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    ABSTRACT

    Hotel competition is no longer determined solely by price and amenities, but rather by the brand's ability to build digital expectations that are consistent with guests' sensory experiences at service sites. This article aims to formulate a digital-sensory congruence model in the formation of hotel brand experiences using the context of three hotel brands in Malang City that have different positions: Grand Mercure Malang Mirama, The Alana Malang, and Bobobox Malang. The article was compiled as a conceptual study based on exploratory multi-case design through the synthesis of digital branding literature, online brand experience, sensory marketing, servicescape, and hospitality experience. The analysis yielded three conceptual findings. First, digital branding functions as a gateway to experience through websites, social media, online travel agents, online reviews, photos, videos, and applications. Second, sensory marketing is proof of the brand's promise through visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile, and gustatory stimuli that affect the perception of quality, comfort, trust, and memory of the experience. Third, congruence between digital appointments and actual sensory experiences is an important mechanism that bridges pre-stay expectations with post-stay satisfaction and advocacy. The contribution of this article is to offer a conceptual model, research proposition, as well as an empirical validation agenda for the development of a more measurable, ethical, and experience-oriented hotel branding strategy.
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INTRODUCTION 


The development of
digital marketing has changed the way hotels build and maintain brands. In the
traditional branding paradigm, a brand is often understood as a name, symbol,
design, or distinguishing feature of products and services. In the digital
context, a brand is no longer just a visual identity, but an accumulation of
consumer experience at various touchpoints, such as websites, social media,
apps, online travel agents, Google Business Profiles, online reviews, instant
messaging services, and conversations between consumers. As a result, the
hotel's image is shaped not only by the company's official message, but also by
the narrative of guests that circulate openly in the digital space.


The hospitality
industry is becoming a relevant context because guest decisions generally start
from digital stimuli, while actual satisfaction is determined by the physical
service experience. Before booking a room, potential guests can view the
photos, videos, prices, ratings, reviews, and facility information. Upon
arrival, guests assess whether these expectations are in accordance with the
atmosphere of the lobby, the smell of the room, the quality of the staff's
greeting, the cleanliness of the room, the texture of the linen, the comfort of
the bed, the quality of the food, the noise level, and the ease of the check-in
process. Thus, hotel branding cannot be separated from sensory marketing.


Sensory marketing is
a marketing approach that designs sensory stimuli to create brand perception,
emotion, and memory. In hotels, these stimuli emerge through visual design,
music, aroma, temperature, texture, taste of food, and communication style of
staff. However, in the digital age, most sensory stimuli are first constructed
through the imagination of potential guests. Warm room photos, amenity videos,
culturally nuanced captions, or reviews of scents and breakfast can shape
mental imagery before guests experience service in person.


The main gap to note
is the relationship between digital promise and sensory evidence. Many hotels
have engaging digital content, but the actual experience doesn't always live up
to guests' expectations. Conversely, there are hotels that have a good service
experience, but fail to translate it into a strong digital narrative. This mismatch
can lower trust and trigger negative reviews. Therefore, the concept of
digital-sensory congruence is important to explain how the hotel brand
experience is shaped as a whole.


Malang City is an
attractive location because it has the character of an educational, business,
family, culinary, and tourism destination. Within the landscape, hotels compete
through different positions. Grand Mercure Malang Mirama represents a premium
hotel with MICE facilities and full-service services. The Alana Malang represents
a four-star hotel that elevates cultural nuances, traditional-modern design and
hospitality of service. Bobobox Malang represents capsule accommodation based
on technology, efficiency, privacy, and digital-first experiences.


This article is
geared towards answering three conceptual questions. First, how do digital
branding and sensory marketing play a role in shaping hotel brand experiences?
Second, how does the digital-sensory integration pattern differ according to
hotel positioning? Third, how can conceptual models and research propositions
be developed for empirical validation in the hospitality industry in Malang
City? By answering these questions, this article is expected to contribute to
the development of the hospitality branding literature and offer practical
guidance for hotel management in managing the brand experience consistently.


 












LITERATURE REVIEW 


Digital Branding and Online Brand
Experience


Digital
branding is the process of forming brand identity, differentiation, and meaning
through digital touchpoints. In hotel marketing, digital branding not only
serves to introduce the name and facilities, but also to build experience
expectations. Official websites, social media, apps, OTAs, user-generated
content, and responses to reviews are all part of an ecosystem of brands that
influence each other.


