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Orientation: Although OR Tambo International Airport is the busiest airport in Africa, hotel
occupancies and revenue per available room at or near the airport have been lower than the
industry average.

Research purpose: The aim of this research was to gain an improved understanding of customer
experiences and return intentions in hotels at or near OR Tambo International Airport.

Motivation for the study: The research was pursued to determine hotel attributes that are
important for customer experiences and return intentions in hotels at or near OR Tambo
International Airport. To determine the difference in domestic visitors” experiences and return
intentions in hotels and to determine a difference in customers’ experiences and return
intentions in the respective hotels.

Research design, approach and method: This study was mainly quantitative with some
qualitative elements. A meeting was held with five hoteliers and airport management
(qualitative), and 400 return guests of hotels at or near OR Tambo International Airport
successfully completed questionnaires (quantitative).

Main findings: The findings showed that ‘reliability’, ‘empathy” and ‘assurance” are important
attributes contributing to customers’ experiences in hotels at or near airports. Reliability and
overall hotel experience were regarded as important attributes for hotel customers” decision to
return to hotels in airports.

Practical/managerial implications: To improve customer experiences, hoteliers should
emphasise more the following attributes: ‘reliability’, ‘empathy” and ‘assurance’.

Contribution/value-add: To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, this study is a first attempt
to determine customer experiences and return patronage in hotels at or near airports in
South Africa. The results could help airport hotels to gain a competitive advantage over other
hotel categories.

Introduction

As airports compete for travellers, they are shifting focus from their core activity of passenger
and goods transportation to a more commercial approach (Fogarty 2015). Under the commercial
approach, airports have diversified into various non-aeronautical activities, which were
initially considered secondary to their service portfolio (Skift 2013). The purpose is to reduce
their dependency on airlines and to differentiate themselves from other airports (Martin 2015).
Consequently, it has become common practice for airports to add hotels into their service
portfolio (Zenglein & Miiller 2007) and OR Tambo International Airport (in Johannesburg,
South Africa) is no exception.

Although OR Tambo International Airport is the biggest and the busiest airport in Africa
(Statistics South Africa 2016), hotel occupancies at or near the airport have been low (Forster
2017), with hotels realising below-industry-average revenue per available room (RevPAR)
(Price Waterhouse & Coopers [PWC] 2016a). Forster (2017) claims that the low hotel occupancies
do not match the growth in domestic travellers at the airport. According to PWC (2016a),
identifying customer experiences and return patronage could improve customer loyalty and
significantly unlock a hotel’s potential for future financial sustainability.

Research confirms the strategic importance of customer experiences to hotels. Positive experiences
have a direct impact on hotels” financial performance (Hooper, Coughlan & Mullen 2013; Luo &
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Qu 2016; Markovi¢ & Jankovi¢ 2013; Stefano et al. 2015), long-
term survival (Karunaratne & Jayawardena 2010; Khattab &
Aldehayyat 2011; Saghie 2015) and positive word-of-mouth
communications (Atasie 2010; Holjevac, Markovi¢ & Raspor
2009; Kumar 2015; Schall, 2003). In the extant literature,
various scholars (see works by Choi & Chu 2001; Enemuo,
Ejikeme & Edward 2016; Forones 2013; Martin 2015) posit that
a positive hotel experience is crucial for customer retention.

Although an overwhelming number of scholars (Forones
2013; Jowaheer & Ross 2003; Namasivayam & Denizci 2006;
Tsang & Qu 2000) have investigated customer experience
and return patronage, there has been no consensus on the
link between the two variables with scholars reporting
contradicting findings on the number and nature of the
dimensions influencing the two variables. Although research
has been conducted on customer experiences and return
patronage in hotels, there is a paucity of research on this topic
in South Africa. The analysis of customer experiences and
return patronage in hotels is restricted to research papers in
developed countries in Europe and the United States. Studies
in developed countries might not be applicable to a
developing context as Prayag (2017) claims that studies on
hotel customer experiences in developed countries should
not be generalised to developing countries because of the
different demographic characteristics of guests which have
an influence on customer experiences.

As far as can be ascertained, there is no research on customer
experiences and return patronage in hotels at or near
airports in a developing world context. In light of changing
airport economics and the importance of hotels to the
tourism industry, research within this context is necessary.
The theoretical contribution relates to critically articulating
customer experiences and return patronage from a
developing context, where such findings could mirror
similarities and differences and inform hoteliers of strategic
implications that could be useful for marketing and
management endeavours. In this study, the terms ‘return
intention” and ‘return patronage’ are used interchangeably
to mean the same, while the term ‘hotel’ is used to refer to
‘airport hotels’.

