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Leveraging Information and Communication Technologies for Promoting Tourism
Accommodation Establishments

Abstract

Bonginkosi I. HLATSHWAYO

School of Hospitality and Tourism, The fast-growing pace of the tourism industry resulted in the introduction of Information and

lZJZn(;\éggs;ts,yBOfmpugla;aanga, RSA, Email,  communication Technologies (ICTs) to enhance accommodation establishment services and
= management. The purpose of this study was to investigate the utilisation of ICT as a marketing

Konanani C. THWALA tool in the accommodation establishments of Mpumalanga province. This was done using a
School of Hospitality and Tourism, quantitative approach by means of questionnaires, which were distributed to different
University of Mpumalanga, RSA, Email, establishments. Descriptive (frequency, tables, and graphs) statistics were performed to
konanani.thwala@ump.ac.za determine the usage of ICT marketing tools by accommodation establishments. The study
Corresponding Author* revealed strong ICT adoption among tourism accommodation establishments in the Mpumalanga

province, with social media and websites as key marketing tools, that accommodation
establishments utilise the most. This is due to the accessibility of these tools and the effective
interaction between the accommodation providers and customers. This reflects a growing digital
shift, particularly among Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). However, some of the
respondents lack formal training in tourism or ICT, limiting the strategic use of digital tools.
Front-line staff often handle marketing, which may reduce effectiveness. Despite these
challenges, ICT is seen as beneficial, improving flexibility, business growth, and branding. Key
challenges include data security, resistance to change, technical issues, and poor connectivity.
Accommodation establishments should take ICT seriously if they wish to be successful in their
businesses, and if they lack skills and knowledge in this regard, it is worthwhile to improve their
current knowledge or ask a digital marketing expert to assist in this process. It was clear that
accommodation establishments should not underestimate the value of well-planned ICT
marketing tools.
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Introduction

The tourism industry contributes significantly to the global economy and employment opportunities (Willaddara, 2024).
Tourism has gained global acknowledgment for its economic upliftment, labour-intensive, and poverty alleviation. The tourism
industry's rapid expansion led to the introduction of technologies to improve management and services (Ndlovu & Thwala,
2024). Information and communication technology (ICT) describes the use of desktop computers and mobile devices to store,
send, and modify data. ICT plays a crucial role in marketing tourism accommodation establishments in improving operational
efficiency and management and enables accommodation establishments to promote themselves at the lowest cost while cutting
printing and distribution costs. These technologies also create a new and more competitive worldwide marketplace
(Farkhondehzadeh et al., 2013). By facilitating direct communication and making local products marketable to a worldwide
audience, ICT opens up several opportunities for growth and bolsters the development of domestic tourism (Adeola & Evans,
2020; Thwala & Slabbert, 2018). ICT offers faster and more efficient methods for carrying out specific tasks, like efficient
customer service, marketing, and ads to grow the tourism sector (Thwala & Dube, 2023). Since the advent of ICT, the tourism
sector has changed its marketing tactics from traditional forms to digital marketing, which enables direct communication
between the seller and the buyer, thus, improving the effectiveness of product inquiries and communications. Through the use
of gadgets, televisions, laptops, tablets, and other internet platforms, ICT has created significant breakthroughs in a number of
tourism-related sectors, including lodging facilities (Pencarelli, 2020). Furthermore, the accommodation establishments' refusal
to implement or adopt digital marketing technologies could make current disparities in competitiveness, accessibility, and
service delivery worse (Nosike, 2024). According to Lee et al. (2021), the industry's use of ICTs reduces costs like salaries,
streamlines operations, and, most importantly, enhances customer satisfaction and service quality. The primary issue is how
less developed destinations, which rely mostly on tourism-related revenue, use technology in the travel and tourism sector
(Dwyer et al., 2020). Consequently, Nosike (2024) maintains that even though the value of ICT in the tourism and hospitality
industry is becoming more widely acknowledged, but there is still a lack of empirical studies looking specifically at how ICT
marketing tools affect accommaodation establishments. The literature that is now available focuses on how technology affects
the travel and tourism sector as a whole (Gretzel & Stankov, 2021; Sen, 2020). However, it is crucial for accommodation
establishments to remain competitive in the global market by interacting and sharing information in a quicker and more efficient
way to meet the needs of diverse clients in the tourism and hospitality industry (Chandel & Kamble, 2024). This shows how
little research on the accommaodation sector in Mpumalanga, particularly in the Mbombela district, is done (Pencarelli, 2020).
Thus, this study aims to explore the level of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) utilisation as an effective
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marketing tool by the tourism accommodation establishments in Mbombela. This study advances understanding in this field,
adds to the larger conversation about digital transformation in marketing, and provides practical insights for accommodation
establishments on effective, relevant product marketing strategies. Moreover, this research will help develop evidence-based
strategies to improve customer interaction with the accommodation establishment's product offering and inform a variety of
ICT marketing strategies that can be useful for promoting accommodation establishments. Thus, this study can be used to
influence an informed decision-making process for the upcoming or new accommodation establishments on how to position
marketing strategies to reach wide audiences.

