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Giuseppe Italiano examines the pre-stay journey through the
lens of behavioral economics and philosophy, arguing that
algorithms have become the primary architects of traveler
choice — nudging, filtering, and framing decisions in ways
most guests never consciously register. The danger, he
contends, is not that machines are making choices for us,
but that we are gradually losing the discernment to notice,
or care.

INTRODUCTION

The hospitality industry is currently navigating an
unprecedented shift, moving from a traditional model toward a
hybrid socio-technical ecosystem where the distinction
between physical and digital is no longer a functional reality.
Within this “fil rouge” of the traveler’s journey, the pre-stay
phase, historically a domain of active searching, comparative
analysis, and deliberate planning, has been fundamentally re-
engineered by the rise of “choice architecture” driven by
sophisticated algorithmic systems.

This transformation is not merely technological but
philosophical, challenging our conventional understandings of
human agency, the nature of desire, and the very concept of
luxury. As the industry approaches the midpoint of this
“everything-data decade,” the role of the hotelier is evolving
from a provider of physical accommodation to a co-curator of
cognitive experiences, where the invisible hands of machine
learning can shape the guest’s path long before they step foot
into a lobby.

To understand the contemporary pre-stay journey, one must
first consider that we are currently blurring the boundaries
between human and artificial, between human intent and
machine recommendations. Indeed, in the pre-stay context, we
are witnessing a transition from “active search” to more
“curated content flows”. Historically, travelers engaged in a
slow, deliberative evaluation of options using guidebook
materials and early web-based search engines. Today, however,
we are witnessing the rise of “algorithmic governmentality”, a
state in which algorithms influence, shape, and guide behavior
through a subtle framing of choices. The shift toward
algorithmic curation is perhaps best exemplified by the
“feedback loops” of social media platforms like TikTok, where
the system constantly negotiates with the user’s immediate
emotional state and cultural capital to deliver highly resonant
travel content.

THE MECHANICS OF CHOICE ARCHITECTURE

The theoretical foundation of this algorithmic influence lies in
behavioral economics, specifically the concept of “choice
architecture” and “nudge theory” popularized by Thaler and
Sunstein. A choice architect is someone who frames the
presentation of options to influence decision-making without
explicitly forbidding any alternatives or significantly changing
economic incentives. In the digital pre-stay environment,
algorithms serve as the primary choice architect, utilizing six
fundamental tools to steer travelers toward specific outcomes.

The first of these tools is the management of defaults. Because
human beings are naturally prone to inertia, they are
disproportionately likely to accept a pre-selected option. In
hotel booking engines, this often manifests as the auto-
selection of a “flexible” rate or the inclusion of travel insurance.

The second tool, expecting errors, involves designing
interfaces that anticipate user mistakes, such as dates being
entered in the wrong format or the accidental selection of
duplicate rooms, and gently correcting them before the
traveler reaches the payment stage.

Feedback represents the third tool, linking actions to outcomes
in real-time. When a platform displays a message stating that
"5 other people are looking at this room right now," it provides
social feedback that heightens the perceived value and
urgency of the choice. The fourth tool, understanding
mappings, helps travelers translate complex technical data into
meaningful life outcomes. For example, instead of listing the
carbon footprint of a flight in kilograms, a platform might
nudge a user toward a more sustainable option by mapping
that data to the number of trees required to offset the journey.

Structuring complex choices and incentivizing represent the
final two tools. As the number of choices increases, travelers
suffer from cognitive overload and decision fatigue, leading
them to rely on mental shortcuts or heuristics. Algorithmic
systems mitigate this by filtering thousands of possible hotel
properties into a “top three” list tailored specifically to the
user's past behaviors and inferred preferences. Incentives are
then used to reinforce these curated choices, often through
loyalty points or dynamic pricing that rewards early booking.

THE PROMETHEAN SHAME

A critical philosophical dimension of this shift is what Günther
Anders termed “Promethean Shame”, i.e., the sense of
inferiority humans feel when confronted by the superior
performance of their own technological inventions. In the travel
industry, hoteliers and travelers alike are realizing that AI can
process petabytes of travel data to generate a perfect itinerary
in seconds, a task that would take a human being weeks of
research.

This shame often leads to a defensive resistance, particularly
among senior industry professionals who may view such
technological reliance as “unnatural”. Rather than viewing AI as
a replacement for human agency, we should see it as an
augmentation of our capabilities, allowing us to navigate a
world of infinite choice without succumbing to the paralysis of
indecision.

