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ABSTRACT

The hotel industry is facing a digital disruption with a change in consumer booking pattern and
increased competition from companies such as Airbnb. More consumers use digital channels
such as online travel agencies and travel aggregators, and can easily compare multiple hotels
prior to booking. Consequently, it is crucial for hotels to adapt their digital marketing strategy
and market themselves online to stay competitive. Additionally, the changed booking pattern
decreases the interaction between the consumer and the hotels. Therefore, one can question
what importance the service employees have to consumers. To help hotels market themselves
online this thesis aims to examine whether the presence of a service employee in hotels’
pictures will affect intentions as well as the effect on emotions and attitudes. To test the
research questions the authors performed a quantitative study asking questions about the
respondents’ intentions, emotions and attitudes. The results showed no significant differences
between the groups regarding intentions, emotions or attitudes, and the authors could not draw
any statistical inferences from the results. However, conducting a Bayes factor test showed
moderate support for the null hypothesis, i.e. that there is no difference in intentions, emotions
and attitudes. Finally, the authors discuss alternative explanations to the results, for example
digitalization and Millennial’s changed choice criteria when traveling.
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DEFINITIONS

Stimulus: The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines stimulus as “something that rouses or
incites to activity” (2018). Stimulus, as used in the thesis, refers to a picture of a hotel
reception.

Service employee: 1s in this thesis used to describe a person employed to perform some type
of service, and is mostly used to describe a person employed at a hotel.

Positive emotions: Can be described as a reaction in the receiver’s mind that is pleasant or
desirable (Cohn, Fredrickson 2009).

Service quality: 1s used to describe how well a service provider is delivering what they have
offered compared to the consumer’s expectations.

Marketing effort: Is used to describe to what extent the receiver of marketing content
perceives that the producer has put effort into the marketing in terms of for example
creativity and money.

Trust: as defined by Mayer, Davis and Schoorman is “the willingness of a party to be
vulnerable to the action of another party...” (1995, p. 712). Trust in the context of a hotel
service is used to describe how safe the consumer feels when staying at the hotel and how
reliable the consumer perceives the hotel to be in terms of delivering what they have
promised.

Satisfaction: Can describe the feeling that a consumer has after receiving a service. It is in
this thesis used to describe how well a consumer thinks the hotel has delivered the service
they expected to receive.

Intentions: s in this thesis used to describe human actions.

Presence: Is in this thesis used to describe the proximity of a human.

Leisure travel: Describes any traveling with the intention to go on a holiday, and excludes
traveling with business purposes.

Identifiable: When a person can be named or recognized (Cambridge Academic Content
Dictionary, 2017).



1. INTRODUCTION

Mr. Parker has operated a successful hotel, targeting leisure consumers, for many years.
However, the last year he has experienced a decline in bookings and he has noticed an increased
competition from other actors such as Airbnb. He has also heard that competitors have started
with self-check-in and unmanned receptions. There have even been discussions about hotels
enabling the consumer to open the room with their mobile device, without needing a room key.
Mr. Parker can see that the hotel industry is changing but he is sceptic towards the decline in

personal interaction with the consumers.

Mr. Parker believes that service is one of the most crucial factors when choosing a hotel and as
his hotel has excellent service he wants this to be conveyed to potential guests. He starts to
think about how to design the marketing in the best possible way. One specific thing he has
thought about is which photos to include in the online photo album as well as what the photos
should picture. One idea he has is to include an employee in the pictures of the hotel on the

website, and in this way convey their good service to the consumers.

With the digitalization and the increased competition from new innovative accommodation
providers, Mr. Parker is not alone wondering how to market a hotel in the most effective way.
How should hotels develop their marketing to attract potential guests that have more and more
options to choose from? Does including a service employee in a hotel’s pictures help conveying
the service offered by the hotel? These are just a few of the questions that hotels are facing
when planning their marketing. As it has already been shown by other researchers that the
presence of an employee in a physical setting has a positive effect on consumers, it is of great

interest to further investigate this in an online setting as a response to the digitalization.

The two authors of this thesis realize that the changing hotel industry has led to multiple
decisions for hotels about how to create a competitive marketing strategy, and that hotels’
pictures are a part of this that are easily changeable. Besides from having a passion for
traveling, they know quite little about the hotel industry, so they start to do research about the

subject...



1.1 Background

Booking a hotel is something that historically has been done mainly through travel agencies or
through a phone call. With the introduction of the Internet, this is a purchase process that has
changed over the past years. In 2017, 57 percent of all travel bookings were made online
(Statisticbrain 2017). From 2014 to 2017, digital travel sales grew from 471 billion USD to
630 billion USD, which is an increase of almost 43 percent. This increase in online sales is
expected to last, and expected sales in 2020 is 818 billion USD (eMarketer 2016b). Today,
consumers can book a hotel online through many different channels. There are for example
websites run by the hotels, who manage and distribute the hotel reservations themselves, and
there are travel aggregators and online travel agencies (booking.com, hotels.com, Expedia etc.)
that give consumers the opportunity to compare different hotels and prices (LittleHotelier

2016).

The many channels, choices and possibilities for consumers to easily compare and evaluate
hotels creates intense competition. This along with the birth of new innovative accommodation
providers have increased the competition for hotels even more. Airbnb and similar services can
offer cheaper accommodation and a more local experience as the consumer often gets to
interact with the host (McCarthy 2018). The intense competition makes it extremely important
for hotels to market themselves and create awareness in the consumers’ minds, especially

online.

1.2 Problem Area

The hotel industry is a part of the hospitality industry where service is the core of the operations.
Traditionally, service is characterized by humans serving other humans in different ways, and

the personal interaction is in focus. However, the meaning of service is in some ways changing.

The hotel industry is, as many other industries, affected by the digitalization and more and
more hotels adapt their digital strategy to this. With the digital transformation, the personal
interaction between buyer and seller becomes more rare and distant. One can therefore question
if the consumers will demand the personal interaction with employees or if the hotel industry

is facing a future business with mainly digital interaction and no human interaction. Nowadays,



the consumers can interact with their mobile devices to get access to customized service
offerings without having to interact with the hotel employee (Langord 2018). One example of
a hotel chain that has adapted to the technological development is Hilton. With Hilton’s app
the consumer can choose their room before arrival, check-in, open the room door, order room-
service and access to other hotel amenities without having to interact with the hotel employees

(Hilton 2014).

Another trend, that affects how hotels market themselves, is the more picture-based
communication which takes up more space at the expense of text. Research show that pictures
attract more attention than text-based advertisement and that pictures generally are more
effective than text (Pieters, Wedel 2004). One practical issue for decision makers is therefore
what to include in hotels’ pictures, such as humans or not, in order to optimize the effect. The
digital transformation, the re-definition of service and the importance of picture-based
communication all culminate into the important questions for decision makers: What should
we include in our pictures of the hotel? What are the implications of having our service

employees in the pictures? Do consumers still value the human service?

