out their 
smartphone to enter their hotel room.

Keyless entry is all about guest convenience, 
seamlessness, and not waiting in line at the 
front desk. And it’s not surprising, due to boasting 
increased guest satisfaction, that several major hotel 
brands, such as Marriott, Hyatt, Intercontinental Group have 
begun rolling out smartphone keys, via their branded mobile apps – 

with much success. Since launching their own keyless entry option, 
nearly three out of four loyalty members at Hilton who use digital check-

in have also requested a digital key and those travelers who use a 
digital key are more likely to rate their “efficiency of arrival” 

almost 10 percentage points higher than those who 
use traditional check-in; For leisure travelers using a 

digital key, they rate their overall hotel experience 
5 percentage points higher than those who use 

traditional check-in. – There’s something to be 
said for those results!

While undoubtedly digital keys have a cool 
factor, keyless entry is much more superior 
to magnetic swipe cards. It allows the savvy 

traveler to bypass that final wait and complete 
their trip in the most expedient fashion. On a 

practical level, and realistically, it’s much harder 
to lose your smartphone and at the same time 

your phone has the handy advantage of not being 
demagnetized by other things in your pocket! 

All in all, keyless entry is another way to align your guests’ hotel 
experience with their increasing preference for convenience.
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WiFi
The people have spoken and they want WiFi.

Let’s face it. We love WiFi. It’s a relationship we never want to break up 
with. It has become such an integral part of day-to-day life it would be 
hard to imagine what life would be like without it; staying in touch with 
friends or family far away would require posting a letter; banking would 
involve lengthy queues (and speaking to actual people!); planning a 
journey would require a map (ludicrous!); “chatting” was something you 
did with a friend over coffee and imagine a life without “Googling” or 
searching the Web for answers! How did we ever survive?

The demand for WiFi access is already huge globally and it is expected 
that there will be more than 7 billion new WiFi enabled devices over the 
next three years. Gigaom predicts that by 2020, 24 billion devices will be 
connected to the Internet. WiFi access is considered highly important to us 
today and it’s completely essential to our day-to-day living. 60% of us have 
said that we couldn’t go without WiFi for more than 1 day. 

For guests, free WiFi in hotels is no longer a luxury like bottled water, 
designer toiletries, or complimentary dry cleaning. It has become more 
like soap i.e. It is an amenity that makes the hotel a home away from home 
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and not being able to connect is seen as a huge inconvenience. And 
there is a LOT of evidence to support these claims. In a  
Hotels.com survey, guests ranked free WiFi as the most important in-
room amenity, a Research+Data Insights survey found that whopping 
80% of economy travelers favor hotels offering complimentary WiFi 
with guaranteed speeds over those that don’t, 38% of hotel customers 
say that they would book elsewhere if there was no WiFi available, and 
Netgear reported that one in three people traveling for leisure purposes 
would not return to a hotel with poor Internet access.

Like towels and hot water, it is very noticeable if the hotel has chosen 
to leave it out or has provided a very poor service. “There is pretty 
much universal acceptance that guests consider access to the Internet 
as important a service as any other that a hotel can offer, beyond 
providing a bed and a safe environment.” Tnooz.

So, when a guest arrives at your hotel, they might just admire the 
freshly painted exterior, and appreciate your newly renovated lobby, 
but one thing is for certain, the availability of complimentary high 
speed Internet can make or break the relationship you enjoy with 
many of your guests. Free and reliable WiFi can dramatically increase 
business and make your customer satisfaction soar (while also gaining 
an advantage over competitors). 

And remember your guests are not the only ones that will benefit from 
WiFi. In fact, if used to its full potential, WiFi can improve every aspect of 
your hotel from housekeeping, personalization, self-service options etc. 
For hotels that offer mobile services to their guests, good, free, clean  
WiFi is simply a part of the infrastructure required. It supports your 
mobile strategy.
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Messaging
Let’s have a chat.

After our first love (WiFi) next has to be our love of chat. Traditionally a 
chat has occurred over a coffee or a pint, but in more recent times chats, 
or instant chat or messaging as they are known have been expedited 
and facilitated, by none other, yes you guest it, by technology – and 
more than likely via a mobile device.

