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It is the palpable feeling in a restaurant where everything just 
clicks; the quiet comfort of a hotel that feels like a home-from-
home; the infectious energy of a perfectly hosted event. For the 
guest, this magic is an emotional experience. For the hospitality 
professional, it is the desired outcome of a thousand complex 
operational details.

Yet, traditional approaches to hospitality, focused solely on 
logistics, marketing, or service standards, often fail to capture 
the essence of this magic. They can explain the ‘what’ and the 
‘how’ of the service, but rarely the deep, human ‘why’.

Why does one hotel lobby feel welcoming and another 
intimidating? Why does a sincere apology for a cold meal feel 
more important than the meal itself? Why do some teams burn 
out while others thrive under pressure?

To answer these questions, I believe we must look deeper. 
Throughout my career, I have worked almost every role in the 
hospitality industry, progressing professionally while somehow 
still loving every aspect of it. Yet there was always that question 
of why, even more so in later years as I saw businesses with huge 
investment and design ethos fail; others thrived. Why did an 
unappealing hotel succeed when the luxury one failed? What 
went wrong that is beyond the balance sheet? What drove people 
away? And that led me to a realisation: We need to look beyond 
the balance sheet and the operational manual to explore the 
hidden forces that shape every interaction.

G R E AT 
H O S P I TA L I T Y 
P O S S E S S E S  A 
K I N D  O F  M AG I C

Therefore, this book introduces a new, integrated approach 
to understanding and engineering these forces. I call it 
Hospitalicology: the study of the hospitality experience through 
the lens of human dynamics. By applying robust, peer-reviewed 
theories from the social sciences, we can deconstruct the magic 
and make it repeatable. We can begin to understand the unstated 
needs of our guests, the complex social rituals of service, the 
hidden dynamics of our teams, and the subtle art of creating 
lasting, positive memories.

To do this, I will draw on robust, peer-reviewed theories from 
three key social sciences:
•	 Psychology provides a lens into the individual mind: the 

hopes, fears, cognitive biases, and motivations that drive a 
single guest or employee.

•	 Sociology offers a broader perspective, allowing us to see 
how people behave in groups: the dynamics of a restaurant 
floor, the performance of social status, and the invisible 
forces that shape a team’s culture.

•	 Anthropology gives us the tools to understand culture, 
ritual, and meaning: the unwritten rules of a hotel lobby, 
the symbolic power of a welcome, and the ceremonies that 
mark the guest’s journey.

As we explore these powerful methods of influence, we will also 
maintain a critical focus on the ethics of their use. This book is 
a guide to creating genuine, positive experiences, and a core 
part of the analysis will be drawing a clear and unwavering line 
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between ethical persuasion and unethical manipulation. It will 
always be a labour of love for me, simply because these are fields 
that are always shifting, progressing, and providing new insights 
to human nature; after all, hospitality is all about human-to-
human interaction.

My exploration of Hospitalicology is ultimately a journey of two 
halves. First, we will follow the guest and trace the complete arc 
of their experience through the eyes of four archetypal travellers: 
Amira, the romantic partner; Gavin, the efficient business 
traveller; Priya, the celebratory host; and Thomas & Rosa, the 
comfort-seeking couple. Their journey will take us from the first 
online experience to the final, lasting echo of their stay, including 
their complaints and reviews.

Then, we will venture backstage into the heart of the house, the 
“human engine” that powers the entire experience. I will explore 
the challenges and motivations of the staff through the eyes of 
four archetypal employees: Elena, the front desk agent; Markus, 
the maintenance technician; Fatima, the housekeeping supervisor; 
and Jamie, the trainee. Their world of emotional labour, team 
dynamics, and cultural transmission is the invisible bedrock of 
outstanding hospitality.

This book is designed to be an in-depth guide for a new generation 
of hospitality leaders. It is for the student who wants to learn what 
makes hospitality truly tick, the manager who wants to build a 
more resilient and motivated team, the owner who wants to create 
an experience that guests will remember and recommend, and 
for anyone fascinated by the intricate, challenging, and deeply 
rewarding business of caring for people.

H OW T O  U S E 
T H I S  B O O K
This is a working textbook. Read it straight through if you want 
the full arc of the guest journey and the backstage “human engine,” 
or dip into chapters and theory blocks as your needs arise. Most 
chapters share the same spine:

Chapter Objectives: A short list of outcomes so you know what 
you’ll take away. Skim these first; return to them when you finish 
the chapter to check understanding.

Scene-setting narrative: A brief walkthrough from the perspective 
of one or more archetypes (guests: Amira, Gavin, Priya, Thomas 
& Rosa; staff: Elena, Markus, Fatima, Jamie). Use these to anchor 
theory in lived experience and to stress-test your own context.

Theory blocks: Chapters contain several of these. Each block 
introduces a theory, then unpacks it in practice. Read them all in 
sequence the first time. On re-reads, jump straight to the theory 
you need. Inside each theory block you’ll typically find:
•	 Definition & why it matters (plain-English explanation).
•	 Mechanism (how it works).
•	 Hospitality examples (front- and back-of-house).
•	 Ethical notes / red lines (what not to do).

Managerial application: Pragmatic guidance you can implement: 
red flags to watch for, green flags to cultivate, and actions to try 
in service design, team practice, and measurement.

Sector variants: Short notes showing how the same ideas map to 
restaurants, bars, events, cruise, holiday parks, and other formats.

Food for Thought: One provocative question per chapter (or per 
cluster of theories). Use it to open a class, a pre-shift huddle, or 
an away-day.

Summary & references: A concise recap (often tabled) plus 
sources for deeper reading and teaching.

