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Abstract 

Hotels are forms of businesses connected to the entire system of production and distribution of tourist products. 

Essentially, they provide hospitality goods and services to travelers, individuals with different profiles and interests, and 

thus play a very important role in the tourism sector. Therefore, the purpose of the article is to point out the theoretical 

approach of innovation in the context of its utilization in hotels for individuals with disabilities. We have reviewed the 

existing theoretical approaches to innovation and then analyzed their applicability in the tourism sector. Based on the 

findings, we developed theoretical approaches, such as the coupling theory and the innovation diffusion theory, that can 

be applied to the target sectors and provide valuable insights to the relevant actors. Research shows that innovation, 

whether it concerns technological applications or processes, affects the enrichment of hotel services provided for people 

with disabilities and influences the technical-functional and organizational processes of hospitality. On this basis, 

innovation is a key factor of growth for any hotel, as it increases its competitiveness and sustainability through the 

utilization of the potential provided by the use of new innovative technological applications or processes for people with 

disabilities.  

JEL Classification: L83, O30. 
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1. Introduction 

This article deals with the theoretical approach of innovation in terms of its use for individuals with disabilities in 

hotels. So, what relevant research on tourism and individuals with disabilities has been carried out? In international 

literature, research on tourism for individuals with disabilities mainly focuses on accessibility and travel behaviour. In 

terms of accessibility issues, research is related to online access to information resources [1–6], the limitations of 

individuals with disabilities in tourism activity [7–11], as well as the barriers that individuals with disabilities face [12, 

13]. Also, in terms of travel behavior issues, research is related to the analysis of the needs and motivations of people 

with disabilities [14–18], the evaluation of the behavior of tourists with disabilities [19–23], the evaluation of 

information sources for accommodation [24–26], and the evaluation of hospitality services in specific tourist 

destinations [27–31]. At this point, it should be underlined that the term "accessibility" does not only mean hotel 

facilities but also services and goods that enable people with disabilities to function autonomously in the environment 

[32]. On this basis, when this article refers to innovative technological applications or processes for individuals with 
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disabilities, as they appear in the hotel, all these innovations are meant to enable them to function autonomously in an 

environment, regardless of whether these innovations are also used by other individuals. Furthermore, when reference 

is made to individuals with disabilities, it means individuals (a) with mobility impairments, (b) with visual 

impairments, (c) with hearing impairments, (d) with perception disabilities, (e) with mental or cognitive disabilities, 

(f) with speech impairments, and (g) with other disabilities and chronic diseases [32]. 

The methodology we have followed is depicted in the following Figure 1 and includes four steps. We have first 

reviewed the existing theoretical approaches of innovation and then we analysed their applicability in the tourism 

sector. Based on the results, we concluded with the theoretical approaches that can be applied to the target sectors and 

enable the relevant actors obtain valuable insights. 

 

Figure 1. Research Methodology 

2. Conceptual Approaches and Categorizations of Innovation  

A literature review on the classification of innovation has demonstrated several approaches. According to Sundbo 

& Gallouj (1999), service innovation can be classified into four types: product innovation, process innovation, 

organizational innovation, and market innovation [33]. These researchers describe organizational innovations as “new 

general forms of organization or management such as introduction of TQM, self-steering groups, etc.”. They also 

argue that process innovations are renewals of the prescriptive procedures for producing and delivering the service, 

and fall into two categories: innovation in production processes (back office) or innovation in service delivery 

processes (front office). 

