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Abstract

:

Drawing on servicescape theory, this research investigates guests’ perceptions of and responses to the protection and prevention practices launched by hotels at different stages of the pandemic. The research finds that hotel guests’ general response-efficacy beliefs positively influence their perception of the effectiveness of the protection and prevention practices adopted in hotels’ physical and social servicescapes, and such positive relationships also show a significant increase from 2020 to 2021. The servicescape effects’ downstream results show that hotel guests are willing to pay premium prices for safety servicescapes manifested as protection and prevention practices implemented at the private space or related to employees. This research sheds light on servicescape theory by deconstructing the overall hotel servicescape concept into multiple dimensions, particularly in a health threat situation such as the pandemic, and empirically examining each dimension’s effects on guests’ monetary response at different timepoints. From a practical perspective, this study provides managerial insights into which servicescape dimensions warrant operational investments by hotels.
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1. Introduction


Although the upheaval COVID-19 caused in the hotel industry is well-documented [1,2], the virus has persisted, with concerns about new variants and outbreaks occurring in the years since it first burst onto the scene in late 2019. Thus, it is necessary for the industry to prepare for possible pandemics in the future by understanding how to co-exist with the virus while continually evaluating strategies to protect guests’ health [3]. From the early stage of the pandemic, industry practitioners have recognized the need to implement new health-related protection and prevention practices to secure guests’ health and safety and reduce the virus spread. Guidance and best practices were developed by the American Hotel and Lodging Association [2] and major hotel chains. Due to the persisting status of the pandemic, health and safety have become key motivations and considerations for travelers when making their hotel decisions [2]. As a result, many health-related protection and prevention practices have been kept as a necessary and important part of hotels’ servicescape design [4].



Servicescape theory suggests that customers’ cognitions, emotions, and behaviors can be affected and shaped by the service environment [5]. While servicescape theory originally only recognized the physical environment design and element (e.g., space/function, ambiance, and facilitation decor), it has been extended to the social environment (e.g., purchase occasion, social density, and emotions displayed by others in the environment) [6]. Line and Hanks [7] further delineate hotels’ social servicescape into employee-related and guest-related services. Similarly, hotels’ physical environments can be categorized as public spaces (e.g., common areas such as hotel lobby and workout areas) and private spaces (e.g., guestrooms). Coincidently, the recommended COVID-19 protection and prevention practices for hotels also cover these physical and social servicescape categories: conducting frequent cleaning and sanitation of the lobby area and re-arranging furniture layout to promote social distancing (public spaces); using contactless mobile keys to enter guestrooms and placing a seal on the guestroom door to indicate that there has been no use of the room since the last cleaning (private spaces); hotel employees wearing masks/gloves and engaging in regular health screenings (employee-related); requiring guests to wear masks and keep socially distancing (guest-related). These protection and prevention practices have now become many of the hotels’ service routines as part of the hotel servicescape design regarding the health of both employees and guests.



Recent qualitative interview research shows that hotel managers report servicescape reorganization to be a key component of a safe customer experience design in response to the pandemic’s impact [4]. From the hotel managers’ perspective, a reorganization of servicescape regarding the four aspects of customer experience design (physical environment, social environment, customer journey, and customer–employee touchpoints) is expected to alter the intended safe customer experience to cope with the pandemic health threat [4]. To further validate previous research findings from the customers’ perspective and conduct a comprehensive investigation, this study aims to consolidate the major protection and prevention practices manifested as different servicescape categories and examines whether and which servicescape reorganization solutions can help enhance guests’ experience at hotels and consequent behavioral intentions (i.e., willingness to pay a premium for safe hotel stays) during the pandemic. The current research findings provide insights and guidelines to hotel managers about how to invest efficiently and effectively in capitalizing pandemic protection and prevention practices for enhanced customer experience and improved revenue performance.