AGENTIC AI AND THE END OF THE BOOKING
FUNNEL

As we step into the future, the traditional linear booking funnel,
i.e., awareness, consideration, intent, and purchase, seems to
have reached its own limits. In its place, we will find more
“Agentic AI,” a new generation of autonomous digital entities
that do not just suggest options but take action on behalf of
the traveler.

Agentic AI represents an “invisible concierge” that lives within
the user’s mobile device, capable of booking a boutique hotel,
making restaurant reservations, and adjusting itineraries in
real-time as disruptions may occur.
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This shift toward agency fundamentally changes the pre-stay
journey from a series of disjointed clicks to a continuous,
conversational flow. Major players, like Expedia and Airbnb, are
already integrating agentic capabilities into their platforms,
focusing on “knowing” the user rather than just searching for
them. For hoteliers, this means that the customer is no longer
always a human; it is often an AI agent acting as an
intermediary.

The economic implications are profound. Best-in-class hotels
that utilize agentic guest communication and AI-search
citation tracking are seeing lift in direct bookings and a
significant reduction in the cost-per-acquisition. This is driven
by the ability of AI to sequence pre-arrival communications
based on granular data such as length of stay, room type, and
historical preferences, creating a sense of personalization that
legacy CRM systems could never achieve.

THE IRON CAGE OF METRICS

While the efficiency gains of algorithmic choice architecture
are undeniable, there is another side of the coin, namely
“algorithmic involution”. This phenomenon occurs when
platforms prioritize statistical rationality, i.e., metrics like click-
through rates (CTR) and Gross Merchandise Volume (GMV),
over value rationality, which includes justice, ethics, and human
welfare. Driven by the imperative of profit maximization,
platforms can trap the hospitality ecosystem into an “iron
cage” where ethical considerations are suffocated by the
relentless pursuit of short-term indicators.

One of the most concerning manifestations of this is the “black
box” nature of algorithmic decision-making. Unlike traditional
market misconduct, which is visible and regulated, algorithmic
violations, such as price discrimination or the coercive
allocation of traffic, are concealed within complex code and
dynamic data flows. This opacity creates a “governance void”
where travelers may be nudged toward choices that are in the
platform’s best interest rather than their own, such as hotels
with higher commission rates or “urgency” cues that are
essentially artificially manufactured.

Furthermore, the over-reliance on algorithms risks making
travelers “dumber” by reducing their discernment and causing
them to lazily defer to machine suggestions. When we navigate
a city or choose a hotel based solely on a GPS or a
recommendation engine, we lose the ability to make conscious
judgments or understand the underlying structures of the
environment. This erosion of critical thinking is a central
concern for the hospitality industry, as it threatens the
authenticity of the travel experience itself.

THE ROLE OF DATA IN SUSTAINABLE SUCCESS

At the core of this transformation is data. The "everything-data
decade" is reshaping how hotels understand traveler intent and
behavior. Predictive analytics can now detect patterns in guest
preferences, such as a desire for wellness-focused sleep
optimization or a preference for local, farm-to-table dining,
before the guest has even voiced those needs. However, the
pursuit of data must be balanced with legal compliance and
responsibility. As AI takes on a larger role in how we make
decisions, transparency and fairness are non-negotiable.

Hoteliers must ensure that guest data is managed in private,
secure environments and used only to enhance the guest
experience, rather than to feed public AI models or engage in
predatory pricing.

CONCLUSION: THE INVISIBLE ARCHITECT AS A
PARTNER

The pre-stay phase of the traveler’s journey is no longer a
solitary act of planning; it is a collaborative dance between the
traveler and the “invisible architect” represented by algorithms.
Choice architecture, when used responsibly, has the power to
simplify the complex, encourage sustainable behavior, and
guide travelers toward more satisfying and meaningful
experiences.

Yet, as we embrace a future where technology makes us more
“human” than ever before, we must remain vigilant against the
erosion of our own discernment. The goal of the modern
hotelier is to design an environment that leverages the
efficiency of machines while celebrating the unique,
irreplaceable value of the human touch. By understanding the
psychological and philosophical foundations of algorithmic
influence, the hospitality industry can move beyond the “iron
cage” of metrics and into a new era of authentic, hybrid
hospitality, where every choice is facilitated by machines, but
every connection is powered by humans.
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