Study context

Over the last couple of decades, tourism has been recognised
as playing a significant role in global and national economies
(Moolman 2011). According to the World Travel and Tourism
Council (WTTC 2017), the travel and tourism industry
generated 108 741 000 jobs directly in 2016 (3.6% of total
employment) and supported 6 million net additional jobs. In
total, travel and tourism generated US$7.6 trillion (10.2% of
global gross domestic product [GDP]) and 292 million jobs
in 2016, equivalent to 1 in 10 jobs in the global economy.
Tourism is predicted as supporting over 380 million jobs by
2027 (WTTC 2017).

According to Lombard (2016), data from Statistics South
Africa reports that the tourism industry in South Africa
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recorded a growth of 6.6% between 2013 and 2014, exceeding
the average global growth in the sector, whereas the direct
GDP from tourism rose from ZAR 93.5 billion in 2012 to
ZAR 103.6 billion in 2013. The industry contributed 9% to
South Africa’s GDP in 2015, exceeding the global average
growth in the sector, whereas in 2016, the tourism industry
directly contributed ZAR 127 billion to South Africa’s GDP,
an increase of 7% from the previous year (Lombard 2016).
Furthermore, the Culture, Arts, Tourism, Hospitality and
Sport Sector Education and Training Authority (CATHSSETA
2016) asserts that tourism directly employs more people
than do the mining, communication services, automotive
manufacturing and chemicals manufacturing sectors. To
illustrate the point, of the total number employed in South
Africa, including in both the formal and informal sectors, 1
in 25 individuals works in the tourism sector (Lombard
2016). To be precise, 4.5% of the total workforce was directly
employed in the sector during 2014, being an increase from
the 3.8% recorded for 2015 (Lombard 2016).

Hotels are classified under the tourism industry in Western
economies and are regarded as one of the largest sectors of
the Western economies (Gupta & Srivastava 2011). For
instance, hotels represent the second largest subsector in the
Belgian hospitality sector on a turnover basis, accounting for
14% of the sector’s turnover in 2010 (National Hotel
Association 2015). In Croatia, hotels represent an important
part of the economy, with a direct turnover of €2.3 billion
and direct employment of over 90 000 individuals in 2013
(HOTREC 2013). In the Czech Republic, hotels support a total
of 306 000 jobs, representing over 6% of the total workforce,
and contributed 3.1% to the Czech GDP in 2009. In
Switzerland, hotels generated over one-third of the revenue
in the hospitality sector in 2009 (HOTREC 2013).

In South Africa, hotels are classified under the hospitality
subsector which is part of the tourism industry (CATHSSETA
2016). Hotels are therefore a critical cornerstone of the
hospitality subsector, which is a pillar of the tourism industry
(RSA NDT 2011). The hospitality subsector has grown
increasingly quickly over the last decade (from 2006 to 2016)
and is one of the fastest growing sectors in the economy of
South Africa (Lombard 2016). The Tourism Satellite Account
for 2010 (SSA 2010) estimated that in 2009 the subsector
generated ZAR 179 billion of economic activity and a total of
1 011 000 jobs, representing 7.6% of total employment. The
hospitality subsector therefore plays a significant role as a
modern day engine of economic growth (Moolman 2011).

According to PWC (2016b), hotels provided for 45 000 jobs
through direct employment and generated ZAR 17.3 billion
in 2013 accounting for 71% of total accommodation revenue
in South Africa. Price Waterhouse & Coopers (2016b) further
estimates that by 2018 there will be about 63 600 hotel rooms
available, up from 60 900 in 2013 with total room revenue
expected to reach ZAR 28.7 billion in 2018 up from ZAR 17.3
billion in 2013. Growing domestic visitors fuelled by the
depreciation of the rand and an increase in low cost carriers
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(LCCs) have positively impacted on the hotel industry in
South Africa (PWC 2016b).

Furthermore, the growing income of the black middle class
people in South Africa has increased the demand for air
travel (Maqutu 2013) and positively impacted on hotels
(PWC 2016b). However, despite an increase in domestic
travellers (Lombard 2016), hotel occupancies at or near OR
Tambo International Airport have been low with hotels
realising below-industry-average RevPAR (PWC 2016b).
Forster (2017) claims that the low occupancies are because
of the hotel’s inability to identify hotel attributes that
improve customer experiences and increase customer
loyalty.

Furthermore, some research endeavours (Markovi¢ &
Jankovi¢ 2013; Namasivayam & Denizci 2006; Tsang & Qu
2000) argue that it has become increasingly difficult to satisfy
hotel customers, with many progressively demanding a
more memorable experience than before. Customers have
become savvier in terms of their choices and demands. They
are no longer looking for white-linen service and bellboys to
carry their luggage up to their room or a concierge (Mhlanga
& Tichaawa 2016). When guests check into a hotel, they
want to feel completely at home, connected and to be in a
hotel setting where they can be part of an experience (Forster
2017). Therefore, the changing nature of guests is prompting
hotels to change their strategies (Stefano et al. 2015).

