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Automated hotel receptions 
 
Aki Tserpelis, associate director in our London office, looks at how technology is being used 
to replace the traditional hotel reception desk. 
 
We all know the feeling. You got up at the crack of dawn for a red-eye flight, arrived at a 
distant airport, slogged into town on crowded public transport and then spent nearly every 
minute of the day in back-to-back meetings.  
 
Now, though, the worst is over. You’re heading to your hotel, and to a soothing environment 
where you can kick off your shoes, order room service, put the telly on and finally relax. 
 
At least, that’s the plan. Then you arrive in the lobby to find a queue of people, all just like 
you, grumpily waiting to check in. The line shuffles forward at glacial pace, partly because 
there are too few staff on duty at the check-in desks to effectively process the crowd in front 
of them. It’s fear and loathing in fake marble. 
 
But it need not be this way. Effective new automated solutions that revolutionise the hotel 
arrival process are being introduced right across the hospitality sector. These involve 
dispensing with permanent human staff at reception and letting technology do the check-in 
instead. 
 
This may be a radical shift, but isn’t nearly as intimidating as it sounds, and it’s a 
development that has been enthusiastically adopted by some of the world’s leading 
hospitality chains, including larger Premier Inn hotels and citizenM. 
 
The move of this new technology-driven approach into the mainstream was the subject of a 
seminar at last year’s Annual Hotel Conference in Manchester. Attendees heard that guests 
have accepted and even like this automated concept, as it makes for speedier and more 
efficient check-in and creates a less intimidating and more welcoming lobby layout. 
 
Making space for chat 
 
Removing the large, traditional reception desk takes away a physical and psychological 
barrier between the staff and the guest. At citizenM hotels, for instance, you arrive to find a 
big, open area with a bar, coffee area and food stall. Sofas and tables accommodate visitors 
who want to work, chat or relax. 
 
The actual check-in process is carried out at a small circular stand in the middle of the space 
similar to the self-service desks now found in airports. Guests walk up to one of a number of 
computer terminals housed on the stand, tap in and input their booking reference. 
 
They take a blank credit card-sized electronic room key from a pile and place it in a slot in 
the computer. It is then activated, and a room allocated. The whole process requires no 
human intervention as far as the hotel is concerned, though staff are available nearby to help 
anyone unfamiliar or uncomfortable with the technology. 
 
The important thing for the hotel is that these staff can also be carrying out other duties: they 
are not tied to a single dedicated duty behind a reception desk.  
 
This clearly means a saving on labour costs, particularly at those quieter times of the day 
when virtually no-one is checking in. Rooms do not have to be pre-booked to use the 
technology, as the system can also cope with unexpected walk-in guests wanting a room 
immediately. 
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Keeping it human 
 
Interestingly, it is not just the major hotel chains which are adopting this system, as smaller 
independent establishments are doing so too. They are more likely to keep the human touch, 
though it may be done through a member of staff or owner sitting comfortably on a sofa and 
helping the guest check in with the help of a tablet device. 
 
It may also be that the guest books in with a smartphone app before they arrive, leaving the 
key to be handed to them when they turn up. Once again, the process removes the physical 
barrier and formality of a reception desk and makes staffing more efficient. Some operators 
such as Hilton and Marriott have taken this even further with the smartphone or smart watch 
becoming the room key using a dedicated app. One less card or key to worry about carrying 
around and losing.  
 
Clearly there is always going to have to be some sort of human support available. The UK is 
not likely to adopt the kind of approach seen in places like Japan, where artificial intelligence 
(AI) and robots are used. And elderly and less tech-savvy people are likely to be 
uncomfortable with anything that fails to recognise the importance of offering a real person to 
help. 
 
The traditional approach and reception desks found in high-end, high-service hotels are also 
unlikely to change over anytime soon as these places tend to market themselves on the 
quality of their personal service and human engagement. 
 
The same applies to small, owner-managed lifestyle establishments. But even these highly 
customer-focused establishments are unlikely to reject technology entirely, with their rooms 
offering extras such as iPads, customisable lighting and advanced wifi. 
 
Speed and simplicity 
 
The customer segment most likely to embrace the new automated service is the large and 
lucrative business traveller market. These guests prefer a no-nonsense approach and are 
probably not interested in being sold extra services such as visits to local tourist attractions 
or car hire.  
 
Their priority is to check in as efficiently and quickly as possible and get up to their rooms, 
where they can relax or prepare for work or meetings. And should they want help and advice 
in areas such as finding the best public transport route or booking a theatre ticket, there will 
invariably be someone around to help. 
 
That human interaction remains important, and guests in the UK would feel uncomfortable if 
it were removed completely. It does not have to be at the centre of the operation or even 
visible, but it does have to be available in the background. 
 
That is the compromise, and it seems to be one that both hotels and guests are happy with. 
As long as technology remains the slave and not the master, the advances it enables will be 
accepted and even welcomed.  
 
And if the system says in a mechanically soothing, faux-female voice: “How was your day, 
sir?” just as you feed your credit card into the slot, at least you can give it an honest, 
cathartic and satisfyingly rude answer. 