Hotel guests’ perceptions and behavioral responses likely changed during different stages of the pandemic. For example, the number of cases, hospitalizations, and deaths fluctuated throughout the pandemic, accompanied by the simultaneous updating of guidance and regulations by professional associations (e.g., the American Hotel and Lodging Association (AH&LA)) and federal/state/local agencies (e.g., Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)). In addition, as the pandemic waned, people began to experience pandemic fatigue, reflected as demotivation to follow the recommended protection and prevention behavior guidelines [8], causing declines in people’s adherence to the COVID-19 protection and prevention practices [9]. At the same time, the availability of COVID-19 vaccines since December 2020 provided hope that an end to the pandemic was near. All these pandemic-related changes may have collectively affected people’s evaluation of the general protection and prevention solutions established to cope with this health threat (i.e., response efficacy) [2,10,11]. Therefore, it is possible that, at different timepoints during the pandemic (starting/early to middle/end stages), guests’ belief in hotels’ response efficacy may have fluctuated due to the external macro-environment as a whole, which further affects their perception of the importance of specific protection and prevention practices at hotels, and their consequent willingness to pay extra for such practices to ensure a safe hotel stay.



With all of these considerations, the current study aims to systematically investigate how hotel guests perceive and react to the reorganized servicescape elements (i.e., public and private spaces in the physical environment and employee-related and guest-related actions in the social environment) adopted as various protection and prevention practices in response to the pandemic health threat [4] and, particularly, the premiums they might be willing to pay for these practices. Furthermore, data collected over two different timeframes (November 2020 and March 2021) are compared to explore whether any temporal variations existed among hotel guests as the pandemic evolved. The current study sheds light on servicescape theory by deconstructing the overall hotel servicescape concept into multiple dimensions, particularly in a health threat situation (i.e., a pandemic), and empirically examining each dimension’s effects on guests’ monetary response. From a practical perspective, this study provides managerial insights into servicescape dimensions that warrant operational investments by hotels.




2. Theoretical Backgrounds and Hypothesis Development


2.1. Servicescape Theory


This research draws on servicescape theory [5,12] as the theoretical framework to examine the impacts of the protection and prevention practices implemented by the hotel industry since the pandemic. Originally, a servicescape is defined as “the environment in which the service is assembled and in which the seller and customer interact, combined with tangible commodities that facilitate performance or communication of the service” [12] (p. 36). Servicescape theory is frequently used to explain and explore how a designed service environment may influence the behavior of people in that environment [5,6]. After decades of development, this classic theoretical framework expanded to multiple dimensions and was applied in various contexts.



Physical servicescape—The term servicescape traditionally refers to the physical elements of the service environment in which a service encounter happens [5,12]. The three major physical elements are space/function, ambience, and facilitating décor [5]. Space/function refers to spatial layout, furniture and furnishing, navigation and location; ambience encompasses elements such as scent, sound, lighting, and temperature; facilitating décor includes signs/signages, decorations, and artifacts and objects particular to the service company or destination [5]. These physical environment elements can influence customers’ cognitions and perceptions, and their emotional and behavioral responses to their service experience [5,13,14].



Social servicescape—Following the original servicescape concept developed by Bitner [5], Tombs and McColl-Kennedy [6] propose the term “social servicescape” and extend the framework to the social aspects of the service environment. The notion of social servicescape implies that social factors due to other customers and service employees also influence people’s service experiences in the shared environment [6,15]. The social servicescape elements include purchase occasion, social density, and the emotions displayed by others, which affect the focal customers’ affective and cognitive responses to the service experience [6]. Recent research indicates that the mere presence of other customers and employees should be viewed as an important part of the overall social servicescape, which can affect the focal customers’ service experience [16]. Line and Hanks [7] further delineate social presence into three dimensions: appearance, behavior, and similarity.




2.2. Hotel Protection and Prevention Practices


Since the outbreak of the pandemic, the hotel industry has launched a series of protection and prevention practices, adding to the existing servicescapes at hotels. The American Hotel and Lodging Association [2] developed the “Safe Stay” program as an industry-wide response to the threat of the COVID-19 virus, and this program was updated throughout the progress of the pandemic. The “Safe Stay” program provides comprehensive guidelines for hotel cleaning and disinfecting practices, and guidance for signage, personal protective equipment, social distancing, and specialized employee training. Additionally, all the major hotel chains launched their own protection and prevention practices in response to the pandemic, including new cleaning programs and disinfecting protocols, social-distancing-related practices, and increased usage of various contactless practices and technologies [17,18].



