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The AI Operations Playbook for
Independent Hotel Groups
A practitioner's guide to removing hundreds of hours of recurring work from

your properties, without adding software your team has to learn.

Written for owners and operators of 2–30 property groups · ~25 minute read

This is not a pitch for AI tools. You have probably already tried one, a chatbot

that gave guests wrong answers, or a dashboard nobody opens, and concluded

the technology was not ready.

The problem was never the technology. It was that a single-purpose tool was bolted onto an operation it did not understand. This

guide is about something different: treating AI as an operations problem, not a tool problem. The goal is to find the recurring

work that runs through you and your managers every day, and quietly take it off the table.

Everything here is built to be done in the order it appears. Read it once, and you will know exactly which workflows in your group

are worth automating first, roughly what they are worth in hours, and whether your systems are ready. If you decide to do none

of it yourself, you will still be a far sharper buyer of anyone who offers to do it for you.

AI is not a tech problem. It is an operations problem. The hardest part is not the
AI — it is deciding what to start with.



SECTION 01

The real cost of running it all yourself
Independent groups run lean by design. The trade-off is that the owner and a handful of managers absorb the recurring

administrative work that a larger company would spread across departments. That work is invisible until you count it.

3–4 hrs
of admin per property, every
day, is a realistic median for
an independently run hotel

76%
of US hotels report a staffing
shortage; 79% cannot fill open
positions (AHLA, 2024)

~20 hrs
per week, per property, is
what a focused automation
programme can realistically
return

The labour market makes this worse, not better. Hotels raised wages (86% of them), offered more flexible hours (52%), and

expanded benefits (33%), and 79% still could not fill their positions (AHLA staffing report, May 2024). The work is not getting

done by hiring harder. It is getting done by owners and managers doing it themselves, at night, on weekends, between guests.

This is the opening AI actually fits: not replacing the people who look after guests, but removing the recurring desk work so those

people have time to.

SECTION 02

What AI can and cannot do for a hotel
Most disappointment with hotel AI comes from pointing it at the wrong kind of task. There are three things AI can do, in

increasing order of risk. Start at the top and earn your way down.

Answer

Retrieve a fact and respond. "What time is breakfast?" "Is parking included?" Lowest risk, because a wrong answer is easy to

catch and correct. This is where almost every hotel should start.

Classify

Sort something into a category and route it. "This email is a group-booking enquiry, send it to sales." "This invoice is for utilities,

file it here." Slightly higher risk, but the action is reversible.

Decide

Take an action with real consequences. Generate the housekeeping rota. Send a rate change. Highest risk, and the last thing you

automate, only once the Answer and Classify layers have earned your trust on real data.

Start with Answer. It is the easiest and the lowest downside. The hotels that fail
with AI almost always started with Decide.

The other rule: keep a human in the loop until the system has proven itself. The first version of every workflow below

should draft, not send, until you have watched it be right enough times to trust it. Low-downside automation is the only kind

worth running in a business where the guest experience is the product.



SECTION 03

How the systems are actually built: Workflows, Agents,

Tools
You do not need to understand the engineering to buy or run this well. But you should understand the three layers, because they

are why this approach survives staff turnover and why you own what gets built.

1. Workflows

A plain-language document that describes what to do, step by step, the way you would brief a new team member. "When a

booking enquiry comes in, check availability in the PMS, draft a reply with the real rate, flag anything over 4 rooms for a human."

Anyone on your team can read it and change it. This is the layer you own.

2. Agents

The decision-maker. It reads the workflow, picks the right tool for each step, handles the messy edge cases, and asks a human

when it is unsure. The agent is what makes this different from a rigid, brittle automation that breaks the first time reality does

not match the script.

3. Tools

Small, tested scripts that connect to your actual systems, the PMS, the email inbox, the calendar, the spreadsheet. Each one does

a single job reliably. Together they are the hands the agent uses to get work done.

The point of this structure is ownership and durability: the workflows are documented in plain English, the tools are yours, and if

you ever wanted to take it in-house or change providers, nothing is locked away.