A note on ethics: Hospitality is a trust business. Every chapter 
distinguishes persuasion from manipulation. If a tactic would 
undermine autonomy, dignity, or informed choice, it does not 
belong in this book or your operation.

Make it yours: Write in the margins, turn Food for Thought into 
team prompts, and adapt the actions into your operations. The 
goal is not memorisation; it’s better decisions, better teams, and 
better guest memories.

And finally: Dip in and out as you need. Some of these areas can 
be quite intense, but try to digest each theory and section before 
moving forward, so you can fully embrace the theory applications.
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E N G I N E E R I N G  
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To engineer our digital handshake effectively, we must first understand 
the deep, human ‘why’ behind a guest’s search. It’s not just about 
flashy design or adding a new button to a website. The most powerful 
framework for understanding this is not about who the guest is, nor 
their demographic, but is actually about recognising what they are 
trying to do, beyond booking a room, a table, or a holiday.

We must first ask a fundamental question, that surprisingly many 
businesses would still struggle to answer: what ‘job’ is the guest ‘hiring’ 
the hospitality venue to do?

W H Y C U S T O M E R S  H I R E  YO U
It is rarely just about the type of business you provide.

This framework connects directly to the guest’s existing mental models 
(in psychological parlance, these are called ‘schemas’), which are 
powerful preconceptions or expectations shaped by past experiences, 
concepts that we will explore in detail later. These mental models, 
further shaped by cultural background and socio-economic context, 
heavily influence which “jobs” a person needs doing and how they 
evaluate potential “candidates” for hiring.

Consider the case of a mid-range city-centre hotel that was losing 
business to a prominent new competitor down the street. Their initial 
reaction was to compete on features, using traditional segmentation 
models. They looked at their data: “Our main segment is ‘business 
travellers,’ ages 35-55.” So, they upgraded the gym and the breakfast 
buffet, because that was what their competitors offered, and they 
were getting more bookings from the same demographic. 

However, nothing worked. The manager remained perplexed, competing 
on metrics that clearly were not resonating with her target demographic.

This analogy mirrors a classic case study from the luxury hotel sector: The 
Langham Melbourne discovered that their “high-end leisure travellers” 
segment was too broad when they noticed declining weekend bookings 
despite positive reviews. Traditional demographic analysis showed 
wealthy couples aged 40-65, but deeper JTBD interviews revealed three 
distinct jobs: “help us celebrate our anniversary meaningfully,” “provide 
a sophisticated base for exploring the arts district,” and “give us a 
child-free sanctuary to reconnect.” Each required completely different 
service approaches, room configurations, and marketing messages.

For decades, marketing was stuck in a rut, obsessed with customer 
attributes like demographics and psychographics. The problem was 
that this approach often failed to predict behaviour. A 45 year old 
wealthy male doesn’t buy the same thing in every circumstance. This is 
a classic marketing failure and a problem that Harvard Business School 
professor Clayton Christensen and his colleagues sought to solve.

Christensen and his colleagues pushed for a fundamental shift in 
perspective. They argued that decades of marketing had become 
obsessed with customer attributes (demographics, psychographics) 
rather than customer circumstances.

The corrective lens they developed is the “Jobs-to-be-Done” (JTBD) 
framework (Christensen et al., 2007). The core proposition is a 
fundamental shift in perspective: customers, by and large, don’t buy 
products; they “hire” them to make progress in a specific situation. 
This “job” is the progress the person is trying to make.

Understanding that job, Christensen posited, provides a far more 
powerful insight than any demographic profile, because people in very 
different demographics often hire a product to do the same job, as they 
flow through multiple states and identities through the course of life.
A businessman by day could be a hopeless romantic by night, or a 
dedicated father, or a wellness fanatic, or any combination of one 

J O B S  T O  B E 
D O N E  ( J T B D )

From Hospitalicology by M. Jones

From Hospitalicology by M. Jones



9

or all of these identities and more. He could be seeking a hotel for a 
business trip, or as a wellness retreat, or family holiday, or for a group 
travelling for a football match in the league he plays in every weekend, 
each of these requiring a different job to be done by the hotel, even 
though his traditionally segmented demographic as a businessman 
aged 35-45, has not changed.

The theory’s most famous proof point came from Christensen’s famous 
“milkshake study.” A fast-food chain wanted to improve its milkshake 
sales and had tried everything based on customer profiles. They 
made them chocolatier, cheaper, bigger—and sales remained flat. 
Christensen’s team approached the problem differently. They spent a 
full day in a restaurant, simply observing what job the milkshake was 
being hired to do. They discovered that nearly half the milkshakes 
were sold before 8:30 a.m. to commuters, who were always alone and 
always got in their car and drove off. Through follow-up interviews, 
the team uncovered the real “job.”

These customers weren’t hiring the milkshake for a sweet treat. 
They were hiring it for the job of: “Help me endure my long, boring 
commute.” When viewed through this lens, the milkshake was the 
best candidate for the job. It took a long time to drink, making the 
commute less tedious. It could be consumed with one hand. It was 
more filling and less messy than a bagel with cream cheese or a banana. 
The milkshake’s true competitors weren’t other milkshakes; they were 
bagels, bananas, and boredom. 

By understanding the job, the company could improve the product to 
do it better; making it thicker and adding small fruit chunks to make 
the journey more interesting.

T H E  C O M P E T I T O R S E T  S H I F T
When you understand the job, you realise your true competitors are 
not who you think they are.

Let us return to our hotel manager. Armed with this new mindset, 
she realised her mistake. She had been segmenting by demographics: 
‘business travellers’ and ‘leisure travellers.’ However, this label was 
too broad. Her interviews revealed a specific job that cut across 
demographics: “Help me prepare to win my court case tomorrow.” 