Literature review

The evolution of ICT and its importance in the tourism industry

The growth of socio-technological systems has accelerated since the introduction of ICTs (Gdssling, 2021b). By improving
consumer communication, reorganising distribution channels, reorganising the marketing process, increasing competitiveness,
and optimising input-output efficiency, ICTs play a significant role in the innovation of the tourism sector (Zhou & Sotiriadis,
2021). According to Gdssling (2021), the development of ICT in the tourism industry during the mid-1970s was divided into
three phases: data processing from 1960 to 1980, information technology from the 1980s to 1995, and the current networking
phase. According to Nguyen & Nguyen (2022), ICTs have changed how tourists behave with brands by increasing brand
awareness and fostering a higher degree of engagement and satisfaction. Furthermore, Wagaw & Mulugeta (2018) mentioned
that ICT is utilised to interact with potential travellers, impact their choices regarding the advertised tourist destination, and
convince them to buy tourism products. One of the factors that led to the quick adoption of ICTs was the COVID-19 pandemic.
The internet and other online platforms were used to spread knowledge quickly, which caused problems for the tourism industry
in terms of efficiency and the presence of spam information (Gretzel & Stankov, 2021). Nguyen et al. (2022) further stated
that the tourism industry has to adapt to the rapid innovation brought by ICT, such as the Internet and other tools of
communication.

E-tourism is the effective use of ICT to change or digitise services provided by the travel and tourism sector
(Willaddara, 2024). According to Reino (2013), digitising consumer services is thought to play a crucial role in an organisation’s
cost-cutting measures while maintaining comparable services, increasing customer connection, and documenting individual
preferences. The tourist industry's increasing technological intensity compels service providers to offer a variety of ICT
solutions in order to satisfy customer requests (Misganaw & Singh, 2024; Stankov & Filimonau, 2019). According to Chandel
& Kamble (2024), the digitisation of operations encompasses not only sales but also the processes of other individuals,
including talent, customer service, and the service industry, among others. In order to promote long-term improvement,
travellers and tourists can post both good and negative assessments of their experiences on websites such as Booking.com and
TripAdvisor, thanks to digitisation in the tourism sector (Xalxo et al., 2019).

E-marketing: The advent of mobile social media platforms like Facebook, TikTok, X (Twitter), and Google, to name
but a few, has been a hot place for new marketing techniques that include both good and negative effects (Venugopal, 2023).
E-marketing is a new paradigm or integrated activity that involves sharing ideas and data via digital means and promoting
various items to a target demographic. E-marketing is beneficial to a company since it allows for the tracking of customer
Behavior at every step of product creation, including pre-, during, and post-sales (Labanauskaité et al., 2020). In addition to
using a variety of distribution methods and targeting niche markets, the Internet allows for direct communication and more
affordable and extensive access to potential clients (Chivandi & Sibanda, 2018; Petti & Passiante, 2009). In a similar vein,
Hughes & Moscardo (2019) and Sigauke & Erdis (2018) maintain that contemporary discourse on tourism and ICT centres on
how new technologies might imitate the industry's established methods of operation in order to improve them more effectively.