While the concept of messaging has been around a long time, the mid-
nineties saw a wave of instant messaging and chat services emerge such 
as AIM, Yahoo and MSN Messenger  (that brings us back) – all of which 
gained huge popularity. Fast-forward a couple of years and messaging 
services have notably changed how we now communicate in both our 
personal and professional lives.

Compared to self-service and keyless entry, messaging services have 
spilled into the consumer landscape a little bit quicker and easier than 
other technologies. Both of the former require a little bit of investment 
and set up, whereas messaging is a little less messy to get off the 
ground. You can practically set up an account in a matter of minutes 
and away you go! With this ease of access and simplicity, astute retail 
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businesses have become savvy at solving online customer service 
headaches and have made shopping that bit easier all with the use of 
messaging services – and all with positive results. A year after rolling out 
smart devices to employees, Nordstorm reported a 15.3% 
increase in retail sales with both the average selling 
price and the number of items sold increased. 
“They’re [customers] living with their mobile 
device, so we’re communicating with them 
in the way they prefer. If we call them, 
they might not pick up; if we email them, 
they may not look at it. But with text, 
you will open it. That’s how we’ve been 
taught to treat messages,” says Ryan 
Babenzien, founder and CEO, Greats.

So, a common theme that has cropped 
up through this guidebook is our love 
of, “What I do and experience with other 
businesses and services is what I expect from 
everyone and everywhere else too”. Simple? So 
looking to hotels, many still handle the majority of 
customer service inquiries over phone and via email, but to 
our delight some brands are turning to mobile messaging.

For hoteliers, messaging is a ready-made engagement channel that 
millions of people are already very comfortable using. It’s a versatile, 
effective way to ‘chat’ to guests in a place they are already conversing 

and in a way that feels personal and not too invasive or pushy. It also 
means staff are no longer confined to the walls of the hotel 

allowing them to interact simultaneously with multiple 
customers, not just one over the phone. “A mobile-

first approach is required for satisfying consumers’ 
growing reliance for mobile communications and 

orchestrating all communication channels in a 
brand’s omni-channel customer engagement 
strategies. Mobile messaging will drive faster, 
more context-based engagement,” says Marco 
Lafrentz, Product Manager, Tyntec.  

Messaging and chat services are rapidly becoming 
another way that technology is transforming what 

is thought of as a good service experience and how 
it is delivered. Guests can now engage with the hotel 

in a live and contextual way enhancing their overall guest 
experience and satisfaction.
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Personalization
It’s all about engaging users where they are.

Everything is personalized these days, or as good as. From your name 
on your coffee at Starbucks (okay, so your name is not always right, but 
the idea is there), to Google search rankings, Netflick recommendations, 
online shopping and even your “offline’ shopping coupons are based on 
previous grocery shop! Customer experiences are becoming more and 
more personalized, and it’s something that we have just come to expect.

We are no longer satisfied with a “one size fits all” experience. According 
to a Yahoo survey, 78% of consumers expressed a desire for some kind 
of personalization, and an Online Personal Experience study by Janrain, 
exposed that 74% of online consumers get frustrated when content 
such as offers, ads, promotions appear but yet have nothing to do with 
their interests. People now expect products and services in all aspects 
of their lives to be completely personalized and the travel industry is no 
exception.

A study by IGH revealed that nearly three in five (59%) travelers say their 
hotel stay is significantly more comfortable if services are personalized, 
and more than half (54%) admit it makes them feel more valued. So not 
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only are guests looking for a consistently good service but also want 
their stay tailored to meet their personal preferences. No more cookie 
cutter experiences please!

To be fair, the idea of having to personalize the stay of each and every 
guest everyday can seem daunting. But thanks to technology, it has 
made this feat possible. With the use of Cloud hoteliers can now 
easily collect, keep track of and consolidate guests’ stay history and 
preferences in real time. Then by tapping into beacon micro-location 
capabilities you have a system that can provide and deliver specifically 
targeted, personalized and timely messages, alerts and more on mobile 
devices to your guests – pretty nifty eh? 

It means; users could receive notifications to let them know when their 
room is ready; customized promotions and sending context-specific 
coupons and offers could be triggered at particular locations around 
the hotel, such as the bar, restaurant or spa; it can be used to offer 
discounted upgrades and even the option of an extended stay or late 
check-out.