To investigate how hotel guests perceive and respond to the protection and prevention practices implemented by the hotel industry, we applied the servicescape framework for a systematic examination. Following the servicescape theoretical framework, hotels’ protection and prevention practices can be categorized as physical and social servicescapes [5,6]. Specifically, the physical servicescapes include practices in the hotel’s public spaces (e.g., frequent cleaning and sanitation in public areas, partitions, and social distancing set-up for public facilities) and the private spaces of hotel guestrooms (e.g., contactless room service, mobile apps to open the guestroom, certified cleaning and disinfection procedures for guestrooms). The social servicescapes are further specified as employee-related (e.g., service employees wearing masks and gloves, temperature measuring, and health screens for employees) and guest-related (e.g., guests wearing masks, signages reminding guests to maintain social distancing). The detailed protection and prevention practices of each servicescape type tested in the current study are provided in Appendix A.




2.3. Hypothesis Development


The extant pandemic-related research widely utilized the protection motivation theory [19] to explore how customers evaluate the available coping strategies to protect them from the potential risks caused by the pandemic in various hospitality and tourism sectors (e.g., restaurant, hotel, and travel) [10,20,21]. The protection motivation theory posits that people’s self-protective behaviors when facing threats or risks result from a set of cognitive processes: threat appraisals of threat susceptibility and severity, and coping appraisals of self-efficacy and response-efficacy [22]. Prior research finds that guests’ perception of hotels’ protection and prevention practices mediates the relationship between their perceived threats/individual response-efficacy and hotel stay intention during the pandemic [10]. In other words, guests may have varying levels of belief that hotels’ coping responses (manifested as the protection and prevention practices implemented by hotels) can effectively reduce the risk caused by the pandemic, which in turn influences their behavioral intentions regarding hotel stays. In definition, response-efficacy refers to people’s general perception regarding whether any behavioral changes are useful to reduce risk [22]. Such a perception relates to how much people believe that any recommended responses are effective in coping with a health threat [10].



At the time of the two rounds of data collection for this research (November 2020, eight months after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic, and March 2021, one year after the announcement of the pandemic; CDC, n.d.), the general population in the U.S. had already acknowledged the pandemic threat and established their own perceived ability to cope with the risk, presented as their individual response efficacy belief [10]. Such an individual response-efficacy belief could directly impact the degree to which a hotel guest perceives the effectiveness of the protection and prevention practices added to the hotel servicescapes [10]—the higher the level of response-efficacy guests have, the more they believe that these pandemic-related practices would be effective to protect them from contracting the virus. Specifically, we propose the following hypotheses for testing.



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Guests’ response-efficacy beliefs positively affect the perceived effectiveness of the protection and prevention practices adopted in the physical servicescape at (a) hotel public spaces, and (b) guests’ private spaces at hotels.





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Guests’ response-efficacy beliefs positively affect the perceived effectiveness of the protection and prevention practices adopted in the social servicescape related to (a) hotel employees, and (b) hotel guests.





The extant servicescape studies investigated various hospitality and tourism contexts (e.g., restaurant, hotel, event, theme park) [7,14,16,21,23,24] and found that customers respond to physical and social servicescape cues in many ways, ranging from affective to cognitive responses [6]. Positive customer responses align with customer goals (e.g., feeling satisfied, happy, welcome, comfortable, and belonging; enhanced quality of life) and, in turn, help service companies to achieve organizational goals such as customers’ desire to stay, return intentions, positive word-of-mouth, loyalty, attachment to the service establishment, and propensity to spend [7,14,16,21,23,24,25].



Previous servicescape research has investigated how servicescape cues lead to various downstream effects, particularly those benefiting service companies, such as consumption intentions and loyalty behaviors (e.g., [7,21,23,26]). Other than Lockwood and Pyun’s [14] findings that the aesthetic qualities of hotel servicescapes can make guests spend more than originally planned, there is a paucity of research regarding how much extra people may want to pay for certain servicescapes. In the recent pandemic-related literature, Fan et al. [27] discovered that guests’ response efficacy may positively impact their willingness to pay more for a safe hotel stay amid the COVID-19 pandemic through the enhanced protection motivation.



Established on previous research, this study aims to examine the downstream outcome of willingness to pay premiums in the current context of pandemic-related servicescapes. Willingness to pay premiums or willingness to pay more/extra refers to people’s expression of market demand, determined by the level of perceived benefits and values [28]. This indicates a service company’s competitive advantages in the market [29]. In this study, willingness to pay premiums is defined as to what extent guests would be willing to pay increased prices for a safe hotel stay to reduce the risk of contracting the virus, particularly willingness to pay premium prices for hotels adopting protection and prevention practices in their servicescapes. Following prior research suggesting that response-efficacy may influence guests’ willingness to pay premiums through the enhanced protection motivation [27], the current study tests whether guests’ general response-efficacy beliefs, formed since the burst of the pandemic, have a direct positive impact on their willingness to pay premiums for a safe hotel stay. Moreover, this study proposes that the protection and prevention practices adopted by the hotel servicescapes significantly enhance guests’ willingness to pay premiums for the hotel. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are posited:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Guests’ response-efficacy beliefs positively influence their willingness to pay premiums to hotels for a safe stay.