Theoretical background

Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985) developed a
service quality model, the SERVQUAL approach, after
realising the significance of service quality for the survival
and success of service companies and the need for a generic
instrument which would be used to measure service quality
across a broad range of service categories. The model
proposed a five-dimensional construct of perceived service
quality — tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance
and empathy, with items reflecting both expectations and
perceived performance — and comprised a 22-item scale for
measuring customers’ expectations and perceptions.

According to Parasuraman et al. (1985:42), tangibles refer to
‘the degree to which physical facilities, equipment, and
appearance of personnel are adequate’, while reliability
refers to ‘the degree to which a promised service is performed
dependably and accurately’. Responsiveness refers to ‘the
degree to which service providers are willing to help
customers and provide prompt service’, while assurance
refers to ‘the extent to which service providers are
knowledgeable, courteous, and able to inspire trust and
confidence’. Empathy refers to ‘the degree to which the
customers are offered caring and individualised attention’.

However, Cronin and Taylor (1994) suggested that the
measurement of service quality could be accomplished by
using only the perception of customer experience rather
than measuring the gap between expectation and actual
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experience of the service by customers. Cronin and Taylor
(1994) later modified the SERVQUAL and named it
SERVPERF which is only used to assess perceived service
performance using a seven-point scale. The SERVPERF
model resulted in a reduction of the items on the
questionnaire as there were only 22 items, leaving out the 22
questions on customers’” expectations (Ali et al. 2017).

In 1995, Stevens, Knutson and Patton (1995) developed
a modified version of SERVQUAL, named LODGSERY,
which measures the expectations of hotel guests in terms
of service quality using a 26-item index developed on the
five dimensions of SERVQUAL. Subsequently, Stevens et al.
(1995) created a different version of SERVQUAL to measure
the quality of service in restaurants, which was named
DINESERV. It was later refined by Wong Ooi Mei, Dean and
White (1999) to suit the hotel industry and given a different
name, HOLSERV. It comprised a 22-item scale with the
following five dimensions, namely tangibles, reliability,
responsiveness, assurance and empathy (Table 1).

However, an alternate scale (HOTSPERF) was developed,
which is a modification of the SERVQUAL and
SERVPERF, comprising 25 attributes to accommodate the
developmental level of hotel services and using only five-
point Likert scales to simplify the range of choices posed to
the customers who respond to the various questions on the
questionnaire (Bernhardt, Donthu & Kennett 2000). In the
HOTSPERE, three more attributes were added, rewording
the SERVQUAL attributes to read positively, using a five-
point Likert scale, with only two measurement dimensions
(Jensen & Hansen 2007).

Literature review

Researchers have been reporting contradictory findings on
customer experiences and return patronage in hotels. In 2001,
Choi and Chu (2001) found that staff quality, room quality
and value for money were the top three hotel factors
impacting on customers’ experiences, while in 2003, Ekinci,
Prokopaki and Cobanoglu (2003) discovered that tangible
and intangible dimensions are the two separate dimensions
impacting on customer experiences of hotels. In 2006, Akbaba
(2006) studied customer experiences of business hotel
customers and concluded that five customer experience
dimensions, namely tangibles, adequacy in service, quality,
assurance, understanding and caring and convenience, were
the important determinants of customer experiences in
hotels. In 2010, Markovi¢ and Raspor (2010) found that the
main dimensions influencing customer experiences in hotels,
in order of importance, were ‘reliability’, ‘empathy and
competence of staff’, “accessibility’, and ‘tangibles’.

Mohammad and Alhamadani (2011) identified five hotel
dimensions that had a significant influence on customer
experiences, namely empathy, tangibles, reliability,
responsiveness and assurance. Fah and Kandasamy (2011)
conducted a study in Malaysian hotels and found that
empathy and competence of staff, and reliability were the
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TABLE 1: Hotel Service Quality measurement attributes and dimensions.
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Dimensions Code Items
Tangibles V1 The hotel has modern-looking equipment
V2 The hotel’s physical facilities are visually appealing
V3 The hotel’s employees are neat-appearing
V4 Materials associated with the service (such as pamphlets or statements) at the hotel are visually appealing
Reliability V5 When the hotel promises to do something by a certain time, it does so
V6 When you have a problem, the hotel shows a sincere interest in solving it
V7 The hotel performs the service right the first time
V8 The hotel provides its services at the time it promises to do so
V9 The hotel insists on error-free records
Responsiveness V10 Employees of the hotel tell you exactly when services will be performed
V11 Employees of the hotel give customers prompt service
V12 Employees of the hotel are always willing to help you
V13 Employees of the hotel are never busy to respond to your requests
Assurance V14 The behaviour of employees of the hotel instils confidence in customers
V15 Customers feel safe in their transactions with the hotel
V16 Employees of the hotel are consistently courteous towards customers
V17 Employees of the hotel have the knowledge to answer customer questions
V18 The hotel gives customers individual attention
Empathy V19 The hotel has operating hours convenient to all its customers
V20 The hotel has employees who give customers personal attention
V21 The hotel has customers’ best interests at heart
V22 Employees of the hotel understand customers’ special needs

Source: Wong Ooi Mei, A., Dean, A.M. & White, C.J., 1999, ‘Analysing service quality in the hospitality industry’, Managing Service Quality: An International Journal 9, 136-143

two most important determinants of guests’ experiences. In
2013, Markovi¢ and Jankovi¢ (2013) explored the relationship
between service quality and customer experiences in
Croatian hotels and found reliability, accessibility and
tangibles dimensions as the most important determinants of
guests’ experiences.