The lawyers hiring her for this job were male, female, young, and old. 
Their demographic is irrelevant; their circumstance is everything. This 
insight was transformative. She made a strategic decision. 

She could not be the best hotel for every type of traveller, but she 
could become the indispensable hotel for guests hired to do this 
one, high-value job. She soundproofed a block of rooms, installed 
large desks with barrister-style lighting, guaranteed access to high-
quality 24/7 printing services, and created a late-night “war room” 
room-service menu with brain food and caffeine options. This did 
not solve all the hotel’s problems overnight. Some tourists found 
the new focus less appealing, representing a clear strategic trade-off. 

However, it created a loyal, high-value niche that was immune to 
the allure of the prominent competitor. Word-of-mouth within the 
legal community became her most powerful marketing tool. She had 
found a new, more powerful way to compete.
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J T B D :  N O T  A  M A G I C 
B U L L E T
The power of JTBD lies in its clarifying focus, but that is also its primary limi-
tation. A single-minded focus on one “job” can lead a business to neglect the 
needs of other valuable guest segments. Our hotel manager, in becoming 
the perfect “litigator’s sanctuary,” likely became a less appealing choice for 
leisure tourists or families. The theory does not solve the difficult strate-
gic problem of how to serve multiple guest “jobs” simultaneously; it simply 
brings the trade-offs into sharper focus. Furthermore, a guest’s “job” can 
change during their stay: a business traveller might finish their work and 
want to transition to a “relaxing tourist” job. A rigid focus on their initial 
“job” could lead to a service failure later in their journey. The theory is a 
powerful lens, not a magic bullet.

C L A S S  S H A P E S  ‘ J O B S ’
From a sociological perspective, the “job” a guest hires a hospitality venue for 
can be deeply influenced by their socio-economic background, connecting 
directly to Bourdieu’s concept of Cultural Capital (Chapter 8). For example, 
a luxury safari lodge might be “hired” for the job of projecting status and 
providing an exclusive experience to a high socio-economic group—the 
ability to share photos from a prestigious location becomes part of their 
social capital. In contrast, a roadside motel might be “hired” for the job of 
providing basic safety and convenience, especially by transient workers or 
families on a strict budget for whom every dollar spent on accommoda-
tion is a dollar not available for other necessities. These fundamental dif-
ferences in “jobs” often dictate entirely different price points, marketing 
messages, and operational priorities.

C U L T U R E  D E F I N E S  ‘ J O B S ’
Cultural context further complicates the picture. In collectivist cultures 
like Japan or South Korea, a business hotel might be “hired” not just for 
individual comfort, but for the job of “enabling me to fulfil my obligations 
to my team/company with honour,” where the quality of accommodation 
reflects on the employee’s respect for their role. In contrast, individualist 
cultures might frame the same stay as “helping me maximise my personal 
performance and efficiency.” Understanding these cultural nuances of job 
definition is crucial for international hospitality chains seeking to tailor their 
offerings across different markets.

P E R S P E C T I V E S :
T H E  R I S K  O F
O V E R S I M P L I F I C A T I O N 

A N D 
S O C I 0 - E C O N O M I C
N U A N C E S
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P E R S P E C T I V E S :
T H E  R I S K  O F
O V E R S I M P L I F I C A T I O N 

A N D 
S O C I 0 - E C O N O M I C
N U A N C E S

A P P L I C A T I O N  T O  T H E 
A R C H E T Y P E S
G AV I N :  P R E PA R E  T O  W I N
Gavin squints at his laptop screen, toggling between three hotel booking tabs. 
The first two boast about their infinity pools and celebrity-chef restaurants. He 
could not care less. He leans back and thinks, I do not need a vacation. I need 
a guaranteed quiet room, a desk that does not wobble, and Wi-Fi fast enough 
to handle a two-hour video deposition without freezing. I’m hiring a hotel for 
the job of ensuring I am perfectly prepared and rested for tomorrow’s 9 a.m. 
meeting. My professional reputation is on the line. Every element of the dig-
ital handshake must signal that the hotel is a competent, ruthlessly efficient 
candidate for this job. His cultural background (German efficiency-focused) 
means he values directness and functional clarity over emotional appeals.

A M I R A :  E S C A P E  &  R E C O N N E C T
Amira scrolls through pictures on her tablet, her partner looking over her 
shoulder. “Imagine us there,” she says, pointing to a photo of a couple on a 
secluded balcony, clinking wine glasses against a sunset. She is not just look-
ing for a room; she is looking for a stage. She is hiring this boutique hotel 
for the job of creating a memorable, romantic atmosphere that will help us 
escape our routine and reconnect as a couple. This needs to be aesthetically 
pleasing and genuinely intimate. The website must prove its expertise in this 
job through evocative imagery and guest reviews that speak of magic, not 
just amenities. Her higher socio-economic position means she can prioritise 
experience over pure value.

P R I YA :  VA L I D AT E  S TAT U S
Priya’s phone buzzes with messages from the birthday group chat. The pres-
sure is on. It has to be perfect. The pictures have to be amazing. This reflects 
on me as a friend and as someone with good taste. She is not just booking a 
venue; she is curating an event that reflects on her status as a tastemaker and 
a great friend. She is hiring this trendy hotel bar for the job of ‘validating my 
status and ensuring my friends have an amazing, high-energy, flawless time 
that they will remember and talk about.’ Its digital presence must therefore 
signal exclusivity, vibrancy, and perfect execution to even be considered for 
this high-stakes social job.

