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Luxury Hospitality Is Changing or Are Our Guests Changing It?

For decades, luxury hospitality was relatively easy to recognise.

It was communicated through grand architecture, exceptional locations, expensive
materials, spacious accommodations, highly personalised service, and an almost
theatrical attention to detail... These elements still matter; however, on their own, they
are no longer enough to guarantee that a hotel or resort will feel luxurious to today’s
traveller.

Luxury is not dead; the definition of luxury is evolving.

Increasingly, guests are placing greater value on how a property makes them feel rather
than simply what it contains. Marble floors, designer furnishings, elaborate lobbies and
premium amenities may establish a certain standard, but they cannot compensate for an
experience that feels impersonal, complicated or disconnected from its surroundings.

Today, some of the most memorable hospitality experiences are surprisingly
understated: A quiet breakfast overlooking the water. A member of staff remembering
how a guest takes their coffee. A terrace designed so that people actually want to linger
there. Local materials that give a property a genuine sense of place. The ability to arrive
after a long journey and feel that everything has already been anticipated.
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None of these experiences necessarily announces itself as “luxury”; yet, perhaps that is
precisely the point.

The rapid growth of private villas, short-term rentals, boutique properties, cabins and
smaller experiential resorts has contributed to changing expectations. These
accommodations do not always compete with traditional luxury hotels in terms of
facilities, staffing or investment. What many have successfully captured, however, is
something increasingly important to travellers: the emotional purpose behind the
journey.

People travel for countless reasons beyond simply needing somewhere to sleep. They
travel to reconnect with their families. To disappear for several days. To celebrate. To
recover from demanding careers. To experience somewhere unfamiliar. To spend time
outdoors. To have privacy. To be looked after. Sometimes, they simply want life to move
a little more slowly...

The strongest hospitality experiences understand which of these desires they are
serving. This changes the role of design as well. A fireplace is no longer just an
architectural feature if it becomes the place where a family gathers every evening. A
balcony is more than additional square footage if guests spend an hour there every
morning! A beautiful landscape becomes more valuable when the property creates
reasons for guests to engage with it rather than simply admire it through glass.

Luxury, therefore, is becoming less about the accumulation of premium features and
more about the relationship between place, people, service and emotion.

This does not mean traditional standards of luxury are disappearing. Quite the opposite.
Exceptional service, quality materials, craftsmanship, privacy, comfort and beautiful
surroundings will remain fundamental to the upper end of hospitality. The difference is
that guests increasingly expect these individual elements to contribute to something
larger.

The architecture should complement the destination. The amenities should reflect how
guests actually spend their time. Service should feel intuitive rather than rehearsed.
Technology should remove inconvenience rather than introduce another system the
guest must learn. Food and beverage should contribute to the identity of the property.
Even the smallest rituals—from arrival to turndown—should reinforce what the hotel or
resort wants its guests to experience. This requires a different kind of thinking from
hospitality owners, developers and operators.

Instead of asking only, “What can we add?”, perhaps the more important question is:
“What should our guests feel here?”

Once that answer is clear, many other decisions become clearer as well.
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There is also an important human resources implication. Properties can invest
enormous amounts of capital into design, technology and amenities, but ultimately
employees translate those investments into hospitality. A beautiful property can be
photographed; but, we all know that genuine hospitality must be experienced.

This places even greater importance on recruiting and developing leaders who
understand that luxury service is not simply a checklist of standards. The strongest
hospitality professionals understand timing, discretion, anticipation, cultural awareness
and emotional intelligence. They recognise when a guest wants conversation and when a
guest wants privacy.

As hospitality becomes increasingly sophisticated technologically, these distinctly
human abilities may become even more valuable.

Last but not least, there is one final consideration that hospitality organisations should
not overlook: the experience begins long before check-in. A hotel may deliver something
extraordinary once a guest arrives, but if its website, photography, positioning and
communications fail to convey that experience beforehand, potential guests may never
understand what distinguishes it.

The promise and the reality must align.

When a property clearly understands the experience it wants to create—and
communicates that experience honestly before arrival —price becomes only one part of
the value equation.

Luxury is not dead, but luxury for luxury's sake is becoming less persuasive.

The properties that stand apart in the years ahead may not necessarily be those that
offer the most, spend the most or appear the most extravagant. They will be those that
understand their guests well enough to know why they came, how they want to feel
while they are there, and what will make them want to return.
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Review our Newsletter and 2025/26 International Salary Surveys at
www.renardnewsletter.com
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WE USE OUR REPUTATION TO HELP BUILD YOURS!

"Celebrating 56 years of Excellence" 1970 to 2026
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