SECTION 04

The seven workflows worth automating first
These are the seven that return the most hours for the least risk in a small group. The before/after figures are realistic targets for

a single property, drawn from published vendor case studies and our own scoping, not a promise. Your numbers will differ; the

order of priority rarely does.

# Workflow Before After Saved / week

01 Guest enquiry email handling 8 hrs 1.5 hrs 6.5 hrs

02 Housekeeping schedule generation 4 hrs 0.5 hrs 3.5 hrs

03 Check-in / ETA chasing 3 hrs 0.5 hrs 2.5 hrs

04 Concierge & guest requests 3 hrs 0.5 hrs 2.5 hrs

05 Receipt & invoice filing 2 hrs 0.25 hrs 1.75 hrs

06 Room upgrades & upsells 2 hrs 0.25 hrs 1.75 hrs

07 Rate monitoring 2 hrs 0.25 hrs 1.75 hrs

Total 24 hrs 3.75 hrs 20+ hrs

01 Guest enquiry email handling

The single biggest time sink in most properties. Front desk and reservations answer 50–150 enquiries a day across email,

the OTA inbox, and web chat, with replies often hours behind. Start in draft mode: the system reads each enquiry, pulls

real availability and rates from the PMS, and writes a reply for a human to approve and send. Move to auto-send only for

simple FAQs (parking, wifi, breakfast) once you trust it.

Evidence: Leonardo Hotels ran 281,000 enquiries through automation in a year, 93% handled
automatically, ~14,000 staff hours saved. Casa Maya Cancun resolved 99% of chats without an agent.
(hospitalitynet.org; hoteltechreport.com)



02 Housekeeping schedule generation

Housekeeping is the #1 hiring pain for half of all hotels, which makes the rota the highest-value thing to automate. The

system reads arrivals, departures, stay-throughs and room types from the PMS and generates the day's cleaning

assignments in minutes, balanced across staff, instead of a manager rebuilding it by hand each morning.

Evidence: Optii reports saving 90 minutes a day by automating room assignments; Flexkeeping cites up
to 200 hours saved per month per property on housekeeping admin. (optiisolutions.com;
flexkeeping.com)

03 Check-in & ETA chasing

Knowing who is arriving when, and in what order, smooths the entire front-desk day. The system messages guests pre-

arrival to confirm arrival time, handles the replies (in multiple languages), and feeds the answers back so the team can

prepare. Removes the manual back-and-forth that eats the morning.

Evidence: Canary reports reducing check-in times by up to 80% with pre-arrival digital flows; 70% of US
guests say they prefer digital check-in. (canarytechnologies.com; asianhospitality.com)

04 Concierge & guest requests

Smaller properties often cannot staff a real concierge. An AI layer can answer local recommendations, handle in-stay

requests, and route the ones that need a person, letting an independent compete with much larger hotels on

responsiveness. One email in, a useful itinerary out.

Evidence: Revinate's Ivy resolves many guest queries in ~1.8 seconds; vendors across the category
report 70–90% deflection of routine requests once PMS-integrated. (revinate.com)

05 Receipt & invoice filing

Unglamorous and constant. The system reads incoming invoices and receipts, extracts the figures, categorises them, and

files them, so month-end is not a scramble. One of the safest places to start, because the work is internal and a mistake is

easy to catch.

Evidence: A hotel-accounting case study reported 70% less time processing invoices, 90% fewer errors,
and month-end close finished in half the time after automation. (nimbleproperty.net)



06 Room upgrades & upsells

Most upgrade revenue is left on the table simply because nobody has time to offer it. The system spots upgrade and early-

check-in / late-checkout opportunities and presents them to the guest at the right moment, automatically. This one can

pay for an entire programme on its own.

Evidence: Canary reports upsell increases of up to 250%; Cedar Lakes Estate generated $20k in upsell
revenue via automated offers. (canarytechnologies.com; akia.com)

07 Rate monitoring

Watching competitor and OTA rates across a group is a job nobody has time to do consistently. The system scans rates on

a schedule and flags when you are out of line, so revenue decisions are made on current data instead of last week's gut

feel. Decide-level, so it comes last, and stays advisory until trusted.