Finally, the thesis relates to a yet fairly unexplored research area. Research on the effectiveness
of text relative to pictures in communication (Pieters, Wedel 2004) already exists, as well as
the effect of displaying humans in pictures (Cyr et al. 2009). Additionally, there is research on
the effect of the mere presence of employees in physical stores (Soderlund 1998). However,
there is a lack of research on the effects of the presence of employees in an online setting and
also the effects of having the service employee identifiable. This makes it interesting to

investigate the potential effects of making the human in the picture identifiable.

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions

The formulations of research questions are mainly based on the changing hotel industry and
the essential need for decision makers to decide on what to include in the hotels’ pictures. This
thesis will therefore focus on studying first, if the presence of a service employee in hotels’
pictures affect consumer intentions, as well as a number of emotions and attitudes. The thesis
will also study if the presence of an identifiable service employee will have any effect on

intentions, as well as through which mediators that the intentions are affected.



The thesis aims to answer the main research question:

1. Will the presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures improve consumers’
intentions and will it have any effect on positive emotions, expected hotel satisfaction,

perceived service quality, perceived marketing effort, and trust?

The thesis will also examine the following secondary research question:
2. Will the presence of an identifiable service employee in hotels’ pictures improve

, . . 5
consumers intentions:

If the above research questions are affirmative, an additional research question will be studied:

3. Are positive emotions, expected hotel satisfaction, perceived service quality, perceived

marketing effort, and trust mediating factors improving consumer intentions?

The formulations of research questions form the basis of the framework for the research method

and will be the core of this thesis.

1.4 Delimitation

Firstly, the thesis is limited to only analyze the setting of leisure trips and does not include
business trips. The reasons for this is mainly because the decision-making process and the
decisions criteria for choosing hotels differ. The two different travel segments have different
demands and travel patterns. For example, location and price are generally the most important
factors that business travelers value. Also, the personal interaction between consumers and
employees seem to be of less importance to business travelers compared to leisure travelers
(Yavas, Babakus 2005). So far, mainly leisure hotels are exposed to the increased competition
from Airbnb and equivalent actors (Jet 2017). Additionally, business travelers are more likely
to stay loyal to hotel chains, whereas leisure travelers often tend to change hotels. Indeed, 65
percent of business travelers are members of a hotel loyalty program (Hoang 2014). This
indicates that pictures might be of less importance to business travelers as the majority already

have a hotel chain top of mind.



Secondly, the thesis is limited to analyze pictures on hotels” websites and does not analyze in
the context of other communication channels such as outside advertisement and catalogue

photos. This is because of the increased trend in booking hotels online (Statisticbrain 2017).

Finally, the thesis does not take the gender of the service employee into account, nor the

physical qualities and nationality of the service employee.

2. THEORY

This chapter will present relevant theories and research on the research questions, which will

then result in the thesis’ hypotheses.

2.1 Intentions

2.1.1 Decision- Making Process for Hotel Bookings

To get a better understanding of the minds of travelers, the theory chapter will start off by

introducing the general decision-making process for hotel bookings.

The decision- making process of booking hotels has changed during past years. Traditionally,
consumers mainly searched for information through physical travel agencies and by looking in
brochures. Today, the consumer can easily search for information about different hotels online

and compare different options before booking.

The Rossiter & Percy grid (Rossiter, Donovan & Percy 1989) is a framework for advertisers to
understand how to categorize their product or service based on the two dimensions: type of
decision; low- and high involvement, and type of motivation; informational and
transformational. Based on this model, the authors have categorized booking a hotel as a high
involvement, transformational purchase decision. Firstly, this is motivated by the fact that
the consumers generally search for information and compare options prior to booking since it
is a relatively expensive and risky purchase, making it a high-involvement purchase. Secondly,
booking a leisure trip aims to create positive emotions and not solely fulfill a basic need, which

indicate that it is a transformational purchase.



Attitudes resulting from a high-involvement, transformational purchase decision are mainly
based on emotional processing, affective response and the attitude toward the add. To affect a
high involvement, transformational purchase hotels can create advertisement that evoke
affective response and involvement and the photo should have an emotional appeal (Rossiter,
Donovan & Percy 1989). In other words, when choosing pictures for hotel advertisement,
hotels should aim to elicit positive emotions. Furthermore, how well the person in the
advertisement match the product or service, plays an important role (Rossiter, Donovan &
Percy 1989). This reasoning indicates that humans in hotels’ pictures should be authentic and

relevant to the service offered.

As mentioned above, prior to booking hotels, the consumers compare and analyze different
options based on the information gathered during search (Baron et al. 2013). The decision-
making process for booking a hotel is complex due to the fact that hotel service is intangible
(Levitt 1981). Important choice criteria when booking a hotel are security, personal interactions
(Chow, Garretson & Kurtz 1995), and service (Yavas, Babakus 2005). One source that has
importance to the consumer when deciding a hotel is word-of-mouth, especially from friends

and family (Baruca, Civre 2012).

2.1.2 The SOR-Model
The above conclusion that booking a hotel is a high-involvement, transformational purchase
decision makes it important to find a suitable model that describes the process for how hotels’

marketing effort can affect consumers’ intentions.

The SOR-model (Stimulus, Organism, Response) as shown in Figure 1, can be used as a
framework to conceptualize the effect of stimuli. The SOR-model describes the process of how
stimuli lead to a human behavior, i.e. a response in form of an action, reaction or similar,
through an organismic component. The organism component can be for example an emotion
(such as pleasure, arousal and dominance), a judgement, a perception or a motivation (Donovan
et al. 1994). Since the authors of this thesis aims to see the effect in emotions, attitudes
(organism) and intentions (response) from different stimulus in hotels’ pictures this model is

suitable to lay as a base for the thesis.
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Stimulus Organism Response

Emotional states: Approach
Environmental stimuli Pleasure Or

Arousal Avoidance
Dominance

Figure 1. The SOR-Model

Based on the above research on the hotel decision-making process and the SOR-model, the
authors found it likely that displaying a service employee in hotel’s pictures would have a

positive effect on intentions. This resulted in the following hypothesis:

H1. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions

2.2 Emotions and Satisfaction
2.2.1 The Social Presence Theory

The human behavior is biologically hardwired, and the human is a social creature that is
sensitive to the presence of other humans. Humans are shaped to have social relationships,
connect with other humans and build social organizations (Nicholson 1998). Research show
that the mere presence of another human evokes emotional reactions such as arousal and
pleasure. Also, information communicated by a human medium has a higher level of positive
emotion than if the medium is a nonhuman (Campbell 2007). In fact, humans are sensitive to

human cues and they give more attention to other humans more than any other object (Lee

2004).