According to Prahalad & Hamel (1990), Meneses & Texeira (2011), Booyens & Rogerson (2016), innovation may 

relate to the technology of production and distribution of a product or service through the market, in this case the hotel 

market [34-36]. More specifically, the main types of innovation as they appear in the hospitality industry are described 

as follows (Figure 2) [37]:          

 

Figure 2. Types of Innovation in Hospitality Industry 

2.1. Product / Service Innovation 

Product innovation is the introduction to the market of a product that is new or significantly improved in terms of 

its characteristics or intended uses. This includes significant improvements to its technical specifications, its 

component parts, embedded software (if any) and other functional characteristics. The term “product” refers to a good 

or service. A good is usually a tangible object, such as a device, software program, etc. A service is usually intangible, 

such as online room reservations, advice on the facilities of an accommodation, etc. 
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 The innovations of a product, whether it is a new product or an improved one, must be new to the hotel, but not 

necessarily to the hotel industry or the specific market. In particular, they may relate to goods or services appearing in 

the hotel for the first time, or to goods or services that have been significantly improved. It could also relate to goods 

or services that have been originally developed by other hotels but are being used or sold for the first time by a 

particular hotel. A typical example of product/service innovation could be the international Accor hotel group. These 

hotels started to provide low cost services without differentiating their basic quality features (basic hotel standards), 

such as the level of cleanliness, bed comfort, accessibility, etc. [38, 39]. Moreover, as mentioned by Reiwoldt (2006) 

and Penner et al., (2013), the differentiation of small accommodations and their design in terms of services provided 

and pricing have consisted important product features of the functional characteristics of hotels [40, 41]. In addition, 

several studies in the hotel sector refer to the “unique qualities” of the services provided that are considered as 

innovative, e.g. animation, gastronomy, wellness facilities, etc. [42-44], in terms of comfort [45, 46] or environmental 

measures [47-49].  

2.2. Process Innovation 

Process innovation refers to a new production process or the improvement of an existing one. Its main 

characteristics are an increase in productivity, a reduction in costs and an increase in employee job satisfaction. In 

hospitality businesses such as hotels, process innovation enables them to introduce new services in the customer 

service departments, particularly in the Rooms Division (e.g. reception, housekeeping, etc.), catering departments, etc., 

or existing services with significant improvements-changes in processes and techniques (workflow and dataflow, task 

assignment, etc.), technology and equipment (e.g. new hotel software). 

Undoubtedly, implementing an innovative process is difficult, and depends on the changes that are usually made to 

the hotel's organizational structure and management systems. Some research approaches to process innovation refer to 

the stages of technology utilization and its gradual evolution in tourism, and tourist accommodation in particular. For 

example, Yuan et al. (2006) created a model plan of information and communication technology (ICT) 

implementation in terms of customer hospitality, and pointed out that the potentials of technology are addressed and 

modified according to the organizational characteristics and management objectives of the tourism business [50]. In 

addition, Eurotel Hospitality (2019) presented an innovative locking system (VingCard Allure) with a unique, flexible 

design, incorporating more features than most high-end locking systems on the market [51]. This innovative system 

incorporates the most advanced wireless locking solutions, including RFID locking technology, is compatible with 

Mobile Access and operates as an independent mechanism with individual functions (bell, room number, notices such 

as “make up my room, do not disturb”, etc.). 

2.3. Organizational-Managerial Innovation 

It is the application of a new organizational method to the business practices of the hotel industry, in the 

workplace, organization and external relations. Essentially, it is the introduction of a new way of communication, as 

well as the application of new methods in hotel management. 

A typical example of organizational innovation is the application, for the first time, of methods to develop and 

reinforce the hotel employee loyalty, such as training and education systems (e.g. Employee training and education in 

the rooms department). Leidner (1993) and Pasquier (2015) describe the innovations of McDonald’s restaurants. More 

specifically, they mention well-designed training of managers and employees, public relations, internal promotion and 

reinforcement of corporate values. As they mention, many companies, such as Disney, have tried to adopt and further 

develop the McDonald’s restaurants’ methods [52, 53]. 

