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This narrative review discusses the literature on contemporary sensory marketing as it applies to hotel design. The role of each of the guest’s senses in the different stages of the customer journey are highlighted, and the functional benefits (to the guest’s multisensory experience), and likely commercial gains, of engaging more effectively with the guest’s non-visual senses, both individually, and in combination, are reviewed. While the visual elements of hotel design are undoubtedly important, the hotelier neglects the non-visual senses at their peril, given the negative effect of poor design on the customers’ overall multisensory experience (and ratings). A number of the crossmodal effects and multisensory interactions that have been suggested to modulate the guest’s experience of hotels (and resorts) are discussed. Mention is also made of the nature effect/biophilic design and how it is increasingly being incorporated in total design to help deliver on guest/customer well-being; the latter is a theme that has grown rapidly in relevance for those working in the hospitality sector. Taken together, there are numerous opportunities for hotel managers to ‘sensehack’ their guests’ multisensory experiences through environmental psychology The originality of this review stems from the analysis of the hierarchy of the guest’s senses and an explanation of how multisensory interactions affect sensory marketing in the design of hotel experiences for guests.
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Introduction

In recent years, many hotels have recognized the need to ‘up their game’ in terms of delivering the ‘experience’ to their guests, given the rise of Airbnb, etc. (e.g., see Xu and Chan, 2010; TMI Spy Hotels and Leisure, 2015; Hunt, 2016). It is, though, interesting to note that in his classic paper, ‘Atmospherics as a marketing tool’, Kotler (1974) barely mentions hotels at all when discussing the importance of atmospherics to the total experience of retail (even though he discusses travel agencies and the psychiatrist’s office). In fact, the sole exception comes when the famous marketer notes that “Management must next identify the major atmospheric variables that are available to produce the desired customer awareness and reaction. It must consider how sight, sound, scent, and texture can each contribute to attaining the desired total effect. For example, the Hampshire House in Chicago caters to persons who want the sense of staying at “the Grand Hotel.” Consequently, the hotel has been atmospherized in a way which thoroughly suggests luxurious surroundings and service. “The rustle of silk. The smell of leather luggage. Palms in regal pots…” (Kotler, 1974, p. 62).1

Hotels also fail to attract much of Pine and Gilmore’s (1998, 1999) attention in their influential discussion of the importance of the ‘experience economy’, though there has been a growth in experiential marketing in the high-end hotel sector (see also Gilmore and Pine, 2002a, pp. 88–89; Gilmore and Pine, 2002b), as hoteliers try to ensure that their guests leave having had an unforgettable experience (Schmitt, 1999; see also Nurminen, 2003; Thomson, 2010; Vardarı and Arapı, 2017). As we will see later, part of the way in which this can be delivered is by offering extraordinary dining and drinking experiences (e.g., Hanefors and Mossberg, 2003; Spence, 2017; Kiatkawsin and Han, 2019). Indeed, a growing number of hotels are now pandering to their guests’ desire to engage in ‘Sensploration’ (see Gray, 2019).2 It is certainly intriguing to see how innovative sensory solutions in this space have often been sourced from the ideas originally developed in the context of high-end dining (see Aroche, 2015; Spence, 2017).

Delivering on the promise of a luxury or premium experience/stay typically necessitates intelligently engaging the guest’s non-visual senses (Wiedmann et al., 2013). In the sections that follow, a number of innovative sensory interventions will be reviewed. That said, while several authors have highlighted the importance of multisensory stimulation to the delivery of a luxury experience (Wiedmann et al., 2016), oftentimes few actionable insights are offered, other than, perhaps, to consider a greater use of scent (Crouse, 2010; Sklavos, 2020), and/or to personalize the guest’ multisensory experience (see also Gilmore and Pine, 2002a; Shahid and Paul, 2022). For instance, Wiedmann et al. (2016) describe “a multisensory approach that promises the ultimate luxurious experience, sensorial stimulation of the guests’ sight, taste, hearing, smell, and touch is provided by the use of appropriate colors, tunes, scents, flavours and materials.”

That said, I surely cannot be the only one who is sick of being asked: “How was the experience?” Indeed, some commentators have, in recent years, suggested that the ‘experience economy’ (Pine and Gilmore, 1998, 1999) may perhaps have had its day. The multisensory atmosphere undoubtedly affects the hotel guests’ experience, though often it does so without their necessarily realizing. However, one of the key challenges is knowing how to measure the guest’s experience without necessarily having to rely on all those tiresome questionnaires (Walls et al., 2011). Ultimately, the hotelier needs to understand more about the role of sensory stimulation in their guests’ overall satisfaction and return patronage decisions (Carbone, 2004; Meyer and Schwager, 2007; Ogle, 2009; Walls, 2013). What is more, they also need to move beyond the dominant visual sense in order to think about the total multisensory experience and, in particular, how to effectively stimulate the guest’s more emotional senses (namely, touch, smell, and taste).

Of course, functional/business hotels are very different in terms of the multisensory propositions that they offer destination/leisure resorts. That said, regardless of the clientele, there has undoubtedly been an increasing focus on guest wellness/well-being in recent years (Hill, 2021); Part of the solution in this space may well be linked to the ‘nature effect’ (Williams, 2017; Spence, 2021), a theme that I will return to later in this review. This narrative historical review (see Ferrari, 2015; Furley and Goldschmied, 2021, on the narrative style of review) highlights a number of the ways in which the hotel guest’s experience can be ‘sensehacked’. Sensehacking refers to the use of multisensory design to help enhance the customer’s social, cognitive, and/or emotional well-being. Sensehacking is built on a growing cognitive neuroscience understanding of the ubiquitous nature of multisensory interactions, and an acknowledgement that the senses often affect people (e.g., hotel guests) without their necessarily being aware of it.



Multisensory matters in hospitality


The sensory hierarchy of the guest experience

Humans are visually dominant (Heilig, 1992; Gallace et al., 2012; Hutmacher, 2019). As such, hoteliers neglect their guests’ non-visual senses at their peril. Consider here only how complaints from hotel guests often center on noise (e.g., among those guests who are trying to sleep, as presumably most guests do at some point during their stay; Sharkey, 2007). Similarly, a bad smell can exert a particularly negative influence over the guests’ impressions of an establishment (Pacelle, 1992).3 According to a 2013 analysis of more than 2.5 million guest reviews of 5,683 hotels in 20 major tourist destinations around the world (by ReviewPro), noise topped the list of the most common complaints in online hotel reviews. Complaints about elevators and smells ranked second and third, respectively (Stephens, 2013). Negative comments about the air conditioning and heating systems should also be noted, since they were highlighted in twice as many reviews as issues with the internet/wifi. Meanwhile, a J.D. Power and Associates guest satisfaction survey found that customers rated noise as their top concern in every hotel segment except luxury. No wonder that building quieter hotels is such a booming business (see Sharkey, 2007; Spence, 2020a).