T & R :  R E S T O R AT I V E  E S C A P E
At their kitchen table, Thomas gestures at the screen with a hint of frustra-
tion. “There are too many options, Rosa. They all look the same.” Rosa nods. 
“I just want somewhere… easy, dear. No surprises. We’ve earned our peace 
and quiet.” They are not looking for excitement or novelty. They are hiring 
a country hotel for the job of ‘providing a safe, comfortable, and restora-
tive escape from the noise of daily life, where we can relax without having 
to learn new systems or adapt to unfamiliar routines.’ The digital handshake 
that wins their business will be the one that signals reliability, warmth, and 
effortless simplicity.
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JTBD is a powerful theory that will help define your business on a more 
granular scale, but it does carry the risk of creating a very niche market 
for your offering and therefore limiting the types of business you 
obtain. That’s why you need to ensure a lot of aspects are considered 
when undertaking a shift to a JTBD approaach..

Key Performance Indicators to track JTBD effectiveness:
1.	 Team Clarity Score: Can 80% of your staff articulate the top 3 

“jobs” guests hire you for? Test this quarterly with simple surveys.
2.	 Innovation Alignment: What percentage of your new initiatives 

directly address identified guest “jobs” rather than copying 
competitors?

3.	 Competitive Differentiation: How clearly can you articulate why 
you’re the best “hire” for specific jobs vs. your competition? Can 
you name your true competitive set?

4.	 Job Completion Rate: Track how well you fulfil the “job” through 
post-stay surveys asking “Did we help you achieve what you were 
trying to accomplish?”

Identify Your Core ‘Job’ through cultural lenses with cultural job 
adaptation
For international properties, measure how well local teams understand 
culture-specific variations of core jobs. The red flags appear when your 
marketing describes your product (“a 4-star hotel”) but your team 
cannot articulate the primary “jobs” your guests need done. Your 
innovation pipeline becomes a reactive list of competitor features, 
rather than a proactive effort to help guests make progress in their lives. 
The green flags, conversely, are a deep, almost intuitive understanding 
of your key guest segments’ circumstances and goals. Your team can 
clearly state what your guests are truly trying to achieve by booking 
with you. Staff naturally frame guest complaints in terms of “job failure” 
rather than just service issues.

This leads to crucial actionable strategies. First, conduct “Jobs-to-be-
Done” interviews. Move beyond traditional surveys. Ask your guests 
not “What did you like about us?” but “Think about the last time you 

booked. What was going on in your life? What problem were you trying 
to solve? What other ‘candidates’ did you consider hiring for this ‘job’? 
What would have happened if you hadn’t found a solution?” Second, 
define your “hireability.” For each key guest segment, write a clear 
statement: “When [situation], the guest hires us to [job-to-be-done].”

Define Your Hireability
Your hireability statement becomes the strategic brief for your 
marketing, product development, and service design teams. When 
doing this, explicitly consider how different socio-economic groups 
and cultural backgrounds “hire” hospitality, as their underlying “jobs” 
and priorities may differ significantly from traditional demographic 
segments. For example, a budget hotel’s job might be to provide simply 
“a safe place to sleep for the night” rather than “a luxurious escape.”

Cultural Adaptation Strategies:
•	 High-Context Cultures: Focus on relational aspects of the job 

(e.g., “enabling successful client relationships”).
•	 Collectivist Cultures: Emphasize how the venue supports group 

harmony, family obligations, or team success.
•	 Individualist Cultures: Highlight how the venue supports personal 

achievement, efficiency, or unique experiences.
•	 Socio-economic Alignment: Tailor job definitions and marketing to 

resonate with diverse economic priorities (e.g., “value for money” 
vs. “exclusive experience”).

This thinking applies across the entire broad sector. A spa client hires 
a spa not just for a “massage,” but for the job of “helping me de-stress 
after a difficult week and reconnect with my sense of self-worth.” The 
competitor is not just another spa, but a quiet weekend at home, a yoga 
retreat, or even a shopping trip. A customer in a café might be hiring it 
not for the “coffee,” but for the job of “providing a professional third 
space to work for an hour between meetings where I can be productive 
without the distractions of home or office.” The competition here 
is the public library, a co-working space, or going back to the office.

S T R A T E G I C 
I M P L I C A T I O N S 
F O R  T H E  H O S P I T A L I T Y  L E A D E R
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Consider a common hospitality scenario: a large resort hotel that is simultaneously hired for multiple, often 
conflicting, “jobs.”
•	 Amira and her partner are hiring the resort for the job of “creating a quiet, romantic sanctuary for us to 

reconnect away from daily stresses.”
•	 A family with young children is hiring the same resort for the job of “providing non-stop, high-energy fun 

to keep our kids entertained so we can actually relax for once.”
•	 A corporate event planner is hiring the resort for the job of “delivering a flawless, professional, and impressive 

conference experience that enhances our company’s reputation.” 

Using the JTBD lens, how could you remodel your digital handshake (your website’s homepage, imagery, navigation, 
and booking engine) to apply directly for each of these specific jobs? Would the image below appeal to all 
these people or just ceratin ones? Which person is it most appealing to and why?

How would you signal to Amira that you are the best “hire” for romance, without alienating the family booker 
with images of serene, child-free pools?

How could your booking engine be designed to feel like an efficient business tool for the corporate planner, 
while still feeling aspirational for the leisure guest?

Does focusing on one “job” inevitably mean you will be less effective at another? What are the strategic trade-
offs your business must make?

How might these jobs vary across cultural contexts? (e.g., How might a Japanese corporate planner’s “job” differ 
from an American one’s, emphasizing harmony and group face more?) Discuss this scenario 

Your property can fulfil multiple “jobs”, can you define how to appeal to multiple personas? For example Gavin 
is staying for business, but outside of working hours he seeks wellness. 

