
9TH ANNUAL CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT TECHNOLOGY STUDY

WHAT DO GUESTS 
WANT NOW?

The customer journey  
at restaurants and hotels  
has evolved at a radical  
pace due to the  
pandemic.

O
ur experience conducting a study of customer 
attitudes toward hotel and restaurant technol-
ogy in the midst of a pandemic has been, yes, 
unprecedented. In fact, as COVID 19 spread 

across the U.S. in the spring of 2020, we concluded that 
any meaningful data collection would have to be pushed 
into the fall. The resulting study, conducted just prior to the 
presidential election, reflects customers’ 2021 travel plans, 
sentiments around hotel and restaurant technology, top 
concerns about health and safety, and general attitudes 
toward hospitality-focused technology.

We’re aware that this year’s study is a snapshot of con-
sumer sentiment at a precarious time. We’re also confident 
that the overall appetite for travel and dining experiences 
reflected in our data is likely to grow in the coming months. 

We’re also heartened to note that, in this year of up-
heaval, some things haven’t changed (spoiler: free Wi-Fi 
remains as popular as ever).

Our Respondents Are Seasoned  
Travelers & Frequent Diners
The 2020 Customer Engagement Technology Study rep-
resents the sentiments of 840 respondents who are sea-
soned travelers: 44% report that they took five or more trips 
in the past 24 months, and nearly 25% took seven or more 
trips during that period; 45% mostly stay at midscale ho-
tels, 30% at upscale, 13% at economy hotels, and 10% at 
luxury hotels, and 2% at “alternate lodging” such as va-
cation rentals. Our respondents are also frequent diners: 
13% report that they dine out 12 or more times per month; 
69% frequent full-service family/casual restaurants, 65% 
frequent fast food/quick service establishments, 55% fre-
quent fast casual restaurants, 29% frequent fine dining 
restaurants, and 1% report frequenting “other,” such as food 
trucks, convenience stores, and workplace cafeterias. (Note 
that diner preferences add up to more than 100% because 
consumers could select multiple responses.)
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An Appetite for Travel
We are pleased to note that, while consumers demon-
strate an appropriate level of concern for their health 
and safety — and the ability of hotel and restaurant 
operators to provide safe environments — they main-
tain a healthy appetite for travel and dining. 61% of 
respondents report that they plan to travel in the next 
12 months. That figure is especially robust when we 
consider that only 19% report any overnight travel since 
May 2020. (Note: Our survey was completed prior to 
recent announcements about the success of several 
coronavirus vaccine efforts, so it seems likely that our 
data about consumer attitudes toward travel lean to-
ward the conservative side.)

Of those who plan to travel in the next 12 months, 
64% plan to do so by car, with two-thirds reporting 
that they will travel for leisure or “escapes.” Hotels 
can expect travel to be regional (within a day’s drive) 
and short (such as long weekends). Air travel remains 
a much lower priority, likely due to health and safety 
concerns rather than the cost of flying. Business travel 
remains flat, with only 10.5% reporting business travel 
plans in the coming 12 months.

Health & Safety at Hotels
While the pandemic remains a serious threat, our re-
spondents consistently reported only moderate con-
cern about exposure to COVID-19 at a hotel. We believe 
this suggests that travelers are comfortable with the 
safety protocols hotels have put in place. Respondents 
showed greater comfort with guestroom safety than 
with safety in more public space. The hotel environ-
ments that were rated top areas of concern included 
those most prone to contact with strangers, including 
the fitness center, public restrooms, spa, guest eleva-
tors, entertainment areas, casinos, bars and restau-
rants, and swimming pool. Areas such as the hotel 
lobby, touchscreens and kiosks, and check-in/out were 
of less concern, perhaps due in part to guest comfort 
with remote and mobile check-in/out and the ability to 
maintain safe distances from other guests.

Cleanliness & Flexibility Are the New Loyalty
We were pleased to see a clear takeaway: Cleanliness, 
always a guest expectation, is now a decisive compet-
itive advantage. When asked what were the most im-
portant considerations when selecting a hotel, guests 
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76% Clear, transparent communication about COVID-related incidences, protocols, and cleanliness practices 

76% Confirmation of the date and time that a guest’s room  was last cleaned 

71% Flexible cancellation policy 

72% Touchless hand sanitizer stations throughout all public areas of the hotel

67% The hotel has extended the time period between guest stays in a specific room 

64% The hotel has reduced its capacity (fewer guestrooms can be occupied) 

57% The hotel requires reservations for use of facilities such as pool, fitness center, etc. 