Torres et al. (2013) studied guests’ experiences in upscale
hotels in the United States and found ‘empathy and
competence of staff’ as the most important determinants
of guests’ experiences. Mhlanga and Tichaawa (2016)
investigated guests’ expectations and experiences in hotels
in Nelspruit, South Africa, and found that guests” experiences
were significantly impacted by reliability, accessibility and
tangibles dimensions. Nonetheless, none of the studies
researched hotel experiences and return intentions in hotels
at or near airports.

The link between hotel experiences and return patronage is
unclear. Previous research studies (Jowaheer & Ross 2003;
Markovi¢ & Jankovi¢ 2013; Mhlanga & Tichaawa 2016; Tsang
& Qu 2000; Williams & Buswell 2003) noted that overall
hotel experience significantly influences customers’ return
patronage. Nonetheless, Saleh and Ryan (1992) and Mei et al.
(1999) noted that reliability was a significant contributor to
customers’ return patronage, while assurance was found not
to be a significant contributor to customers’ return intention.

Research objectives

The research was pursued with the following objectives in
mind:

To determine hotel dimensions that are important
for customer experiences and return intentions in hotels.
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To determine the difference in domestic visitors” experiences
and return intentions based on their demographic
characteristics. To determine the difference in customers’
experiences and return intentions in the respective hotels.

Research methodology

OR Tambo International Airport houses leading retail
outlets, a chain of restaurants, car rental companies, a train
station (Gautrain), banks, money markets, airline offices
and hotels (CATHSSETA 2016). There are two hotels in the
premises of the airport, while 14 are in close proximity. The
hotels were chosen based on their location. Only hotels
situated at or near OR Tambo International Airport were
targeted.

These hotels had to comply with the criteria set by Tourism
Grading Council of South Africa (TGCSA 2017) for
classification as a hotel, namely:
an establishment that provides formal accommodation with
full or limited service to the travelling public. A hotel must
have a reception area and also offer a dining facility. It must
also have a minimum of 6 rooms but more likely exceeds 20
rooms. (p. 3)

A mixed-methods research design (McMillan & Schumacher
2010) was followed. To incorporate content validity, a
tentative meeting (qualitative) was scheduled by the
researcher with hoteliers at or near the airport and the
airport management. Content validity connotes the extent to
which a measurement instrument is a representative sample
of the content area being measured (Leedy & Ormrod 2013).
After the meeting, a research questionnaire (quantitative)
was designed and distributed to hotel customers for data
collection.
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Two suggestions were made by hoteliers. These suggestions
guided the research design of the study. Initially, hoteliers
suggested that to measure return patronage only guests that
had previously stayed at least twice in hotels at or near the
airport in the past 6 months should be targeted. Secondly,
hoteliers cautioned that the research should notinconvenience
guests during check out. Consequently, it was suggested that
the research questionnaire should be less than three pages
and easy to comprehend.

A self-administered questionnaire based on the HOLSERV
model developed by Wong Ooi Mei et al. (1999) was
customised to address the objectives and setting of the
study. As in the HOLSERV model, the questionnaire
contained 22 items for measuring customer experiences and
return patronage. These attributes represented five
dimensions (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance
and empathy). Some research endeavours (Markovi¢ &
Jankovi¢ 2013; Mhlanga & Tichaawa 2016; Tsang & Qu 2000)
identify these five dimensions as the most important that
measure customer experiences and return patronage; hence,
they were adopted for this study.

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part had a
screening question to identify the target sample of domestic
visitors who had previously stayed in a hotel at or near OR
Tambo International Airport in the past 6 months, and
respondents’ demographic characteristics, which included
gender, age, education, home language and monthly income.
The second part measured customers’ experiences and return
intention. Customers’ experiences were measured using a
modified SERVQUAL model and intent to return to the hotel
(return patronage) was assessed using a repurchase intentions
scale (Johnson & Christensen 2004). As in the SERVPERF
model by Cronin and Taylor (1994), customer experiences
were measured on a seven-point Likert-type scale, consisting
of very low (1), low (2), somewhat low (3), indifferent (4),
somewhat high (5), high (6) and very high (7). The response
alternatives for customers’ return intention to the hotel were
most definitely not (1), definitely not (2), probably not (3),
unsure (4), probably (5), definitely (6) and most definitely (7).
As in the HOTSPERF model, all the statements in the
questionnaire were positively worded.