Hypothesis 4 (H4).

Protection and prevention practices adopted by the physical servicescape at (a) hotel public spaces, and (b) guests’ private spaces at hotels positively influence guests’ willingness to pay premiums to hotels for a safe stay.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Protection and prevention practices adopted by the social servicescape related to (a) hotel employees, and (b) hotel guests positively influence guests’ willingness to pay premiums to hotels for a safe stay.





Figure 1 demonstrates the overall conceptual model.



Another goal of the current research is to investigate whether guests’ perceptions and responses may change as the pandemic progresses. Since the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic on 11 March 2020 (CDC, n.d.), the entire world and all walks of life have witnessed and experienced dramatic changes, particularly in the hospitality and tourism industry [30,31,32]. As the pandemic moves from the peak to fluctuation stages, people’s general perceptions of the pandemic threat and their response-efficacy may have changed as well.



More states have ended their stay-at-home orders, and nationwide recommendations regarding travel and indoor gathering were loosened by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). For example, 1 November 2020 marked the end of “no sail” orders for cruise ship companies, and from 8 March 2021, fully vaccinated people were allowed to gather indoors without masks. At the same time, the hotel associations (e.g., AH&LA) and hotel companies continually updated their protection and prevention programs and protocols to improve their practices to protect against the pandemic. These changes, along with the progress of different pandemic stages, may have significantly affected hotel guests’ perceptions and responses. Therefore, we chose a multi-phase approach for this research, exploring any differences by comparing two timeframes, and proposed the following research question:



Research Question: Are there any differences regarding guests’ perceptions of the protection and prevention practices and willingness to pay premiums between the following two timestamps: early and middle stages of the pandemic (November 2020) vs. late/end stage (March 2021)?





3. Methodology and Results


3.1. Data Collection


The convenience sample method was used to collect the data with a survey questionnaire distributed via the online crowdsourcing platform of Amazon Mechanical Turk. Participants living in the U.S. were targeted over two timeframes during the pandemic. Data were collected in November 2020 and March 2021, immediately after a major CDC announcement regarding the progressive loosening of pandemic policies and recommendations. The first timestamp marked the end of the no-sail order for cruise ship companies, and the second was the declaration that fully vaccinated people could gather indoors without masks (CDC, n.d.). Relevant screening questions (acknowledgment of the ongoing pandemic and previous lodging experience) and attention check questions (e.g., “for this question, please select Disagree as the answer”; “for attention check, please select Agree for this question”) were asked to ensure sample quality. After removing unqualified respondents, the final data for analysis included 324 qualified responses for the November 2020 dataset and 346 qualified responses for the March 2021 dataset.



These two samples were similar in their demographic characteristics. For the November 2020 and March 2021 datasets, the average age for participants was 37.6 and 37.5, respectively; gender split was 59.3% male/40.7% female and 56.9% male/43.1% female, respectively; 95.1% had college or above education for both timeframe datasets; 63.9% and 64.4%, respectively, reported an annual household income of more than USD 50,000; less than 1% participants indicated a poor health status during both survey timeframes.




3.2. Measurement


Participants were asked a series of questions about the following variables tested in this study. Three measurement items regarding response-efficacy belief were asked about (adapted from [33]). Then, participants were asked about the perceived effectiveness of a range of protection and prevention practices adopted by the hotel industry, including items adapted from relevant research [34,35,36] and industry practices since the outbreak of COVID-19 in the U.S. (AH&LA Opening Procedures April 2020; Cleaning Council Program by Marriott; Global Care and Cleanliness Commitment by Hyatt; CleanStay Program by Hilton). Based on the nature of these protection and prevention practices, they were grouped into public-space-related and private-space-related practices in the physical servicescape and employee-related and guest-related practices in the social servicescape. Lastly, participants were asked about their willingness to pay premiums for hotels implementing protection and prevention practices to minimize the risk of contracting the virus and ensure a safe stay. Three items were asked to measure participants’ willingness to pay premiums (adapted from the scale by [37]). All items were measured using the 7-point Likert scale. The measurement item details are available in Appendix A.