Different types of ICT tools to choose from

There are various types of ICT tools that can be applied by accommodation establishments in the tourism industry to optimise
their marketing, and these include website and email, Search Engine Optimisation (SEQ), Pay-Per-Click (PPC), Location-
Based Services (LBS), and Virtual Assistant (VA). Website and e-mail as accommodation establishments gain from low
marketing expenses and efficiency by using websites to self-promote their product offerings to the worldwide market (Gossling,
2021). According to Brock et al. (2016), a website is a tool used for the marketing and promotion of a business in order to
increase online traffic and awareness among potential customers. By including link handles in the email, a business can easily
direct potential customers to their website, web pages, and social media platforms. This helps to prevent spam and direct
customers to the appropriate company's platforms for advertising (Miletic et al., 2024). Email marketing is a form of advertising
that uses current and potential audiences' emails to create trust and dependability while introducing them to new products and
exclusive deals (Miletic et al., 2024). In order to communicate and get feedback from clients about their services, both websites
and emails were utilized in place of letters (Gdssling, 2021). According to Saleh & Nugraha (2024), websites are among the
greatest channels for online marketing in the tourism industry. Their beauty and educational value can also have a good impact
on potential clients. On the other hand, email advertising offers the tourism sector a number of advantages, including increased
consistency, prompt customer service, and contact, as well as the ability to quickly customise items at a reduced cost, and
spatial infinity (Miletic et al., 2024). To put it simply, email marketing allows accommodation establishments to easily create
customised content and product offerings, track their effectiveness, and determine the number of people who returned to the
establishment to learn more about the promoted product.
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According to Sharma et al. (2019), SEO is a type of digital marketing that increases the likelihood that a webpage will
be found through a search. Businesses in the tourism industry utilise SEO to place their product postings so that potential clients
can quickly find them (Kakkar et al., 2024). When SEO is done correctly, the company website will be in a good position and
show up higher in the search results (Camossi & Rodas, 2023). The sales administration's SEO advantageous position is crucial
to reaching a large number of potential customers online by facilitating visitors' discovery of their particular websites and
increasing the company's revenue in comparison to other marketing strategies (Kakkar et al., 2024). According to Sharma et
al. (2019), businesses use SEO because it allows them to cut expenses on organic advertising and online traffic while also
accelerating the appearance of pages on their product website. Social media marketing (SMM) is the term for digital promotions
that use social media platforms to disseminate information and publicise a business or its products to prospective customers
(Loitongbam et al., 2023). Social media gives accommodation establishments the opportunity to interact with their customers
in addition to promoting their goods (Chen, 2024). Social media is used by tourism establishments to stay informed about how
their products behave before, during, and after-sales (Labanauskaité et al., 2020). Chen (2024) adds that by using social media
platforms, businesses may communicate directly with customers and learn about their preferences and the efficiency of their
marketing strategy. SMM advertises goods and services through a variety of platforms, including Facebook, Instagram,
LinkedIn, X (Twitter), and more (Rajendran & Paul, 2024). Social media's primary function is commercial promotion, but it
also improves customer contact and turns regular people into product advocates (Chen, 2024). Loitongbam et al. (2023) alluded
that social media marketing is an excellent instrument that improves interactions and guarantees that businesses can easily and
successfully reach out to their potential customers. Chen (2023) added that social media allows businesses to draw attention
from global audiences in addition to concentrating on local advertisements, which makes it simple for the product to become
widely used in a short period of time. A few advantages of social media marketing for a business's products include simple
access to the target market, direct customer engagement, and cost-effectiveness (Rajendran & Paul, 2024). PPC advertisements
are those adverts that marketers pay for each time a user clicks on them (Sampat et al., 2020). PPC marketing can have a
significant impact if it targets a certain niche population and uses targeted keywords (Basariya, 2019). PPC advertising
campaigns are becoming a more popular online marketing technique because they provide easier and more fulfilling interactions
with potential customers across a variety of channels. PPC guarantees that search engine results, including websites, are quickly
listed and ordered based on high rankings and quality (Sampat et al., 2020).