The population of the study comprised all the hotel customers
of the airport. In order to measure customers’ return
intention, only domestic visitors who had previously stayed
in a hotel at or near OR Tambo International Airport in the
past 6 months were targeted. The questionnaire items were
phrased in English, not only because the majority of hotel
guests were expected to be quite conversant in English but
also because it is one of the main languages spoken in
Johannesburg, South Africa, apart from IsiXhosa, IsiZulu and
Afrikaans. Therefore, all respondents were able to respond in
English. Johnson and Christensen (2004) point out that a
questionnaire should be phrased in the language that the
respondents will easily understand and should be precise to
maintain interest and to ensure reliability of the responses.
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In order to guarantee equal representation of each of the
hotels, proportional stratified random sampling was used to
find the sample size for a particular hotel taking into account
the hotel’s occupancy. The sample size per hotel in this study
was calculated at 25% of each hotel’s occupancy. This
sampling method is comparable to the technique used by
Markovi¢ and Jankovi¢ (2013). These researchers calculated
the sample size per hotel at 25% of each hotel’s occupancy
per day and used the following formula:

Sample Size = (Z-score)? x Std Dev x (1-Std Dev) / (margin of error)

Consequently, with a proportional sample of 25% of each
hotel’s occupancy per day, a confidence level of 95%, margin
of error at 6.5% and standard deviation being 0.5, it was
ensured that the sample would be large enough and this
resulted in a sample size of at least 397 respondents.

Systematic sampling, which is a probability sampling
method, was then used to select respondents by systematically
moving through the sample frame and selecting every kth
element (Leedy & Ormrod 2013). This method is useful in
situations where the population members arrive at a certain
location over time (Markovi¢ & Raspor 2010). As such,
respondents were selected by systematically targeting every
fourth guest who checked out of the hotel until the sample
size for a particular hotel was reached.

A decision to target every fourth guest was made in order
to be discreet and avoid annoying other guests who were
not participating in the survey, as advised by Mhlanga and
Tichaawa (2016). The hotel manager from each participating
hotel was approached for permission to conduct the study.
Data were collected in August 2016 from Fridays to
Mondays, during check out as recommended by various
researchers (Markovi¢ & Jankovi¢ 2013; Markovi¢ & Raspor
2010; Mhlanga & Tichaawa 2016). This is done to maximise
chances of eliciting information from guests of different
lifestyles, occupation, income, age and gender (Tsang &
Qu 2000).

The following procedures were used to collect data. The
researcher systematically approached every fourth guest
who was checking out of the hotel at the reception after they
had settled the bill or as they were leaving the reception. The
researcher explained the aim of the study to the guests and
asked them to participate. It was emphasised that the
researcher would treat the information provided as
confidential and anonymous.

Hotel guests who were willing to participate in the study
received a questionnaire. Completed questionnaires were
collected, checked and discussed with the respondents in
case of any queries. Out of the 416 returned questionnaires,
16 werenotincluded in theanalysisbecause of incompleteness.
Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS) software version 23, which enabled the
generation of descriptive and bivariate statistics for the
interpretation of the results. The Cronbach’s o coefficient
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index for the total index was high (0.8766), while high
reliability coefficients were calculated for tangibles (0.8619),
reliability (0.8518), responsiveness (0.8522), assurance (0.8572),
empathy (0.8652), overall customer experiences (0.8399) and
return patronage (0.8807).

Findings
Results and discussion

Overall, 400 valid questionnaires were completed, which
corresponded with the targeted sample size in each hotel.
The respondents” demographic characteristics are shown in
Table 2 of which 37% (n = 146) were male. The median age of
the respondents was 34 years (inter-quartile range: 2344
years) and 31% (n = 125) of the respondents were in the age
group of 25 to 34 years, while 26% (n = 104) of the respondents
used English as their home language.

Table 2 reveals that respondents’ experience scores ranged
from 5.96 (reliability) to 6.19 (assurance), with seven being
the highest possible score. Hotel customers reported a high to
a very high score with the overall hotel experience (6.37) and
reported a high score with return patronage (6.31). Standard
deviations ranged from 0.77 (return intention) to 0.92
(reliability).

Table 2 further reveals that customers with different
demographic characteristics rated their experience with the
five hotel dimensions (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness,
assurance and empathy) in the range of somewhat high
experience score (5.25) to very high experience score (6.75)
and reported a high to very high total experience score (6.02
to 6.70). Customers in the 25-34 year age group reported the
highest total experience score (6.57) and the highest return
patronage (6.47). Customers in the 25-34 year age group
reported the lowest experience score for reliability dimension
(5.25). Customers with a monthly income above R20 000
reported the highest overall experience score (6.64) and the
highest return patronage score (6.66).

Correlation coefficient and regression analysis were
used to investigate the relationship between customer
experiences (dependent variable) and the five hotel
dimensions (independent variables) and the relationship
of return intention (dependent variable) with the five
hotel dimensions and customer experiences (independent
variables). Table 3 presents the correlation results of
customer experiences and return intention.