3.3. Results


The partial least square structural equation model (PLS-SEM) was employed to test the proposed hypotheses (H1 to H5). In contrast to the covariance-based SEM, PLS-SEM is component-based and provides parameter estimates that maximize the explained variance for prediction-oriented goals [38]. The main advantages of PLS-SEM are that it relies on less stringent assumptions like the normal distribution of the variables, and can estimate such complex models with many latent variables, such as the variables proposed in the current model [38]. In this study, PLS-SEM was used to calculate the influence of participants’ response-efficacy belief regarding their perception of the hotel’s protection and prevention practices and the confluence of these practices on their willingness to pay premiums for a safe hotel stay. This model also included demographic variables as control variables, including age, gender, education level, household income, and health status. The sample size of the two collected datasets met the requirement of PLS-SEM—10 times the largest number of structural paths directed at a particular latent construct [38].



Following the suggested benchmarks [38], the measurement model showed good reliability, with reliability ratings over 0.7 and indicator loadings higher than 0.7, and a good convergent validity with AVEs of latent constructs above 0.5 (Table 1). A good discriminant validity is reflected in the heterotrait–monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT) based on a benchmark of values below 0.9 [39], and through the cross-loading results (Appendix A).



The bootstrapping procedure was conducted to determine the significance of path coefficients for the structural model. The variance inflated factor (VIF) test indicated no potential multicollinearity issues. Furthermore, multi-group analysis (PLS-MGA) was used to compare the model differences between the two collected datasets. Following the procedures delineated by [40], the permutation algorithm was used to assess the measurement invariance of composite models (MICOM). The requirements of configural invariance (Step 1), compositional invariance (Step 2), and the equality of the composites’ mean values and variances across groups (Step 3) were met, indicating the appropriateness of comparing the path coefficients with the PLS-MGA [41]. The SmartPLS 3.0 [42] was used for the above analyses.



The PLS-SEM results are provided in Table 2. For both timeframes (2020 and 2021), participants’ response-efficacy belief had a significant, positive impact on the perceived effectiveness of hotels’ protection and prevention practices, manifested as a physical servicescape (public space and private space) and social servicescape (employee and guest). Thus, H1a, H1b, H2a, and H2b were all supported. However, participants’ response-efficacy belief did not significantly influence their willingness to pay premiums for hotels; therefore, H3 was not supported.



In terms of how participants’ perceived effectiveness of various prevention and protection servicescape cues affected their willingness to pay premiums (H4 and H5), the results were mixed. The public-space-related practices did not show any significant effects for both timeframes, thereby failing to support H4a. On the other hand, the private-space-related practices significantly positively influenced willingness to pay premiums; therefore, H4b was supported. For the social servicescape cues, results reflected that both the employee-related and guest-related practices were not found to influence willingness to pay premiums for the November 2020 dataset, but evidence in the March 2021 dataset indicated a significant positive relationship. Hence, H5a and H5b were partially supported.



For the group comparison between the two timeframes (November 2020 vs. March 2021), the PLS-MGA results showed differences in the relationships between response-efficacy belief and the perceived effectiveness of various protection and prevention practices, reflecting the increased influence of response-efficacy belief from the year 2020 to 2021. However, no group differences were found in any hypothesized relationships regarding willingness to pay premiums for a safe stay at hotels.





4. General Discussion


4.1. Conclusions


Drawing on the servicescape theory, this research investigated the servicescape effects in the hotel context during the recent pandemic. The research categorized the major protection and prevention practices implemented by the hotel industry to cope with the pandemic into physical servicescape cues (public space and private space) and social ones (employee-related and guest-related), and systematically examined each of their effects. The research found that hotel guests’ general response-efficacy belief positively influenced the perceived effectiveness of the protection and prevention practices adopted in hotels’ physical and social servicescapes, and such positive relationships also increased between the two timeframes from November 2020 to March 2021 (H1 and H2), although such general response-efficacy beliefs did not directly influence guests’ willingness to pay premiums for hotels (H3). In terms of the downstream outcome of the servicescape effect, the results showed that, in general, although guests may have perceived the protection and prevention practices adopted in the public space or applied to guests to be effective, they did not want to pay premium prices for these practices; in contrast, hotel guests were willing to pay premiums for servicescapes manifested as the protection and prevention practices implemented in the private space or related to employees for a safe hotel stay (H4 and H5).