56% The hotel uses plastic screens at the check-in counter 

47% You belong to the hotel’s loyalty program 

responded resoundingly that clear, transparent com-
munications from a hotel about its COVID-related inci-
dences, protocols, and cleanliness practices was num-
ber 1, with 76% of respondents ranking communication 
as moderately to most important. Of equal importance 
(also at 76%) is a confirmation from the hotel about the 
date and time a guestroom was last cleaned. Ready 
access to touchless hand sanitizer stations in promi-
nent areas is also highly ranked. 

Guests are overwhelmingly supportive of mask 
wearing, temperature screening, and the completion of 
health questionnaires prior to one’s arrival. There seems 
to be little to no pushback on these items, as they are 
deemed to be easy to carry out and non-invasive.

We also noted that a flexible cancellation policy, an 
indication of compassion during this challenging time, 
was highly ranked, especially among travelers ages 56 
and older. As some hotels have begun to revert back 
to their pre-pandemic cancellation policies, we feel that 
honoring this guest preference by extending flexibility 
could be critical to attracting guests and winning their 
loyalty. Speaking of loyalty, guests consistently ranked 
loyalty programs as of relatively modest interest when 
considering a hotel, suggesting that perhaps commu-
nication, cleanliness, and flexibility are, at least for the 
moment, more powerful incentives for return bookings.

Free Wi-Fi Is Still the Champion
As in years past, hotel guests continue to rank free Wi-
Fi as their number-one need. We feel that this desire 
stems from the comprehensive role technology now 
plays in the hospitality experience. A hotel must regard 
a robust network and infrastructure as a necessary util-
ity, nearly as critical as electricity and plumbing. While 
a reliable Wi-Fi network at no extra cost is of greater 
importance to most guests than more advanced tech-
nology, our study revealed that guests do prize text 
messages from hotels with important information re-

lated to an upcoming stay, the ability to make contact-
less payments, smart TVs with content streaming, and 
the ability to use personal mobile devices for check-in/
out, make reservations, and access guestroom and 
services. As for voice-controlled devices and robots, 
guests appear indifferent right now, with some noting 
that the concerns over privacy and accuracy outweigh 
the potential benefits.

Health & Safety at Restaurants
While concerns about guest health and safety at 
restaurants persist, our survey respondents show a 
positive attitude toward the protocols that restau-
rant operators have taken around social distancing, 
reduced capacity, and cleaning, sanitizing, and food 
handling/packaging procedures. Although our re-
spondents show greater concern with COVID-related 
risks in restaurant environments than in hotel envi-
ronments, we believe this concern is due in part to the 
fact that restaurants have been closed due to COVID 
concerns, and that restaurant guests have less control 
over their experience than hotel guests do. Restau-
rant areas of greatest concern are, not surprisingly, 
restrooms, in-person dining areas, hostess stations 
and waiting areas, and order counter. Guests report 
a greater sense of comfort dining outdoors and using 
the drive-thru and curbside pickup.

Clear Communication & Reduced  
Capacity Are Key
Clear, transparent communications regarding proce-
dures and protocols in place to deal with COVID-19 
mitigation ranks as the number-one factor influencing 
restaurant selection. Similar to what guests reported 
for hotels, they want to be reassured that a restaurant 
has a plan in place. Next in importance is reduced seat-
ing capacity, followed by a hand sanitizing station at 
the restaurant entrance, and enhanced air circulation 

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS IN SELECTING A SPECIFIC HOTEL?
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and open windows. We surmise that giving a restau-
rant guest a sense of control over their experience goes 
a long way toward making them feel safe.

Restaurant guests viewed the use of masks, tem-
perature screening, and health assessment question-
naires as positive for promoting safe environments.

Positive Consumer Reviews 
Are Vital for Dine-In Restaurants
As we’ve seen in past surveys, consumer reviews con-
tinue to rank as the number one determinant of restau-
rant selection for two-thirds of our respondents. Guests 
want to hear from others regarding their experiences, 
quality of food and service, and overall value, and now, 
they are also interested in hearing about how restau-
rants are handling COVID-19 precautions and any 
impacts on the guest experience. We feel this further 
reinforces the need for restaurant operators to take 
control of their search marketing efforts to ensure that 
customers are finding consistent, accurate information 
across digital platforms. Other features that rank high-
ly for restaurant guests include access to menus and 
nutritional information, ease of online reservations, 
free Wi-Fi, and contactless service, including touchless 
menus, payments, tipping, and tableside ordering de-
vices. And, in case anyone hasn’t noticed, our survey 
confirms that QR, once on the wane, are enjoying a 
comeback for their ability to access restaurants’ digital 
platforms.