This use of technology to deliver personalization not only opens up a 
whole new paradigm when interacting with guests but it can generate 
increased customer loyalty and guest satisfaction, higher occupancy 
rates, and an improved bottom line. 

74% of online consumers get 
frustrated when offers and 
promotions appear but yet have 
nothing to do with their interests.
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The Back Office
Housekeeping – It’s time to throw out your clipboards.

We’ve talked a lot about the guest and what they want. Well, the guide 
is about “ways to enhance the guest experience” so it does make sense 
that the content focuses on them. But why include a section for the 
people behind the scenes, i.e. the staff?

While hotels are beginning to invest or thinking about investing (and 
you should be) in guest-facing technologies - it’s not often that we stop 
and consider the employee in the equation. But, why should you? So, 
yes, hotels are all about the guest. And the tradition of the hospitality 
business is also all about delivering a warm, welcoming and homely 
service to them. But in order to deliver that service it’s high time that we 
have a sit down and talk about hotel operations and how technology, 
and the use of mobile devices have become critical tools on the other 
side of the hotel experience.

While guests are benefiting from hotels investing in and integrating with 
newer technologies, employees are often left in the dark. Sadly, if you 
were to venture into the typical back office, you might think you entered 
a time warp where Windows 98 and IE6 are the latest tools available. 
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Okay, so it might not be this bad but it seems that hotel employees 
really do get a raw deal when it comes to technology, and left to use 
on-premise systems that are way past their prime and are quickly 
becoming ineffective. As we have evolved into a mobile generation, our 
business also needs to be mobile.

Many hoteliers are unaware that employee-facing technology has the 
greatest potential to improve daily operations and the productivity 
while at the same time providing better guest service. They enable 
people to work better and smarter. “The discovery and deployment 
of digital technology often overshadows the human dimension of 
how people collaborate to share knowledge and insight, manage 
and use information, and effectively use digital tools to impact their 
performance and the company’s”, writes Donald A. March & Joe 
Peppard, Harvard Business Review.

Traditionally, (and still in some cases) guests and front office employees 
interact from opposite sides of a desk; but Cloud based software 
solutions supporting WiFi enabled multi-device capability are agile and 
business enhancing. Having a mobile PMS means the system can be 
reached anytime, anywhere; employees no longer need to sit in a “fixed” 
position and can get out from behind their desks to have real, personal 
interactions with customers. Staff can receive instant updates about 
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tasks in real-time and update the status immediately after completion 
and critical business information is always at the Manager’s fingertips. 
That on-demand capability can immediately elevate a hotel’s efficiency 
and perceived service level.

Mobility allows employees to provide services anywhere the guests are, 
resulting in more satisfied customers. The hoteliers that empower their 
staff to spend more time with customers and truly deliver a service as 
opposed to being seen as “processors”.

So. Remember. Don’t forget about your employees in the digital 
revolution; after all the lifeblood of every business is its’ employees and 
well-executed operational functions are a key determinant of whether 
a guest’s stay meets their expectations and whether they check out 
satisfied.



Conclusion

Travel has become a highly emotional experience and the needs and expectations of 
guests are ever increasing and changing.

Today’s mobile traveler is constantly connected and places a high importance on 
personalization and memorable experiences, using technology as the enabler. Not 
meeting these customer expectations results in low customer satisfaction and typically, 
unhappy guests means they won’t return for a future visit. Guest satisfaction has become 
an important determining factor for why people select to stay in one hotel over another, so 
building and maintaining strong customer relationships is crucial for long-term success.

With new technologies, hoteliers can meet guest expectations and out-pace the 
competition. Taking advantage of a wide range of affordable, easy-to-deploy technologies 
not only helps improve operations and save you money but also helps to turn moderately 
happy guests into satisfied guests who ultimately become engaged loyalists. “Change is 
not new to the hospitality industry. But the scope and speed of the latest developments 
affecting our industry is different. Keeping up with change is more important now than ever 
before and can lead to opportunity for those who embrace it.” Dr. Jonathan Barsky, Co-
founder of Market Metrix and Executive Committee member.
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