According to a more recent analysis of the data from a hospitality ticketing app, hotel guests’ top five complaints concern temperature, with rooms being too hot/cold (mentioned by 24% of complainants); an inability to access the wifi (14%); “I can hear too much noise in my room.” (11%); “I found a ___, my room is not clean!” (10%); and poor service (9%; see Zaldivar, 2017; Wood, 2019). Notice here how three out of the top five complaints are based on the senses (see also Suh et al., 2015). In fact, problems with touch (temperature) and noise (sound) together accounted for 35% of all guest complaints as compared to just 10% of complaints being related to cleanliness (which one might consider to be a primarily visual issue).

Ogle (2009), p. 159 quizzed eight general managers of deluxe hotels (situated primarily in the Asia Pacific region) concerning the importance of the senses to their guests’ overall experience. Their responses suggested that they considered ‘sight’ to be the dominant sense, followed closely by ‘smell’. Further analysis of the hoteliers’ responses revealed that contemporary guestrooms appear to be primarily designed to be pleasing to the eye and, to a lesser extent, to the sense of touch with little, if any, consideration being given over to how they smell. This despite the latter being the second most important determinant of the positive first and lasting impression for guests. As one hotelier put it: “Strange as it may seem, I believe that the first impression of a room is made by the smell of the room as the guest enters. Once an olfactory impression of a room is made, the other senses come into play. A guest stepping into a smelly, stale room, for example, tobacco smoke, will not notice the beautiful flowers or view or anything else until the smell is removed.” (quoted in Ogle, 2009, p. 167). Stimulating the sense of smell is also important in the context of enhancing people’s sense of well-being (see Spence, 2020c, for a review).

Many people report experiencing the negative effects of sensory overload (Malhotra, 1984), and this can be linked to the growing appeal of ‘digital detox’ (Prochnik, 2011; Goodin, 2017; Bridge, 2018; Matthews, 2019). In fact, it sometimes seems as though what many people really crave when they go away is a holiday/break from all the stimulation provided by their digital technology (especially from work-related emails/messages; see also Bowles, 2019; Bridge and Knowles, 2019). Often, though, a closer inspection of such cases suggests that the real problem may not be one of sensory overload, as much as sensory imbalance (see Spence, 2002; Spence, 2021a). In particular, the higher rational senses of sight and sound would appear to be an overstimulation (often by digital technology) masking the potentially detrimental effects of an understimulation of the more emotional senses (of smell, touch, and taste; see Spence, 2002). Tiffany Field (2001) has long highlighted the ‘touch hunger’ that she believes to be prevalent in contemporary society. Bear in mind here only the fact that the tactile receptors embedded in the skin constitute the body’s largest sense, accounting for something like 16–18% of body mass (Montagu, 1971; Gallace and Spence, 2014). The rise in spa treatments would seem to be one of the ways in which people’s need for touch is increasingly being met (Spence, 2002; Levere, 2003).

While the possibility of managing the sonic elements of the guest’s experience have long been offered by the likes of the Muzak corporation (Sterne, 1997; Lanza, 2004; Prochnik, 2011), recent decades have witnessed the arrival of various solutions to the controlled delivery of ambient scent. These include the deliberate dispersal of different scents in various locations within a venue and/or at different times of the day/year (Spence, 2021c). This matches the approach adopted by the Adam & Eve Hotel in its Antalya Belek resort in Turkey.4 The guests in this venue are exposed to very different styles of music in each of the hotel’s public rooms/spaces. In this case, the sonic approach is deliberately designed to accommodate the hotel guests’ varied cultural backgrounds (Vardarı and Arapı, 2017; cf. Park et al., 2010). Meanwhile, at Sofitel’s The Grand Hotel in Amsterdam (which reopened in September 2010), and which is positioned as a super luxury hotel, different atmospheres were created in different sections of the hotel; In this case, the zoning is signaled as much by the very different visual design/color schemes as by anything else (see Derval, 2010, pp. 59–61; see also Yu et al., 2020).

According to Wiedmann et al. (2016), the Burj Khalife hotel plays Zen ambient relaxing music or Arabic sounds. In this case, the sonic backdrop obviously links to the hotel’s physical situation, as well as potentially helping the guests to relax (i.e., delivering a functional sensory benefit). Importantly, it is only by congruently stimulating the guest’s senses (e.g., by means of scent, sound, and colour; Errajaa et al., 2018) that the desired effect (be it is terms of relaxation, approach, or arousal can be achieved; see Spence, 2021a; though see Morrin and Chebat, 2005; Fenko and Loock, 2014; Sklavos, 2020, for some of the challenges associated with deliberately stimulating multiple senses in public spaces).



From stimulating multiple senses to delivering effective multisensory stimulation

One of the problems with much of the sensory marketing literature, as in Kotler’s (1974) seminal review, is the sense-by-sense approach that so many have adopted. There is seemingly little awareness of just how much the senses interact with one another in delivering the total multisensory effect or experience. As Heschong (1979), p. 29 put it a little over four decades ago: “Since each sense contributes a slightly different perception of the world, the more senses involved in a particular experience, the fuller, the rounder, the experience becomes. If sight allows for a three-dimensional world, then each other sense contributes at least one, if not more, additional dimensions. The most vivid, most powerful experiences are those involving all of the senses at once.” Contemporary cognitive neuroscience reveals how multisensory crossmodal interactions are, in fact, the norm, rather than the exception (see Spence, 2020d). That being said, only two pages of Krishna’s (2010, pp. 371–372) edited volume mentions multisensory matters directly. The ubiquity of these crossmodal/multisensory interactions in everyday life has also been missed by much of the well-being literature (e.g., see de Vries, 1997).

To give just a few examples of the ubiquity of such crossmodal effects, note only how pleasant scents can be used to help to enhance the perceived softness and whiteness of the hotel’s towels (see Vickers and Spence, 2007; Spence, 2022a). Meanwhile, the use of a citrus scent has been shown to help to make a space look cleaner (Holland et al., 2005), while at the same time also nudging people toward leaving less mess (De Lange et al., 2012).5 The presence of a pleasant ambient fragrance may exert a positive influence on social interaction (Zemke and Shoemaker, 2007; Zemke and Shoemaker, 2008). Similarly, it turns out that thermal comfort is not determined only by the ambient temperature/humidity of a space, but also by the colour/lighting (Tsushima et al., 2020; see Spence, 2020b, for a review). Furthermore, it has been suggested by practitioners that lighting levels (e.g., in the hotel’s corridors) can even bias how loudly guests speak. As such, the latter can potentially be encouraged to keep the noise levels down simply by adjusting the lighting. As Sarah Simpson, Head of Product for Premier Inn notes: “Warm lighting in our corridors is used to subconsciously encourage our guests to speak in quieter tones, thus reducing disturbances to other customers who may already be asleep.” (quoted in Thornhill, 2015). Once again, notice the crossmodal sensory solution designed to help address one of the hotel guest’s most common complaints (namely concerning noise). Moving things in the opposite direction, the use of hard flooring (e.g., such as ceramic tiles at the bar) can help generate noise and thus encourage a more sociable environment (Thornhill, 2015; Masters, 2022; though see Bravo-Moncayo et al., 2020, on the potentially detrimental impact of noise on tasting experiences).