One theory that deals with the presence of human is the Social Presence Theory. The theory
was originally founded by Short, Williams, and Christie, who defined it as “the degree of
salience of the other person in the interaction and the consequent salience of the interpersonal
relationships...” (1976, p. 65) in other words, how “real” the other person in the communication

is perceived to be by the other party.
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The degree of social presence depends a great deal on the characteristics of the medium of the
communication, such as facial expressions and nonverbal cues. The highest level of social
presence is face-to face communication and the lowest level of social presence is written
communication (Short, Williams & Christie 1976). Later years, the interest for the social
presence online has increased, as it has low social presence due to few social cues. The
communicator can increase the social presence in an online context by including social cues
such as pictures and videos and by communicating the parties’ identities (Gunawardena 1995).
Research show that the social presence in an online context has a positive effect on satisfaction

(Gunawardena, Zittle 1997).

Other research spins off from findings from the social presence theory and investigate the effect
of the mere presence of another human, and much relevant for this thesis; the presence of an
employee. The mere presence of an employee has been researched in a physical setting but
there is less research on the presence of an employee in an online setting. Research show that
the mere presence of an employee in a physical retailer has a positive effect on consumer

satisfaction. Humans are more positive to shopping environments where an employee is present

(Soderlund 2016).

2.2.2 Humans in Advertising Linked to Positive Emotions

Images has been a natural part of marketing for a long time. In recent years, the importance of
online marketing has increased significantly (eMarketer 2016a). There are many strategies and
theories for how to create successful online marketing, for example to include images (Pieters,
Wedel 2004). However, there is still a need for more research focusing on whether images
online should feature humans or not. A study has examined how humans in pictures on websites
can induce positive reactions (Cyr et al. 2009). The researchers showed that image appeal and
perceived social presence were highest when images showed a human, and especially images
including facial features. The study showed a correlation between image appeal, perceived
social presence and trust. High image appeal was shown to have a positive effect on trust, and

the same was shown for perceived social presence.
Based on the above research on social presence theory and the effects of humans in picture, the

authors found it likely that displaying a service employee in hotels’ pictures would have a

positive effect on positive emotions and satisfaction. This resulted in the following hypotheses:
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H2. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on
positive emotions
H3. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through positive emotions

H4. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on
expected hotel satisfaction
HS. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through expected hotel satisfaction

2.3 Service Quality

48 percent of travelers say that they are willing to pay more for a hotel if it has more or better
service (Statista 2017b). This indicates that the service quality at hotels is an important choice
criteria and that is has an impact on consumer intentions. Services are special in that way that
the service employee generally must be present in order to provide the service to the consumer.
This indicate that the presence of a service employee is most highly important and that the

presence is a signal that the consumer will get the expected service (Soderlund 2015).

However, service is something intangible, which can create an uncertainty if you will actually
get what you have booked (Pleger Bebko 2000). Therefore, it is important for hotels to make
the intangible more tangible. One way to do this is by using pictures so that the consumer more
easily can imagine what to expect during their stay (Arlt 2006). Findings from another study
suggest that hotels should include tangible cues of the service in the pictures of the hotel (Arlt
2006).

Based on the above research on service quality, the authors found it likely that displaying a
service employee in hotel’s pictures would have a positive effect on perceived service quality

as it creates tangible cues that mediates service. This resulted in the following hypothesis:

H6. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

perceived service quality
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H7. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through perceived service quality

2.4 Perceived Marketing Effort

Research show that the perceived marketing effort by the communicator has a positive impact
on brand attitudes. Marketing effort can have a positive effect on perceived quality. Advertising
that the consumer perceives to have high expense and high effort have more positive effects on
the brand attitudes, the interest for the brand and the word-of-mouth. Creativity is an indicator
of the effort behind the advertising. Furthermore, the perceived advertising creativity has a
positive correlation with brand attitude and word-of-mouth (Modig, Dahlén & Colliander
2014). Regarding a later stage of the process, research shows that a positive brand attitude most
likely leads to consumer behavior such as brand choice. Also, high levels of positive brand

image increase marketing communication effectiveness (Keller 1993).

Based on the above research on marketing effort, the authors found it likely that displaying a
service employee in hotel’s pictures would have a positive effect on perceived marketing effort.

This resulted in the following hypothesis:

HS8. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on
perceived marketing effort
H9. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through perceived marketing effort

2.5 Trust

Without human interaction, building trust online can be challenging. This creates a barrier for
online sales as trust is an important factor when building seller-buyer relationships. Trust is
necessary for consumers when making purchase decisions, especially when buying online as
the consumer cannot verify the quality of the product or service before making the purchase

(Reichheld, Schefter 2000).

There are many definitions of trust and its implications on the seller-buyer relationship. One

definition by Mayer et al. is “Trust is the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the action
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of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action
important to the trustor, irrespective to the ability to monitor or control that other party”

(1995, p. 712).

For a purchase made in a physical store, trust is only a part of the total evaluation of a product,
service or solution, before making the purchase decision. For a purchase online, the consumer
has to evaluate how trustworthy the supplier is prior to making the decision, and will not know
how good the quality of the product or service is until after the decision. With a few clicks, the
consumer can find another provider of the product or service and compare their findings before
making a decision. This means that trust is an even more important part of the purchase decision

process when making online purchases (Yenneti 2016).

One reason for the lack of trust online may be the absence of social cues and social presence
that build trust in physical stores. It has been found that there is a positive link between social
presence and trust (Cyr et al. 2007). When media cues, such as pictures and video clips,
showing a sales person are used on a website, the consumer experiences greater trust in that

online shop (Aldiri, Hobbs & Qahwaji 2008).

2.5.1 Identity and trust

One social cue that trust is positively linked to is identity. The relation between identity and
trust has been studied in the context of an online bank. In the study, the respondents were
exposed to three pictures: the first picture showed a person with a label saying that the person
was a consumer service agent employed by the vendor, the next picture showed the same
person, but without any information about who the person was, and the last version did not
have a picture, only text. The researchers showed that the consumers’ trust was highest for the
identified person, and lowest for the text-only version (Mayer, Sims 1994). Another study
showed that when photos of employees were displayed on a website, the credibility for that
website increased (Fogg et al. 2001). This indicates that building trust between seller and buyer
is done more effectively, not only when a person is displayed in the pictures, but also when the

identities are known.

In physical stores, someone’s identity can be shown through visual cues or identification, while

it online can be more challenging. However, identity can be shown through for example
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“authentication and tokens”. Furthermore, trust is also dependent on information, meaning trust
is easier built between two parties when they can access information about each other. This
indicates that displaying an “identifiable employee” in hotel advertising is an important factor

for building trust (Aljazzaf, Perry & Capretz 2010).

Additionally, research show that stock photos decrease the degree of trust and authenticity. The
same research show that the purchase intention increases by 35 percent when displaying an
authentic photo compared to a stock photo (McCraw 2011). Furthermore, stock photos are
more likely to be ignored on a webpage. Real employees that actually work for the company
are more effective than stock photos (Nielsen 2010). This research point at the fact that people

trust and like authentic photos more than “fake” photos.

