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With the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, it has become even
clearer that tourism is highly dependent on technological
solutions. The continuing crisis calls for institutional innova-
tion to conceptualize resilient, agile, and flexible strategic
initiatives and operations (Gretzel, 2021). Smart technolo-
gies, such as artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics, are cre-
ating an important driving force for travel, hospitality, and
leisure (THL) during the pandemic and beyond, paving the
way for new business models, new customer touchpoints,
and new value (co-)creation opportunities. These technolo-
gies facilitate human experiences, support critical business
processes, and enable important governance aspects.

From the customer perspective, Al and robotics can
provide structured automated services and enhanced expe-
riences. From a firm perspective, they support customer
engagement, the delivery of rich service, secure data
acquisition, and increased employee productivity and effi-
ciency (Alt, 2021). From a governance perspective, Al and
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robotics widen the action radius, allow for the adoption of
new governance models, and propel efficiency to new lev-
els. As such, they help realize smart tourism agendas with
their important emphasis on sustainability, resilience, and
enhanced wellbeing. Thus, there are good reasons to stress
smart tourism and Al as an important topic for THL in the
foreseeable future (Xiang, 2021). Al and robotics will have a
tremendous impact on customers, businesses, and communi-
ties alike, and these impacts are expected to be especially
profound in the THL context.

Another important aspect of Al and robotics in the THL
domain is their invaluable contribution to the preservation
and appreciation of human achievements and representa-
tion of our collective cultural heritage. As the pandemic
prevented direct social contacts and traditional cultural
experiences, the masses flocked online to satisfy their deep
social and cultural human needs with virtual experiences.
Consequently, online representations of and connections
with physical and intangible heritage have risen in impor-
tance and are creating new cultural spheres (Hunter, 2021).
They also represent important efforts to enable the local-
global nexus. In this sense, technology-based social reality is
another facet of smart tourism that builds on Al and robotics
capabilities and requires further exploration.

Al and robotics have become critical topics in our social
discourse and essential enablers in our everyday life (e.g.,
Devlin, 2018; Tegmark, 2017). They warrant specific atten-
tion in the THL context, which not only represents an
increasingly dominant and valued aspect of our lives but
also a growing mix of industries with enormous economic
and social impacts. Indeed, activities in the THL domain
are increasingly reliant upon technologies that can under-
stand, anticipate, and act upon human needs to improve the
personal experience and wellbeing and heighten operational
effectiveness (Gretzel, 2021). Intelligent services using Al
enable predictions and accuracy of key tasks and allow indi-
viduals, organizations, and governance agencies to respond
more flexibly to major situational changes. In a world that
faces ever more complex and simultaneous crisis events,
such opportunities matter, and they must expand beyond
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work and beyond local contexts. Here, the THL domain pro-
vides an important lens that can expand our thinking about
Al and robotics.

Intelligent systems and tourism have a long history (Gret-
zel, 2011). In travel and tourism, solution-based or platform-
based tools such as recommender systems and chatbots have
been developed to provide personalized, location-based,
context-aware information services and customer support
services such as hotel recommendations, destination selec-
tion, travel planning alternative itinerary/route options, and
customer service and complaint management (Ricci, 2002;
Fesenmaier et al., 2006). These tools are becoming increas-
ingly pervasive in commercial applications due to the dif-
fusion of the smartphone and of social media (particularly
in the travel sector) (Al Emadi et al., 2021). Equipped with
Al-based technology including voice-activated tools such
as Alexa and Google Home, intelligent systems have been
applied widely in everyday and travel contexts to assist our
everyday life and leisure activities. They increasingly pen-
etrate hospitality and transportation spaces to facilitate expe-
rience (co-)creation and customer service delivery. A variety
of robotic tools and applications (Jing et al., 2021) have been
adopted by hospitality operators, museums, theme parks,
and the transportation sector to provide novel experiences,
enhance service quality, and improve business processes and
productivity (Tung & Au, 2018).

While these technologies vary a great deal in terms of the
level of sophistication, intelligence, automation, and socia-
bility, they have grown to permeate many aspects of THL.
Importantly, smart tourism development efforts around the
world enable Al and robotics to be connected to physical
infrastructure and other intelligent objects (Gretzel et al.,
2015), giving agency and, importantly, autonomy and mar-
ket power to intelligent machines (Verhoef et al., 2017). As
a result, Al and robotics are rapidly transforming the way
businesses operate and engage with their customers, while
they also present many opportunities and challenges in value
creation, industry structure, and operations within the THL
context (Ivanov et al., 2017; Murphy et al., 2017). This wide
adoption calls for more research to understand how these
technologies affect various aspects of the THL domain.

Research on Al and robotics in THL is not necessarily
unique but is growing fast and provides perspectives that
help wider understandings of smart technologies. However,
existing literature does currently not fully provide the high-
quality insights needed to anticipate and manage the effects
of Al and robotics. Primarily focused on individual cus-
tomer experiences and engagement as well as organizational
experiences and operations (neglecting critical operational,
restructuring, and transformational issues), it also does not
take advantage enough of interdisciplinary opportunities to
push beyond existing research frontiers. Considering the
multidisciplinary nature of the THL field and the need for
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more comprehensive research on emerging technologies,
there is an urgency for research on Al and robotics in THL
contexts that tackles the issue from multiple perspectives
using a wide array of approaches. To contribute to the lit-
erature on Al and robotics in the THL field and to broaden
its scope was the motivation for this special issue.

