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Ambient Music in Luxury Hospitality

Introduction

Ambient music is intended to
subtly shape mood and
perception without
commanding guests’ attention.
(Bitner, 1992; Hultén, 2011)

Ambient music emphasizes
atmosphere over melody or
rhythm (Eno, 1978)

Research shows that ambient
factors, including background
music, significantly influence
guests’ satisfaction, their overall
impression of the hotel, and loyalty
intentions. (Suh et al., 2015)



Research Aim
& Objectives
To explore how ambient music influences
emotional and psychological experiences in
luxury hotel settings.

Objectives

Identify musical
characteristics that evoke
emotional responses.
Analyze how ambient music
shapes guest perception of
space, service, and brand.
Evaluate the impact on
satisfaction, exclusivity, and
loyalty.
Investigate hotel management
strategies for music use.



Key Research Questions

Which elements of ambient music (e.g., tempo, harmony, rhythm) influence
emotional and psychological responses?
How does ambient music affect perception of luxury, space, and brand
identity in different hotel zones?
In what ways does it impact guest satisfaction, loyalty, and exclusivity?
What strategies do luxury hotels use to align music with their brand and
service design?



Significance of the Study

Supports soundscape design decisions

Enhances sensory branding strategies

Boosts guest satisfaction and loyalty

Managerial Contribution

Fills gap in hospitality music research

Applies environmental psychology theory

Contextualizes music as a symbolic cue

Academic Contribution



Previous Research
Influence of Ambient Music1

Premium vs. Generic Hotel Brand Music Strategies2

Different Impacts of Ambient Music Characteristics3

Music and the Perception of Luxury Hotel Brand Image4

Strategic Use of Ambient Music by Hotel Managers5

Music enhances emotional states and guest mood (Angela et al., 2018)
Emotional atmosphere influences satisfaction and loyalty (Jani & Han, 2015)
Music activates brain regions linked to pleasure and reward (Salimpoor et al., 2011)

Premium brands use curated soundscapes for emotional storytelling (Spence, 2022)
Generic hotels rely on one-size-fits-all playlists, often inconsistent (Kemp et al., 2024)

Tempo: slow = relaxation; fast = stimulation (Milliman, 1982; Herrington, 1996)
Harmony: consonant = calm; dissonant = tension, creativity (North & Hargreaves, 2008)
Volume: low = focus; high = risk of discomfort (Milliman, 1986)

Background music communicates brand sophistication and emotional tone (Magnini & Parker, 2009)
Sound branding increases memorability and consistency (Wong, 2018)

Music is customized by time of day, guest profile, and zone (Wu & Tabari, 2024)
Consistency across sensory touchpoints improves perceived quality (Spence & Gallace, 2011)
Emotional tone supports guest journey stages (Sukhu et al., 2019)



Research Gap
Ambient music is not just background—it’s
emotional branding in motion.

Overgeneralization of Music01

Lack of Context-Specific Studies02

Methodological Limitations03

Interpretive Approach Needed04

Strategic & Emotional Role Undervalued05

Personalization & Real-Time Design
Understudied

06



 Interpretivist Research

Research Philosophy

Inductive Approach

involves starting with specific
observations and developing

broader generalizations or
theories based on the

patterns that emerge from the
data

(Saunders et al., 2019).

emphasizes understanding the
subjective meanings and
experiences of individuals

rather than seeking objective,
universal truths

(Saunders et al., 2019).

Methodology

Research Type

Qualitative Research

adopts a more exploratory and
flexible approach that focuses
on understanding meanings,

experiences, and social
contexts

(Saunders et al., 2019).



  Non-probability
sampling strategy

Sampling Strategy

Interview

 Respondents are chosen based on specific
characteristics or accessibility, making it particularly

useful for exploratory and qualitative research
 (Etikan et al., 2016; Saunders et al., 2019).

Methodology

Sampling Method

Online Review

_ Data Collection 



Interview

Methodology

Convenience sampling 

selects participants based on ease of access,
availability, and willingness to take part

(Etikan et al., 2016; Saunders et al., 2019).

 - Five Hotel managers

 - Five Guests

Semi-structured interviews 

are guided by a set of predetermined
open-ended questions, while also allowing
the interviewer to probe further based on

the participants’ responses
 (Bryman, 2016; Kallio et al., 2016).

_ Data Collection 



Sample
Questions

Methodology
1.  How important do you think ambient music is in shaping the guest experience in a luxury hotel?

2.  What kind of atmosphere do you aim to create with the music in your hotel?
3.  How do you decide on the type of music played in different areas of the hotel (e.g., lobby, restaurant, spa, rooms)?
4.  Do you work with a professional music curator or use pre-set playlists?
5.  Have you ever changed the music strategy based on guest feedback? If so, can you give an example?
6.  Have you noticed any patterns in guest feedback regarding music (positive or negative)?
7.  Do you believe music influences how long guests stay in certain areas (e.g., the bar or lounge)?
8.  In your opinion, how does music contribute to the overall luxury perception of your hotel?
9.  What are the biggest challenges in selecting and managing ambient music in your hotel?