Table 3 shows the importance of hotel attributes to customers
and that all five hotel dimensions showed a moderate to
strong positive correlation (r > 0.5) with customer experiences.
All five hotel dimensions had a significant correlation (p < 0.05)
with customer experiences. The strongest correlation with
customer experience was reliability (» = 0.79).

A similar examination of the relationship between the six
independent variables and customers’ return intention
showed that all the variables had a weak to moderate (» <0.5)
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positive correlation with customer return intention. The
weakest correlations with customer return intention were
calculated for the tangibles and responsiveness (r = 0.32)
dimensions. All six independent variables had a significant
positive correlation (p < 0.05) with customers’ return
intention. Customer experience had the strongest correlation
with customers’ return intention (» = 0.50), followed by
reliability (» = 0.40).

Full regression models were run for each of the two
dependent variables. The first full model regressed the five
hotel dimensions against customer experiences, while the
second full model regressed the five hotel dimensions and
customer experience against customer return intention.
Table 4 depicts both full regression models.

The first full regression model showed that all five hotel
variables were significantly related (p < 0.05) to customer
experiences. The t-values in Table 4 indicate the relative
impact of each dimension in influencing customer
experiences. Reliability (+ = 13.51) was rated by respondents
as the most important variable influencing customer
experiences, followed by empathy (¢ = 11.08), assurance
(t = 6.94), responsiveness (t = 4.22) and tangibles (¢ = 3.29).

The results are corroborated by Markovi¢ and Raspor (2010)
and Mhlanga and Tichaawa (2016) who found that reliability
ranked highest among the factors that impact on hotel
customer experiences. However, the results deviate from
the findings by Mohammad and Alhamadani (2011) who
found that empathy, tangibles, reliability, responsiveness
and assurance had a significant influence on customer
experiences. Fah and Kandasamy (2011) also found that in
Malaysian hotels, ‘empathy and competence of staff’ and
‘reliability” were the two most vital dimensions of customer
experiences, while Torres et al. (2013) found ‘empathy and
competency of staff” as the most important determinants of
customer experiences in upscale hotels in the United States.

Ekinci et al. (2003) noted the tangible and intangible
dimensions as the most significant dimensions of
customer experiences of hotels, while Akbaba (2006) found
that tangibles, adequacy in service, quality, assurance,
understanding and caring and convenience are the most
important determinants of customer experiences. The
differences in findings to the study might be attributed to the
different types of hotel guests targeted. For instance, Torres et
al. (2013) reported only on guests of upscale US hotels, while
this study reports on different types of hotels. The other
reason might be the different modifications of the HOLSERV
instrument used.

The model F-value was calculated at 29.46 (p < 0.0001). The
five hotel dimensions had a coefficient determination (R2) of
0.6781 and thus explained more than 67% of the variability
in customer experiences. This explanation of the variability
in customer experiences is high when compared with
other studies. For example, the regression results of a study
performed by Markovi¢ and Raspor (2010), identified
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TABLE 3: Correlation results of customer experiences and return intention.

Variables Customer experiences Return intention

Correlation  Significance Correlation  Significance

coefficient (r) (p) coefficient (r) (p)
Tangibles 0.55 < 0.0001* 0.57 < 0.0001
Reliability 0.79 <0.0001* 0.71 <0.0001
Responsiveness 0.59 <0.0001* 0.60 < 0.0001
Assurance 0.63 <0.0001* 0.63 <0.0001
Empathy 0.69 < 0.0001* 0.66 < 0.0001
Customer experiences - - 0.80 <0.0001

*, indicates a significant difference (p < 0.05).

TABLE 4: Regression results of customer experiences and return intention.

Independent Model 1: Customer Model 2: Return
variable experiences intention

t Significance ( p) t Significance ( p)
Tangibles 3.29 < 0.0001* 0.59 0.0728
Reliability 13.51 <0.0001%* 5.78 <0.0001%*
Responsiveness 4.22 <0.0151* 1.54 0.1063
Assurance 6.94 < 0.0001* 3.56 0.8254
Empathy 11.08 < 0.0001* 291 0.4566
Customer experiences - - 6.63 0.0259*

1, indicates the size of the effect that each independent variable has on each dependent
variable.

*, indicates a significant difference (p < 0.05).

‘reliability’,"empathy and competence of staff’, “accessibility’
and ‘tangibles” order as significant predictors (p < 0.05) of
hotel customer experiences, which explained only 55% of
hotel customer experiences.