The term LBS describes a collection of applications that use a device's location data to give prospective clients helpful
information about the business (George, 2019; Reddy et al., 2024). According to Ozkan et al. (2024), the advancements in LBS
have made it simpler for businesses to offer services by customising data and offerings based on user location data using mobile
applications. LBS provides geographic and spatial information on the location of the establishment using the Global
Information System (GIS) (Ramadhan et al., 2023). According to a 2017 Google study, half of the tourists use their smartphones
to look for things to do after they arrive, and over 85% of leisure travellers choose the kinds of activities and attractions they
will visit when they first arrive (George, 2019). Location-based services can be used by accommodation establishments to
classify their patrons' preferences according to their location and the items they often look for or require meeting (Ramadhan
et al., 2023). Moreover, a virtual assistant (VA) is a computer program that uses internet technology to create a replica
environment that users can explore and experience in various ways (Louw & Louw, 2018; Park & Stangl, 2020). Customers
can ask questions about the cost and reservations before making a booking at an accommodation facility by interacting with a
virtual assistant via typed text (Doiphode & Jaiswal, 2020; Vayankat & Khan, 2023). George (2019) and Hassan et al. (2024)
claim that a virtual assistant uses Virtual Reality Modelling Language (VRML) to create text and graphics and code language
to facilitate various forms of communication. Additionally, the VA can translate the voice or sound response into text,
according to Vayankat & Khan (2023). By answering all of the queries and worries that prospective guests could have prior to
booking a reservation, virtual assistants play a critical role in the accommodation sector (Louw & Louw, 2018). By ensuring
that all necessary information is available and accessible at all times of the day, the VA's round-the-clock operations help to
improve the customer experience.

In contrast to traditional marketing strategies and tools, George (2019) maintains that ICTs have made all tourism
industries equal and compete for the same consumers' attention. They also allow SMEs to market more efficiently at lower
costs, which improves the consumer experience. ICTs offer several advantages, including the ability for accommodation
facilities to cooperate and promote creativity, which guarantees improved performance and lower costs for customer service
(Nosike, 2024). ICT enables direct communication between a seller and a client by reducing the expenses associated with
printing brochures and distributing them for product marketing. ICT increases efficiency without incurring additional
expenditures and saves time while obtaining knowledge on a certain destination that one may plan to visit (Pierdicca et al.,
2019).

Research methodology

A quantitative research approach directed towards the accommodation establishments of Mpumalanga (South Africa) was
followed in this study to explore the usage of ICT as a marketing tool. The quantitative approach describes research where the
data can be statistically analysed, such as when determining the proportion of people who think, feel, or act in a specific way
(Mohajan, 2020). This approach provides explanations and predictions that will enable the researcher to create generalisations
that support the idea and to establish, confirm, or validate linkages (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). A questionnaire was developed
based on literature related to ICT as an effective marketing tool, consisting of three sections. Section A focused on the
information pertaining to the owner/manager of the accommodation, their position, and responsibilities, just to mention a few.
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Section B focused on business and marketing information, and Section C focused on the effectiveness of ICT as a marketing
tool. The questionnaire was tested at two guesthouses and five academics in Mbombela, Mpumalanga, before collecting the
research data. Revisions were made before the finalisation of the questionnaire. The results from the pilot study were not
included in the main survey. Descriptive statistics were used to determine the usage of ICT tools by the tourism establishments.
The participants were selected based on their availability and willingness to participate in the research. The relevant scientific
and ethics committee reviewed and approved the research process and the questionnaire, which assigned an ethics clearance
number: UMP/HLATSHWAY 0220669933/TOUHON/2024.

This approach utilised simple random sampling, which enhanced the study's representativeness and improved the
generalisability of the results. Respondents were all from the tourism accommodation establishments in Mpumalanga, which
are listed under the Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency (MTPA) website. These establishments were contacted, and their
cooperation was requested. 10 accommodation establishments responded positively and were willing to distribute and complete
the questionnaires among their staff. In all cases, respondents had a choice to participate, and it was stated that they could not
identify in person with the information requested in the questionnaire. The sample size of the study was 50 respondents from
10 accommodation establishments, with 5 respondents from each accommodation establishment. Probability sampling was
adopted in this research. The researcher ensured that participation was open to any respondent who wanted to take part. Time
and budgetary constraints were the main factors that emphasised that only a limited number of establishments have been
selected. The researcher has therefore randomly selected 10 accommodation establishments to focus on in Mpumalanga. 5
respondents (employees and managers) were then selected for participation using simple random sampling. In total, 50
respondents were considered as the sample size for this study project. The owners/marketing managers can give the most
accurate view on the usage of ICT as an effective marketing tool, as they are the ones exposed to the marketing efforts and
influenced by it to make a decision. After the completion of the distribution process. The data was collected using a self-
administered questionnaire with closed-ended questions. The questionnaire required approximately 15 minutes for the
respondent to complete the questionnaire. Once data from the respondents was received, it was captured by the researchers in
an Excel spreadsheet and presented by means of tables and figures. Samuels (2020) maintains that the data must be assessed
for quality and start cleaning the data to ensure that there is no duplication, check and eliminate outliers, and trace for missing
data or unanswered questions from the questionnaire. Frequencies and percentages were used in the descriptive data’s basic
statistical interpretation and analysis. This was done to make it simple to identify and notice linkages possessed by the data.
Patterns to observe include the accommodation establishments that utilize similar marketing tools or platforms and those
accommodation establishments that do not use any of ICT's marketing tools. A conclusion was drawn based on the tables and
figures of the summarised data. 50 questionnaires were suitable for analysis.