Considerations for Takeout, 
Delivery, and Curbside Pickup
Two thirds of all respondents report that ease of order-
ing is highly important when opting for takeout, deliv-
ery, or curbside, reinforcing the need for a streamlined 
guest journey. They prize drive-thru lanes, especially 
when kids are onboard, access to menus and nutrition-

al information (a given if guests are ordering online), 
and, of course, consumer reviews — though reviews 
rank significantly lower among takeout, delivery,and 
curbside customers, further reinforcing the notion that 
convenience is king in this space. Native delivery is 
valued over delivery provided by the restaurant rath-
er than a third-party such as DoorDash, Grubhub, or 
UberEats.

Are Hotel & Restaurant Guests 
Willing to Pay More?
When asked whether they are willing to pay more for 
health and safety, or for technology features they prize, 
both hotel and restaurant guests answered mostly 
“no.” Hotel guests acknowledge that new safety pro-
cedures and protocols brought on by COVID-19 add 
to the costs of operating a hotel. However, they do not 
want to have to pay more. One respondent summed it 
up best by saying: “I’d pay more for luxury, but this isn’t 
luxury. It is safety.” When asked their willingness to pay 
for technology conveniences, the vast majority of our 
restaurant respondents (approximately three-quarters) 
said an emphatic no. In fact, guests were adamant 
that they should not have to pay for COVID-19 related 
precautions even though they recognize that they add 
to restaurants’ operational costs. 

Going Forward
Convenience and safety are the key ingredients to 
the new guest experience. What constitutes exemplar 
services continues to change. In the early years, out-
standing service was defined by high touch and per-
sonal attention. High tech changed the very definition 
of service, and today, it seems to be all about high 
touchless service. Self-service and computer delivered 
service, once viewed as the antitheses of great service 
have now become highly valued methods of service 

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FEATURES THAT TRAVELERS EXPECT A HOTEL TO OFFER?
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73%  The restaurant clearly communicates about procedures it is using to manage COVID-19 exposure

71%  The restaurant has reduced the amount of guests that are allowed to dine at the property 

70%  The restaurant provides an automatic hand sanitizer station at the entrance 

67%  The restaurant employs enhanced air circulation and filtration systems

67%  The restaurant provides hand sanitizer wipes to guests at tables before service 

63% The restaurant uses pre-packaged condiments 

59% The restaurant doorways are all hands free (including restrooms) 

51% The restaurant uses plastic screens at the hostess station 

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS IN SELECTING A SPECIFIC RESTAURANT?

WHAT ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS 
FOR CUSTOMERS ORDERING RESTAURANT 
TAKEOUT, PICKUP, AND DELIVERY?

66%  The restaurant offers drive-thru 

66%  Ease of online ordering process 

65%  Ability to place food order online 

64%  Ability to preview menus and nutritional information 

63%  The restaurant has positive consumer reviews  
 and high ratings 

61%  The restaurant offers curbside pick up 

60%  Ability to place a food order from your mobile device 

58%  The restaurant offers food delivery 

56%  Ability to track order status 

55%  Ability to pay for food via your mobile device  
 i.e., contactless payment) 

54%  The restaurant offers its own delivery service 

52%  Cashless tipping 

52%  The restaurant has a mobile app 

delivery, offering benefits to both guests and opera-
tors alike. This trend will likely continue as the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution takes hold and is dominated by 
robotics, the Internet of Things, artificial intelligence, 
autonomous vehicles, drones, and virtual and aug-
mented reality.

What has received very little attention throughout 
the pandemic is environmental stewardship. Many 
COVID-related mitigation strategies rely on the use of 
disposable items. Few seem to be focused on recycling 
and environmental sustainability during these difficult 
times, but operators cannot and should not forget the 
importance of the environment to their guests and to 
the overall future of the hospitality industry.

Innovation and the ability to quickly pivot are crit-
ical to one’s success. Regrettably, the pandemic will 
be with us for a while, and unfortunately, not every 
restaurant and hotel will make it. The industry has al-
ready seen several closures, and there is an ominous 
cloud hovering overhead that more are likely to come, 
especially as the pandemic lingers. Hotel and restau-
rant operators need to be prepared for a marathon, 
not a sprint, as the past 9 months have proven. While 
the immediate focus is on endurance, sustainability, 
and building consumer confidence to win back their 
business, operators need to begin thinking beyond 
COVID and what their post-COVID operations, ser-
vices, and amenities will look like.

The hospitality industry has illustrated a great 
deal of resilience in the past, and it is this resilience 
that will carry the industry to the future, but this fu-
ture will be forever changed by COVID-19. HT
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