Based on the above research on trust and identity, the authors found it likely that displaying a
service employee in hotel’s pictures would have a positive effect on trust. This research also
touches upon the possibility that displaying an identifiable service employee has a positive

effect on intentions. This resulted in the following hypothesis:

H10. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on trust
H11. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through trust

H12. The presence of an identifiable service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a greater

effect on intentions than an anonymous service employee.
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2.6 Hypotheses

Below one can find a list of all hypotheses that are tested in the thesis:

Summary of Hypotheses

H1. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
intentions

H2. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
positive emotions

H3. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
intentions mediating through positive emotions

H4. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
expected hotel satisfaction

HS. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
intentions mediating through expected hotel satisfaction

H6. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
perceived service quality

H7. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
intentions mediating through perceived service quality

HS8. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
perceived marketing effort

H9. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures
intentions mediating through perceived marketing effort

will have

will have

will have

will have

will have

will have

will have

will have

will have

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

a positive

effect

effect

effect

effect

effect

effect

effect

effect

effect

on

on

on

on

on

on

on

on

on

H10. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on trust

H11. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through trust

H12. The presence of an identifiable service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a greater

effect on intentions than an anonymous service employee
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To summarize, past research indicates that humans are sensitive to other humans, and that
humans in pictures seem to have a positive effect on a number of emotions and attitudes
(organisms) and intentions (responses). Based on past research and the development of the
hypothesis, the authors have used the SOR-model as a base for examining both organism and

response, as shown in the model below.

Stimulus Organism Response

Stimuli 1: photo of a hotel
reception Positive emotions Intentions:
Stimuli 2: photo of a hotel Expected hotel satisfaction Information search
reception and a service personnel - Perceived service quality - Recommend to a friend
Stimuli 3: photo of a hotel Perceived marketing effort Book the hotel
reception and an identifiable Trust
service personnel

Figure 2. The SOR-model applied to the research questions
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3. METHOD

This chapter will explain and motivate for the choice of approach and provide a detailed
presentation of the research process. Finally, a discussion of the data quality in terms of

reliability and validity will be presented.

3.1 Choice of Scientific Approach and Method

The authors chose a deductive approach and the hypotheses were based on existing theories

and studies, which were then tested in the study (Bryman 2011).

To examine the thesis questions, a quantitative method was used. There are mainly three
reasons for choosing a quantitative research for this thesis. Firstly, a quantitative study is
superior when describing detailed differences in the sample. Hence, the quantitative study can
distinguish the three groups’ intentions, emotions and attitudes more detailed in order to answer
the research questions. Secondly, it aims to create a more consistent data and to generalize the
results. Thirdly, the thesis aimed to examine the relationship between different variables, which
is most easily done through a quantitative research method. For example, by conducting a
correlation analysis to see the relation between the different stimulus and intentions (Bryman

2011).

Finally, due to limited resources a quantitative study enables to collect a bigger sample of

respondents during a short period of time.

3.2 Pre-study

After choosing the scientific method the authors conducted a pre-study. The purpose of the pre-
study was to control that the stimuli would have the intended effect and that the respondents

would understand the questions correctly.

As the pre-study was intended to test the main study questions, the questions that were used
were developed with the intention to be used also in the main study, which they also were. Four
different surveys, two showing an empty hotel reception, and two showing the same hotel

receptions but with a receptionist, were randomly sent out to in total 26 respondents.
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In order to present the exact same picture in the surveys, but with a service employee in two of
them, pictures from Google were manipulated in Photoshop for the pre-study. Pictures from
two different hotels were edited to examine if the distance of the reception and the person had
any effect on the responses. The persons that were photoshopped into the hotels’ pictures were
chosen by the authors after looking at several photos to find someone that looked like a
“typical” service employee. This was done in order to make the pictures look as authentic as

possible and mediate the service offered by the hotels.

After feedback from the respondents that participated in the pre-study, it was obvious that the
pictures used in the pre-study had to be changed. The pre-study showed that perceived photo
quality was lower for the pictures that were photoshopped compared to the pictures that were
not. The mean for the variable photo quality was M=4.29 for the pictures were the service
employee had been photoshopped, and M=5.25 for the picture that had not been photoshopped.
Since it was visually obvious that the pictures with the service employees were photoshopped

the authors decided to not use these pictures in the main study.

3.3 Main Study

The purpose of the main study was to test the hypotheses and answer the research questions.
Three surveys were designed in order to examine what different intentions, emotions and

attitudes that arise depending on the different stimulus.

3.3.1 Stimuli development main study

After the results and feedback from the pre-study, the authors decided to take photos of a real
hotel themselves. This is also in line with research showing that authentic photos are more
efficient than stock photos as mentioned in the theory chapter (McCraw 2011, Nielsen 2010).
In order to get pictures showing the exact same things but with and without a service employee,
the authors visited Freys Hotel to take photos of their reception and receptionist. To prevent
biased answers because of respondent’s potential established attitudes to a certain hotel, the
authors chose to take the photos at a smaller hotel, i.e. not at a well known hotel chain. The
hotel’s receptionist Natalie was asked to model in the photos as she had the “typical” service

employee look, i.e. she was wearing her hotel uniform, a name tag, and looked proper.
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Stimulus 1 showed a hotel reception, which was unmanned. Stimulus 2 showed the same hotel
reception but with a service employee behind the reception desk. This difference was intended
to make it possible to measure any differences in people’s attitudes to the hotel because of the
appearance of a person in the pictures. Stimulus 3 was the exact same picture as Stimulus 2,
but the service employee was here given an identity as she was presented as “the receptionist
Natalie” in the text below the picture. This change was intended to make it possible to measure

any differences in people’s attitudes to the hotel because of a person’s identity.

Hotels’ pictures have shown to be of great importance when booking a hotel. In fact, hotel
websites that have more than one picture on their website increase bookings by 225 percent
compared to hotel websites with no pictures (TripAdvisor, TravelDailyNews 2014). Therefore,
to show the picture in a natural context, where the respondents could imagine booking a hotel,
the pictures were inserted into Hotel Freys’ own website. A text was added below the picture
describing what could be seen in the picture. Below Stimulus 1, which showed an unmanned
hotel reception: “Welcome to our reception”, below Stimulus 2, which showed the same
reception but with a service employee: “Welcome to our reception”, and below Stimulus 3,
the exact same picture as Stimulus 2, but with different text: “Welcome to our reception. This
is our receptionist Natalie who will be at your service”. The text was used both to clarify what
could be seen in the photos, and in Stimulus 3, to introduce the respondent to the receptionist

and give her an identity by telling the respondent her name and occupation.

Stimulus 1 Stimulus 2 Stimulus 3

Figure 3. Stimuli used in the survey
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3.3.2 Survey design

The authors spent time making sure that the questions could relate well to the research question.
The questions of the survey were developed with the aim to answer the research questions

according to the general rule of thumb (Bryman 2015).

Three different surveys were conducted in order to measure any differences the three stimuli
could lead to. The surveys contained mainly the exact same questions, with the exception for a
few questions in Survey 2 and Survey 3 that asked the respondents about their attitudes to the
receptionist in the pictures. The purpose of these questions was to examine if the service
employee’s look could influence the respondent’s answers. Survey 1 had 28 questions,
including questions about age, gender, nationality and email address, while Survey 2 and

Survey 3 consisted of 31 questions.