4.2. Theoretical Implications


The current research sheds new light on the long-standing servicescape literature. This research further deconstructs the servicescape concept into multiple dimensions that are directly related to the hotel context and empirically examines each dimension’s effects on hotel guests’ monetary response. Specifically, the research investigates whether guests would pay premium prices for each dimension of the hotel servicescapes (i.e., public- and private-space physical servicescapes and employee- and guest-related social servicescapes) in a health-threatening situation (i.e., the pandemic).



Since it was first proposed [5,12], the servicescape framework has evolved from only including physical elements [5] to also including social aspects [6]. In the hotel context, recent research further categorizes the social servicescape into customer- and employee-related servicescapes [7]. Expanding the extant literature, our research further specifies the hotel physical servicescapes into public space and private space categories, and thoroughly examines the servicescapes’ effects on hotel guests. Following this categorization, the research finds that guests respond differently in the two types of hotel space: guests are willing to pay more for the protection and prevention servicescape cues that are available at guests’ private spaces, at the hotel or in their own domain (e.g., hotel guestroom and guests’ own mobile phone), rather than for similar practices in public spaces that are shared with others. Such findings imply that different servicescape categories could have varying impacts on customer responses. Specifically, private (vs. public) physical servicescapes might matter more to customers in the hotel context. Consistent with previous social servicescape studies, the current research shows that employee-related social servicescapes significantly enhanced customer responses (customer satisfaction [7] and willingness to pay premiums in this study), but the effects of customer-related social servicescapes are situational, such as crowding levels [7] or pandemic timing (2020 vs. 2021), as in the present study.



This research makes another contribution by extending the extensive servicescape framework to a health-threatening context (i.e., pandemic) that has been largely under-researched in the extant servicescape literature. The pandemic has dramatically changed many aspects of hospitality and tourism activities, as reflected and documented in recent scholarly works [10,15,20]. The current research integrates the long-standing servicescape theory with recent pandemic inquiries to systematically examine what kind of servicescape may significantly affect customers’ intentions to spend extra money to protect themselves from a health-threatening virus. The research findings not only contribute to the recent pandemic literature but also present the implications of the crisis management and resilience research by identifying which coping practices matter most to customers and what strategies and tactics could help hotels to maintain their competitiveness when facing critical times or difficult situations [27,31].



In addition to examining the downstream effects of hotel servicescapes, our research also investigates antecedent conditions that may affect how guests perceive the effectiveness of various types of servicescape. The research confirms that guests’ individual response efficacy beliefs positively influence their perceptions of the protection and prevention practices reflected in various hotel servicescapes [10]. Furthermore, a comparison in two different years (2020 vs. 2021) indicates that the more people know about the coping mechanisms that can be used to prevent or reduce risk, the more confidence they have in the coping strategies adopted by hotels. Nevertheless, unlike previous research indicating a positive relationship between hotel guests’ individual response efficacy and their intention to stay during the pandemic [10], the current research finds that guests’ response efficacy belief does not directly affect their willingness to pay more. Such results imply that a belief in the coping strategies may not be strong enough to motivate people to go beyond intention to stay to further monetary intention. Rather, to prompt people to spend more, concrete, materialized, and tangible servicescape cues (e.g., specific protection and prevention practices) are needed to facilitate guests’ monetary decisions [14].




4.3. Managerial Implications


The study results provide practical operating guidelines and capitalization effort insights to hotel operators managing a health-threatening crisis. Guests appreciate that hotels reorganize their physical and social servicescape design to counter the health threat, reflected in their willingness to pay extra for the protection and prevention practices implemented since the outbreak of the pandemic. However, there are nuances regarding the specific pandemic-related servicescape elements for which guests are willing to pay premiums. The reorganization and extra servicescape elements adopted in response to the pandemic threat require both financial and operational investments, and this research helps pinpoint the most efficient investment area. The study finds that hotel guests are willing to pay more to ensure the cleanliness and safety of their own private spaces than that of public areas. Hence, housekeeping may prioritize the cleaning and hygiene of guests’ private spaces, as hotel guests perceive the cleanliness in public versus private spaces differently, and the protection and prevention practices implemented in guestroom areas directly affect guests’ impression of the hotel’s cleanliness and safety [36,43]. Because of this prolonged pandemic, many of the originally temporary solutions to the virus outbreak may be implemented in the long-term and become part of hotels’ operation routines. The research clearly indicates that investments in private space servicescapes might generate better financial returns, and hence could be emphasized (e.g., contactless technology and services, cleaning and sanitization programs for guestrooms).