Online
brand experience explains that consumers form relationships with brands through
cognitive, affective, sensory, and behavioral experiences in the digital
environment. For hotels, the experience can emerge when potential guests browse
room photos, read reviews, watch aperture videos, compare prices, or interact
with social media admins. The more consistent the visual, information, and tone
of communication between channels, the stronger the perception of
professionalism and brand credibility.


In
practice, hotel digital branding works through three main functions. First, the
identification function, which is to make the hotel easily recognizable through
the name, logo, color, photo, facilities, location, and booking channel.
Second, the differentiation function, which emphasizes the reason for choosing
a hotel over competitors, such as premium feels, local culture, MICE
facilities, pod technology, or ease of application. Third, the personification
function, which is to make the brand feel relevant through content that suits
the guest segment, personal responses, and experience narratives that are close
to consumer needs.










Sensory Marketing, Servicescape,
and Hospitality Experience


Sensory
marketing is a marketing strategy that involves the five senses to form an
emotional and symbolic experience with a brand. In the service industry,
especially hotels, sensory marketing is closely related to the servicescape,
which is the physical environment in which services are produced and consumed.
Lobbys, rooms, restaurants, corridors, meeting areas, and digital areas become
the stage for experiences that affect guest perception.


Visual
stimuli include color, lighting, interior design, signage, staff uniforms,
photography, and spatial planning. Auditory stimuli include lobby music,
greeting style, sound quality, noise level, and digital notifications.
Olfactory stimuli include the scent of the lobby, the room, the restaurant, and
the effect of cleanliness. Tactile stimuli include the texture of linens,
mattresses, towels, room temperature, furniture materials, and ease of
interaction with devices. The gustatori stimulus comes through breakfast,
welcome drinks, room service, signature dishes, and local culinary experiences.


 


In
hotels, sensory marketing does not stand as an additional decoration. It is a
testament to the quality of service. Beautiful room photos should be evidenced
by clean and comfortable room conditions. Cultural narratives should be visible
in design, music, hospitality, and menus. The promise of technology should be
felt in ease of check-in, room access, facility control, and quick response. If
sensory evidence doesn't match the digital promise, the brand experience
becomes fragile.










Digital-Sensory Confluence


Digital-sensory
confluence refers to the fit between brand representation in the digital space
and the actual multisensory experience at the service site. This concept is
important because hotel customers experience brands in two phases: the
digital-dominant pre-consumption phase and the sensory-dominant consumption
phase. The two should not be treated as separate management areas.


Confluence
can arise when photos and videos match real conditions, the description of the
facility is accurate, positive reviews are supported by the actual experience,
the tone of communication of the staff is in harmony with the brand image, and
the physical atmosphere of the hotel reinforces the digital narrative.
Conversely, incongruence arises when photos are too ideal, facility information
is not up-to-date, smells are uncomfortable, rooms are noisy, service is slow,
or the application is not as easy as promised.


In
the context of research, digital-sensory congruence can be understood as a
mechanism that strengthens trust, quality perception, memorable experience,
satisfaction, and word-of-mouth. Digital excellence is not enough if it is not
proven sensory. On the other hand, a superior sensory experience is not optimal
if it is not communicated effectively on digital channels.


 










METHOD


This
article uses a conceptual approach with an exploratory multi-case study design.
The conceptual approach was chosen because the main objective of the article is
to formulate models, propositions, and empirical validation agendas regarding
the integration of digital branding and sensory marketing in hotels. The
multi-case design is used to show that digital-sensory integration is not
uniform, but rather influenced by the positioning, market segments, service
character, and operational complexity of hotels.


The
three cases used are Grand Mercure Malang Mirama, The Alana Malang, and Bobobox
Malang. The selection of the three cases is theoretical, not statistical, as
each represents a different brand configuration. Grand Mercure represents a
full-service premium hotel with a business, MICE, family, and leisure
orientation. The Alana represents a four-star hotel with cultural
differentiation and traditional-modern design. Bobobox represents capsule
accommodations that highlight technology, privacy, efficiency, and
digital-first experiences.