FO
OD

 FO
R T

HO
UG

HT
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Once a guest’s interest is piqued, their online search becomes a mission 
to find a place that feels right. This feeling is not random; it is driven 
by a set of deep-seated, universal psychological needs. 

The most robust framework for understanding these is Self- 
Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This theory works 
in concert with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Chapter 3, particularly 
where autonomy relates to self- actualisation and the human drive for 
self-direction). It is added here because it is also building upon the JTBD 
framework by explaining the psychological mechanisms that drive job 
recognition and candidate evaluation.

Psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan pioneered Self-
Determination Theory in the 1970s. They started with a simple 
but profound question that challenged the business orthodoxy of 
their time: Is motivation just about carrots and sticks (reward and 
punishment)? The prevailing wisdom at the time held that the best 
way to motivate someone was with external rewards such as money, 
prizes, praise. But Deci and Ryan were sceptical.

Through a series of often-replicated experiments, they uncovered a 
fascinating paradox. In one study, they found that participants who 
were paid to solve a puzzle, were less likely to continue working on 
it for fun in their free time compared to those who were never paid 
at all. The external reward had somehow extinguished their intrinsic 
(internal) joy in the task. 

This led them to a powerful conclusion: humans are not simply passive 
responders to rewards and punishments. We have an innate drive to be 
curious, engaged, and self-motivated. Over decades of further research, 
they identified the three core psychological “nutrients” that allow this 
intrinsic motivation to flourish. When these needs are supported, we 
feel engaged and experience wellbeing. When they are thwarted, we 
feel controlled, frustrated, and disengaged.

The three universal needs are:
1.	 Autonomy: The need to feel in control of one’s own choices and 

goals; to feel a sense of choice and self-direction rather than being 
controlled by external forces or rigid systems.

2.	 Competence: The need to feel effective and capable in dealing 
with the environment; to feel a sense of mastery, accomplishment, 
and confidence in navigating tasks or achieving goals.

3.	 Relatedness: The need to feel connected to others; to care for 
and be cared for, and to

Crucially, supporting autonomy isn’t about providing infinite choice. 
As we’ll see, too many options can be paralysing, a phenomenon that 
directly threatens a guest’s sense of competence. have a sense of 
belonging, intimacy, and meaningful relationships with others. 

T H E  D I G I TA L  H A N D S H A K E 
I S  T H E  G U E S T S  V E RY F I R S T 
T E S T  O F  A  H O S P I TA L I T Y 
B R A N D
Does this website, and by extension this hotel, look like a place that 
will support or thwart my basic needs? 

A website that is confusing, restrictive, or makes a user feel inept is 
actively thwarting their needs for Autonomy and Competence. It 
creates a negative first impression before they have even seen a room 
price, signalling that the stay itself may be just as frustrating. Conversely, 
a website that makes users feel smart, in control, and welcomed sets 
positive expectations for the entire guest journey. 

S E L F -
D E T E R M I N A T I O N 
T H E O R Y  ( S D T )
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While supporting autonomy is crucial, there is a risk that connects directly to Choice Architecture theory (Chapter 15) and the 
broader concept of the Digital Divide. Providing too many choices can backfire, triggering the “paradox of choice” identified by 
psychologist Barry Schwartz (Schwartz, 2004). 

A booking website with dozens of room types, packages, and add-ons may seem to maximise autonomy, but it can also overwhelm 
a guest like Thomas and Rosa, creating anxiety and decision paralysis. This thwarts their need for competence, making them feel 
incapable of making a good decision. The goal is not maximum choice, but meaningful choice. The art of good digital design 
is to provide enough options to feel empowering, without creating a cognitive (mental) burden that makes the user feel inept. 

From a sociological perspective, drawing on Digital Divide Theory and Bourdieu’s work on Cultural Capital (Chapter 8), the 
influence of digital literacy and access to reliable internet is critical. Guests from lower socio-economic backgrounds, rural areas, 
or older demographics may have limited digital literacy or access, which can significantly thwart their feelings of competence 
and autonomy when navigating complex booking platforms. This can lead to digital exclusion, creating an uneven playing field 
in access to information and competitive pricing. A complex website that requires high digital literacy essentially discriminates 
against certain socio-economic groups, potentially violating their basic psychological needs before they even arrive. 

Cultural norms further complicate autonomy preferences. In high-context cultures like Japan or the UAE, excessive choice 
might be perceived as overwhelming or even disrespectful to established traditions or expert recommendations. The cultural 
expectation might be that a trusted authority (the hotel) should curate the best options rather than overwhelming the guest 
with decisions. Conversely, in low-context cultures like Germany or Scandinavia, restricted choice might feel patronising and 
controlling, violating their cultural values of individual agency. Understanding these cultural nuances is essential for global 
hospitality brands seeking to support SDT needs across diverse markets.

A P P L I C A T I O N  T O  T H E  A R C H E T Y P E S
G AV I N :  T H E  E F F I C I E N T  B U S I N E S S M A N
Gavin’s cursor hovers over the search filters. ‘Free high-speed Wi-Fi,’ ‘24-hour business centre,’ ‘Airport shuttle.’ Click. Click. Click. 
The results instantly narrow to exactly what he needs. This is what supports his psychological wellbeing: a website that allows 
him to efficiently find the exact information he requires (Competence) and to book a room with the specific amenities he needs 
without any fuss or forced add-ons (Autonomy). The streamlined process respects his expertise in knowing what he needs. A 
website that respects his time and intelligence is a website that will respect his stay. 