As well as trying to deliver the optimal multisensory experience at the various stages of the hotel guest’s customer journey, another relevant question that more hoteliers ought to be asking themselves here is how to prolong the multisensory experience, or rather the guest’s memory of that experience, especially their memory of the most positive elements (this is known as ‘Sticktion’; LaTour and Carbone, 2014). While the technical definition of ‘Sticktion’ refers to “the static friction that needs to be overcome to enable relative motion of stationary objects in contact,” the term is often used to refer to those things that stick in memory, and hence are not easily forgotten (given the predictable fallibility of human memory). The main point here is that positive customer experiences should be optimized for memory.




‘Sticktion’: Creating memorable guest experiences

The guests’ experience on arriving at a hotel (i.e., when checking in at reception) is likely to leave a lasting (and possibly disproportionately important) impression on their overall memory of their visit/stay. For example, when I think back to the last time that I visited one of Miami’s famous landmark hotels on South Beach for a trade conference in 2017, my abiding memory was the endless queue snaking back from reception on my arrival. Presumably, in this case, I turned up shortly after a busload or two of guests (an unpredictable occurrence in other words). And yet, even five years later, it is this negative first impression that stands out in your author’s memory over-and-above the scent of rooms, the softness of the towels, the view from the balcony, etc. In one intriguing example of the functional use of scent to help address such problems, the Miami Dadeland Marriott Hotel installed a $12 k machine that releases floral and citrus scents that had been tailored to the hotel’s Central and South American clientele (see Pacelle, 1992). In this case, the desired effect was to alleviate the stress of the guests, many of whom arrive somewhat frazzled after a long flight (not to mention having to navigate through US Customs; as was, in fact, the case for me as well in the above-mentioned anecdote). Aromatherapy has been described as ‘olfactory Muzak’. It might also be considered as delivering an olfactory version of the ‘nature effect’ (see Spence, 2021b; see also Bentley et al., 2022).

For several years now, The Hilton Doubletree has been scenting the lobbies of their hotels with the smell of freshly-baked cookies. According to Hoppough (2006), the chocolate-chip-cookie scent originates not from the cookies themselves (even though the chain hands out 65,000 every day to arriving guests),6 but from a fragrancing device provided by ScentAir. It does not seem unreasonable, therefore, to consider whether this sweet scent might also help to relieve any tensions that the guest may have when they arrive. In fact, one can almost think of it as a signature scent for the hotel chain (see Wiedmann et al., 2016; Minsky et al., 2018).

A few years ago, one of the budget hotel chains here in the UK experimented with the release of breakfast aromas at reception in the morning in the hope of encouraging/nudging a few more of their guests to pay for this extra before they left. Along very similar lines, the Hard Rock Hotel in Orlando released a waffle-cone and sugar-cookie scent into the atmosphere that successfully lured visitors to an out-of-the-way ice cream shop, where sales jumped 45% in the first six months after the scenting device was installed (see Hoppough, 2006). In this case, notice how scent was being used to help promote sales (i.e., for anticipated commercial gain) rather than necessarily to improve the guest’s experience. It should, though, be remembered that unsuccessful uses of scent are less likely to be reported on (see Spence, 2015b). Meanwhile, Westin Hotels & Resorts, uses a white tea fragrance in its 127 properties, using a similar ScentAir Technologies delivery system (Hoppough, 2006). Intriguingly, the chain have since monetized the scent by selling white tea-scented candles ($36) and fragrance diffusers (at $65 in 2006) to their guests According to Sue A. Brush, senior vice president of Westin, they were hoping for sales of $750,000 in the first year alone (see Hoppough, 2006).

Delivering a memorable multisensory experience, i.e., one that really engages the guests’ senses, means more than merely just removing desks from the guests’ rooms (given that so many Millennials apparently prefer to work from bed rather than sitting at a table), or replacing the angular (and oftentimes rather intimidating) reception desk with something rounder and more approachable (see Thornhill, 2015). Note here only how a growing body of research now shows that people find environments with a round floorplan, or furniture, more approachable than angular spaces/forms (see Dazkir and Read, 2012; Vartanian et al., 2013; Cotter et al., 2017).

While it is easy to imagine that the guests’ memory for experiences, such as a hotel stay, is simply a weaker (i.e., somewhat faded) version of the actual sensory/perceptual experience at the time it occurred (Knutson et al., 2009), this is emphatically not the case. In fact, the mind has been shown to play systematic tricks on us all. That is, we predictably remember certain elements of our experiences better than others. According to the memory literature, people are more likely to remember the start of an experience as well as perhaps how it ends. The highlight/low-point of a guest’s journey, or experience, will likely also stick in their memory much better than long periods where nothing much happens (e.g., as when the guest is simply lounging around in their room, say). And, of course, the many hours of sleep likely leave little trace in a guest’s memory though, that said, problems with getting to sleep/sleep quality may well be remembered. According to estimates, the average guest apparently spends four waking hours per day at a property (Marsan, 1999), the majority of the rest of the time is spent in their room while sleeping (or at least trying to).

The ‘experience engineers’ who have studied people’s memories for their experience of mainstream restaurants find that our recollections rarely revolve around the food. Just take the following example to illustrate the idea. When 125 customers who had eaten at a branch of the UK chain Pizza Hut were quizzed a week after their visit, it turned out that the enthusiasm of the opening greeting with the restaurant staff – the energy and warmth with which the employees introduced themselves – was the single most salient memory for most of them, not the thickness of the crust, nor the range of toppings, etc. (LaTour and Carbone, 2014). What was also important was how long it took to be acknowledged by a member of staff (at least among the 70 diners who completed both the in-restaurant and follow-up survey, representing a 56% response rate). By contrast, far fewer of the responsive diners’ memories were associated with leaving the restaurant. Ultimately, if you know what your customers are likely to remember, you are going to be in a better position to modify your food service offering, no matter whether you are operating a chain restaurant (like Pizza Hut) or a luxury hotel (see Ariffin et al., 2013). Knowing what is likely to stick in a guest’s memory, it becomes possible to imagine how one might want to design the experience differently (cf. Rowley, 2010; see also LaTour and Carbone, 2014, on the intriguing notion of ‘sticktion’). Note here also how it is likely that the guest’s memory of the experience (rather than the actual experience) that dictates their likelihood of booking a return visit and recommending the venue to others (i.e., through word of mouth; Walker, 2004; Khan et al., 2015).

One of my favorite examples of ‘consumer engineering’ (see Carbone and Haeckel, 1994) involves the use of scent to help enhance the guest’s memory of a high-end multisensory experience (Spence, 2017) by using scent after, and potentially also prior to, the guest’s trip (as at The Fat Duck restaurant in Bray; see Spence, 2017). For example, the guests at a number of Sensatori resorts are given a bottle of the resort’s signature scent (TUI Sensatori Scent) on departure (e.g., at their Rhodes resort opened in 20187; see also Kilikita, 2018, for another example of scented memories of a tourist destination). By offering the guest the opportunity to take away the distinctive scent of the resort it will likely allow them to access more of the latter’s hopefully pleasurable memories, just like the Proustian moment (see Chu and Downes, 2000; Chu and Downes, 2002; Willander and Larsson, 2007). Bear in mind here only the fact that Zemke and Shoemaker (2007) found that a hotel’s signature scent had a considerable and positive effect on guests’ ability to recall their enjoyable hotel experiences. Meanwhile, in their book on the experience economy, Pine and Gilmore (1998, p. 58) mention the example of the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Naples, Florida where the decision was made to give away its 463 door knobs (engraved with the brand’s distinctive lion and crown insignia) to past guests as a physical reminder of a memorable stay when the hotel switched to an electronic door entry system using key cards. Once again, notice how sensory cues (tactile/visual) are being used to prime hopefully positive memories of a previous hotel experience.