Conceptual
analysis was carried out through literature synthesis and digital-sensory
dimension mapping. The digital dimension includes digital identity, visual
content, interactivity, online reviews, applications, and information
consistency. The sensory dimensions include visual, auditory, olfactory,
tactile, and gustatori. The outcomes analyzed included quality perception,
trust, comfort, memorable experience, satisfaction, and advocacy. For advanced
research, this model can be validated through digital observations,
servicescape observations, semi-structured interviews, promotional
documentation, and online review analysis.


Table 1. Multi-Case Analysis
Design





 
  	
  Aspects

  
  	
  Grand
  Mercure Malang Mirama

  
  	
  The
  Unfortunate Alana

  
  	
  Bobobox
  Malang

  
 

 
  	
  Positioning

  
  	
  Premium,
  full-service, business, MICE, family, leisure.

  
  	
  Four stars,
  culture, traditional-modern, business and family.

  
  	
  Capsule
  accommodation, digital-first, practical, private, urban traveler.

  
 

 
  	
  Digital touchpoint

  
  	
  Accor/ALL network
  website, OTA, social media, facility photos, MICE content, reviews.

  
  	
  Brand websites,
  social media, OTAs, reviews, content design and culture.

  
  	
  Bobobox
  application/website, OTA, pod content, reviews, digital check-in process.

  
 

 
  	
  Dominant sensory
  stimuli

  
  	
  Premium visuals,
  aroma lobby, music, room texture, banquet, restaurant, ballroom.

  
  	
  Cultural visuals,
  hospitality, warm colors, local food, family atmosphere.

  
  	
  Minimalist visuals,
  pod lighting, app controls, privacy, sleep comfort, sound efficiency.

  
 

 
  	
  Risk of
  incongruence

  
  	
  Premium promises
  are not in line with the consistency of large-scale service.

  
  	
  Cultural narratives
  become decorative and not felt in service.

  
  	
  The promise of
  technology is disrupted by application constraints, noise, or privacy.

  
 

 
  	
  Outcome indicators

  
  	
  Trust, perceived
  quality, repeat guest, MICE satisfaction, review score.

  
  	
  Emotional
  closeness, comfort, cultural memorability, family satisfaction.

  
  	
  Convenience, sense
  of security, shareability, positive reviews, recommendations of young guests.

  
 















RESULTS AND DISCUSSION


Digital Branding as a Gateway to
the Hotel Experience


Digital
branding is the gateway to experience because most potential guests start to
get to know the hotel from digital channels. At this stage, guests have not
experienced the service directly, but have already formed a perception of
quality, comfort, safety, and price suitability. Room photos, website design,
clarity of facility information, guest reviews, ratings, social media content,
and admin responses are all the initial signs used to rate a hotel.


At
Grand Mercure Malang Mirama, digital branding needs to affirm premium
consistency and large-scale service capacity. Digital content should ideally
feature not only rooms, but also ballrooms, meeting rooms, restaurants, sky
lounges, leisure facilities, and proof of MICE experience. At The Alana Malang,
digital branding needs to connect the hotel's visuals with cultural narratives,
warmth of service, and modern comfort. At Bobobox Malang, digital branding
needs to highlight the ease of application, access security, pod privacy,
cleanliness, and an efficient and unique stay experience.


These
differences in positioning show that digital branding strategies cannot be made
generic. Premium hotels need content that fosters trust in the quality of
service. Culturally charged hotels need authentic storytelling. Digital capsule
accommodation requires experiential education, as some potential guests may not
be familiar with the concept of pods. Thus, digital branding must function as
an expectation management tool, not just a promotional tool.










Sensory Marketing as a Proof of
Brand Promise


If
digital branding shapes imagination, sensory marketing proves that imagination
through bodily experience. Guests not only judge hotels based on information,
but also on what they see, hear, smell, touch, and feel. When sensory stimuli
match the digital promise, guests are more likely to trust the brand. When it
is not suitable, disappointment can arise even if the hotel's objective
facilities are actually adequate.


In
a full-service hotel like Grand Mercure, sensory marketing needs to be managed
consistently on a large scale. The lobby should give a premium impression from
the start, the ballroom and meeting rooms should support a professional image,
the room should be comfortable, and the F&B should reinforce the perception
of quality. At The Alana, sensory experiences ideally present a balance between
cultural warmth and modernity. At Bobobox, sensory design must be minimalist
and functional: pod lighting, sleep quality, sound control, cleanliness,
privacy, and ease of use of technology are the most decisive elements.