Study results

Demographic profiles of the respondents

Table 1 shows that the majority of the respondents were females (60%), between the ages of 26-30 years (33%). Their positions
in the establishments were mostly Receptionists (47%), Establishment Managers (13%), Reservation Agents (13%), Marketing
Managers who promote the accommodation establishments (10%), and Establishment Owners (7%). Furthermore, respondents
have been in their respective positions for a period of 0-5 years (60%), followed by those with 6-10 years (33%).

Table 1: Demographic profiles of respondents

PROFILE PROFILE ITEM RATING PROFILE PROFILE ITEM RATING
CATEGORY CATEGORY
Gender Female 60% Year of birth < 25 years 20%
Male 40% 26-30 years 33%
31-40 years 25%
41-50 years 20%
51+ years 2%
Respondents’ Receptionists 13% Respondents’ Period of | 0-5years 60%
Position at the Establishment Manager 13% years employed in the | 6-10 33%
establishment Reservation Agent 10% position 11-20 7%
Marketing Manager 7%
Establishment Owner %
Food and Beverage Supervisor 3%
PROFILE PROFILE ITEM RATING PROFILE PROFILE ITEM RATING
CATEGORY CATEGORY
Respondents’ roles at the Checking in and out of guests 37% Years the accommodation 0-5 years in operation 30%
accommodation Making reservations 33% Establishment has been in | 6-10 years in operation 20%
establishment Managing the establishment 20% operation 11-15 years in operation 17%
Marketing the establishment 17% 16-20 years in operation 17%
Directing calls 17% 21-25 years in operation 10%
Hotel and catering 3% 26 and above years in operation 6%
Group booking 3%
Banqueting 3%
Cash up officer 3%
Manage food and beverage 3%
PROFILE PROFILE ITEM RATING
CATEGORY
Respondents” Level of | No qualifications related to tourism and ICT 47%
Education Diploma in Hospitality Management 23%
Marketing and Communication training 10%
Diploma in Tourism Management %
Master’s degree in Tourism Management 3%
Diploma in Information and Communication Technology 3%
Basic end-user 3%
Hospitality degree 3%
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The different roles that these respondents were responsible for included front desk duties such as checking in and checking out
guests (37%), making reservations (33%), management of the accommodation establishment ensuring that it is operating
smoothly (20%), responsible for the marketing the establishment (17%) and directing calls from the front desk (17%). With
regards to the level of education, the majority of the respondents did not have any qualification related to Tourism and ICT
(47%), followed by those with a Diploma in Hospitality Management (23%) and Marketing and Communication training (10%).
diploma in Tourism Management qualifications (7%). Only one respondent indicated that he has a master’s degree in Tourism
Management (3%), a Diploma in Information and Communication Technology (3%), a basic end-user (3%), and a Hospitality
Degree (3%). Lastly, in terms of the number of years that these establishments have been in operation, most of the
accommodation establishments were still new, between 0-5 years in operation (30%), followed by the accommodation
establishments with between 6-10 years in operation (20%).

ICT tools that are used by accommodation establishments
This question aimed to determine the different types of ICT marketing tools that were being used by accommodation
establishments.

