Will robots rewrite the rules of hospitality?

Hospitality is fundamentally a high personal contact experience. The “People
P” in the services marketing mix plays as crucial a role as infrastructure or food
and beverage offerings, if not more. After all, a guest’s interaction with human
staff often defines their experience far beyond the physical comforts of a room
or a meal.

That said, the industry is at a pivotal juncture where human warmth and
technological precision must find a thoughtful balance.

Core vs. Supplementary Services: The Concierge Example

Take the example of a 5-star luxury resort. The core service components include
an exceptionally appointed room, exquisite dining options, and a highly
knowledgeable, presentable concierge ready to assist guests with local insights,
reservations, and personalized recommendations.

On the other hand, supplementary services—business centers, game rooms,
cigar lounges—enhance the experience but are negotiable.

The concierge’s role, for example, is not just to answer requests but to
anticipate guest needs. Observing a guest admire floral arrangements in the
lobby, a concierge might proactively suggest a renowned flower exhibition in
town. Such nuanced attention remains a hallmark of human service, defined by
empathy, intuition, and adaptability.

Technology’s Entry into Hospitality

Technology is already reshaping hospitality. Major global chains—Marriott,
Sheraton, Hilton, Mandarin Oriental—deploy service robots in various
capacities:

e Concierge robots answer questions and provide directions
e Luggage robots transport baggage

e Room service robots deliver food



Pioneering efforts like China’s FlyZoo Hotel and Japan’s Henn-Na Hotel
showcase fully automated hotel concepts where robots manage nearly every
guest interaction.

A study by Cheong & Law (2023) highlighted that where precision and speed
are prioritized, technology can enhance service delivery and customer
satisfaction. In fact, robot concierges may offer advantages such as multilingual
communication, extensive data-driven knowledge, and consistent efficiency—
yet they lack a warm smile or intuitive empathy.

Lessons from Aviation and Healthcare

Consider DigiYatra facial recognition technology in Indian airports: passengers
now move seamlessly through check-in, security, and boarding without human
interaction. Similarly, hospitals are adopting robotic systems—from OPD
automation to robot-assisted surgeries—enhancing accuracy and reducing
human error.

The shift toward automation in hospitality feels inevitable, especially as
younger, digitally native demographics become core guests.

The Human vs. Machine Balance

One of hospitality’s core challenges is service variability. Human employees
inevitably deliver inconsistent service due to mood, personal differences, or
experience levels. In contrast, robots perform predictable, standardized tasks
with near-perfect consistency.

Importantly, the arrival of robots raises questions for hotel staft:
e Job security fears
e Decreased opportunity for creative problem-solving
e Increased pressure toward rigid standardisation

Yet, the opportunity lies in offloading mundane, repetitive tasks—check-ins,
basic inquiries, luggage handling—to robots, allowing humans to focus on
high-impact tasks: creating memorable guest interactions, handling complex
requests, and providing that irreplaceable personal touch.



Looking Ahead: Technology as Part of the Ecosystem

As digitally native generations become the majority of hotel guests, their
comfort with automated, seamless experiences will grow. A robot concierge will
not feel futuristic but entirely normal—much like self-checkout counters or
app-based food delivery today.

Moreover, advanced technologies like predictive Al may one day tailor services
beyond what humans can imagine today—suggesting experiences based on
personal preferences, anticipating health needs, or guiding guests through ultra-
local hidden gems.

However, empathy, care, and cultural understanding remain uniquely human
strengths—especially in the context of hospitality. The true future lies not in
choosing between humans or robots, but in blending both intelligently.

The Path Forward

To build this future, hospitality leaders must:

e Rethink workforce roles, focusing humans on creative, high-empathy
tasks

e Integrate technologies where they add value—automation in check-ins,
intelligent energy management, data-driven guest recommendations

e Invest in upskilling staff to work alongside digital systems, rather than be
replaced by them

e Communicate transparently to guests about how technology enhances
their stay

Ultimately, hospitality’s evolution will be defined by how well it adapts to these
changing dynamics—where human warmth meets machine efficiency—
creating not just memorable stays, but meaningful experiences.



