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experts. Using Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework to develop themes, this
study is classified as applied and has,a“qualitative research design. For this
purpose, 15 managers and experts of four and five-star hotels in Yazd were
purposefully selected, and threugh in-depth, semi-structured interviews, data
were collected until theorgtical/saturation was achieved. The results provided
insights into 15 themes that fit into 3 areas that describe the operational
potential of Akin customizing loyalty programs (such as predicting customer
preferences, ‘customerféedback sentiment analysis, and reward optimization),
outcomes (e.g., customer satisfaction, attitudinal loyalty, and loyalty such as
repurehasing and‘recommending the brand), and the barriers and challenges
of implementation (e.g., apprehensions around data, resistance due to the
culturels unavailability of technology, and lack of funds). Participants
perceind that the effective application of Al capabilities was likely to
improve the experience and satisfaction of customers and form the basis of
attitudinal loyalty and foster behavioral loyalty, such as repurchase and brand
advocacy. This study, via a qualitative conceptual model, contributes to hotel

% managers in the construction and operationalization of smart loyalty programs

within the context of the culture and history of Yazd.
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Introduction

The hospitality industry, especially
hotels, is witnessing a drastic change due
to the rapid and revolutionary
advancements in artificial intelligence
(Al), which are fundamentally changing
how hotels plan, provide, and handle
customer relationships. In a tourism
market that is becoming more
competitive and experience-oriented,
loyalty programs based on transactions
are not enough to keep customers
engaged for a long time. As a result,
hotels need to adopt loyalty strategies that
are data-driven, personalized, and
relationship-based and that bring real and
lasting value to the guests. In this context,
Al is a major factor that helps in this
change by providing very powerful
means to analyze guest data, anticipate
preferences, carry out interactions, and
reward in the most suitable way instantly.

Personalization has got to be the main’

point of any loyaltysprogram, indthis
changing environment. Artificial
intelligence-supported programs enable
hotels to abandon the traditional reward
programs in favor of, the Ibyalty systems
that are vibrant and.individualized and
adjust to the ‘'guests” behavioral patterns,
psychological.sighs, and even situational
needs. These ‘features are especially
helpful in culturally rich and destination-
oriented cities like Yazd, Iran, where
hospitality experiences are not only the
local identity and heritage but also the
guest-host  relationships.  However,
despite the worldwide conversation about
Al use in the hospitality industry, the
existing studies have only focused on the
guantitative performance metrics and
technological efficiency, thus the
mechanisms, managerial perceptions, and
contextual challenges have remained

largely  unanswered—particularly in
developing and heritage-based
destinations.

As a historical city listed by UNESCO
and a tourism trendsetter in Iran, Yazd
offers a distinct environment to study the
correlation between Al-powered
personalization and local cultural norms,
organizational capacities, and guest
expectations. Yazd haotels are in a
situation “ywhere | “they  have to
simultaneoushy, fulfill: two tasks: using
advanced technologie§ to increase loyalty
and keeping thedhuman-centered nature
of traditional”hospitality intact. It is of
theoretical as well as of practical
importance to know how hotel managers
and experts interpret Al's role in
personalizing the loyalty programs and
how they manage its advantages and

\Iimitations.

Therefore, the main goal of this research
Is to qualitatively investigate the impact
of artificial intelligence on the
personalization of loyalty programs in
Yazd hotels and also to discover the
subjective and objective processes
through which Al leads to customer
satisfaction and loyalty formation. The
points of this research are first to: 1.
Identify the principal Al facets that lead
to the creation of personalized loyalty
programs in hotels. 2. Look into the
performance of Al-based personalization
on customer satisfaction and loyalty -
both attitudinal and behavioral 3.
Understand the organizational,
technological, cultural, and ethical
problems that exist in Al adoption 4.
Prepare a qualitative conceptual plan
showing the process whereby Al-
powered personalization leads to
customer loyalty of hotels in Yazd By



Journal of Tourism Management Studies of the Smart Era, Vol X, Issue X, XX, X

fulfilling these aims, the research aspires
to make a significant contribution to
hospitality and tourism literature by
providing a nuanced, situational, and
processual understanding of Al-enabled
loyalty personalization and also acting as
a source of practical insights for hotel
managers in culturally unique
destinations.

Methodology

The researchers embraced a qualitative
design for the study and used thematic
analysis as the main methodological
approach. Considering the study’s
exploratory nature and the complexity of
the perceptions related to Al adoption and
the personalization of loyalty, choosing a
qualitative approach for getting detailed
and profound insights from the industry's
stakeholders seemed to be the most
fitting.