The second full regression model depicted in Table 4 showed
that only reliability (p < 0.0001) and customer experience
(p =0.0259) were significantly related (p < 0.05) to customers’
return intention. The t-values of the second model indicated
that respondents rated customer experiences (t = 6.63) as the
most important variable influencing their decision to return
to a hotel, followed by reliability (1 = 5.78). Previous research
studies confirmed the important role of hotel customer
experience (Jowaheer & Ross 2003; Markovi¢ & Jankovi¢ 2013;
Mhlanga & Tichaawa 2016; Tsang & Qu 2000; Williams &
Buswell 2003) in hotel customers’ return intention. While it is
strange that assurance was found not to be a significant
contributor to customers’ return intention, comparable
studies by Saleh and Ryan (1992) and Mei et al. (1999)
confirmed that assurance is not a significant contributor to
customers’ return intention.

The model F-value was calculated at 31.78 (p < 0.0001). The
five hotel dimensions and customer experiences had an R?
of 0.2690% and thus explained just more than 26% of the
variability in hotel customers’ return intention. The study
results deviate from the regression results of studies
performed by Saleh and Ryan (1992) and Mei et al. (1999)
that only identified reliability as a significant predictor
(p < 0.05) of hotel customers’ return intention, which
explained only 23% of customers’ return intention.

The impact of each hotel dimension in influencing customer
experiences should not be overlooked. Markovi¢ and
Jankovi¢ (2013), however, state that hotel customers usually
evaluate the components of a hotel experience (e.g. tangibles,
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reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy) in
isolation. This is demonstrated when hotel guests give the
following feedback on their hotel experience: ‘the hotel was
beautiful, but the service was terrible’.

An evaluation of hotel customers’ experiences and return
intention levels in different hotels is shown in Table 5. The
table portrays the variable mean scores and standard
deviations calculated for the five hotel dimensions, customer
experience and return intention in different hotels. To
determine a difference in customers’ experiences and return
intentions in the respective hotels, means and standard
deviations for the different hotels were calculated.

Table 5 shows that customers in different categories of hotels
had different levels of experiences with different attributes.
For instance, Hotel E obtained the highest scores for overall
experiences (6.69) and return patronage (6.86), while Hotel A
obtained the highest customer experience scores for its
tangibles (6.86), assurance (6.58), empathy (6.59), overall
hotel experience (6.69) and return patronage (6.86). Hotel D
obtained the lowest customer experience scores for tangibles
(6.25), reliability (5.66), responsiveness (5.69) and empathy
(5.72). Hotel D also obtained the lowest mean scores for
overall hotel experience (5.84) and return patronage (6.02).

The two hotels (Hotels A and E) that recorded the highest
experience scores were 5-star rated, while the hotel that
recorded the lowest scores (Hotel D) was 2-star rated. The
results show that customers in different categories of hotels
had different levels of satisfaction and confirm the assertion
by the Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (TGCSA
2017) that the perceived service expectancy would be better
at a 5-star hotel than at a 2-star hotel. This implies that
perceived service quality has a direct effect on customer
experiences in hotels. Consequently, star grading significantly
influences customer experiences in hotels (Mhlanga &
Tichaawa 2016).

To determine whether there were any significant differences
among the means of the eight hotels, Analysis of Variance
(ANOVA) was performed for the five hotel dimensions, hotel
experience and return intention in individual hotels (Table 6).

Table 6 shows that there were significant differences (p < 0.05)
among the means for the following hotel dimensions:
reliability (p = 0.0083), responsiveness (p = 0.0201) and
empathy (p=0.0195). This indicates that customer experiences
in hotels were significantly influenced by reliability, assurance
and staff empathy.

Conclusions

The purpose of this research endeavour was to determine
customer experiences and return intention in hotels at or
near OR Tambo International Airport. The study clearly
indicates that all hotel attributes are not equally important to
hotel customers. It was found that ‘reliability’, ‘empathy” and
‘assurance’ are the most important dimensions influencing
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TABLE 5: Means and standard deviations for the five hotel dimensions, customer experiences and return intention in different hotels.

Hotel n Hotel dimensions Custgmer . Return
Tangibles Reliability Responsiveness Assurance Empathy experiences intention
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
A 43 6.82 0.67 6.46 0.79 5.72 0.89 6.23 0.73 6.27 0.92 6.09 0.62 6.21 0.85
B 39 6.73 0.81 6.14 0.95 6.58 0.43 5.89 0.91 6.02 1.07 6.47 0.59 6.58 0.71
C 56 6.67 1.06 6.67 1.26 6.46 0.70 5.65 0.69 6.31 0.83 6.38 0.86 6.62 0.59
D 45 6.25 0.47 5.66 0.67 5.69 0.57 6.16 0.45 5.72 0.76 5.84 0.73 6.02 0.92
B 61 6.86 0.68 6.01 0.54 5.79 0.58 6.58 0.75 6.59 0.81 6.69 0.61 6.86 0.67
F 56 6.56 0.71 6.44 1.14 6.37 1.03 6.37 0.99 6.37 1.29 6.56 1.05 6.41 0.51
G 52 6.58 0.63 6.19 0.73 6.21 0.58 6.42 1.27 5.93 0.64 6.23 0.90 6.71 0.80
H 48 6.63 0.51 6.49 0.88 6.38 0.66 5.84 0.60 6.26 0.52 6.18 0.68 6.33 0.66
All 400 6.64 0.69 6.26 0.87 6.15 0.68 6.14 0.80 6.18 0.86 6.31 0.76 6.47 0.71
n, number; SD, standard deviation.
TABLE 6: Analysis of variance results for the five hotel dimensions, customer experiences and return intention in different hotels.
Source of variation 4 Sum of squares Mean square F Significance ( p)
Tangibles 0.109 21.37 4.31 3.62 0.4126
Reliability 0.482 23.10 3.64 3.74 0.0083*
Responsiveness 0.158 19.05 3.49 2.05 0.0201*
Assurance 0.347 26.18 4.55 2.59 0.1167
Empathy 0.391 14.26 3.26 3.13 0.0195*
Customer experiences 0.293 2.38 2.17 0.60 0.5360
Return intention 0.176 6.17 1.46 0.47 0.2472