Public spaces in the hotel

While one might argue about the relative importance of the various different senses in triggering positive memories/recollections, the key point to note is that the senses interact and neither hoteliers nor their guests are aware of just how profoundly atmospheric sensory cues affect them, no matter whether it is the background music, the signature scent, or the ambient colour scheme that one is talking about (see also McGuire, 2016). Of course, beyond designing the multisensory guest experience to deliver a host of positive memories, there are also a number of functional benefits that may result from hoteliers’ attempts to engage their guest’s senses more effectively. We have already seen how aromatherapy scents can potentially be used to help guests relax (Pacelle, 1992; Spence, 2021c) while appetizing food scents may be (and have been) used to encourage the hotel’s guests to order more food and drink options (Hoppough, 2006; cf. Spence, 2022b).

An intriguing example of the recent foregrounding of fragrance in hotel design comes from the prominent use of the 540 Celsius fragrance in the recently-opened New York Baccarat Hotel (where rooms start at $1,500 a night; Thornhill, 2022).8 According to Hou (2021), such a prominent use of scent builds on the New York Gramercy Park Hotel’s use of the “Santal 33” scent back in 2015. The increasingly-common scenting of individual hotels, and the branded scenting of hotel chains, can be seen both as mirroring what has been going on in a range of other public spaces in recent decades (McGuire, 2017; see Spence, 2020a, for a review). Thompson Hotels spray their custom-designed perfume ‘Velvet’ in the guest rooms and open spaces (Wiedmann et al., 2016). In this case, rather than obviously delivering a functional benefit (in terms of relaxing the guests, say), the aim would appear to be simply to engage with another of the guest’s senses, by means of a deliberate targeting of the latter’s sensory ‘touch points’ (Lindstrom, 2005a,b; Krishna, 2010).

Luxury, safety, etc. are all multisensory concepts. As Jo Polmear, Creative Director of the Hunter Patel Creative Group notes: ‘Corridors in budget hotels will always be brightly lit to give guests reassurance and a feeling of safety. Whereas high-end hotels purposely create more moody, atmospheric areas to create an air of exclusivity and sumptuous luxury, as guests already feel assured by the heavy price-tag paid for their utmost security and wellbeing.’ (Thornhill, 2015). When it comes to conveying a sense of security in underground car parks (or public underground transport), choir music and bird song can both apparently be used to enhance perceived security, at least according to the results of an intriguing series of laboratory studies reported by Sayin et al. (2015).

Music obviously plays an important role in our experience of the built environment – think here only of the Muzak of decades gone by (Lanza, 2004; Prochnik, 2011). This is as true of the guest’s hotel experience (e.g., when entering the lobby) as it is elsewhere (e.g., in a shopping center or bar, say; Trompeta et al., 2022).9 The sound/music that greets customers in the lobby is very important to Ian Schrager, the Brooklyn-born entrepreneur responsible for fabled nightclub Studio 54 in New York. Schrager has been working with Marriott to launch The EDITION hotels in a number of major cities, including New York and London. Music plays a key role in the experience envisioned (?) by Schrager. As the entrepreneur put it in one interview: “The sound of a hotel lobby is often dictated by monotonous, vapid lounge muzak – a zombie-like drone of new jazz and polite house, with the sole purpose of whiling away the waiting time between check-in and check-out.” The music in the lobbies of The EDITION hotels is carefully-curated (Eriksen, 2014, p. 27). Another hotel that has become known for curating the sound for its guests is the Costes Hotel in Paris,10 (Di Donna, 2021).

At the same time, however, it is important to note how the thumping noise of the music from the nightclub/bar that is often also an integral part of the experience so often offered by these hip venues means that meticulous architectural design is required in order to limit the spread of unwanted noise throughout the rest of the building (e.g., so as not to disturb the sleep of those who may be resting in the rooms upstairs). There are some increasingly-sophisticated solutions – including the use of sound-absorbing panels, as well as active noise cancelation systems – to dampen unwanted sound in open spaces such as restaurants, offices, and hotels, however, the expense is sometimes deemed prohibitive (Clynes, 2012; Spence, 2021).11 That said, many hotels have undoubtedly found it rather more challenging to balance a thumping nightlife scene downstairs with the demands of guests upstairs who want a good night’s sleep (Sharkey, 2007).12

Even for more mainstream hotels, there is reason to consider the music playing in public spaces such as the restaurants and bars more carefully. This is both because it can provide a very effective means of helping to set the atmosphere, but also because it can be used to bias the customer’s decisions; i.e., when it comes to nudging their choices, e.g., concerning food/wine (e.g., see Areni and Kim, 1993; North et al., 1997, 1999; Zellner et al., 2017; and see Spence et al., 2019, for a review). Magnini and Thelen (2008) and Magnini and Parker (2009) have looked specifically at the role played by music in hotels and fine-dining restaurants. Ultimately, though, what is striking is how little awareness people normally have concerning the effect of the multisensory atmosphere on their own well-being, choices, and behavior (see also Gordon, 2009).


Work and creativity: Welcome to the ‘hoffice’

It has long been noted that many business travelers use their room for work as well as relaxation (Levere, 2003). However, in recent years, there has been something of a change in role/function for many hotels, with an increasing interest in, expectation of, the provision of co-working space (in part linked to the recent Covid pandemic; see Accor, 2020). This is akin to the rise in the ‘coffice’ (Garside, 2004; Anon, 2014), in light of the increasing tendency for the coffee shop to become the sociable meeting place for today’s Millennial workers. Matched, in this case, by the growing interest from chains in the provision of co-working space. What, by analogy, I suppose might be christened the ‘Hoffice’ (i.e., ‘hotel’ plus ‘office’; which, I would suggest, sounds better than the other neoglism that I have come across - “workspitality”; Accor, 2020) At the same time, it is rare to come across a hotel meeting room that has been designed to foster creativity (Spence, 2021b; Robson, 2022). Too often, one finds oneself in a low-ceilinged windowless basement, with white walls, rectangular tables, and an absence of plants. Certainly, one of the least creative environments that one could imagine, and one that fails to harness any of the beneficial effects of the nature effect (Williams, 2017).