Evidence: Rate-parity and rate-intelligence tools are commonly credited with recovering 2–5% of
revenue lost to OTA undercutting. (industry case studies)

SECTION 05

Is your operation ready? The honest checklist
You do not need all eight. But the first three are non-negotiable, if you do not have them, no amount of AI will help yet, and

anyone who tells you otherwise is selling you something.

If your PMS does not expose an API for bookings, guests and rates, stop here.
That is the foundation, and it is the one thing worth fixing first, before any AI
conversation.

A PMS with API access for bookings, guests and rates (Mews and Apaleo are API-first; Opera Cloud is possible but harder;
fully legacy systems are a no). Required.

✓

Business email accessible via IMAP or API. Required.
✓

A clear list of your five most time-consuming recurring tasks. Required.
✓

A calendar system (Google Calendar or similar)
✓

Cloud storage (Google Drive, Dropbox, or similar)
✓

Consistent naming for rooms and rate plans
✓

Staff willing to review AI outputs in the early weeks
✓

30 minutes a day, for the first week, to correct the system as it learns
✓



SECTION 06

The four ways to do this, and what each costs
There is no single right answer. The right level depends on your size and how much you want to own the work versus hand it off.

Roughly:

Level Best for Rough cost What it is

1. DIY Owner-operators who want
to learn, 1–20 rooms

$300–500/mo AI tools + subscriptions, you build
and run it yourself

2. Staff who
use AI

Small teams ready to adopt,
20–100 rooms

$500–
2,000/mo

Your team runs the workflows, with
setup help

3. Operations
partner

Groups that want the result
without building it, 2–30
properties

$2,000–
10,000/mo

Someone designs, builds and runs
it across your group; you own the
output

4. In-house
team

Large portfolios, 1,000+
rooms

$10,000–
90,000/mo

A dedicated internal AI operations
function

Most independent groups sit at Level 2 or 3. The honest test for Level 3, paying someone to do it, is simple: does the cost come

in under what the returned hours are worth? At 20 hours a week per property and any reasonable value on your team's

time, the maths usually answers itself by month three. This guide is written so you could do Level 1 or 2 yourself if you wanted to.



SECTION 07

Your seven-day starter plan
If you do nothing else with this guide, do this. It costs you a week of small efforts and tells you, concretely, what is worth

automating in your operation.

1. Day 1 — Count. Write down the five recurring tasks that eat the most of your and your managers' time this week. Estimate

the hours.

2. Day 2 — Check the foundation. Confirm your PMS exposes an API for bookings, guests and rates. If it does not, this is

your real first project.

3. Day 3 — Pick one. Choose the single workflow from your list with the most hours and the lowest downside. For most

groups that is the guest email inbox.

4. Day 4 — Draft, don't send. Set up the chosen workflow in draft-only mode, so it proposes and a human approves. Watch

it.

5. Day 5 — Correct it. Spend 30 minutes fixing what it got wrong. This is the training, and it is the part most people skip.

6. Day 6 — Measure. Compare the time spent today against your Day 1 estimate for that task.

7. Day 7 — Decide the next one. If the hours are real, pick the second workflow. If they are not, you have lost a week and

learned something worth knowing.

Start now. Start small. Start with the one workflow that hurts the most, in draft
mode, on real data. Everything else follows from getting one thing right.

Want this mapped to your operation?
If you would rather not work through it alone, we will map your group's operations and hand you a short, ranked list of the
workflows worth automating first, with the hours each would give back. No cost, and no obligation to do anything with it.

SmartBound designs, builds and runs AI operations for independent hotel groups. You own everything
we build.

About the numbers. Figures in this guide are drawn from published vendor case studies and industry research (AHLA, hotel
technology vendors, and trade press, cited inline) plus our own operational scoping. They are realistic targets to plan against, not
guarantees; actual results vary by property, PMS, and how the workflows are set up. Before/after hour estimates describe a single
property and assume a human-in-the-loop rollout.

© SmartBound · Hotel Operations. Prepared for owners and operators of independent hotel groups. This document is original
work; sources are credited where cited.