This
analysis shows that sensory marketing is not just an aesthetic affair, but part
of a brand proof system. Too strong scents, inappropriate music, poor lighting,
uncomfortable linen textures, disappointing food, or confusing digital
processes can ruin the brand experience. Therefore, hotels need to make sensory
marketing an operational standard of experience, not sporadic decorative
activities.










Digital-Sensory Confluence as a
Trust Mechanism


Digital-sensory
confluence is at the core of the model offered in this article. Confluence
occurs when a hotel's digital appointment matches the actual experience of
guests. For example, spacious room photos match the actual size and condition,
state-of-the-art facility information, cultural content reflected in the
service atmosphere, claims of ease of application are truly felt at check-in,
and staff responses are aligned with the brand's digitally built tone.


Confluence
produces two important effects. First, the expectation confirmation effect,
which is that guests feel that the booking decision is right because the actual
experience corresponds to the initial shadow. Second, the trust effect, which
is that guests rate the hotel as an honest, professional, and reliable brand.
Both of these effects have the potential to increase satisfaction, positive
reviews, recommendations, and intention to stay again.


Conversely,
incongruence can result in experiential dissonance. Guests feel deceived when
photos are too ideal, amenities aren't available, rooms aren't up to
expectations, sounds are annoying, smells are uncomfortable, or apps don't run
smoothly. In the digital ecosystem, this dissonance can easily turn into
negative reviews. Therefore, congruence management must be a strategic priority
in hospitality branding.










Conceptual Models and Research
Propositions


The
proposed conceptual model places digital branding as the formation of initial
expectations, sensory marketing as evidence of actual experience, and
digital-sensory congruence as mechanisms that influence beliefs and behavioral
outcomes. This model can be explained as follows: digital touchpoints form
mental imagery and expectations; sensory touchpoints confirm or disprove
expectations; The level of congruence determines whether guests experience
trust, satisfaction, memorability, and advocacy intention.


Figure 1. Conceptual Model of
Digital-Sensory Confluence


Digital branding ->
expectations and mental imagery -> sensory marketing -> digital-sensory
congruence -> trust, satisfaction, memorable experience, and advocacy
intention.





 
  	
  Code

  
  	
  Propositions

  
  	
  Empirical
  Validation Indicators

  
 

 
  	
  P1

  
  	
  The consistency of
  a hotel's digital visual identity enhances the perception of quality early
  before guests make a booking.

  
  	
  similarity of
  logos, colors, tones, photos, and designs between channels

  
 

 
  	
  P2

  
  	
  The quality of
  information on digital channels reduces the uncertainty of potential guests
  and increases initial trust in hotels.

  
  	
  Clarity of
  facilities, pricing, location, policies, and booking access

  
 

 
  	
  P3

  
  	
  Vivid visual
  content and digital narrative enhance the mental imagery of potential guests
  regarding the stay experience.

  
  	
  Photos, videos,
  captions, virtual tours, and user-generated content

  
 

 
  	
  P4

  
  	
  The correspondence
  between the digital photos/descriptions and the actual condition of the room
  increases the confirmation of the guest's expectations.

  
  	
  Room suitability,
  amenities, cleanliness, size, and ambience

  
 

 
  	
  P5

  
  	
  Visual, auditory,
  and olfactory stimuli in the arrival area reinforce the first impression of
  the hotel brand.

  
  	
  lobby, lighting,
  music, aroma, greetings, check-in queue

  
 

 
  	
  P6

  
  	
  The tactile comfort
  of the room mediates the relationship between digital expectations and the
  satisfaction of the stay.

  
  	
  mattress, linen,
  towel, temperature, hygiene, control device

  
 

 
  	
  P7

  
  	
  The gustatory
  experience through breakfast, welcome drinks, and local menus reinforces the
  brand differentiation of the full-service hotel.

  
  	
  Menu variety, taste
  quality, signature dish, local menu

  
 

 
  	
  P8

  
  	
  Digital technology
  amplifies the sensory experience when used to simplify and personalize
  services, not just automation.

  
  	
  apps, CRM, chat,
  guest preferences, room access, quick response

  
 

 
  	
  P9

  
  	
  Digital-sensory
  confluence increases brand trust, memorable experience, and advocacy
  intention.