Those who were really wanting to deliver on the promise of offering spaces that foster creativity, or facilitate negotiation, should probably be aware of the literature on table shape and consensus building (Zhu and Argo, 2013), not to mention ceiling height and creative thinking (Meyers-Levy and Zhu, 2007; see Spence, 2017; Spence, 2021b). Furthermore, tips such as changing the ambient scent after a stressful meeting provides a simple sensory means (or ‘sensehack’; Spence, 2021b) to deliver an olfactory reset. The latest evidence concerning commensality and deal-making has implications for the business hotelier as well (see Spence, 2016, for a review). For instance, intriguing research from Balachandra (2013) reported in the Harvard Business Review attempted to quantify just how much of a potential benefit might accrue as a result of eating while negotiating a complex trade deal. Groups of MBA students (N = 132 in total) were set the task of finalizing the details of a complex joint venture agreement between two companies that had already been agreed in principle. In order to maximize the potential benefits for both sides, the negotiation required a degree of empathy and understanding for the other side’s position/needs, with the two sides needing to share information. Crucially, those deals negotiated by groups of students who had been fed would potentially have generated 6.7 million dollars more for the parties concerned. The students either ate in a restaurant or else were provided with their food in a conference room. A 12% increase in hypothetical profits was documented in the restaurant setting as compared to an 11% increase in the business conference room when food was brought in. Importantly, a control study with a further 45 MBA students demonstrated that it was sharing food, rather than completing some other task together, such as, for example, a jigsaw, that led to increased profitability.




The guest bedroom

According to Ogle (2009), the hotel guestroom should be considered as the hotel’s core product. Ambient lighting (meaning table lamps and lamp shades and not just a single ceiling light) is often carefully introduced to create a feeling of calm and warmth, custom fabrics (stimulate both the eye, as well as the sense of touch, as the guest likely imagines how they would feel), and clever zoning can all help to make to improve the guest’s impression (Haslett, 2019; though see also Park et al., 2010).


Sensory approaches to a good night’s sleep

One in three Brits said that they booked trips hoping to catch up on sleep (Delahaye, 2020). It is rather unfortunate, therefore, that research commissioned by Wyndham Hotels & Resorts suggests that 82% of Brits do not sleep any better in a hotel room than they normally would. Part of the reason for this is likely linked to the ‘First Night Effect’, which is likely to affect the majority of hotel guests (Agnew et al., 1966; Tamaki et al., 2016). The suggestion from the neuroscientists is that our brain stays alert whenever we stay somewhere new. In terms of possible sensory solutions to helping the guest sleep better, lavender has long been known to help promote sleep (Hardy et al., 1995; see also Kirk-Smith, 2003; Fismer and Pilkington, 2012). On a recent trip to New York, even the budget chain hotel I was staying at had a cart in the middle of the lobby at night for guests to take some lavender scent up to their room with them. That being said, according to the latest research, preferred scents may work best to help enhance self-reported sleep quality (Sabiniewicz et al., 2022). In one marketing-led intervention from a few years ago, the Travelodge chain (in the UK) trialed a range of scents in their bedsheets to relax guests. Some of the smells to be used were freshly cut grass, baby powder, apple pie and chocolate (see Press Release, 2008; Gordon, 2009). Bedroom air quality has also been shown to influence the quality of sleep (Strøm-Tejsen et al., 2016; see also Chan et al., 2009). Offering pillow menus also helps to target the sense of touch and has become increasingly popular.13 This can perhaps be thought of as a kind of tactile customization of the guest’s experience.

A recent survey of 2000 Travelodge Hotels in the UK reported that a soft shade of blue was the best colour in terms of helping their many guests to get a good night’s sleep (Best Bedroom Colors for Sleep, 2020). At the same time, of course, given how many problems revolve around noise, one might wonder whether the sound of a dishwasher would really help one get to sleep? A few years ago, easyHotel launched a lullaby service for guests to make them feel more at home, available by Spotify app (Whitelocks, 2018). The options included a constant traffic hum (but without the honking horns), or perhaps the sound of rainfall and lapping waves. In fact the full track listing, as reported in the press was: (1) Washing machine in the distance; (2) Dishwasher in the distance; (3) Light hoovering downstairs; (4) Free-moving traffic (no horns); (5) Cat purring; (6) Clothes drier; (7) Electric wall clock; (8) Distant calm conversation; (9) Radiator pipes; (10) The sound of a shower; (11) Dog quietly barking; and (12) Gardening program. While originally available at just three locations (Glasgow, Newcastle, and Croydon), the suggestion was that this would be rolled out across the network of hotels.14 Meanwhile, the Point Hotel Barbaros in Istanbul has put several measures in place to try and help guests sleep, including special mattresses and pillow menus, as well as books to promote sleep by beds, and a lullabies soundtrack (Vardarı and Arapı, 2017), thus offering a multisensory approach to this perennial guest complaint.

The Peninsula Beverly Hills offer personalized room cents to guests in their room (Vardarı and Arapı, 2017), inspired by the locale. In particular, their new signature bathroom amenities, launched in January 2021, are created with the aim of reflecting the location of each of the group’s ten different properties around the world. The idea is to give the guest an immersive scent-sory experience through each individual bespoke fragrance that is used to scent the bathroom amenities. According to a spokesperson for the brand, the aim is “to encourage a distinctive sensory immersion in each of our hotel locations.” (see Villa-Clarke, 2020). It is interesting to contrast this local, bespoke approach to scent the bathroom amenities with the ubiquitous use of the same branded scent at all consumer touch points by the likes of Singapore Airlines, where the staff, hot towels, all smell of Stefan Floridian Water (see Spence, 2021a).

The local theming also applies at the MGM Grand Hotel & Casino in Las Vegas, according to Gilmore and Pine II. (2002a), p. 88. The guests who stay there may choose to be woken-up by the sound of recorded voices of celebrities who have performed there previously. The guests are likely to be awakened by a different star each time they visit. There is, then, often a choice between a local flavor to the sensory intervention, and a consistent branded signature sensation, be it a scent, a jingle, a particular colour scheme etc.



Temperature

An inverse correlation has been documented between price and temperature in retail stores in North America (with temperatures ranging between 68–78°F; see Salkin, 2005, ‘Shivering for luxury’). That is, the higher the price point, the lower the store temperature. According to certain researchers, this may influence people’s thinking styles, potentially nudging them toward more rational/emotional purchases (see Park and Hadi, 2020). Is the same true of hotel/resort accommodation, one might well ask? Well, this would seem unlikely if, as Heschong (1979, p. 44) has suggested, the association between luxury and store temperature actually originated from expensive stores in North America being the first to be able to afford air-conditioning (thus establishing the inverse correlation between ambient store temperature and price). As such, there is no particular reason to believe that the same relationship will necessarily have been internalized in the hospitality setting.

Nevertheless, it still makes sense for the hotel manager to pay careful attention to temperature/thermal comfort and make an informed choice about how to meet one’s guests’ needs. Interestingly here, when researchers assessed the indoor climate that people chose for their own homes, regardless of where in The States people lived (N = 37; e.g., all the way from Alaska to Florida), the settings in terms of temperature (M = 27.3°C) and humidity (M = 16.15 hPa) most closely matched the west central Kenya where humanity emerged several million years ago (Just et al., 2019). According to my Oxford University colleague, the sleep expert Russell Foster suggested that keeping the temperature at 18–22°C should help guests to sleep better (Delahaye, 2020). At the same time, however, one also needs to consider individual differences and, in particular, gender differences in thermal comfort. Indoor temperature specifications from building regulations are, perhaps unsurprisingly, based on the comfort of a middle-aged white man. But the evidence suggests that women prefer, and work better, when the ambient temperature is several degrees higher (see Spence, 2021b). According to the results of one study, European and North American men actually prefer an ambient temperature that is an average of 3.1°C lower than the 25.2°C that is preferred by Japanese women. Due to men having more heat-producing muscle mass than women, meaning that their metabolic rates are as much as 30% faster (see Kingma and van Marken Lichtenbelt, 2015; Chang and Kajackaite, 2019). Nevertheless, given such sex differences in thermal comfort, it is clearly going to be a challenge to please everyone all of the time. However, given how frequently problems with the temperature rank among the top concerns/complaints of hotel guests, it surely has to make sense to store information about a guest’s preferences, or simply based on their stated sex, and adjust the temperature of their room on arrival. One could, I suppose, think of this as thermal personalization/customization (cf. Suh et al., 2015). Once again, though, taking one’s guests’ thermal comfort seriously requires moving beyond a visually-dominant mind-set in hospitality.