The survey consisted of a short introduction, followed by a first “warm up” question, a trap
question, to ensure the respondent’s focus when participating in the survey. The trap question
is discussed further below. In the next step the respondents were exposed to the picture of the
hotel reception, together with a short text with instructions to the respondents. The instructions
told the respondent to imagine the following scenario: Imagine that you are going to book a
hotel online for a leisure trip. You search for different options and enter this hotel's website.
When looking through their images, this is the first photo you see. After seeing the picture, the
respondents were asked to answer questions about their intentions, emotions, and attitudes to

the hotel and the ad.

The survey ended with a control question and questions about the respondents age, nationality
and gender. The purpose of the control question was to control that the respondent had
understood what was pictured and had answered the questions with the right picture in mind
(Bryman 2012). The whole survey was written in English as respondents with different

nationalities were invited to take the survey.

To examine the respondents’ attitudes, the answers to these questions were based on the Likert

Scale. This scale is favorable when asking questions on attitudes (Bryman 2015). The
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respondents got to answer the question on a 7-point scale (1-7, strongly disagree-strongly
agree). In this way, the respondents were able to fill in a neutral response: the middle point on

the scale (4).

3.3.3 Implementation

The survey was developed in the online survey tool Qualtrics and distributed through
anonymous links. The link was distributed through social media and directly to family, friends,
colleagues and fellow students. As mentioned, research show that humans are sensitive to other
humans (Lee 2004). As there was no reason to believe that people are affected differently by
seeing another human, because of age or other demographic factors, the authors enabled anyone
to enter the survey. The survey was open for respondents to enter between 18th of April and
24th of April. By using a randomizer in Qualtrics, the three different surveys were evenly

distributed to the respondents.

In order to increase the response rate of the survey, the authors gave out a 200 SEK gift card at
Babel Deli to a randomly selected respondent, as this can be an effective method to incentives

people to answer the survey (Bryman 2015).

3.3.4 Sample

In total 204 respondents entered the survey, although not all answers could be used. To ensure
the quality of the responses, observations that did not fulfill the requirements were deleted from
the database. The data that was eliminated was: 1) any observations where the respondent had
not completed the whole survey, 2) observations where the respondent failed to answer the trap
question at the beginning of the survey and 3) observations where the respondents had failed

the control question at the end of the survey were eliminated from the database.

Elimination 1) 54 respondents entered the survey without completing all questions and had to
be deleted from the database. From Survey 1, 22 observations were dropped, from Survey 2,
18 observations were dropped and from Survey 3, 14 observations were dropped due to

incomplete answers.
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Elimination 2) From the remaining data, in total five observations had to be dropped because
the respondents had failed the trap question in the beginning of the survey. From Survey 1, no
respondents failed the trap question. From Survey 2 three observations were dropped, and from

Survey 3 two observations were dropped.

Elimination 3) Out of the remaining data, in total 21 observations had to be dropped because
the respondents had failed the control question at the end of the survey: one had to be deleted

from Survey 1 and 20 from Survey 3.

After eliminating data that did not fulfill the requirements, in total 124 observations were left.

44 from Survey 1, 52 from Survey 2, and 28 from Survey 3.

Also, an ANOVA test was performed in order to test for any significant differences between
the groups in terms of gender or age. As the result showed no significant differences in gender
between the groups (p=0.752) and no significant differences in age between the groups

(p=0.197), the groups could be compared although the sample sizes were different.

3.3.5 Analysis tools

The data collected in Qualtrics was directly exported into the analysis tool SPSS statistics 25.
This program was used to analyze all the data, and a significance level of 5 % was used for the
analysis. Any results above 5 % significance were considered as not significant, i.e. did not

support the hypotheses empirically.

A Cronbach’s alpha reliability test was done to determine if any of the variables could be
merged together to create new variables. Any questions that were considered similar enough
to individually not add any extra value were tested, and if those variables had a Cronbach’s

alpha greater than 0.8, they were merged together (Bryman 2011).

3.4 Variables

This section will present the variables tested in the study.
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Intentions:
- Information search: As for the variables measuring intentions, most were left as

individual variables as they measure different activities that were intended to be
analyzed separately. However, the two questions asking if the respondent would search
for more information or ask for a price suggestion were tested. The Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.833 showed that these could be transformed into a new variable, which was named
“information search”.

- Recommend to a friend: Research show that recommendations from friends and family
are the single most important source of information when booking a hotel (Statista
2017a). Therefore, it was of interest to measure this variable separately.

- Book the hotel: The authors decided to keep this as a single measure and not aggregate
it with other intention variables. This was motivated by the fact that booking a hotel is
the final step in the decision-making process and is an intention that is quite hard to

evoke by solely looking at the stimuli.

Positive emotions: As the Cronbach’s alpha for the three questions regarding the
respondent’s emotions when seeing the picture was 0.95, these were merged together to a

new variable, “positive emotions”.

Expected hotel satisfaction: For the variables measuring expectations of satisfaction when
staying at the hotel the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.904. A new variable was created called

“Expected hotel satisfaction”.

Perceived service quality: The variables measuring perceived service were also combined as

the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92. The new variable was named “perceived service quality”.
Perceived marketing effort: The three questions regarding the respondent’s attitude towards
the picture in terms of creativity, expense and effort, were also tested. The Cronbach’s alpha

was 0.892, which lead to the creation of the new variable “perceived marketing effort”.

Trust: For the variables measuring trust, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.992, and these were therefore

combined into a new variable called “trust”.
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3.5 Data quality

In a quantitative method, it is crucial to ensure that the measures have high reliability and
validity (Bryman 2011). The authors therefore did a number of actions aiming to increase the
reliability and validity. However, due to limited time and resources there arose some drawbacks

in manner of reliability and validity.

3.5.1 Reliability

Reliability refers to whether the results are consistent and whether one can repeat the same

results if doing the study. In other words, how stable the measures are (Bryman 2011).

To test the internal reliability and consistency, the authors performed a Cronbach's alpha test
on those variables that were intended to measure the same phenomenon. The test showed that
the variables correlated and had a Cronbach's alpha above 0.8 which is the general rule. In this

way, these variables were aggregates into one variable (Bryman 2011).

Moreover, to increase the reliability, the survey included a control question that intended to
make sure that the respondent’s perceived stimulus was the same as what they actually had
been showed. This control question was put in the end of the survey before questions about
age, nationality and gender. Additionally, Qualtrics randomly assigned the respondents to one

of the three pictures.

However, due to limited time the authors did not have the resources to do a so-called test-retest,
where the survey is tested more than one time on different occasions, to test the consistency
(Bryman 2011). The authors acknowledge that this might have increased the reliability, and if

done again, this would be favorable.