In response to our call for papers, we received a con-
siderable number of contributions from various countries
including Spain, Germany, Korea, Canada, France, Monaco,
Italy, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Austria, Poland, and
the United States. The number of submissions reflects the
increasing attention paid to Al and robotics in the THL
domain. After a rigorous peer-review process, eight full-
length papers were published in this special issue. These
papers cover a wide range of topics from authors in different
countries and regions and spanning different disciplinary
backgrounds.

The first article, co-authored by Daniel Belanche, Luis V.
Casalg, Carlos Flavian, is “Frontline robots in tourism and
hospitality: service enhancement or cost reduction?” The
paper explored how customer attributions regarding firms’
motivations to implement service robots (cost reduction vs.
service enhancement) are affecting customer intentions to
use and recommend the innovation. The study examined ser-
vice robot usage in a restaurant context and also measured
how attributions may be shaped by customers’ perceptions of
the robot’s human-likeness and their affinity with the robot.

The second article, co-authored by Erica Mingotto, Fed-
erica Montaguti, and Michele Tamma, is “Challenges in re-
designing operations and jobs to embody Al and robotics in
services. Findings from a case in the hospitality industry.”
This action research-based study explored Al in the context of
“Pepper”’, a humanoid robot, providing information to custom-
ers at a reception desk in an Italian hotel. The study highlights
the importance of the humanoid robot in supporting front desk
staff, elaborates on the role of customers in enabling interac-
tions, and discusses implications for the future of service jobs.

The third article, co-authored by Aikaterini Manthiou,
Phil Klaus, Volker G. Kuppelwieser, and William Reeves,
is “Man vs machine: examining the three themes of service
robotics in tourism and hospitality.” This conceptual paper
explored service robots in the tourism and hospitality con-
text through three basic themes: deployment, acceptance,
and ethical considerations. Importantly, it identified vari-
ous research needs that will help move this field of inquiry
forward.

The fourth article, co-authored by Katharina Blocher
and Rainer Alt, is “Al and robotics in the European restau-
rant sector: assessing potentials for process innovation in
a high-contact service industry.” This paper analyzed the
current status of Al and robotics in the restaurant context
and proposed a systematic identification of process innova-
tion potentials. It noted that the use of Al and robotics in
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restaurants is still immature but suggested that restaurants
are inclined to leverage technologies for service excellence.

The fifth article, co-authored by Kichan Nam, Christo-
pher S. Dutt, Prakash Chathoth, Abdelkader Daghfous, and
M. Sajid Khan, is “The adoption of artificial intelligence and
robotics in the hotel industry: prospects and challenges.” It
examined robot adoption in Dubai-based hotels using the
TOE (Technology, Organization, Environment) frame-
work and interviewing senior hotel asset managers. Among
other things, this paper pointed out that the hotel managers
reflected on customers wishing to use diverse Al technolo-
gies with more advanced features. Thus, advanced Al-based
solutions integrating real-time and data-driven service, co-
creation, consumer-centricity, and experience enhancement
need to be developed through collaborative efforts between
hotels and external Al professionals.

The sixth article, co-authored by Lin Li, Kyung Young
Lee, Emmanuel Emokpae, and Sung-Byung Yang, is “What
makes you continuously use chatbot services? Evidence
from Chinese online travel agencies.” It identified five qual-
ity dimensions of chatbot services and examined their effects
on user confirmation and use continuance intention. The
paper also explored technology anxiety and found it to be a
significant moderating factor.

The seventh article, co-authored by Barbara Neuhofer,
Bianca Magnus, and Krzysztof Celuch and entitled “The
impact of artificial intelligence on event experiences: a sce-
nario technique approach,” adopted service-dominant logic
as a theoretical lens and the scenario approach as a methodo-
logical tool. It explored the impact of Al in the context of
the 2018 Convening Leaders event of the Conference Man-
agement Association. Assisted by Al, the event obtained
participants’ information and matched them according to
their interests and networking needs. The research identified
Al as an important operant resource for events that enables
value (co-)creation opportunities across the entire event
ecosystem.

The final article, co-authored by Dobin Yim, Timothy
Malefyt, and Jiban Khuntia, is “Is a picture worth a thou-
sand views? Measuring the effects of travel photos on user
engagement using deep learning algorithms.” It developed
a framework for processing and interpreting various pho-
tographic elements using deep learning algorithms and a
structured crowdsourced categorization process. This paper
tested the effect of subjective interpretation of photos on user
engagement in an online travel review site setting based on
narrative framing concepts.

We would like to thank all the authors for their contribu-
tions. We wish to express our gratitude especially to Pro-
fessor Rainer Alt and Dr. Hans-Dieter Zimmermann, the
Co-Editors-in-Chief of Electronic Markets, for supporting
the creation of this special topic and for providing thought-
ful and pertinent advice during all stages of the project. In

addition, we would like to give our thanks particularly to the
group of international reviewers. The reviewers’ time and
effort invested in the manuscripts helped improve the quality
of all the papers published in this special issue.

The papers in this special issue address a wide range of
topics related to Al and robotics in the THL domain. Con-
sequently, we hope that our special issue will be a step-
ping stone for theoretical and practical contributions in
this dynamic and ever more important context. Overall, the
research presented in this special issue provides construc-
tive discussions regarding the value of new Al technolo-
gies from consumer and business perspectives. Collectively,
the papers chart important ways forward in terms of Al-
related research, Al integration and management, and Al
development.
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