Information was gathered via semiz

structured, in-depth \interviews with/ 15
hotel managers and experts frem«<Yazd
four- and five-star “hotels. The
participants  were,~ chasen,  through
purposive sampling <based on their
managerial experienceq involvement in
marketing “or .customer relationship
management, ‘and knowledge of loyalty
programs ok, digital technologies.
Theoretical saturation was the point at
which the researchers decided to stop
conducting interviews because no new
themes were emerging from additional
data.

All interviews were held after obtaining
informed consent, were audio-recorded,
and later transcribed word for word. Data
analysis was in line with the Braun and
Clarke six-stage thematic analysis model,
which, besides other steps, included
getting familiar with data, coding, theme

building, theme reviewing, theme
defining and naming, and final reporting.
To improve the trustworthiness, the
researchers implemented several
strategies, for example, peer debriefing,
participant validation, and triangulation
across managerial roles. The analysis of
the data led to the recognition of 38
subthemes, which later on, were
classified into 15 major themes that
served as the foundation for a qualitative
conceptual model.

Results \

\
The thematic ‘Janalysis revealed a
structured system’ of interrelated themes
refleeting the role of Al in personalizing
hotel loyalty programs. The findings were
organized into three overarching
domains:

Al Operational Capabilities The key

themes were the predictive analysis of
guest preferences, the quality and
relevance of personalized offers, the
sentiment analysis of customer feedback,
the  effectiveness of  automated
personalized communications, and the
intelligent  optimization of loyalty
rewards. Respondents insisted that Al
allows hotels to foresee customer
requirements, present recommendations
that are aware of the context, and to align
rewards dynamically with individual
worth and behavior.

Desired  Outcomes:  Personalization
powered by Al was identified as a factor
that directly elevates customer delight
through the lowering of service friction,
the increase in the felt recognition, and
the exceeding of customer expectations.
Such happiness became the main pillar
for the growth of attitudinal loyalty,
which is loyalty of an emotional nature,
characterized by emotional attachment,
trust, and positive brand perceptions.



Journal of Tourism Management Studies of the Smart Era, Vol X, Issue X, XX, X

These changes in the customer's mindset
finally led to behavioral loyalty results,
such as a higher likelihood of repurchase,
repeated stays, and active brand
advocacy.

Challenges and Barriers A number of
critical issues, most notably data privacy
concerns, had been pinpointed by the
study. Besides those, the list included
cultural resistance to technology-driven
interactions, lack of skilled human
resources, insufficient technological
infrastructure, financial constraints, and
the absence of strategic planning and
change management. Participants
observed that these obstacles not only
directly affect the efficiency of Al
implementation but also have an impact
on managerial decision-making and guest
acceptance.

The conceptual model developed here
depicts a sequential process whereby

contextual and organizational ghallenges

influence Al operational capabilities and,
consequently, customer satisfaction,
attitudinal loyalty, and'behayioral loyalty.

Discussion and!€onclusion

The present study weveals a complex
gualitative “‘understanding of the role of
artificial intelligence in transforming
loyalty program personalization in the
hospitality sector. Besides, it is set in the
culturally and historically unique context
of Yazd. Findings show that the
personalization driven by Al should be
regarded just as a technological upgrade
but rather a systemic transformation, thus
changing the entire value creation and
customer relationship process in hotels.

The results point to customer satisfaction
as an instrumental medium linking Al
capabilities to loyalty results, thereby
confirming earlier theoretical models of

loyalty formation and also extending
them by offering process-oriented
qualitative insights. At the same time, the
research highlights the paradoxical aspect
of Al deployment: as far as the
sophisticated personalization capability is
concerned, it leads to higher loyalty
levels, but the issues raised in terms of
privacy, cultural authenticity, and
organizational readiness could cause trust
to deteriorate if not handled properly.

From a managerially ‘standpoint, this
research prevides ‘tangible benefits to
hotel managers,« through the
demonstration, of. the significance of
strategic, gradual} and context-aware Al
exeeution. Some of the main approaches
to successful Al-driven personalization
include™ the human-centered service
delivery. integration, the staff training
investment, and data usage transparency.

4<0n the theoretical level, this work

represents a valuable addition to the body
of knowledge in hospitality and tourism
by filling the methodological gap through
thematic analysis and by presenting a
conceptual model of Al-enabled loyalty
personalization that is grounded in the
context. The suggested framework can be
used by similar heritage locations that
want to implement technological
advances and at the same time maintain
their cultural authenticity.

Despite its contributions, the study is
constrained by its qualitative nature and
the concentration on four- and five-star
hotels in a single location. Subsequent
studies can incorporate the mixed-
methods designs to quantitatively
validate the hypothesized model,
compare different hotel classes or
locations, and identify the moderating
variables such as customer
innovativeness or cultural orientation.
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