3.5.2 Validity

Validity refers to making sure that the measure of a concept actually measures that same
concept (Bryman 2011). To strengthen the validity of the quantitative study, the authors

consulted with their tutor to ask for expertise before sending out the survey. This is also referred
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to as face validity, which aims to control that the measures actually measures the intended

concepts (Bryman 2011).

The external validity relates to whether the results of the study can be generalized over the
population (Bryman 2011). To examine this, descriptive statistics of the three respondent
groups were conducted which showed no significant differences between the groups in manner
of gender and age. It also showed that the age spread in the groups were quite large, including
ages from 15-79. However, the majority of the sample group was within the age of 20-30 years
old. The authors acknowledge that this is a drawback in the data and the authors could not
generalize the results as intended. It would have been favorable if the sample group would have
been larger, and if the sample consisted of respondents distributed more equally on different
ages and gender in improve the external validity. Furthermore, in order to increase the external
validity (Bryman 2011), the hotels’ pictures (stimuli) used in the survey were photos of a real
hotel (Freys Hotel in Stockholm) with a real employee, i.e. the respondents were exposed to

real hotel photos.

Finally, the warm up question at the start of the survey was a “trap question”, also referred to
as “red herring questions”, and was intended to increase the quality of the collected data (Miller
2006, Miller, Officer & Baker-Prewitt 2009). Inattentive and fallacious respondents can pose
a threat to the validity of data, and a study has shown that between 8-25 percent of the total
sample can be affected (Miller 2006). It has also been shown that respondents that fail a trap
question are more likely to be inattentive throughout the whole survey and therefore provide
data with lower quality compared to the data collected from respondents who passed the trap
question (Jones, House & Gao 2015). If excluding the respondents who failed the trap question,
the data will be more reliable (Jones, House & Gao 2015). To place the trap question at the
start of the survey was a strategic decision, made based on research suggesting that this is the
most effective way to increase the validity. A trap questions does not only make it possible to
exclude respondents who fail answering the questions, it also makes the people who read the
question carefully aware that their presence and focus on the survey is observed, which will
make them more attentive throughout the rest of the survey (Miller, Officer & Baker-Prewitt
2009).
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4. RESULT AND ANALYSIS

In this chapter, the results from the survey will be presented and analyzed, culminating into

whether the hypotheses are empirically supported or not.

4.1 Descriptives of the Respondents

In Table 1 below, the descriptives of the respondents are presented. The table shows a quite
skew gender distribution, with a majority of women in all groups. However, the one-way
ANOVA test showed no significant differences in gender between the groups. This means that
the groups can be compared. Furthermore, the table shows that the mean age for the three
respondent groups are very similar, which was also confirmed when conducting the one-way

ANOVA test that showed that there were no significant differences in age between the groups.

Table 1. Descriptives of the Respondents

Sample population  Respondent Group1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(N=124) (n1=44) (n,=52) (n3=28)
Gender
Men 51 (41.1%) 15 (34.1%) 25 (48.1%) 11 (39.3%)
Women 71 (57.3%) 27 (61.4%) 27 (51.9%) 17 (60.7%)
Other 2 (1.6%) 2 (4.5%)
Total 124 44 (35.5%) 52 (41.9%) 28 (22.6%)
Age
Mean 25.6 24.3 27.6 23.7
Max 79 44 79 49
Min 15 15 20 16

4.2 Intentions

According to the Rossiter & Percy grid (Rossiter, Donovan & Percy 1989), booking a hotel can
be characterized as a high involvement, transformational purchase decision where the
consumer search for information and compare different options prior to booking to create

positive emotions. Research show that the most influential source of information when looking
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for a hotel is recommendation from friends and family (Baruca, Civre 2012). To capture three
important steps in the decision-making process, i.e. intentions, the authors decided to use three
different variables for intentions: information search, recommend to a friend and book the

hotel.

Table 2. Mean Comparison of the Variables Related to Intentions

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Information
search 5.03 (1.57) 5.34 (1.20) 4.98 (1.60) 0.41
Recommendto a
friend 4.05 (1.54) 4.32 (1.37) 4.32 (1.54) 0.61
Book the hotel 4.77 (1.68) 5.04 (1.29) 5.07 (1.61) 0.62

To test the hypotheses and see if there were any significant differences in the mean of the
intentions between the groups, a one-way ANOVA test was performed. The test showed no
significant differences in mean for information search (p=0.41), recommend to a friend
(p=0.61), and book the hotel (p=0.62), i.e. no significant differences in intention mean. Hence,
no empirical evidence was found that showed that displaying a service employee in hotels’

pictures will lead to positive effect on intentions.

The result led to the following:

H1. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions — No empirical evidence found

4.3 Emotions and Hotel Satisfaction

Research show that social cues such as pictures can increase the social presence online and that
this will have a positive effect on satisfaction (Gunawardena 1995). It has also been shown that
the mere presence of an employee has a positive effect on satisfaction (Séderlund 2016), and

the presence of a human has a positive effect on emotions (Campbell 2007). Therefore, the
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authors investigated how the presence of a human would affect positive emotions and perceived

hotel satisfaction.

Table 3. Mean Comparison of the Variable Positive Emotions

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Positive emotions 5.01 (1.31) 5.17 (1.25) 5.00 (1.50) 0.79

Table 4. Mean Comparison of the Variable Hotel Satisfaction

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Hotel satisfaction 5.23(1.12) 5.06 (1.19) 5.19 (1.22) 0.77

The test was done through a one-way ANOVA. The result showed small differences in mean
values, however there were no significant differences in neither positive emotions or hotel
satisfaction (p=0.79 and p=0.77). As no empirical evidence was found, it is not possible to say
that the presence of a service employee in the photos will have a positive effect on emotions or
hotel satisfaction. As a consequence of the non-significant results, there was no reason testing

H3 and H5.

The result led to the following:

H2. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

positive emotions — No empirical evidence found

H3. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through positive emotions — Not tested
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H4. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

expected hotel satisfaction — No empirical evidence found

HS. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through expected hotel satisfaction — Not tested

4.4 Service Quality

The service quality of hotels is an important factor for consumer, in fact 48 percent say that
they are willing to pay more for a hotel if it has more or better service (Statista 2017b).
However, service is something intangible which creates an importance for hotels to make the
intangible tangible. This can be done through photos showing what to expect when staying at
the hotel, in this case, displaying a service employee which can be incorporated as a tangible

cue for service (Mills, Law 2004).

Table 5. Mean Comparison of the Variable Service Quality

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Service quality 5.31(1.27) 5.42 (1.13) 5.64 (0.67) 0.47

To test the hypotheses and see if there were any significant differences in the mean of the
perceived service quality between the groups, a one-way ANOVA test was performed. The test
showed no significant differences in mean for service quality (p=0.47), meaning that no
empirical evidence was found that show that displaying a service employee in hotels’ pictures
will lead to higher perceived service quality. Since no significant results of the mean were

found, there was no reason testing if service quality is a mediating factor to intentions.