2.4. Marketing Innovation / Commercial Innovation 

Implementing a new marketing method that involves significant changes in the design of products or services, their 

positioning, promotion and pricing. Marketing innovations are mainly related to various business partnerships, 

especially in the gastronomy and tourism sectors. Wine marketing, for example, is often related to marketing of a 

specific tourist destination or a specific hotel business [54-56]. Also, another typical example of marketing innovation 

is Instagram’s collaboration with hotels, which has established a strong relationship with the target market. Instagram 

has already implemented several innovative marketing practices that improve the experiences of its users. Therefore, 

this social media platform has enabled hotels to increase the “depth of the narrative” as well as the individual’s 

experience [57]. Through the “explore” feature, personalized channel results are displayed, followed by the ability to 

record time-lapse videos. Leading international brands operate on this platform, which supports its validity through an 

advertising and marketing channel. 
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2.5. Management Innovation 

This type of innovation includes the processes of designing new products and services, quality control processes, 

as well as processes of redesigning the business in order to reduce production and operating costs. The fact is that 

corporate reorganization provides a further incentive to create. Changing work structures in a hotel is often a stimulus 

for employees (at all levels) for improvement and renewal. At the same time, conditions for alertness and intensified 

effort are created in order to achieve the set goals. A typical example of management innovation in the hotel is the 

“Touch + Dine” application, which provides simultaneous information at multiple points, such as the reception 

department, the Restaurant Manager, the F&B Manager and the hotel’s management on the status of reservations by 

day and time, allowing them to better organize the kitchen, the staff, the supply of materials and even better 

distribution of guests to all restaurants. The specific features of the application initially help to maximize revenue in 

the hotel’s food service departments, while creating the conditions for efficient operation of other departments (e.g. 

Rooms Division) [58].  

 In conclusion, the article focuses on Product/Service Innovation (PSI). This does not mean that there are not – or 

may not appear – innovative technological applications for people with disabilities in the future that involve some 

other type of innovation. 

3. Theoretical Approaches of Innovation  

Tourism, like services in general, is characterised by a high degree of heterogeneity. For example, hotel complexes 

and resorts with golf courses cannot be compared with a family-run guesthouse or small restaurants. Some innovation 

surveys have shown that hotels and restaurants have a lower sustainability rate. These are usually businesses with a 

very low barrier to entry, thus facilitating the creation of new businesses on a non-innovative basis [33, 59, 60]. 

Research on innovation in tourism reveals different approaches; for example, some studies focus on measuring 

innovation [61-65], on innovation patterns [66-71], and on the analysis of the determinants of innovation [43, 72-78]. 

The following theoretical approaches are related to technology, which includes innovation. Essentially, these are 

theoretical approaches that relate to the interpretation of innovation, both in goods and services provided. 

3.1. Wilson’s Theory of Innovation  

Wilson's (1966) theoretical approach to innovation states that innovation takes place in the following three stages 

[79]: 

 Conception of change: this is the primary stage of innovation in business. 

 Proposing the change: refers to a cost-benefit analysis of the potential innovation by individuals making 

organizational decisions. If the potential benefits appear to exceed the costs, then the innovation will be proposed 

for adoption. 

 Adoption and implementation of the change: this is mainly a political process characterised by a “bargaining” 

between the proponents of the innovation and the voucher takers, in order to gain the necessary support to accept 

the innovation. 

This theoretical approach mainly refers to the economic cost-benefit analysis of the potential innovation by the 

hotel management. It is a realistic approach for the current hotel industry, and several hotel managers follow this 

particular economic screening process for the implementation – or not – of innovative technological applications. 

However, given that our research concerns services provided by the hotel company to people with disabilities through 

innovative technological applications or processes, the aforementioned does not reveal the stage of feedback and 

refeedback from this category of customers, an important element in terms of the innovative process. 

3.2. Shepard’s Theory of Innovation 

Shepard (1967), on the other hand, describes three stages [80]. The first stage involves the initial conception of the 

idea which is usually done by a business executive person. The second stage involves the acceptance of the idea which 

requires persuasion, integration and dominance on the part of the managers advocating the innovation in order to 

gather the critical support for its acceptance. Finally, the third stage involves implementation, which involves making 

innovation part of an established operating procedure of the organization.  

