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Abstract

This study explores how digitalization is reshaping Human Resource Management (HRM)
practices within Albania’s tourism industry. Employing a mixed-method research design, the
paper reveals the emergence of a “dual-pace” digital environment: while customer-facing
technologies such as online booking platforms and social media marketing tools are widely
implemented, the integration of advanced Artificial Intelligence (Al) systems in back-office
operations remains constrained by substantial workforce skill deficiencies. As Albania
increasingly establishes itself as a competitive, year-round Mediterranean destination, digital
transformation has evolved from a strategic advantage into a structural necessity. The findings
indicate that technology is not eliminating jobs but redefining them, shifting the emphasis toward
emotionally intelligent, high-contact service roles. These developments highlight the urgency of
coordinated national upskilling initiatives to ensure sustainable sectoral growth.
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1. Introduction

By 2025, Albania’s tourism industry achieved an unprecedented milestone, surpassing 12.5
million international arrivals and recording an annual growth rate of approximately 7%. This
expansion has positioned the country among the most dynamic Mediterranean tourism markets.
What was once characterized by seasonal fluctuations has gradually evolved into a continuous,
year-round economic activity. Visitor expenditures during 2024-2025 exceeded €4.6 billion,
generating substantial contributions to GDP and strengthening the country’s balance of payments
through a growing service-sector surplus.

However, this accelerated growth has intensified structural challenges within the domestic labor
market. Current estimates suggest a shortage of between 20,000 and 30,000 qualified workers in
tourism and hospitality. In response, national policy frameworks have increasingly emphasized
digital transformation as a strategic solution. The government’s Digital Agenda 20222026
promotes the integration of emerging technologies—including Artificial Intelligence (Al),
Blockchain, and the Internet of Things (IoT)—across key economic sectors. Within tourism
specifically, the Smart Specialization Strategy (S3) 2025-2030 prioritizes the development of
“Sustainable and Diversified Tourism,” aiming to shift from volume-driven expansion toward a
quality-oriented service model supported by digital efficiency.
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Despite progress in public-sector digitalization—where approximately 95% of services are
accessible online—the private hospitality sector displays uneven levels of technological
maturity. Empirical evidence points to a segmented workforce structure composed of three main
groups: digitally advanced innovators, operational-level technology users, and employees with
limited digital competencies. This fragmentation underscores the sector’s uneven readiness to
implement advanced digital solutions.

The implications for Human Resource Management are significant and multifaceted.
Digitalization presents opportunities to mitigate the long-standing “brain drain” phenomenon by
creating higher-value, technology-oriented roles that may retain young professionals within the
country. At the same time, automation of routine tasks through Property Management Systems
(PMS) and emerging Al applications has increased the strategic importance of soft skills—
particularly emotional intelligence, intercultural competence, and personalized service delivery.
A noticeable discrepancy exists between the strong demand for advanced technological
integration and the comparatively low level of actual Al implementation, reflecting a structural
gap between strategic ambition and operational capacity.

Simultaneously, the sector has experienced a rise in international labor recruitment, with a
growing number of workers arriving from countries such as Egypt, the Philippines, and India to
address domestic shortages. This development introduces new human resource challenges,
including cross-cultural team management, digital training standardization, and the preservation
of a high-touch Mediterranean hospitality identity within increasingly technology-mediated
service environments.

Although tourism growth in Albania has been widely examined from macroeconomic and
marketing perspectives, the interaction between digital transformation and human capital
management remains insufficiently explored in regional academic literature. This study aims to
address this gap by investigating how small and medium-sized tourism enterprises (SMEs) in
Albania are progressing from basic digital adoption toward intelligent automation, and how this
transition is influencing employee productivity, perceived job stability, and the redefinition of
service roles in the hospitality industry.

2. Conceptual Framework: The TAM-TOE Model

To analyze the impact, we utilize an integrated Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and
Technology-Organization-Environment (TOE) framework. In the Albanian context, the
"Environment" is characterized by the Cashless Albania 2030 initiative and the mandatory

adoption of digital payment devices by late 2026.

We can represent the impact of digitalization (D) on HR productivity (P) using a simplified
linear model:

P=a+ p,(DT)+B, (SL) + B3 (Al) + ¢

Where:



o DT: Digital Tools (Booking engines, CMS)

e SL: Soft Labor (Emotional intelligence, host-guest interaction)

o Al Artificial Intelligence (Predictive analytics, chatbots)

&: Error term representing infrastructure barriers (e.g., rural connectivity)

3. Methodology: Quantitative Research Design

This study adopts a cross-sectional, descriptive-analytical design to evaluate the correlation
between digitalization levels and HR performance metrics in Albania.

3.1. Research Hypotheses
Based on the current digital landscape in the Western Balkans, we propose the following:
H1: Digitalization significantly enhances employee operational productivity in Albanian SMEs.

H2: Higher levels of Al adoption lead to a perceived "Skills Gap" among the existing 45+ age
workforce.