ICT tools that are used by accommodation establishments

Pay Per Click

Chatbots

Paid Advertising Platforms
Location Based Services
Google Drive

Search Engine Optimization
E-mails

Business Website

Social media platforms

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure 1: ICT marketing tools

According to Figure 1, most of the accommodation establishments utilise social media platforms for marketing (87%).
respondents indicated that they also make use of business websites (83%), and this is the second most utilised ICT tool for
marketing. Other respondents indicated that they use e-mail to promote accommodation establishments (77%). The least
used ICT marketing tools were Chatbot (7%) and Pay Per Click (7%). Moreover, on these platforms, the accommodation
establishment frequently advertised or posted on a daily basis (57%), on a weekly basis (40%), and the least accommodation
establishments promoted and posted on their marketing platforms twice in a week (3%).

ICT effective marketing tools

The aim of this question was to ascertain the effective marketing tools for accommodation establishments. Figure 2 illustrates
that most of the accommodation establishments mostly rely on social media platforms as their key effective marketing tools
(73%). The second most effective marketing tool is business websites (43%), which is then followed by e-mail marketing
tools (20%) as the third most effective marketing tool that is used by accommodation establishments. The second lowest
marketing tool was Search Engine Optimization (10%), and the lowest marketing tools displayed in the above table were
Airbnb and Lekkerslaap (3%).

ICT Effective Marketing Tools

Lekkerslaap

Airbnb

Search Engine Optimization
E-mails

Business website

Social Media Platforms

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
= Social Media Platforms = Business website = E-mails
= Search Engine Optimization = Airbnb = |_ekkerslaap

Figure 2: ICT effective marketing tools
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Effectiveness of ICT as a marketing tool in tourism accommodation establishments

Respondents were asked to score how much they agreed on the usefulness of ICT as a marketing tool in tourism
accommodation establishments. The results display that the effectiveness of ICT as a marketing tool in tourism
accommodation establishments depends largely on strategic and professional digital practices. Key factors include having a
dedicated marketing manager (94%), a functional and frequently updated website (93%), and social media marketing (86%),
and staying current through market research (84%). Being graded by the Grading Council (90%), having a good location
(93%), and offering loyalty programs (87%) also enhance ICT effectiveness. Traditional marketing methods such as radio,
TV, and print (63%), signage (67%), and tour operator promotions (70%) were seen as less effective. The findings suggest
that ICT tools are most impactful when combined with skilled personnel, updated content, and a strategic digital presence.

Marketing efforts by tourism accommodation establishments

The aim of this section was to get insights from respondents' understanding of the marketing efforts of their accommodation
establishments. Respondents view ICT as highly beneficial for tourism accommodation marketing, especially when
combined with experienced management, dedicated budgets, and improved service delivery. However, despite recognising
its general usefulness, many believe ICT does not enhance customer interaction or generate economic benefits, and they
undervalue long-term planning and customer data use, highlighting a gap between ICT adoption and strategic marketing
application.

Benefits of ICT

It is vital to determine the benefits that ICT brings to tourism accommodation establishments, to leverage and optimise
product marketing. It was established that the majority of the respondents believe that ICT offers flexibility and immediate
accessibility to information (83%), followed by the respondents who believe that ICT helps promote their business with more
choices and in a larger area (80%). George (2019) maintains that ICT made accommodation establishments more equal and
competitive with one another for customers' attention, as it enables transparency. In addition, customers can share their
feedback publicly, leading accommodation establishments to be competitive and build trust and loyalty with their guests by
enhancing efficiency in day-to-day operations. This is shown in the responses that ICT helps with branding and improves
business potential (57%), and ICT ensures greater interaction between the seller and the buyer (57%). other respondents
indicated that ICT improves efficiency (50%). Fan (2023) maintains that social media marketing enables direct
communication between accommodation establishments and customers by eliminating the middlemen, leading to lower
marketing costs.

Challenges of ICTs

In attempting to establish the benefits of ICT, the study also discovered the challenges of ICT that the accommodation
establishments had encountered. Even though the majority of respondents indicated having not encountered challenges in
adapting to the ICT tools for marketing their establishments (43%), a significant group of respondents faced data security
problems (17%), and others found it difficult to cope with the ICT transformation since they are used to the traditional ways
of performing duties (17%). The most common challenges that were encountered were the difficulty in assisting old and
technologically illiterate guests (13%), technical issues (13%), and poor network connectivity (13%). The second least
challenge encountered was the negative feedback that could be visible to the public (7%). Additionally, the last challenge
encountered was the limited ICT skills in the employees (3%); this is in support of the statement made by Rehman (2023)
that ICT comes with some challenges, even though it was meant to enhance accommodation establishments' functioning and
efficiency. Thus, it can be presumed that though ICT is seen as a good contribution to accommodation establishments, there
are difficulties in the adoption of technological advancement (Nosike, 2024). Limited ICT skills and the generational gap for
pensioners are huge challenges, as people fear scams and uploading their personal information online (Rehman, 2023).