A M I R A :  T H E  R O M A N T I C  PA RT N E R
Amira isn’t just looking at pictures; she’s searching for a feeling and a connection. The website’s copy uses emotionally resonant 
words like “intimate,” “secluded,” and “our story.” The ‘About Us’ page features a warm photo of the owners and their dog, 
along with their personal story of creating this romantic haven. This isn’t just marketing; it’s a signal that this is a place that 
understands and values human connection. It speaks directly to her need for Relatedness, helping her believe this is a place 
where her romantic relationship will be understood and nurtured. The authentic storytelling makes her feel like she’s choosing 
to join a community that shares her values. 

P R I YA :  T H E  C E L E B R AT O RY H O S T
Priya needs to organise a complex booking for twelve people, each with different needs and preferences. A clunky website would 
be a nightmare and make her feel incompetent as a host. But this one has a dedicated ‘Group Bookings’ portal with intuitive tools. 
It allows her to compare room types side- by-side (Competence) and easily customise a package with a champagne reception,
late checkout, and group dining reservations (Autonomy). The process makes her feel like a capable, in-control host, building 
her confidence that the event itself will be just as seamless. The website essentially partners with her to execute her vision.

T H O M A S  &  R O S A :  T H E  C O M F O RT S E E K E R S
Thomas finds the big ‘Book Now’ button easily, but he’s worried about entering his credit card details online. Rosa points to the 
top of the page. “Look, dear. There’s a phone number right there. Big and clear. And look—they have a ‘Simple Booking’ option.” 
For them, a simple, uncluttered website that doesn’t overwhelm them with options supports their Competence. The easy-to- 
find phone number provides a crucial backup, an escape hatch that supports their Autonomy by reducing their anxiety about 
getting “stuck” in a digital process they can’t control. This multi-pathway approach ensures they feel capable and in control, 
regardless of their comfort level with technology.

THE AUTONOMY PARADOX AND DIGITAL EXCLUSION
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Key Website Analytics Indicating SDT Needs:
•	 Autonomy Indicators: High use of filters and customisation 

options; low abandonment at choice points; positive sentiment 
in feedback about “control” and “options.”

•	 Competence Indicators: Low bounce rates; high task completion 
rates; positive time-on-site metrics; low error rates; minimal 
support calls for basic booking functions.

•	 Relatedness Indicators: High engagement with ‘About Us’ content; 
social sharing of booking routes; positive sentiment about “feeling 
welcome” before arrival; newsletter sign-ups.

Cultural SDT Adaptation Metrics:
•	 Conversion rate variations by geographic region.
•	 User behaviour differences across cultural segments (e.g., time 

spent on detailed specifications vs. image galleries).
•	 Customer satisfaction scores by cultural background for online 

experience.
•	 Digital vs. phone booking preferences by demographic/region

The red flags for a manager are all over the website analytics: high 
bounce rates, low conversion rates, and abandoned booking carts are 
data points that signal a psychological failure. Customer feedback that 
explicitly mentions feeling “frustrated,” “confused,” or “not in control” 
when using your digital platforms is a direct cry that their needs for 
competence and autonomy are being thwarted. Comments about 
feeling “unwelcome” or that the site feels “cold” indicate relatedness 
failures. The green flags, conversely, are a seamless user journey where 
customers can easily find information, make comparisons, and complete 
a booking feeling smart and in control. Positive feedback will highlight 
“ease of use,” a sense of “welcome,” and feeling “confident” about their 
choice before they even arrive. 

Your actionable strategies should focus holistically on the user 
experience (UX). First, you need to view your user experience (UX) 
investment as essential psychological infrastructure. See a clean, 
intuitive, and fast website not as an IT cost, but as a fundamental 
investment in supporting guest psychology from the very first 
touchpoint. This becomes part of your service delivery, not just 
marketing. Second, offer meaningful choice and control to support 

autonomy. Provide clear filters, easy-to-compare room types, and a 
simple booking process with minimal mandatory fields. But curate 
choices intelligently: offer 3-5 well-differentiated options rather than 
20 confusing ones. Third, build confidence to support competence. 
Use clear, jargon-free language, provide instant confirmations, and 
ensure all necessary information is easy to find with helpful tooltips 
or FAQs. Create progress indicators so users always know where they 
are in the process.

Crucially, ensure accessibility across the digital divide. Offer multiple 
pathways to booking (prominent phone numbers, simplified mobile 
interfaces, live chat options, and even accessible physical booking 
points) to cater to varying levels of digital literacy and access that 
often correlate with socio-economic status and age. This isn’t just 
good service; it’s ensuring equitable access to your business. 

Cultural Adaptation Strategies:
•	 High-Context Cultures: Provide more curated, expert-

recommended options rather than overwhelming choice.
•	 Low-Context Cultures: Offer detailed specifications and multiple 

customisation options.
•	 Collectivist Cultures: Emphasise community, family-friendly 

features, and group booking tools.
•	 Individualist Cultures: Highlight personalisation, unique 

experiences, and individual recognition. 

This applies across the entire broad sector. A restaurant’s booking widget 
that is simple and allows the guest to add a note (e.g., “anniversary 
celebration”) supports autonomy and competence while beginning 
to build relatedness through personalisation. A complicated one that 
requires multiple steps and doesn’t acknowledge the occasion thwarts 
all three needs. A cruise line’s website must handle immense complexity; 
one that allows users to easily filter itineraries and customise their 
experience gives them control and supports their need for competence. 
For budget-friendly accommodations like hostels or roadside motels, 
a website that clearly prioritises essential information, simple booking 
steps, and mobile-friendliness will better serve their often cost-
conscious and digitally diverse clientele, who value straightforwardness 
and ease of understanding above sophisticated features.

S T R A T E G I C 
I M P L I C A T I O N S 
F O R  T H E  H O S P I T A L I T Y  L E A D E R
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Review your current website and booking engine through the lens of Self-Determination Theory. 