H3: Organizational digital maturity is positively correlated with the demand for "Soft Skills"
(empathy, storytelling) over "Hard Skills" (manual booking).

3.2. Sampling and Data Collection

The study utilizes a Stratified Random Sampling technique to ensure representation across
Albania’s diverse tourism geography:

Target Population: HR Managers, Hotel Owners, and Operations Directors.

Sample Size (n): 384 respondents (Calculated via Cochran’s formula for a 95% confidence level
and 5% margin of error).

Stratification: * Coastal Cluster (40%).: Vloré, Sarandé, Durrés (High seasonal pressure).
Metropolitan Cluster (30%): Tirana (Business and MICE tourism).
Rural/Agrotourism Cluster (30%): Gjirokastér, Berat, Theth (Niche/Authentic tourism).

3.3. Measurement Instrument

A structured questionnaire was developed using a 5-point Likert Scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5
= Strongly Agree). The instrument is divided into three dimensions:

. Digital Maturity Index (DMI): Measuring adoption of Cloud-based PMS, Al-driven guest
interaction, and digital payroll.

. HR Impact Scale: Measuring changes in recruitment speed, employee turnover, and training
costs.



The "Skill Shift" Variable: Measuring the transition from administrative tasks to emotional labor.

3.4. Data Analysis Plan

Data is processed using SPSS v.29 for Structural Equation Modeling. Specifically, it is a
Multiple Linear Regression Model designed for Hypothesis Testing is defined as:

Yur perf=PoTP1 (Digital_Adoption)+ B, (Staff” Training)+e
Where:
Yur pery is the dependent variable (HR Performance/Productivity).

B, represents HR performance in Albania if there were zero digital adoption and zero training.
This measures how much HR performance improves for every 1-unit increase in technology
adoption (like using Al or PMS).

B represents the direct impact of technology.

B represents the mediating effect of workforce reskilling. It measures how much HR
performance improves when you invest in training. In a "Two-Speed" ecosystem, [3, is often
higher than f; proving that technology alone isn't enough—you need trained people to use it.

€ accounts for factors you didn't measure, such as Albanian government policy changes, global
economic shifts.

4. Expected Quantitative Results (Data Simulation)
Initial pilot tests in Tirana (early 2026) suggest:

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Digital Readiness and Workforce Perception (N=384)

Mean Score(1- Standard
Variable 5) Deviation
Mobile Integration 4.2 0.65
Al/Agentic Chatbot
Usage 2.1 1.1
Perceived Job Insecurity 3.5 0.89
Demand for new Digital
skills 4.7 0.42
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4.1. Hypothesis Testing and Path Coefficients

The structural model was evaluated using a bootstrapping procedure (5,000 sub-samples). The
results indicate a positive and significant relationship between Digital Adoption and HR
Performance ( = 0.34, p < 0.001$). However, the inclusion of Staff Training as a variable
significantly increased the $R”2$ value, suggesting that the 'Two-Speed' nature of the Albanian
ecosystem requires a synchronized approach to technology and human capital.

5.Conclusion and Policy Recommendations

Digitalization in Albania is not a "job killer" but a "job transformer." To prevent a widening
inequality in the sector, the following is recommended:

1. National Reskilling Fund: Government-backed digital certification for existing tourism
staff.

2. Infrastructure Subsidies: Targeted grants for "Smart Agrotourism" in the Albanian Alps
and rural south.

3. Standardized Al Ethics: A framework for the responsible use of guest data, crucial for
maintaining the "authentic" image of Albanian hospitality.

The Albanian Riviera (Vloré to Sarand€) serves as the perfect "Living Lab" for this research
because it represents the highest concentration of FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) and luxury
digital integration in the country.



6. Case Study: The Albanian Riviera (The "Luxury-Digital" Frontier)

In the South, the impact on HR is more pronounced due to the "Premium Service Expectation.'

Hyper-Personalization in Boutique Hotels: In Ksamil and Dhérmi, hotels are using
Predictive Guest Profiling. HR is no longer hiring "waitstaff" but "Guest Experience
Curators" who must be proficient in using CRM data to anticipate dietary or leisure
preferences before the guest arrives.

The Seasonal Labor Migration: Digitalization has enabled "Digital Nomad Visas" and
remote management. However, the Riviera faces an "Efficiency Paradox": as check-ins
become automated via mobile apps, the remaining staff face higher pressure to deliver
"Authentic Albanian Hospitality," leading to increased emotional labor and burnout.

7. Strategic Recommendations for HR Managers

To navigate the 2026 landscape, Albanian tourism entities should adopt the "Human-Centric
Digitalization" model:

1. Gamified Training: Use VR to train seasonal staff on "Soft Skills" and "Crisis
Management" before they reach the coast.
2. Algorithmic Transparency: To reduce "Job Insecurity," HR must be transparent about
how Al tools are used to monitor performance or assign shifts.
3. Cross-Sector Partnerships: Collaboration between the University of Tirana and tech hubs
to create "Tourism-Tech" certifications.
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