The result led to the following:

H6. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

perceived service quality — No empirical evidence found
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H7. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through perceived service quality — Not tested

4.5 Perceived Marketing Effort

As perceived marketing effort can have a positive effect on brand attitudes and interest for the

brand (Modig, Dahlén & Colliander 2014), it is likely to believe that pictures displaying a

service employee, which can be perceived as more creative and has had more effort put into it,

will lead to a positive effect on intentions.

Table 6. Mean Comparison of the Variable Perceived Marketing Effort

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variables M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Perceived
marketing effort 3.61 (1.56) 3.32 (1.43) 3.17 (1.68) 0.56

To test the hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA test was performed. This showed no significant

differences between the three groups (p=0.56), which means that no empirical evidence was

found that the different stimuli would be perceived different in terms of marketing effort. Since

no significant differences in means were found, there was no reason testing if perceived

marketing effort was a mediating factor to intentions.

The result led to the following:

HS8. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

perceived marketing effort — No empirical evidence found

H9. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through perceived marketing effort — Not tested
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4.6 Trust

Trust is an important aspect when making online purchases. However, there is a certain lack of
trust online, which can be explained by the absence of social cues and social presence that build
trust in physical stores. Research show that adding social cues in online shopping context is
linked to positive emotions (Jones 1999). In fact, when showing pictures with a sales employee
on a website, the consumer experiences greater trust for that online vendor (Aldiri, Hobbs &

Qahwaji 2008).

Table 7. Mean Comparison of the Variable Trust

Respondent Group 1 Respondent Group 2 Respondent Group 3

(n1=44) (n2=52) (n3=28)
Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Significance
Trust 5.30(0.97) 5.30(1.10) 5.56 (0.71) 0.45

To test the hypotheses and see if there were any significant differences in the mean of trust
between the groups, a one-way ANOVA test was performed. The test showed no significant
differences in mean for frust (p=0.45), meaning that no empirical evidence was found that show
that displaying a service employee in hotels’ pictures will lead to higher trust. Since no
significant results of the mean were found, there was reason testing if #7ust was a mediating

factor to intentions.

The result led to the following:

H10. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on trust
— No empirical evidence found
H11. The presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures will have a positive effect on

intentions mediating through trust — Not tested

To summarize, the analysis showed no significant results in any of the test which mean that
none of the hypotheses can be empirically supported and the null-hypothesis cannot be rejected.

As the results showed no significant values for the tested variables, the authors decided that
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there was no point in testing the variables regarding the attitudes towards the receptionist in the

picture not the potential mediating variables.

4.7 Discussion of Non-Significant Results

There are various reasons that can explain why the null-hypothesis, HO, ie. that people are
indifferent between seeing a service employee in a picture and no service employee cannot be
rejected. One explanation may be that the null-hypothesis is true, meaning that people are
indifferent between seeing a picture where an employee is present versus seeing a picture
without an employee. Another explanation may be that the data is insensitive resulting in that
no scientific conclusion can be taken from the data. The section below will examine these

reasons aiming to explain the non-significant results.

4.7.1 Bayes Factor

In order to examine the evidence and likelihood of support for the null-hypothesis and the
alternative hypotheses, a Bayes factor independent sample test was performed. The Bayes
factor ratio provides a comparison of the probability of HO relative to the alternative hypotheses
and makes it possible to see which hypothesis, the null or the alternative, that is most likely.

(Dienes 2014, Jarosz, Wiley 2014)
A Bayes factor independent sample test was performed in SPSS to compare Stimulus 1 (picture
without service employee) and Stimulus 2 (picture with service employee) in order to find

potential support for HO.

The Bayes factor derive from the following calculation:

B=likelihood of data given HO / likelihood of data given H1
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The result from the Bayes factor independent sample test can be found in the table below.

Table 8. Bayes Factor Independent Sample Test for
Stimulus 1 and Stimulus 2

Variables Bayes Factor
Information search 2.82
Recommend to a friend 3.70
Book the hotel 3.47
Positive emotions 3.72
Hotel satisfaction 5.62
Service quality 3.59
Perceived marketing effort 5.01
Trust 5.13

A Bayes factor larger than 1 indicates evidence of support for HO (SPSS 2017), i.e. the null
hypothesis is more likely than the alternative hypothesis. The larger the factor is, the more
evidence for HO. As all variables had a Bayes factor larger than 1, the likelihood of HO is larger
than the alternative hypotheses. For all variables except for Information search, the factor was

between 3-10, meaning that there is moderate evidence for HO (SPSS 2017).

Although there is no strong evidence for HO, the result provides added evidence that HO cannot
be rejected, which indicates that the sample in question is likely to be indifferent between
Stimulus 1 and Stimulus 2, i.e. indifferent between seeing pictures where a service employee

is present versus not present.

4.7.2 Insensitive data
Even though the authors performed a Bayes factor independent sample test, it is not possible

to neglect the possibility that the data collected is insensitive, and the non-significant results

can derive from drawbacks in the data.
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The size of the sample group has an impact when achieving significant results. By increasing
the sample group, one can increase the likelihood of achieving significant results (Jarosz, Wiley
2014). One drawback is that the sample group only contains 124 respondents. Also, there is a
difference in the number of respondents in each group (n1=44, n»=52, n3-28). The sample
group mainly contains younger people (M=25.6), also referred to as Millennials (people born
between 1981-1996) (Baron et al. 2013). and it is likely that young people do not value hotel
service employee as much as older people or that they are limited by lower income and
therefore choose to stay at low-cost hotels with little focus on service. The difference in travel

patterns of Millennials and non-Millennials is discussed further under chapter 5.

The non-significant results may also be affected by the drawbacks in the stimuli produced for
the survey. Research show that image appeal and perceived social presence on websites are
strongest when there is a presence of a human in picture, and especially images with humans
with evident facial features and expressions (Cyr et al. 2009). Consequently, one possible issue
with the stimulus is that the human in the picture is not very evident to the respondents as the
picture is taken from far away. The respondent may not see the details of the service employee’s
face from where the picture is taken, and this could harm the positive effect that the authors
believed would be found based on past research. This relates to the Social Presence Theory that
says that the social presence depends mainly on the characteristics of the medium of the
communication, especially facial expressions and non-verbal cues (Cyr et al. 2009, Short,
Williams & Christie 1976). It is possible that the stimuli did not succeed to achieve a high

perceived social presence and did consequently not lead to the expected results.

Moving forward, the authors chose to do a multi-way ANOVA test to examine if gender is a
moderating factor to intentions. However, neither this showed any significant differences in
gender between the three respondent groups. The authors could therefore neglect the possibility

that gender interact with the manipulated variables.
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This chapter will summarize the results of the thesis and analyze these in relation to past
research and the thesis questions. Also, additional research will be presented to try to provide
alternative explanations to the results. The chapter will end with a discussion of the limitations

of this thesis and suggestions for further research.