Autonomy Audit: Where do you force users down a single path when alternatives would be valuable? Are there 
mandatory fields that could be optional? Could you offer more flexible packages that give the guest a greater 
sense of control? How might different cultural preferences for choice (e.g., abundant options appreciated in 
American contexts vs. curated selections preferred in Japanese contexts) impact the perceived autonomy 
for your international guests? Test this by running A/B tests with different choice architectures for different 
geographic markets.

Competence Audit: Is all essential information (e.g., parking, pet policies, accessibility details) easy to find in 
one click, or is it buried in a PDF? Use a “five- second test”: can a brand-new user understand what your venue 
offers and how to book within five seconds of the page loading? If not, their sense of competence is already 
undermined. Consider users with varying digital literacy levels—does your site work equally well for a tech-
savvy millennial and a baby boomer who’s uncomfortable with technology? Test your site with actual users 
from different age and socio-economic backgrounds.

Relatedness Audit: Does your website feel like a corporate brochure, or does it tell a human story that visitors 
can connect with? How could you use staff profiles, a behind-the-scenes blog, or authentic guest photos to 
begin building a sense of connection and relatedness before the guest even books? Think about how the “human 
story” can be made culturally relevant and inclusive, resonating with diverse backgrounds without resorting to 
stereotypes. Does your imagery represent the diversity of your actual guest base?

Consider SDT from the viewpoint of the JTBD framework; does your website or booking process support the 
“job” your property is being “hired” for? Does the booking process and digital handshake align with the clientele 
you wish to attract?
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Once a guest’s core needs for autonomy and competence are being 
met by a website, they become receptive to a state of deep, effortless 
engagement. This highly desirable state is best understood through 
the lens of Flow Theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). 

This theory works in concert with Cognitive Load Theory (we explore 
this later in this chapter) and connects directly to the SDT needs 
we’ve just explored: when autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
are supported, users are more likely to enter a Flow state during their 
booking journey. 

In the 1970s, the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi became fascinated 
by a seemingly simple question: What makes people truly happy? He 
studied artists, athletes, surgeons, and musicians to understand the 
phenomenon of being completely “in the zone.” 

He found that these individuals described their peak experiences in 
remarkably similar terms. They spoke of a state of complete absorption 
in an activity where they were so immersed that nothing else seemed to 
matter. Time would either fly by or seem to stand still. The experience 
was so enjoyable that they would do it for the sheer sake of doing it, 
regardless of any external reward. 

Csikszentmihalyi named this state Flow. His research found that Flow 
is most likely to occur when two key conditions are met:
•	 The challenge of the task is in perfect balance with the person’s 

skills. (If the challenge is too low for your skill level, you become 
bored. If the challenge is too high, you become anxious.)

•	 The person has clear goals and receives immediate feedback on 
their progress. 

Think of a video game designer. They don’t make the first level 
impossibly hard (which would create anxiety) or trivially easy (which 
would create boredom). They match the challenge perfectly to the 
player’s developing skills, providing clear goals and instant feedback, 
guiding the player into a state of Flow that keeps them playing for hours. 

A well-designed booking website does the same. It guides the user 
into a state of “micro- flow,” making the process feel so effortless and 
engaging that they complete it without friction. The user’s skills (basic 
computer literacy) are perfectly matched to the small, sequential 
challenges of selecting dates, choosing a room, and entering their 
details. Each step provides immediate feedback and a clear path 
forward.

This Flow outlines the expected ease with which the guest will engage 
with the hotel overall. Let us remember here that each interaction 
with the hotel is creating an impression; a disrupted Flow that causes 
discomfort or confusion will signal to the booker that they can likely 
expect the same in person at the property.

T H E  R I S K :
F L O W  A S  A 
M A N I P U L A T I O N  T O O L
While creating a frictionless experience seems inherently positive, 
it has a potential dark side that connects directly to the concept of 
Dark Patterns (detailed later in this chapter) and raises questions about 
ethical persuasion versus manipulation. 

A state of Flow is, by definition, a state of reduced critical awareness. 
When a guest is effortlessly gliding through a booking process, they 
are less likely to stop and engage their “central route” of thinking (from 
the Elaboration Likelihood Model). They may not pause to read the 
fine print of the cancellation policy, question the final price after taxes 
and fees have been added, or critically evaluate the pre-selected add-
ons like travel insurance. 

In this light, inducing a state of Flow can be a subtle form of manipulation 
as Flow = Autonomous Action (when in flow we are not evaluating, we 
are simply ‘going with the flow’ and paying minimal observation to the 
details. Flow therefore can be used not just to create a pleasant user 
experience, but to shepherd a user towards a purchase so smoothly and 
quickly that they don’t have a moment to second-guess their decision. 

This is the difference between a website that is easy to use and one 
that is engineered to prevent you from thinking. The ethical challenge 
is to design for “good friction”; enough pauses and clear information 
to ensure the guest is making a considered, autonomous choice, rather 
than being swept along by a current of perfectly optimised design. 

Further consider the digital divide (the gap in digital literacy and 
access to reliable internet), which often vary significantly across socio-
economic and age groups. This directly impacts a user’s ability to 
achieve “Flow.” For those with limited digital skills, unfamiliarity with 
online processes, or unreliable internet connections, the “challenge” of 
navigating a complex website might always be too high for their “skills.” 
This leads to constant anxiety and frustration, effectively creating 
digital barriers that exclude certain segments of the population from a 
seamless or enjoyable online booking experience. A website optimised 
for a smooth experience for those accustomed to digital technology 
might be completely inaccessible for those less familiar with digital 
interfaces. 