The research findings underscore the importance of hotel employee training in responding to the pandemic and obtaining positive guest responses. The trainings are twofold: general protection and prevention training for all employees and professional cleaning and sanitation training for housekeeping staff. The current study indicates that guests are willing to pay extra for two aspects of pandemic-related servicescape cues: employee-related social cues and physical cues in guests’ own private spaces. Correspondingly, training all hotel employees to enforce pandemic operation protocols (e.g., wearing masks and gloves, regular temperature measurements and health screenings) helps to create salient social servicescape cues (employees’ professional appearances and responsible behavior) to impress guests with a safe social interaction environment. Specialized housekeeping training should aim to enhance guest experience and ensure safety, particularly focusing on properly and effectively cleaning and sanitizing the guestrooms. Additionally, it is important for hotel companies to invest in research and education programs related to housekeeping, cleaning procedures, and best practices, as guests perceive a cleaned and sanitized guestroom as a safe place to stay during the pandemic, and they are willing to pay premiums for such a safe room due to concerns regarding protection and virus-prevention.



This research also implies that marketing campaigns and awareness programs aiming to promote protection and prevention practices for safe hotel stays (e.g., Safe Stay Program by AH&LA, Cleaning Council Program by Marriott) are effective tactics that can help both hotels and guests in the pandemic crisis. The research findings demonstrate that the more guests are aware of hotels’ determination and ability to prevent or reduce the virus risk (response efficacy), the more confidence they may have in the various coping practices implemented by hotels. Guests’ confidence in hotels’ coping effectiveness not only enhanced their perceived safety and experience at hotels but also transformed into monetary returns to hotels (willingness to pay premiums), which can manifest into improvements in hotels’ revenue performance. Therefore, hotel companies may consider including relevant customer awareness campaigns and education programs in the companies’ crisis management strategy, helping hotels to better prepare for and cope with future crises.





5. Limitations and Future Research


Although this study provides important insights, the results should be viewed in the context of potential limitations. The current study only collected and analyzed data from two timepoints during the ongoing pandemic in the U.S. People’s perceptions and behavioral intentions might have evolved at different stages of the pandemic and across various regions/countries. As the pandemic continued, longitudinal data collection and analysis could have provided more comprehensive findings. Another limitation is that this study employed a convenience sample. Future studies may utilize a more purposeful sample, reflective of various traveler segments (e.g., business, leisure, and/or (in)frequent travelers). While this study only considered coping appraisal as an antecedent factor, other impactful factors related to hotel guests’ servicescape perceptions and willingness to pay more need to be evaluated. Future research may explore any variances related to health-related servicescape designs and settings among different lodging types (e.g., traditional hotels vs. peer-to-peer accommodation such as Airbnb; different tiers of hotels), as the amount of social interaction (employee–guest interaction or guest–guest interaction) and the public versus private space allocation vary across various lodging facilities.







Author Contributions


A.F.: Project administration, conceptualization, methodology, investigation, writing—original draft preparation, writing—review and editing, supervision. S.F.K.: Conceptualization, funding acquisition, writing—original draft preparation, writing—review and editing. Y.L.: Conceptualization, formal analysis, writing—original draft preparation, writing—review and editing. K.B.: Conceptualization, writing—original draft preparation, writing—review and editing. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research was funded by Delaware Data Innovation Lab (100 W. 10th Street, Suite 915, Wilmington, DE 19801, USA).




Institutional Review Board Statement


The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and approved by the Institutional Review Board of University of Delaware (protocol code of 1617037-1 and approval date of 26 June 2020).




Informed Consent Statement


Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.




Data Availability Statement


Data is unavailable due to the Institutional Review Board restrictions.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.