This theoretical approach mainly refers to the process of adoption of the innovation on the part of the hotel 

manager as well as his/her actions for the final acceptance and implementation in the hotel. It is a more people-

oriented approach to the adoption of innovation in the hotel. Of course, it should be noted that the stages described do 

not include an economic analysis of the project. Also, this theoretical approach does not mention the stage of feedback 

and customer feedback (in this case, people with disabilities), an important element in terms of the innovation process. 
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3.3. Tornatzky’s et al. Theory of Innovation 

Tornatzky et al. (1983), in a review of the literature on innovation under the auspices of the National Scientific 

Foundation, describe five general stages of innovation. These stages are as follows [81]: 

 Awareness or initial recognition of a new idea by the business managers; 

 Identification, selection and adaptation of a new idea to the needs of the organization; 

 Adoption - commitment to the innovation; 

 Implementing of the innovation, and; 

 Routinisation of the new idea as an evolving feature of the business. 

This theoretical approach follows processes that may be applicable to the field of our research on people with 

disabilities. In any case, the economic analysis of the proposed innovation is considered necessary for the final 

decision of its implementation. In addition, following the stage of implementing the innovation for people with 

disabilities in the hotel and identifying it as an evolving feature of its operation, the stage of feedback and refeedback 

from the specific category of customers is considered necessary to complete the innovation process. 

3.4. The Theoretical Two-stage Model for Innovation 

Another theoretical approach that of Damanpour (1987), Van de Ven and Rogers (1988), Rogers (1995), and 

Marcus and Weber (2000), involves a two-stage model [82-85]. According to this, there is an innovation introduction 

stage consisting of all activities related to identifying the problem, collecting information, forming and evaluating 

attitudes towards the problem, and seeking appropriate resources. The processing of all these elements leads to the 

decision to implement the innovation or not. The second stage is that of the implementation of the innovation and 

consists of all the events and actions related to the initial deployment and continued use of the innovation until it 

becomes an element of the “routine” of the organization.  

This theoretical approach is essentially a “coupling” of the theory of Tornatzky et al. [81], where the five (5) 

general stages of innovation are eventually formed into two (2), without any apparent reduction of the individual 

activities and processes involved in innovation. As already pointed out in previous theoretical approaches, the stage of 

feedback and refeedback from customers (people with disabilities) is considered essential for the completion of the 

innovation process. 

3.5. The Coupling Theory of Innovation 

This theoretical approach, also known as the “coupling model”, refers mainly to the fact that innovation appears as 

a logical sequence of events, but does not evolve as a continuous process and is subject to feedback [86]. The coupling 

model is illustrated in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3. Coupling model of innovation (Adapted from Rothwell (1994) [86]) 

This theoretical approach follows processes that can be applied to the field of our research on individuals with 

disabilities. The continuous feedback of the main stages of the model contributes substantially to the flexibility and 

adaptability of the individual parts to the requirements and the satisfaction of the specific needs of individuals with 

disabilities. According to Rothwell (1994), since the mid-1990s, organizations have remained committed to 

technology, strategic networking has been a key feature, and the pace of the market has increased. In addition, 
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organisations are increasingly pursuing better and more integrated production and sales strategies, with greater 

flexibility and adaptability. 

It also argues that “rapid innovation” is an important factor determining corporate competition. The ability to 

control rapid product development and use can be considered an important key parameter of the innovation process. 

Table 1 below provides a comprehensive overview of the knowledge required to apply Rothwell’s specific model. 

Table 1. Sources of knowledge for the application of the Rothwell model (Adapted from Rothwell (1994) [86]) 

Knowledge from internal sources External or shared internal / external knowledge 

Research and development - Learning through the development process Learning from suppliers 

Learning through the various tests Learning from key users 

Learning through development - Learning through production Learning from “horizontal” partners 

Learning through failures Learning through research and technology infrastructures 

Learning through vertically organized enterprises Learning from literature 

 Learning from the competitors’ actions 

 Learning through technological barriers 

 Learning through the new applications or from the new staff 

 Learning through customers - according to prototype tests 

 Learning through the services provided - product disapproval findings 

In conclusion, this theoretical approach follows procedures that can be applied in the field of our research and more 

specifically in the utilization of innovations for individuals with disabilities in the hotel. The continuous feedback of 

the main stages of the model contributes substantially to the flexibility and adaptability of the individual parts to the 

requirements and the satisfaction of the specific needs of people with disabilities. 