F L O W  T H E O R Y
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A P P L I C A T I O N  T O  T H E  A R C H E T Y P E S
T H E  S E A M L E S S  B O O K I N G
For any of our guests, a booking engine that creates Flow feels magical. The goal is crystal clear (book a room). The challenges are small, 
sequential steps that build confidence. The feedback is immediate—a green tick appears next to their name, the next step loads instantly, 
a progress bar fills up smoothly. The user’s skills are perfectly matched to the task, making them feel competent and in control. The process 
feels less like a chore and more like an effortless glide towards a satisfying conclusion. Time seems to compress—they look up surprised that 
they’ve already completed the booking. 

T H E  F R U S T R AT I N G  B O O K I N G
Now imagine the opposite scenario. Amira clicks ‘next,’ but the page takes five seconds to load, breaking her mental momentum. Gavin enters 
his details perfectly, but a cryptic error message appears in red: “Invalid Input” with no explanation of what went wrong. Priya tries to compare 
rooms, but the layout is a confusing mess with overlapping text and broken images. In each case, the Flow state is shattered. The challenge 
has suddenly become too high for what should be a simple task. The user is kicked out of their effortless glide and into a state of anxiety and 
frustration, and is now far more likely to simply close the tab and start over somewhere else. This frustration is often amplified for guests with 
lower digital literacy, for whom any technical hiccup can become an insurmountable barrier, reinforcing feelings of inadequacy or exclusion. 
[MARGIN NOTE: Flow- Breaker: Frustration] Strategic Implications for the Hospitality Leader STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS

Flow State Effectiveness Metrics:
•	 Positive Flow Indicators: Average time-to-completion decreasing over time; high conversion rates; low error rates; positive 

emotional language in user feedback (“easy,” “smooth,” “effortless”).
•	 Broken Flow Indicators: High abandonment at specific steps; frequent backtracking; high support call volumes for basic 

tasks; negative emotional language (“confusing,” “stuck,” “frustrated”).
•	 Exclusion Indicators: Significant performance differences between demographic groups; higher phone booking rates among 

certain segments; accessibility complaints. 

The red flags for broken flow are clear in your data: high abandonment rates at specific points in your booking funnel are a sure 
sign of a “flow-blocker.” User feedback mentioning feeling “stuck,” “lost,” or “annoyed” confirms it, as do high rates of calls to your 
reservation line for simple online tasks that should be self-service. Device-specific problems (e.g., mobile vs. desktop conversion 
rate differences) also indicate flow issues. The green flags, conversely, are high online conversion rates, short average time-to-
booking metrics, and positive comments about the “ease” or “simplicity” of the online experience. Users should emerge from 
the booking process feeling energised and confident about their choice, not exhausted from fighting the system. 

The actionable strategies are threefold. First, map the user journey for flow scientifically. Go beyond analytics and actively walk 
through your booking process as if you were each archetype, timing each step and noting emotional state changes. Look for 
confusing navigation, too many options on one page, or unclear calls-to-action that break the flow. Use tools like heatmaps 
and user session recordings to see where people get stuck. Second, simplify and clarify rigorously. Remove every unnecessary 
step, field, or click. Ensure goals at each stage are crystal clear with obvious next steps. If you can’t explain why a step is essential 
to the booking, eliminate it. Third, optimise for speed and responsiveness. Page load times under two seconds and immediate 
feedback (like progress bars and confirmation messages) are crucial for maintaining a sense of effortless progress.

When considering user interface design, remember that visual metaphors and navigation patterns can have different meanings 
or levels of familiarity across diverse cultural backgrounds, influencing their perceived ease of use. What feels intuitive to one 
cultural group might be confusing to another.

Technical Flow Optimisation:
•	 Progressive Enhancement: Ensure the booking process works on slow connections and older devices.
•	 Predictive Loading: Pre-load likely next steps to eliminate wait times.
•	 Error Prevention: Use real-time validation to catch errors before submission.
•	 Graceful Degradation: When things go wrong, provide clear recovery paths and human alternatives.

This concept has broad sector application. A well-designed food delivery app creates a perfect flow state, guiding the user from 
restaurant selection to order confirmation in an almost meditative rhythm. A good airport check-in kiosk has a clear, step-by-
step process that allows a passenger to print their boarding pass in a state of effortless flow. A confusing one creates a queue 
and immense frustration that can sour the entire travel experience.
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Take your smartphone and a stopwatch. Now, complete a standard booking on your own venue’s website 
from start to finish. Then, do the same for your top three competitors. But this time, pay attention to your 
emotional state at each step. 

Flow Assessment: 
•	 Where did you feel a moment of hesitation, confusion, or annoyance (a “flow-breaker”) on your own site? 
•	 Mark the exact moment when the experience shifted from effortless to complex. 
•	 How many unnecessary clicks did you have to make? 
•	 Which competitor’s site felt the most effortless? 
•	 What specific design elements (e.g., progress bars, single-page checkouts, clear feedback, predictive text) 

contributed to that feeling of Flow?

Accessibility Testing: 
•	 Ask team members from different age groups and digital comfort levels to complete the same booking. 
•	 Where do they struggle? 
•	 Do certain demographic groups have systematically different experiences?

Physical World Connection: 
•	 Can the concept of Flow be applied to your check-in process? 
•	 Map the physical steps a guest takes from the front door to their room, noting their emotional state at 

each transition. 
•	 Where are the potential “flow-breakers” (e.g., long queues, confusing signage, slow lifts, multiple key card 

taps) that create anxiety instead of a seamless welcome? 
•	 How could you create flow states in the physical space that complement the digital experience? 

FO
OD

 FO
R T

HO
UG

HT

From Hospitalicology by M. Jones

From Hospitalicology by M. Jones