  
  	
  positive reviews,
  recommendations, repeat intention, NPS, WOM

  
 

 
  	
  P10

  
  	
  Sensory overload
  degrades guest comfort and weakens the perception of quality, even though the
  brand's visual stimuli look strong.

  
  	
  complaints of
  smell, noise, crowded visuals, excessive notifications

  
 







Source: Author's synthesis.










Empirical Validation Agenda


To
make this model more robust for follow-up publication, empirical research can
be conducted with a multi-case qualitative design. Key data sources include
digital observations, servicescape observations, management interviews, guest
interviews, promotional documentation, and online review analysis. Digital
observation is directed at websites, OTAs, social media, Google reviews,
photos, videos, captions, admin responses, and information consistency. The
observation of the servicescape is directed at the lobby, rooms, restaurant,
meeting area, check-in process, sound, smell, temperature, texture, and flow of
services.


Recommended
informants include marketing managers, revenue managers, front office managers,
F&B managers, housekeeping, digital operations staff, and hotel guests. To
strengthen the credibility of the data, researchers can use source
triangulation, member checking, trail audits, and cross-case comparisons. Data
analysis can be done through thematic coding with the initial categories of
digital identity, interactivity, online review, visual cue, auditory cue,
olfactory cue, tactile cue, taste cue, congruence, trust, satisfaction,
memorability, and advocacy.


In
the context of the Sinta 4 journal article, empirical validation will increase
the chances of publication because the manuscript not only offers conceptual
ideas, but also shows clear research procedures. If field data collection is
not yet possible, the article can be explicitly positioned as a conceptual
paper with the main contribution in the form of models and propositions. However,
if the author can add interview data and brief observations, the manuscript can
be strengthened into an empirical case study article.










Managerial Implications


First,
hotel management needs to manage digital branding as an experience system, not
just a promotional channel. Websites, OTAs, social media, Google Business
Profiles, apps, and reviews should convey a narrative that is consistent with
actual services. Content that is overly ideal but inaccurate can magnify the
risk of guest disappointment.


Second,
hotels need to make sensory marketing an experience SOP. The smell of the
lobby, music, lighting, temperature, texture of linen, breakfast quality,
greeting style, and room cleanliness need to be designed, measured, and
evaluated on a regular basis. Consistent sensory management will help the hotel
prove the brand's promise in real terms.


Third,
digital-sensory strategies must be adjusted to positioning. Grand Mercure needs
to emphasize premium consistency and MICE capabilities. The Alana needs to
reinforce the cultural authenticity and warmth of the service. Bobobox needs to
ensure that technology, privacy, security, and pod comfort run smoothly.


Fourth,
hotels can leverage online review analysis to read the sensory patterns that
guests appreciate or complain about. Keywords such as comfortable, clean,
fragrant, noisy, breakfast, mattress, application, check-in, staff, and
location can be indicators of service improvement. Thus, mining reviews can be
linked to operational decisions.


Fifth,
hotels must avoid sensory overload. Not all stimuli need to be increased.
Scents that are too strong, music is too loud, visuals are too crowded, or
excessive app notifications can degrade comfort. The important principles are
congruent, relevant, consistent, and measurable.










 


CONCLUSION


Digital
branding and sensory marketing are two complementary sides in the formation of
a hotel brand experience. Digital branding builds expectations through online
identity, content, interaction, and reputation. Sensory marketing proves these
expectations through visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile, and gustatory
experiences at the service site.


This
article offers the concept of digital-sensory congruence to explain that guest
trust is formed when digital appointments match the actual experience. At Grand
Mercure Malang Mirama, congruence is mainly related to premium consistency and
large-scale service. At The Alana Malang, congruence is related to the
suitability of cultural narrative, design, and warmth of service. At Bobobox Malang,
congruence is related to the promise of technology, privacy, efficiency, and
pod comfort.


The
contribution of this article lies in the formulation of conceptual models,
research propositions, and empirical validation agendas that can be used to
strengthen hospitality branding research. The limitation of the article is the
lack of complete interview and field observation data. Therefore, the next
study is recommended to test this model through qualitative case studies,
quantitative surveys, or mixed methods so that the relationship between digital
branding, sensory marketing, congruence, trust, satisfaction, and advocacy can
be empirically proven.
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