Appendix A




 





Table A1. Measurement items and cross-loadings for constructs (2020/2021).
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	Response-Efficacy Belief
	Physical Servicescape
	Social Servicescape
	Willingness to Pay Premiums





	Response-efficacy belief
	
	
	
	



	I believe that there are effective ways to protect myself from contracting COVID-19 when staying at hotels.
	0.745/

0.784
	0.271/

0.483
	0.189/

0.393
	0.088/

0.352



	I believe that the hotels’ protection and prevention practices can decrease my chance of contracting COVID-19 during stay.
	0.880/

0.842
	0.347/

0.452
	0.281/

0.397
	0.194/

0.376



	I believe that the hotels’ protection and prevention practices can reduce my risk to contract COVID-19 during stay.
	0.863/

0.826
	0.323/

0.407
	0.239/

0.359
	0.220/

0.322



	Physical servicescape
	
	
	
	



	Hand sanitizer stations are available in public areas.
	0.347/

0.479
	0.738/

0.823
	0.578/

0.671
	0.424/

0.552



	Public areas are frequently cleaned.
	0.350/

0.438
	0.737/

0.721
	0.518/

0.561
	0.414/

0.494



	Contactless mobile apps for service are provided by using the guest’s own mobile phone.
	0.180/

0.412
	0.726/

0.772
	0.571/

0.604
	0.476/

0.540



	Contactless mobile key is provided to enter the guestroom by using apps on the guest’s mobile phone.
	0.204/

0.445
	0.766/

0.794
	0.577/

0.667
	0.441/

0.561



	No service staff enter the guestroom during guests’ stay.
	0.269/

0.326
	0.660/

0.684
	0.532/

0.520
	0.399/

0.479



	A seal is attached on the guestroom door to indicate the room has not been used since last cleaned/disinfected.
	0.302/

0.341
	0.787/

0.741
	0.622/

0.619
	0.499/

0.566



	The cleaning certificate program or procedures are followed at the guestroom (e.g., Marriott Cleaning Council program).
	0.285/

0.454
	0.721/

0.753
	0.548/

0.541
	0.446/

0.529



	Social servicescape
	
	
	
	



	Service staff wear masks.
	0.234/

0.397
	0.655/

0.689
	0.760/

0.814
	0.397/

0.563



	Service staff wear gloves.
	0.196/

0.345
	0.579/

0.607
	0.703/

0.757
	0.413/

0.548



	Temperatures are taken for service staff upon arrival.
	0.218/

0.398
	0.555/

0.626
	0.800/

0.825
	0.451/

0.629



	Health screenings are regularly conducted for service staff.
	0.244/

0.385
	0.561/

0.629
	0.792/

0.824
	0.422/

0.594



	Guests are required to wear masks.
	0.234/

0.442
	0.692/

0.684
	0.784/

0.821
	0.416/

0.576



	Temperatures are taken for guests upon arrival.
	0.188/

0.310
	0.465/

0.609
	0.717/

0.809
	0.440/

0.642



	Willingness to pay premiums
	
	
	
	



	I am willing to pay extra to stay at hotels implementing special protection and prevention practices to avoid contracting COVID-19.
	0.200/

0.375
	0.538/

0.582
	0.520/

0.667
	0.879/

0.884



	I am willing to pay premium prices for hotels implementing special protection and prevention practices to avoid contracting COVID-19.
	0.227/

0.429
	0.554/

0.646
	0.502/

0.656
	0.885/

0.893



	I plan to upgrade to better hotels (e.g., from an economy hotel to a midscale hotel, or from an upscale hotel to a luxury hotel) to minimize my risk of contracting COVID-19.
	0.111/

0.318
	0.478/

0.617
	0.425/

0.596
	0.843/

0.845
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 
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Table 1. Reliability, validity, and inter-construct correlation (2020/2021).
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	Cronbach’s α
	CR
	AVE
	1
	2
	3
	4





	
	1.

	
Response-efficacy belief






	0.778/

0.752
	0.870/

0.858
	0.692/

0.669
	
	
	
	



	
	2.

	
Physical servicescape






	0.857/

0.875
	0.891/

0.903
	0.539/

0.572
	0.458/

0.672
	
	
	



	
	3.

	
Social servicescape






	0.853/

0.894
	0.891/

0.919
	0.578/

0.654
	0.349/

0.570
	0.899/

0.895
	
	



	
	4.

	
Willingness to pay premiums






	0.838/

0.846
	0.902/

0.907
	0.755/

0.765
	0.246/

0.534
	0.710/

0.818
	0.657/

0.841
	







Note: HTMT criterion for discriminant validity.













 





Table 2. PLS-SEM and PLS-MGA results.
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	Hypothesis
	β

(2020)
	β

(2021