10.  How do you balance different guest preferences while maintaining a consistent brand identity through music?

1.When staying at a luxury hotel, do you notice the background music? Why or why not?
2.Can you recall a time when hotel music enhanced your stay? What made it memorable?
3.Have you ever been bothered by the music in a hotel? What was the issue?
4.How does ambient music in a luxury hotel influence your mood or relaxation?
5.Does the music in different areas (lobby, restaurant, spa, bar, room) affect how you feel in those spaces?
6.Do you think music contributes to the sense of luxury and exclusivity in a hotel? Why or why not?
7.What kind of music do you expect to hear in a luxury hotel?
8.Would you prefer customizable music options in your hotel room (e.g., choosing playlists)?
9.Have you ever given feedback about hotel music? If not, would you if the experience was strongly positive or negative?

Managers

Guests

_ Data Collection 



Online Review

Methodology

 Purposive sampling

Participants or data are selected based on
specific characteristics aligned with the

research objectives
(Etikan et al., 2016; Patton, 2002).

Only reviews that mentioned
ambient music were selected

Quota sampling 

involves dividing the population into
mutually exclusive subgroups and selecting

a predetermined number of participants
from each subgroup

  (Saunders et al., 2019).

_ Data Collection 

Reviews from four platforms and six regions

 - Google Reviews
 - Booking.com 
 - Expedia
 - TripAdvisor

 - Africa
 - Asia
 - Europe
 - North America
 - South America
 - Oceania

 - 100 online reviews



Methodology _ Data Collection 

Interview Online Review



Analysis method

Methodology

Thematic Analysis 

is a flexible method for analyzing qualitative data by systematically
coding and developing themes that capture important meanings

related to the research question
 (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

_ Data Analysis



Methodology

 In Vivo Code

 uses the actual language of
participants as codes, aiming to

stay as close as possible to
their lived experiences and

expressions
(Saldaña, 2016).

Values Code

 focuses on identifying
participants’ values, attitudes,
and beliefs, which reflect their

personal or cultural
perspectives 

(Saldaña, 2016).

Coding

Statement

Because there is a piano, it can be
noisy when it is played in the
surrounding rooms at night.

it can be noisy The live music was too loud.

Theme

Volume Control and
Acoustic Management

_ Data Analysis



Coding

Methodology _ Data Analysis

Statement → In Vivo Code → Values Code → Theme





Results

Managers:

Ongoing challenge—curating the right music for
changing moods and diverse guest backgrounds
 Importance of variety and preventing repetition

Guests:

Music’s role in creating a sense of welcome and
authenticity
Discomfort when music is too loud, absent, or
mismatched
Memorable experiences—familiar songs,
exclusivity, local culture

Online Reviews:
Music most noticed when exceptionally well-
chosen or poorly managed
Praise for subtle, ambient jazz in public spaces
Criticism of intrusive, repetitive tracks or lack of
background sound
Varied preferences: some value silence, others
seek gentle ambiance

Feedback and adaptation highlighted
as keys to guest satisfaction

Thematic analysis of online
guest reviews

Qualitative interviews with
hotel managers and guests



Discussion
Must adapt to:

Time of day
Location within hotel
Guest demographics and moods
Cultural expectations

Hotels that listen and respond to guest feedback
stand out

Flexibility in curation seen as sign of attentive
service

Ambient music as an
intentional element of luxury
hospitality

True luxury is found in the hotel’s ability to fine-
tune sensory details

More than background noise
—music shapes emotional
tone and guest perception



Limitations

1

2

3

4

Small and geographically limited sample
Data from a limited number of hotels in a specific region
Results may not reflect global luxury hospitality trends

Cross-sectional study design
Insights represent only a single moment in time
Unable to track changes in guest emotions or experiences over longer stays or different seasons

Cultural and contextual differences
Emotional reactions to music are shaped by cultural background and personal preferences
Findings may vary significantly in other cultural or social settings

No direct comparison between manager intentions and guest experience
Gap between what hotels hope to achieve with music and what guests actually perceive
Opportunity for more in-depth, matched studies in the future

Dependence on self-reported data
Relies on interviews and guest reviews
Potential for memory bias, subjective interpretation, and social desirability effects

5



Recommendations

1

2

3

Expand the scope of research

Include a broader range of hotels across
different countries and regions
Explore variations in cultural, social, and
market contexts

Longitudinal studies

Follow guests over longer periods
Investigate how emotional responses to
music evolve during and after their stay

Incorporate objective measures

Use physiological or neuroscientific tools
(e.g., heart rate, EEG, facial emotion tracking)
Provide deeper insight beyond self-reported
data

4

5

6

Compare luxury and non-luxury
hotels

Examine differences in how music is used
and perceived across different market
segments

Longitudinal studies
Combine perspectives from psychology,
musicology, hospitality management, and
environmental design
Develop a more holistic understanding of
music’s role in hospitality

Incorporate objective measures

Systematically analyze both managerial
intentions and actual guest perceptions
Help hotels align music strategy more
closely with guest expectations



Conclusion / Final Thoughts

Ambient music is a powerful, often
overlooked tool in luxury hospitality

Shapes emotional atmosphere and guest
perception
Can elevate comfort, authenticity, and the
overall hotel experience

Thoughtful music curation sets
exceptional hotels apart

Requires flexibility, cultural sensitivity, and
continuous adaptation
Successful hotels treat music as an
integral part of the guest journey

Looking ahead

Continued research and innovation can
help hotels design environments that
foster belonging, relaxation, and loyalty
The art of hospitality lies in perfecting
even the quietest details

Attention to musical detail is not
mere ornamentation

It is a hallmark of truly memorable and
welcoming hospitality
When neglected, even subtle disharmony
can disrupt the atmosphere
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Q&A Session

Thank you for listening!