Hospitality: Fine dining and drinking in hotels

There has long been interest in how to optimize the multisensory environment in the context of the hotel restaurant (Lampi, 1973). According to research reported by Lundberg (1994), guests typically spend two hours a day (while awake) in their guestroom, and a further two hours at various on-site facilities such as hotels food and beverage (F&B) outlets. There has also been a great deal of interest from hotel owners in trying to ensure that their food offerings are profitable (TMI Spy Hotels and Leisure, 2015), something that has become especially challenging in the current climate where, in many cities, guests can nowadays order in the food they want via food delivery apps such as Deliveroo and Just Eat.

It is certainly striking to see how a number of high-end experiential drinking and dining concepts have been based in hotels in recent years (Wu and Liang, 2009; Galeano Balaguera, 2022; Martínez Polo, 2022). Here, one might think of everything from London’s Berkeley Hotel Out of the Blue multisensory cocktail experience (Ellis, 2017; now closed) through to the rather more successful Sublimotion at the Hard Rock Hotel in Ibiza. According to press reports, the latter venue is the world’s most expensive dining experience (Driver, 2014). According to one press report concerning the latter venue: “Michelin-starred chef Paco Roncero is behind the five-star resort’s exclusive concept, which aims to take 12 guests at a time ‘an experience for all the senses’.” (Driver, 2014).

Those wanting to see what the future may hold in terms of restaurant design should take a look at the Goji Kitchen & Bar at the Marriott Bund hotel in Shanghai. The decor in this futuristic dining space actually changes to give the restaurant one of two distinct feels, depending on the time of day.15 This is undoubtedly a very expensive solution, but it is also an acknowledgement that decor and atmosphere really do matter (Spence, 2020d). It stands as testament to the importance of the atmospheric component of ‘the everything else’ (i.e., context and atmosphere) to mealtimes (see also Heung and Gu, 2012). Relevant here, one need only think of the global success of the Irish Pub concept in recent decades to understand just how important getting the atmosphere right can be (Bloodworth, 2017). Postrel (2004, p. 20) makes a similar point when she notes that: “Starbucks is a prime example of an aestheticaly-designed brand sensorium: they do not just serve coffee, but create an environment that attends to rich textures, colors, aromas, taste treats and music, and so induces a respite from the hectic world. Starbucks, she writes, ‘is to the age of sensory aesthetics what McDonalds was to the age of convenience or Ford was to the age of mass production.’”

The Adam & Eve Hotel16 has The Blind Restaurant (serving up to 16 people) adopting the dine-in-the-dark concept in its Antalya Belek resort (as but one of the multiple dining options on offer; Vardarı and Arapı, 2017). Although it is difficult to find anyone who says that the food tastes especially good in such restaurants (e.g., see Spence and Piqueras-Fiszman, 2012; Spence and Piqueras-Fiszman, 2014), this nevertheless clearly fits in as experiential dining, and by eliminating light provides another means of changing the atmosphere for guests. In terms of destination tourism resorts, it is worth noting that more tourists than ever before now choose their holiday destination based on the cuisine that they expect to find there (Amey, 2015; see also Cohen and Avieli, 2004; Edensor, 2007; Berbel-Pineda et al., 2019).

The Tui Sensatori resort in Rhodes also trialed a multisensory experiential dining concept as an optional extra for guests at the all-inclusive venue (see Tui, 2018). Meanwhile, at Sofitel’s The Grand hotel in Amsterdam’s Restaurant, The Bridge’s, stimulating the senses of guests from around world (especially the US, UK, Germany and Middle-East), with The Grand Carousel of Senses (Derval, 2010, pp. 59–61; Matthewson, 2009). This part of a festival Stars, Food & Art, gathering 12 chefs with 29 Michelin stars. Music composed to accompany each meal, complemented and amplified by scents by DJ Fragrances. The plan was to reproduce this sensory festival at the Softitel’s hotels in other cities such as Munich, Rabat, New York, and Abu Dhabi. There has been an increasing focus on fine dining in the luxury end of the hotel sector (e.g., see the Six Senses Group and Sensatori resorts), in part because of the opportunity such encounters provide to engage with the guest’s more emotional senses (Wiedmann et al., 2016), and also to hopefully deliver memorable, pleasurable, multisensory experiences.



Biophilic design

There has also been an increasing focus on wellness by hoteliers in recent years (Wiedmann et al., 2016; Kilikita, 2018). At the same time, there has also been an explosive growth of interest in the emotional and cognitive benefits associated with exposure to nature. While biophilic design is often described in terms of reproducing the greens and blues of nature and water (e.g., Nichols, 2014; Williams, 2017), the benefits of listening to, smelling, an even feeling nature should not be underestimated either (see Spence, 2021a; Khozaei et al., 2022). A sign of things to come is represented by the Joali Being resort/retreat in the Maldives. There, biophilic design principles have been integrated into an architecturally striking setting offering transformational wellbeing programs (Hill, 2021). Intriguingly, given the theme of this review, guests are also offered the opportunity to enter a sensory deprivation room. Biophilic design is undoubtedly on the rise, both in hospitality settings as well as elsewhere. What is more, the guests can be connected to nature via any of their senses. Although more research is needed, it is also likely that congruency and multisensory stimulation should help to enhance the benefits of the nature effect too (Spence, 2021b). Linking back to a theme that was discussed earlier, there may also be a connection between indoor greenery and creativity (Shibata and Suzuki, 2004). Multisensory experience design (especially when it is related to the benefits of biophilic design) is likely to play an important role in the design of medical hotels, a sector that has grown substantially in recent years (Han and Hyun, 2014). However, reviewing the rapidly expanding literature on biophilic design is beyond the scope of this review. If anything, though, the evidence currently suggests that exposure to actual nature may sometimes be more restorative than a digital rendition (see Nabham and St. Antoine, 1993; Kjellgren and Buhrkall, 2010; though see also Krieger, 1973), though oftentimes either version would appear to be beneficial.



Personalizing/customizing the experience

Given the contemporary importance of being able to personalize, or customize, the design of experiences, one important question concerns how hoteliers can personalize their guests’ multisensory experiences. This is something guests increasing appear to want, at least in the context of luxury hotels (Shahid and Paul, 2022). As in high-end fine-dining, there is the opportunity to either let your guests know that you have been googling them, or not (see Spiegel, 2014; Spence, 2017). Loyalty card programs potentially provide an excellent means of acquiring useful information with which to customize/personalize a guest’s stay (assuming that the hotel has access to that information). So, for example, making sure that guests are offered the same room they stayed in before will likely help to reduce the first night effect, and hence enhance the quality of the sleep they get, at least on the first night (see above).