3.6. The Innovation Diffusion Theory 

The specific theoretical approach of technology diffusion theory seeks to identify the characteristics of a 

technology that are perceived and could influence its adoption by users [84, 87]. Innovation diffusion is defined as the 

way in which technological innovations of products and processes are disseminated, from the moment of their first 

global implementation, to different countries and regions, as well as to different markets and firms, through 

commercial and other channels [37]. Essentially, if there is no diffusion, technological product and process 

innovations will have no economic impact. Another definition of diffusion of innovation is that it is a process in which 

the innovation spreads from its source of creation to its final user and in this process of transmission of the idea or 

technique, there is interaction between the one who disseminates it and the recipient. 

The difference between the concepts of adoption and diffusion is that diffusion occurs between individuals or other 

units in a region, whereas adoption is a matter of one individual or unit. Essentially, diffusion is the time evolution of 

the adoption rate of an innovation which can be described by an S-Curve [84] (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. S-Curve of Innovation (S-Shaped) (Adapted from Rogers (1995) [84]) 
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According to Rogers (1995), the following elements can be distinguished in the diffusion process [84]: 

(a) Innovation: The diffusion rate will be higher if the recipients perceive that the innovation: 

 Has a comparative advantage;  

 Is compatible;  

 Is not too complex; 

 It must be possible to test it; 

 The effects of adoption must be visible. 

(b) Communication Channels: Diffusion is a process of communication about the innovation between two subjects, 

the first having knowledge and the second being unaware of its existence. The transmission from one to the other takes 

place through the following communication channels: 

 Mass communication channels; 

 Interpersonal communication channels. 

(c) Time: It is not whether the innovation is used for the first time that matters, but rather the perception of the subject. 

Therefore, the adoption process is influenced by: 

 Knowledge about the innovation: 

(1)  Awareness of its existence; 

(2)  Knowledge of how it is used; 

(3)  Knowledge of its existence; 

(4)  Knowledge of how it works. 

 Persuasion of a favorable attitude towards its use;  

 Decision to commit resources for its adoption;  

 Implementation of the innovation; 

 Confirmation of the decision based on positive results. 

(d) The Social System: The structure of the social system (varying over time) affects the diffusion process in the 

following ways: 

 The social structure; 

 By the social structure. 

On the basis of the above, the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) was designed to bring together a number of 

suitability factors of technological systems, allowing predictions to be made about their acceptance and further use 

[88, 89]. In particular, this model predicts user acceptance based on the influence of two factors: perceived usefulness 

and perceived ease of use. In terms of perceived usefulness, this is defined as the degree to which an individual 

believes that using a particular system will enhance his or her performance, while in terms of perceived ease of use, 

this is defined as the degree to which the individual believes that using a particular system will be effortless. 

According to this model, these factors influence the formation of users’ attitudes, which in turn determines 

behavioural intentions to use a system. 

3.7. Other Theoretical Approaches to Innovation 

Several authors argue that competitiveness in tourism depends mainly on innovation to achieve lower costs and 

higher quality outcomes [74, 90]. In hospitality business, Jones (1996), suggests that innovation takes the form of a 

gradual process due to the influence of personal contact with the customer [72]. In this case, a new service is designed 

and control requires the input of future customers (e.g. people with disabilities), but also the active cooperation of the 

hotel staff that will eventually provide the service. Ottenbacher and Gnoth (2005) did not elaborate a theory of 

innovation development, but proposed nine factors that support the success of service innovation by hotel managers: 

market selection, strategic human resource management, employee training, market responsiveness, empowerment, 

behavioural evaluation, marketing synergy, employee engagement and tangible quality [74]. These factors are listed in 