Discussion

The study findings reveal a strong uptake of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) among tourism
accommodation establishments in Mpumalanga, with social media and business websites emerging as the most commonly
used marketing tools. This supports the growing trend of digital transformation in the tourism sector, particularly among
small to medium enterprises (SMESs), which increasingly rely on cost-effective, wide-reaching digital platforms to connect
with potential guests. Despite the digital shift, human resource capacity remains a limitation. A large proportion of
respondents lack formal qualifications in tourism or ICT, suggesting a gap in digital marketing competencies. Most
establishments rely on front-line staff, such as receptionists, to manage reservations and marketing functions, which may
dilute the strategic impact of ICT tools due to a lack of dedicated marketing expertise. The study also found that daily or
weekly advertising frequency was common among these establishments, and respondents recognised the effectiveness of
ICT in offering flexibility, business expansion, and enhanced branding. These perceived benefits affirm the transformative
potential of ICT to enhance visibility, customer engagement, and service delivery. However, the challenges of ICT adoption
cannot be ignored. Although 43% of respondents indicated no major challenges, issues such as data security, resistance to
change, technical problems, and poor network connectivity were highlighted. These align with the literature by Nosike (2024)
& Rehman (2023), which notes that digital inequality, low ICT skills, and generational gaps continue to impede ICT
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integration in African tourism enterprises. Interestingly, while 100% of respondents agreed that ICT is beneficial and
profitable, astonishingly, 90% indicated that ICT has not yet brought positive economic returns. This may indicate a time
gap between adoption and measurable impact, or possibly poor alignment between ICT usage and strategic marketing
outcomes. Lastly, marketing efforts seem to rely more on short-term digital engagement than long-term planning. Only 20%
of respondents acknowledged the need for a long-term marketing plan, and 73% believed maintaining customer databases
was not essential. This short-term focus may undermine the full potential of ICT tools in fostering repeat business, loyalty
programs, and data-driven marketing, key components of sustainable tourism competitiveness.

Conclusion

The steady increase in interest in ICT has forcefully commanded a shift from the traditional forms of marketing to adaptation
to the Fourth Industrial Revolution (41R), allowing virtual marketing. ICT enables accommodation establishments to reach their
target market very easily and affordably through platforms such as social media, LBS, SEOs, business websites, and Chatbots,
to name a few. In a nutshell, this study highlighted various types of ICT tools that are used by accommodation establishments
for marketing as well as their benefits and challenges. Change is good, but it comes with different challenges, as some
accommodation establishments in Mpumalanga struggle with technical issues and poor network connectivity that pose threats
to the performance of the accommodation establishment in terms of efficiency, as most of the administration is done online.
Social media platforms and business websites were the most effective marketing tools that accommodation establishments
relied on since it is accessible to everyone and allow direct interaction with their customers to be able to build trust and loyalty.
ICT tools enable competition between SMEs and well-known accommodation establishments to advertise their products on
different platforms with limited costs while increasing profitability. The recommendations of the study are that accommodation
establishments should consider using chatbots. A chatbot would enable accommodation establishments to reduce expenses,
such as hiring more staff members to deal with customer queries. Accommodation establishments should consider SEOs to
enhance their visibility on Google. Accommodation establishments should work more in partnership with social media
influencers to showcase their accommodation establishment, posting more frequently (daily) and engaging with their customers
on social media to get a deeper understanding of their needs and preferences, or the emerging trends to remain competitive.
Regardless of this, accommodation establishments listed under the MTPA website in Mpumalanga province show that they are
slowly adapting to the modern ways of marketing by utilizing different platforms of ICT to market themselves. This indicates
that accommodation establishments will fully shift from traditional marketing methods and rely more on digital marketing.
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