Relevant here, a number of the airlines have been offering their customers different aromatherapy solutions at different times, to help enhance passenger comfort (Garcia, 2016). Just take Virgin Atlantic Upper Class which, according to Garcia, offers: “Passengers in the airline’s Upper Class receive a hot towel infused with de Mamiel essential oils, which vary according to time of day. During daytime flights, an aromatic blend of bergamot, sweet orange and yang ylang, called Enliven, helps passengers relax and feel refreshed; during overnight flights, the fragrance is called High Altitude and includes fragonia, eucalyptus and lavender to help boost immunity and induce sleep. Meanwhile, Emirates offers its first-class passengers Matakana Botanicals’ Sleep and Focus Sniff Boxes (concentrated aroma pearls), that are designed to help the passengers on board relax and to counter the effects of jet lag. Note here that it helps if these kinds of sensory experiences can be built into rituals. So, for example, at Six Senses Hotels Resorts Spas they stage rituals for their guests to participate in. Beyond simply delivering memorable scents and relaxing sounds, rituals are an especially effective ploy for hooking and reeling in the consumer (Malefyt, 2014).

According to a survey conducted in 2000 by Embassy Suites Hotels, travelers can be segmented into two personality types: ‘Upstairs’ and ‘Downstairs’ guests. The former tend to be more introverted and spend less time in public areas, preferring private spaces such as bedrooms, over more social spaces such as lobbies and lounges. Unsurprisingly, ‘Downstairs’ personalities are more extroverted and tend to spend more time in public areas (see Ogle, 2009, p. 161). Here there may be scope to combine the notion of personality with Wober’s (1966), Wober’s (1991) intriguing notion that there may be different ‘sensotypes’, that groups of people exhibiting different kinds of sensory engagement. Segmenting one’s customer base into different sensotypes might then allow one to customize or even personalize the multisensory offering, be it in terms of thermal comfort, noise, scent, etc. One London hotel has apparently even gone so far as to over its own ‘Five Senses Concierge’ on arrival (Lee et al., 2019). Such an approach undoubtedly helps to draw attention to a hotel’s sensory credentials. Looking to the future, the emergence of the Internet of Things (IoT) in upscale hotels may help to further curate a guest’s multisensory experiences (Pelet et al., 2021). According to the latter researchers, based on interviews with hotel managers, and a confirmatory online study with 357 hotel guests, the senses of smell, hearing and sight affected guests’ emotions, while the senses of touch, hearing and sight impacted guests’ affective experiences. Meanwhile, the senses of smell and taste influenced guests’ well-being (what the authors refer to as ‘eudaimonism’).



Conceptual models of the relative importance of the senses in multisensory marketing

Wiedmann et al. (2018) developed a conceptual model of multisensory marketing in the luxury hotel sector that also incorporated brand experience, customer perceived value, and brand strength. The conceptual framework operationally captures the different constructs as well as highlighting the assumptions regarding the possible causal relationships amongst them based on the available knowledge. Participants were asked to rate their agreement with a range of statements on a 5-point scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. According to Wiedmann and colleagues’ evaluation of a qualitative online survey of 552 German consumers who were familiar with luxury hotels, all of the sensory drivers were significant, with visual and gustatory perception suggested to be the most powerful. Acoustic and olfactory drivers each played a significant but slightly less important role, while haptic perception played the least important role. According to the researchers involved, their analysis of the questionnaire responses using structural equation modeling supported the majority of the 15 hypotheses concerning the relation between variables captured within their conceptual model.

However, a closer look at the multisensory component of the questionnaire raises a number of concerns with regard to the way in which at least certain of the data was coded. In particular, in order to probe multisensory marketing, the respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with 4–7 statements for each of five senses. So, for example, under the Gustatory header we find statements such as ‘The meals in luxury hotels are a real pleasure.’ However, given that 75–95% of what we think we taste, we actually smell (i.e., via retronasal olfaction; see Spence, 2015a), the majority of the questions that the researchers designed to assess gustation, should perhaps better be considered as targeting smell, flavor, or at the very least a mixture of gustation and olfaction. Let us take a closer look at another of the questions in the Gustation section of Wiedmann and colleagues’ questionnaire, namely ‘My mouth is watering by looking at the menu in luxury hotels’, one might legitimately wonder whether this should not be in the vision section. After all, there has been a huge growth of interest in food porn/gastroporn, and while the subject matter may well stimulate the chemical senses, the pleasure is fundamentally linked to the visual sense, not gustation (Spence et al., 2016). Added to these problems, take a third question in the gustatory section, namely ‘The beverages in luxury hotels are very delicate’. Now maybe this is a translation issue, but it is not obvious (to your author) that a drink being ‘delicate’ is necessarily a particularly important/relevant attribute as far as the food offering is concerned.

A somewhat different hierarchy of sensory cues was reported by Suh et al. (2015). The latter researchers studied the physical environmental factors contributing to guest loyalty in 5-star metropolitan hotels in Korea. They analyzed questionnaire responses from 422 guests who were waiting to check-out in the lobby (comprising 42% leisure travelers, 30% business, and 10% meeting/conference, and the 18% did not respond). They concluded “that marketers should pay more attention to managing temperature within the property. Further, the current study identified that music has the most significance in affecting satisfaction, followed by odor/aroma, noise/sound level, and air quality. Thus, in order to increase customer satisfaction, it will be critical that hotels play pleasant background music within their common areas.” (Suh et al., 2015, p. 745; see also Walls, 2013, on the importance of ensuring that the temperature is as pleasant as possible). Given such a discrepancy in the sensory hierarchy of importance, further research is therefore clearly needed in order to better understand whether such differences reflect cultural variation in terms of hotel guests’ expectations in different countries, or whether instead they may point to there being a different hierarchy of sensory importance in luxury as compared to other sectors of the hotel market.

Given that some events stick in memory better/longer than others (e.g., LaTour and Carbone, 2014), it would be interesting in future research to track how such responses to questions targeted at assessing the relative importance of the different senses change over time by administering such questionnaires at different points in time around a guest’s stay in a particular type of hotel. Should the results of such a longitudinal study throw up any changes in the pattern of sensory dominance over time (cf. Schifferstein, 2006), then this might also provide another explanation for why the two studies just mentioned should have revealed different hierarchies of the senses.

What is more, one other important point to note is how our perception in one sense is very often influenced by the stimuli presented simultaneously in another (Spence, 2021b). Often such multisensory and crossmodal effects occur without awareness and are automatic. Hence, it is difficult to know exactly how important such cross-sensory factors are when the hotel customer says, for example, that the music is too loud, or the temperature too warm. It may be that these responses could be mitigated simply by turning down the lights or changing the lighting colour (Spence, 2020b), rather than necessarily addressing the sense that the complaints seem to reference.