order in a way that could also be treated as stages in the development of innovation for people with disabilities.  
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In the same context, the research by Orfila-Sintes and Mattsson (2009) does not propose a theory but studies the 

factors of innovation [91]. Specifically, by investigating tourism firms in transport, accommodation, entertainment and 

intermediation sectors, they conclude that innovation in the industry is related to factors, such as the service provider, 

customer capabilities (e.g. people with disabilities), market factors and the impact of innovation on performance. The 

important thing about this research is that it introduces a new element to innovation, and this relates to the perception 

of innovation from the perspective of service providers in the industry. Perhaps this element also supports the findings 

of Camison and Monfort-Mir (2012), who argue that the diffusion of innovation among service and tourism firms is 

characterised by a low propensity to develop new products and processes [63]. The question in simple terms is 

whether it is the adoption of innovation that creates this low propensity. Grissemann et al. (2013) investigating 

innovation in hospitality business identified five internal dimensions that determine innovation: employee 

involvement, customer involvement (e.g. individuals with disabilities), ICT, innovation management and network 

innovation. The same research also reveals that innovations at hotel service and hotel IT were influenced by employee 

envolvement, customer participation, innovation management and ICT [92]. 

All of the above-mentioned issues relate to the development and of new products, but they may well also apply to 

services in the hotel sector. There is undoubtedly scope for innovation and the current pace of technological 

development to develop and improve existing products and services, as well as to introduce new products, production 

methods, services, techniques and organizational processes. Essentially, innovation is the process of turning an idea 

into a product or service to be introduced for the first time or developing new or improved processes (streamlining 

innovation upon its reintroduction). It is a key factor for any business as it greatly increases the viability of the 

business while reducing business risk. 

The question that arises at this point is which theoretical approach was applied in this research. First of all, it 

should be noted that the approaches are not incompatible with each other. That is, they are not detached and 

completely different from each other. For example, Rothwell’s (1994) approach refers to sources of knowledge 

acquisition which can be competitors, customers, suppliers, employees, etc. [86], while the approach of Grissemann et 

al. (2013) refers to the perception of innovation which is heterogeneously defined by both staff and customers [92]. In 

essence, the two theoretical approaches differ only in that the former talks about information while the latter talks 

about information processing. Therefore, referring to only one theoretical approach may be restrictive. In conclusion, 

this research can draw on many elements of Rothwell’s (1994) approach [86]. Rothwell studies the whole sequence of 

events, evolving as a continuous process subject to feedback and involving innovation, from concept and design to 

development and sale. Also, this research can draw on a significant part of Rogers’ (1995) approach as it refers to 

knowledge of innovation, comparative advantages of innovation adoption and innovation communication channels 

which are elements of this research [84]. Finally, this article refers to the approach of Grissemann et al., (2013) who 

investigate the perception of innovation in hospitality firms and how it is shaped [92]. 

4. Conclusion 

In this article, the definition of innovation as well as the theoretical approaches related to innovative technological 

applications in hotels were attempted. Undoubtedly, innovation, as well as the fast development of technology, have 

scope in the evolution and improvement of a hotel’s existing products and services, as well as in the introduction of 

new products, hospitality services, and technical-functional and organizational processes, both for people with 

disabilities and for other customers. It is the process of transforming an idea into a product or service that is being 

adopted for the first time or developing new or improved processes. In conclusion, there is plenty of scope for future 

research, as the elements that make up new technology, tourism, and people with disabilities are numerous, complex, 

and, in some cases, multi-level. The needs that arise daily from people with disabilities in the hotel compose a new 

operating framework that must be differentiated and adapted according to the services provided and the human 

resources of the organization. On this basis, innovation is a key component of growth for any hotel, as it greatly 

increases the competitiveness and sustainability of the business while at the same time reducing business risk. 

Moreover, by definition, disability in relation to hotel hospitality is a huge challenge for the future, particularly in 

terms of its social dimension and the use of innovation in hotels. 
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