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S E L F - S E R V I C E    T E C H N O L O G Y

Self-service Technologies:
The Affect on Hospitality Branding

Much has been written about branding as the 
central pillar of many hospitality companies’ 
corporate strategies.  Recent research cited 

branding as one of the five mega trends that will have the 
greatest impact on shareholder value.  Spend on brand in-
novation was cited as one of hospitality CEOs’ top priorities 
in the future, notwithstanding industry analysts’ skepticism 
regarding the industry’s ability to demonstrate payback on 
that R&D.  

North American consumers will spend more than $475 
billion at self-checkout lanes, ticketing kiosks and other self 
service machines in 2006, an increase of 51 percent over 
2005.  Self-service kiosks are expected to grow another 33 
percent in 2007 and reach $1.2 trillion by 2009.   In addi-
tion to the penetration of the Internet, the most pervasive 
self-service technology (SST), self-service kiosks are being 
rolled out by a large number of hospitality companies.

As a services industry, a consistent and pleasant service 
encounter is fundamental to successful branding of hospital-
ity companies.  The fact that SSTs are being used to supplant 
an ever greater share of interpersonal service delivery gives 
rise to a number of important questions, which ideally would 
be answered prior to their deployment.  Will SSTs affect 
customer satisfaction and loyalty? Will all customer segments 
be affected the same?  Does any element of my product need 
to be redesigned to facilitate adoption of SSTs?   How will 
my employees react, and how might that reaction impact 

guests' experience?  In short, 
it is worthwhile to understand 
how SSTs may affect guests’ 
perception of service quality 
and, ultimately, the value of 
the brand.

What’s Really at Stake
Given the increased im-

portance placed on branding, 
the potential impact of an SST 
may have on that brand is a vi-
tally important issue. Address-
ing this issue begs the question 
of why branding has become 
so critical in the first place: Is 

branding just an important strategic option or has it become an 
indispensable strategic imperative?

Two principal factors contribute to the proposition that brand-
ing has indeed become an indispensable strategic imperative. First, 
many companies have divested all but their most strategic-owned 
hotel assets.  Doing this means that revenue must be generated 
almost exclusively from management contracts, franchise and 
license technical services and other services–the sales of which 
are themselves largely a function of brand equity.  Second, the 
cost barriers to acquiring some of the systems that have bolstered 
chain brands are being diminished by the Internet and other new 
technologies.  Increasingly, a well located independent hotel with 
a talented management team, armed with nothing more than 
online booking capabilities, a decent PMS and a robust suite of 
e-marketing tools, can effectively compete with the capabilities of 
chain hotels.  Moreover, both the quality and availability of these 
utility-type systems is improving. 

The net result is that the value proposition of hotel chains 
is increasingly contingent upon a strong brand at precisely the 
moment when some of traditional value-added components sup-
porting that brand are at risk of erosion. Hotel companies must 
invest in strategic capabilities that are difficult to replicate and add 
sustainable value to their brands.  Increasingly, these value-creat-
ing capabilities will be tied to the ability to deliver a consistent, yet 
unique, customer experience anywhere.  Doing this cost effectively 
leads back to the use of SSTs in the provision of that differentiated 
service delivery. 
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Brand Building in Services 
Industries 

Brand building in services companies is 
distinct from product companies based upon 
the relatively prominent roles that employees 
and, yes, customers play in the delivery of the 
product.  Figure 1 depicts this unique rela-
tionship.  In services companies, much of the 
value-add is produced through the interaction 
between customers and employees.  Poten-
tially highly variable factors, such as the skill 
or attitude of the employee, or even a guest’s 
mood, directly affect the guests’ perception of 
the product delivered in ways not typically ex-
perienced in, say, the consumption of a soda. 
The introduction of SSTs and other technolo-
gies into the service encounter has dramati-
cally affected traditional services marketing 
as depicted in modified Figure 1a .   

The theater is an apropos metaphor 
to describe the impact SSTs have on service 
delivery.  If  back and front-of-the-house are, 
respectively, “back’” and “front” stage activi-
ties in the production of the play known as a 
unique guest experience, then SSTs introduce 
the element of audience participation to the 
production.  And, while backstage and front-
stage activities are largely under the control 
of management, audience participation is 
for the most part hidden and largely beyond 
management’s control–creating a potentially 
dangerous situation.  The best way manage-

ment can control the impact audience par-
ticipation may have on a service encounter, 
is to take extreme care in designing if, when 
and how the SST should be introduced. This 
requires a degree of planning many compa-
nies may not have undertaken. 

Many hospitality companies are still in 
the early stages of SST deployments.  And, 
while many have observed and learned 
from the airlines, most are bound to learn 
through trial and error, since few appear to 
have made the original deployment decision 
based upon rigorous consumer research 
and/or return on investment analysis.  This 
is not only risky; it also impedes effective 
corporate learning.  For example, while 
adoption may in hindsight appear to have 
justified investment, the lack of baseline 
information will prevent companies from 
knowing how many and which customers 
may have been driven away, whether cus-
tomer value increased or decreased, how 
much money might have been saved though 
better deployment and the like. 

The rapid proliferation of SSTs would 
appear to hinge upon a number of benefits 
perceived by both the customer and the 
companies deploying them.  Early results 
indicate that to an unhealthy degree, com-

Benefits Related to SSTs
Recent research into the adoption of SSTs makes it clear that there are several 

perceived benefits associated with their deployment. 

Firm-related Benefits

Potential cost savings

More consistent service delivery

Increased operational efficiency

Variable into fixed costs (staffing 
quagmire)

Allow staff for more complex or 
personalized service transactions

Ability to expend service reach, offerings

Increased customer satisfaction

Enhanced marketing image

Enhanced cross or upsell revenues

More personalized service

Enhanced customer intelligence/analysis 
(data capture)

Labor reduction

Customer-related Benefits

Time savings

Greater accessibility (24/7)

Greater flexibility to choose service delivery 
method

Added convenience

Greater control over service delivery

Reduce waiting time/shorter lines

Higher percieved and actual level of 
customization

Location benefits

Transaction conducted in native language

Availability of additional services (airline, 
loyalty program, concierge)

Greater privacy

Faster processing times

Enjoyment from the use of technology
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panies focus on perceived firm benefits as 
opposed to customer benefits.  As a result, 
little is known about the possible negative af-
fects that the sub-optimal deployment of SSTs 
may be having on guests’ satisfaction and, by 
extension, impact on the brand.  There are 
still many questions that must be answered.  
Which customer segments will most likely 
resent the introduction of SSTs and which 
are most likely to consider it an indispens-
able element of customer value add?  How 
does brand affect customer adoption of the 
SST? How many customers have been driven 
away by poor deployment? How do all these 
aspects impact perceived service quality and 
brand equity?  Are the answers to these ques-
tions consistent from country to country? 

With the future success of hotel com-
panies being increasingly predicated on the 
ability of the brand to convey a differentiated 
experience to a set of targeted customers, 
companies would be well served to find 
answers to these questions. 

Clay Dickinson is a vice president, 
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