f, indicates the strength of the effect of each independent variable on the dependent variable.
F, indicates the ratio of two mean squares.
*, indicates a significant difference ( p < 0.05).

customer experiences. The results of this study suggest that
delivering promised service dependably and accurately
(reliability), offering caring and individualised customer
attention (empathy) and having service providers that are
knowledgeable, courteous and able to inspire trust and
confidence (assurance) are the key attributes for hotels at or
near airports in South Africa.

However, among these three dimensions, ‘reliability’ has
emerged as the best predictor of customer experiences.
Although customers may welcome the convenience of
staying in a hotel near an airport, if the ‘reliability” dimension
is not met, customers will have low experiences. However, to
increase return intentions, hoteliers should focus on the
attributes significantly related to customers’ return patronage,
namely overall hotel experience and reliability.

The study provides hotel management with an improved
understanding of the attributes that impact on customer
experiences. Management needs to be aware that to improve
customer experiences, they should provide a higher level of
‘reliability’, ‘empathy’ and ‘assurance’ to create favourable
impressions of the hotel. However, the experience of the
respondents in this study differed significantly between
different hotels with different star grading. Therefore, star
grading significantly influences customer experiences.

The impact of hotels on airport economies is clearly an
important question for public policymakers wishing to
develop a robust tourism policy. The findings can help
hotels at or near airports further explore ways to amplify
relational value to establish sustainable relationships with
their customers. The understanding of experience attributes

http://www.actacommercii.co.za . Open Access

can be helpful to managers in crafting and executing
strategies that have the most positive effect on customer
behaviour. Consequently, this will allow hotels to manage
customer experience properly that ultimately results in
customer satisfaction, loyalty and positive word-of-mouth.

The results could help airport hotels to gain a competitive
advantage over other hotel categories. The research supports
the strategic objectives of the National Tourism Sector
Strategy (RSA NDT 2011) to deliver a world-class experience
to consumers in the tourism industry.

Limitations

Despite the importance of this study, it is not free of
limitations. Firstly, only the most important attributes that
could impact on hotel customers’ experience and return
patronage levels were investigated. Limited emphasis was
also placed on the dimensions which could be reflective of
the identified attributes. Secondly, the first regression model
failed to explain 33% of the variation in customer satisfaction,
and the second regression model could only explain 77% of
the variation in return patronage. Thirdly, the research was
based on customer experiences in hotels situated near a
specific South African airport. Caution is therefore required
when generalising the findings of this study to other segments
of the hotel industry or airport hotels in other geographic
areas, as a replication of this study in other types of hotels or
other geographic areas might reveal varying levels of
importance. Lastly, the measurement of hotel customers’
experiences was limited to 21 hotel attributes. Even though
these attributes were included in other studies as well, there
could be other relevant hotel attributes that are likely to
influence hotel customers’ experiences and return patronage.
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Future research

Five areas for future research can be identified. Firstly, the
coefficient of determinations of the regression models
suggests that additional hotel attributes (such as
“accessibility’, ‘room qualities’, ‘cleanliness’, ‘security’, ‘value
for money’, ‘room cleanliness and comfort’, ‘convenience of
location” and ‘prompt service, safety and security’) could be
considered to explain overall customer experience and return
patronage in hotels at or near airports. Secondly, future
studies could compare the important hotel attributes for
customer experience and return patronage in South African
hotels and other types of accommodation (such as lodges
and BnBs).

Thirdly, further research is required to explore the impact
of economic and social rewards on hotel customers’ return
patronage. Fourthly, the research could be expanded to
airports situated in other cities, although it is not expected
that the findings would be significantly different.
Lastly, triangulation requirements could be considered by
applying multiple methods (e.g. surveys, individual
interviews and focus group discussions) and multiple data
and data sources (e.g. data obtained from mystery
customers, front office receptionists and hotel management)
in order to enhance the reliability and validity of the
research.
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