Conclusion

Wiedmann et al. (2016) conclude their article on luxury by suggesting that: “luxury hotels have to create superior experiences and memorable holidays. In a luxury context, sensory stimulation is not a hunt for ‘the next big thing’, but rather a concentration on the subtle refinement of colors, tastes, fragrances, sounds and textures in an orchestrated holistic concept. Especially in an age of information overload and sensory overstimulation (Malhotra, 1984), a true luxurious experience provides a calming relaxation – a perfect example is the global trend of ‘tech-free zones’ and ‘digital detox’ holidays.” This can, I would argue, all be seen from the perspective of ‘sensehacking’ multisensory hotel design (Spence, 2021b). However, while there is undoubtedly growing interest in applying ideas related to sensory marketing in hotel design (e.g., Amorntatkul and Pahome, 2011; Vardarı and Arapı, 2017; Kim et al., 2020; Shehata and Alaswadi, 2022; see also Ali and Ahmed, 2019), it is striking how there would appear to be far less published research extending ideas related to sensory marketing (Hilton, 2015; Wörfel et al., 2022), experiential marketing, sensory branding (Zha et al., 2022), and the experience economy, to the highly-profitable domain of hotels, when compared to the extensive discussion of these topics in the context of retail (e.g., see Shahid et al., 2022; Wörfel et al., 2022).

Looking to the future, techniques such as Emerging Pattern Mining may provide a useful means of identifying emerging hotel preferences (Li et al., 2015). At the same time, there have been a number of examples of destination marketing using virtual reality (VR) in order to try and tempt people to book a trip (Adams, 2016). However, one of the challenges with the use of such emerging technologies in a multisensory context is that they can typically only effectively stimulate a user’s visual and auditory senses.

Key insights to emerge from this review include recognizing the importance of effectively stimulating the guest’s non-visual senses; Recognizing the ubiquitous multisensory/crossmodal influences on a hotel guest’s perception; Recognizing the role of biophilia/the nature effect (e.g., Williams, 2017; Spence, 2021) in their guests’ sense of well-being; Considering how to curate/personalize the guest’s multisensory experience; Recognizing that a guest’s memory of a hotel experience is likely to be importantly different from their experience in the moment. Those interested in probing the hotel guest’s multisensory experience need to be aware of such temporal factors, and should also be thinking carefully about how to engage their guest’s senses prior to arrival and long after they have left. Of course, beyond the important role played by sensory factors, there are likely also to be a number of important cognitive and affective factors influencing a guest’s choices as well (Kim and Perdue, 2013).

There is also growing interest in designing scentscape, scent-mapping, or scent-sory journeys. Notice, though, how the latter approach may require the selection of multiple scents. Sensatori multisensory pods in the lobby of the Tui Sensatori resort in Rhodes (opened 2018), as designed by Condiment Junkie,17 (Gray, 2019), provide an interesting example on which to end here. Guests can simply climb into one of the three pods, which deliver scent, touch, sound, and video (one might even consider whether they engage proprioception/bodily senses given that the guests need to climb into the pods in the first place).18 These multisensory oases/cocoons re designed to help transport the guests away from any stresses associated with their travel to the resort and involve several multisensory biophilic elements. There is a growing recognition that travelers are attracted to such immersive installations and multisensory experiences (e.g., see Eskins, 2022; Stead et al., 2022). Ultimately, therefore offering a memorable luxury hotel experience increasingly involves providing the right diet of multisensory stimulation/immersion to guests (see Kilikita, 2018; Wiedmann et al., 2018; Gray, 2019; Lee et al., 2019; Di Donna, 2021; Shahid and Paul, 2022).
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Footnotes

1The latter quote seemingly copied directly from the hotel advertisement itself.

2There is a great short video created by the Future of Storytelling (FoST) Institute in New York in 2016, should you wish to find out more about the rules of multisensory perception: https://futureofstorytelling.org/video/charles-spence-sensploration.

3As one commentator put it: "We’re all preoccupied with what stimulates us visually or audibly, and I think smell gets short shrift. Why not add it to the design mix?" (Gaillard, quoted in Burr, 2008, p. 106).

4https://www.adamevehotel.com/

5A lack of cleanliness, remember, one of hotel guests’ top complaints, according to one of the surveys mentioned earlier.

6In fact, according to Masters (2022), the Hilton-owned DoubleTree hotel chain gives out 25 million chocolate-chip cookies to guests every year. Focus group research reveals that the cookie has real ‘sticktion’ – it’s something guests really remember (Masters, 2022).

7https://www.tui.co.uk/press/luxury-holiday-concept-tui-sensatori-celebrates-10-years-sense-fuelled-holidays-new-rhodes-resort-gets-ready-opening/

8The scent apparently smells something like a cross between ‘burnt jam’ and ‘money’ or ‘smoke’ and ‘burnt candy’ (see Hou, 2021).

9Here, one might also consider the Abercrombie & Fitch clothing brand. For a number of years, the chain managed to craft a distinctive dance sound to match the dark nightclub-like appearance of their interiors (though see Elliott, 2014).

10https://www.hotelcostes.com/en/music

11Back in 1935, it was the sound of a seal that kept one of the guests staying at the Pierre Hotel in New York awake. The offending animal was eventually tracked down to the Central Park Zoo, and moved to the Brooklyn Zoo to deal with the problem (see Prochnik, 2011, p. 201). It is perhaps hard to imagine the hoteliers of today dealing with complaints in such an efficient and conscientious manner.

12Or on the rooftop at the Standard Highline in The Meatpacking District in New York City. I have been kept awake all night by the nightclub on the roof for both of my visits to the venue (see https://www.standardhotels.com/new-york/properties/high-line), which undoubtedly has stunning views (see Howes, 2014, on the visual dominance in the experience of high-rise).

13https://www.tui.co.uk/destinations/europe/greece/crete/lyttos-beach/hotels/tui-sensatori-atlantica-caldera-palace.html

14One of the problems with many such sensory marketing interventions is that they tend to be launched in order to secure press coverage and, of course, the wackier the proposed solution, the more newsworthy it is, and then shortly thereafter the intervention is quietly canceled/dropped. Cynically, my take is that such marketing-led interventions are really targeted at securing ‘free’ marketing for the brand and not actually about improving guest well-being at all.

15See the video at https://travel-brilliantly.marriott.com/our-innovations/goji-kitchen-and-bar. As Matthew von Ertfelda, VP of Innovation for Marriott, says in the video: ‘We will not only feed your appetite but we will ignite your senses.’

16https://www.adamevehotel.com/

17https://www.tuigroup.com/en-en/media/stories/2018/2018-02-22-tui-sensatori-celebrates-anniversary

18According to US marketing professor, Aradhna Krishna Six Senses Hotels Resorts Spas may be said to "own" the senses the same way Apple came to "own" touch when it released the iPod Touch. The senses are not only given in the name of the Six Senses, they also pervade the publicity and presumably the experience of these resorts (e.g., https://www.sixsenses.com/en). At the same time, however, it may be worth considering whether all the sensory language and of sensory marketing talk necessarily always lives up to the claims that are made for it (see Chapter 5: How capitalism came to its senses – and yours: the invention of sensory marketing in Howes and Classen, 2014).
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