5.1 Discussion

Based on the non-significant results from the mean comparison, and the result from the Bayes
factor independent sample test, the authors can conclude that HO cannot be rejected. This means
that it is not possible to conclude that people are affected differently by pictures where service
employees are present and when they are not. Neither is it possible to say that people are not
indifferent between seeing a picture of a hotel reception and a picture where a service employee
is present, as HO cannot be rejected. The Bayes factor even shows that there is moderate
evidence for HO, meaning that the selected sample are more likely to be indifferent between
Stimulus 1 and Stimulus 2 than the contrary. This result contradicts theory and research saying

that humans react more favorable to other humans.

The fact that the respondents seem indifferent between the picture with and without a service
employee can have various explanations. One explanation might be the current technical
development that the world is going through, which has resulted in the usage of more machines
and self-service. Travelers are nowadays used to checking in to a flight online or at the self-
service check-in machine at the airport. Getting help from an employee is almost more an
exception than a rule, and travelers are not expecting the human interaction as much as before.
Also, many hotels offer self-service where the guest can check in and get keys from a machine.
This might have resulted in less importance of human interaction, and consequently, the
respondents are indifferent between seeing a photo of an empty hotel reception and one with

the presence of an employee.
Even though the authors found it likely that humans, indifferent of age, would react alike when

being exposed to another human in pictures, there may be other factors affecting. As the

majority of the respondents are Millennials, other explanations might be that Millennials,
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compared to other generations, have different travel patterns, a different booking process and

value other things when choosing a hotel.

Millennials travel less than non-Millennials due to factors such as lower income and less
vacation days. In fact, 50 percent of Millennials take more than four overnight leisure trips a
year compared to 75 percent of non-Millennials. The amount of previous travel experience

might affect their attitudes to different hotels’ pictures.

Additionally, Millennials search for more information prior to booking and compare more
alternatives. Also, they use online travel agencies and travel aggregator to a greater extent,
especially on their mobile device (Baron et al. 2013). Millennials much rather interact with
bots than with real travel agents and want to access as much service as they can from their
mobile device instead of communicating with service employees (Baron et al. 2013). This
shows that Millennials, especially, are adapting to the new technology used in the travel

industry and do not request the same personal service from service employees.

Millennials do not only plan and book differently, they also travel for different reasons.
Millennials are almost two times as likely to travel because of hobbies such as food and wine,
outdoor activities and shopping, than non-Millennials (Baron et al. 2013). When booking a
hotel, they might look for other things than the hotel’s service and will base their choice on for
example location and what kind of activities, restaurants and shopping that can be found

nearby.

Another explanation to why no significant differences could be found might be the importance
of recommendations from friends and the growing importance of online customer reviews,
which may mean that the importance of pictures of the hotel has decreased. With the possibility
to “check-in” to different locations online, post comments, share stories, reviews and
experiences online, it is easier than ever for consumers to recommend, or not recommend, a
hotel to family and friends. It is today possible to take part of both friends’ and complete
strangers’ recommendations thanks to social media and services such as TripAdvisor and
Google Maps. All travel aggregators and also most hotels’ own websites offer consumers to
share their experiences and leave a review for other consumers to read. Recent research shows
that people trust online reviews as much as a friend, in fact 87 percent of consumers have stated

that they find online reviews to be as trustworthy (Bright Local 2017). The same study also
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showed that positive reviews have a significant positive effect on trust, and that 68 percent of
consumers will be more likely to choose a business if the review is positive. Even more
interesting, a comparison between 2016 and 2017 showed that people are now more likely to
make a decision right after reading a positive review instead of continuing to look for other
options (Bright Local 2017). This shows that reviews are extremely important. Many
consumers do not even feel the need to enter a business’ website after reading several positive
reviews. Instead, they make a decision based on the reviews. Although pictures are still
important, consumers can get a service, at a hotel for example, described in words by someone
who has already experienced it, and do not only have to rely on tangible cues such as a

receptionist in a picture.

Even though much research point at the fact that consumers care about reading reviews to a
great extent, describing text displayed in combination with hotel photos may not be as
important. The large number of failing respondents from Survey 3 shows that a lot of the
respondents did not read the text under the picture carefully as they all answered that they had
seen a hotel reception and a receptionist. This was partly true as they had been exposed to a
reception with a receptionist, however, they missed reading, or forgot, that the receptionist’s
name was Natalie. This supports the development of marketing where picture-based
communication takes up more and more space at the expense of text, as pictures are shown to

be more efficient than text and draw more attention from the consumer (Pieters, Wedel 2004).

5.2 Conclusion

To conclude, the study did not find any empirical support that the presence of a service
employee in hotel’s photos improve consumers’ intentions, and neither when the service
employee is identifiable. Furthermore, the authors could not find any empirical evidence for
the tested variables: positive emotions, expected hotel satisfaction, perceived service quality,

perceived marketing effort, and trust.

However, the results from the Bayes factor showed moderate support for the null hypothesis,
i.e. that the selected sample are more likely to be indifferent between Stimulus 1 and Stimulus
2. The authors therefore find it possible that consumers are indifferent between the lack of
service employees in hotels’ pictures versus the presence of service employees in hotels’

pictures.
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The results led to the following answer to the main research questions:

1. Will the presence of a service employee in hotels’ pictures improve consumers’
intentions and will it have any effect on positive emotions, expected hotel satisfaction,
perceived service quality, perceived marketing effort, and trust? No empirical

evidence found

The results led to the following answer to the secondary research questions:

2. Will the presence of an identifiable service employee in hotel’s photos improve

consumers’ intentions? No empirical evidence found

Since the two first research questions are negative there was no point in testing the third

research question:

3. Are positive emotions, expected hotel satisfaction, perceived service quality,
perceived marketing effort, and trust mediating factors improving consumer
intentions? Since no empirical evidence from question one and two was found this

question was not tested

As the authors could not find any support for the effect of the presence of a service employee
in hotels’ pictures, they suggest that hotels should not focus too much on this question.
However, they did find some other interesting facts from their research, and they recommend
hotels to further discuss the service aspect in combination with their digital strategies. The
authors exhort to research more about enabling online friendly service interaction including
features such as self-check in and on-demand service via the mobile device to meet the new

demands of Millennials.

5.3 Critique and Limitations

As the study showed no significant results, no statistical inference can be drawn from the

results. The authors acknowledge that the results of this thesis should be consumed with caution
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and that there are drawbacks in the generalization of the results. As a consequence of these
limitations, the results of this thesis are better suited to lay as a base for future research and to
test the implications of service employees in hotels’ pictures further. If replicating the study,
the authors suggest adding descriptive variables about the respondent's travel pattern such as
how frequently the respondent travel and whether the respondent book trips themselves. By
doing so, the researcher can detect differences in respondent descriptives that may interfere

with the results.

If doing the survey again, it would be superior to send out the survey to a larger sample group.
The authors also suggest defining a narrower target group such as Millennials to test for this

specific group, as their travel patterns differ from non-Millennials.

5.4 Future Research

Due to limitations the authors were not able to test the hypotheses in different online settings.
As the world is facing a rise in mobile device users, with approximately 5,135 billions of unique
mobile users, and the fact that 31 percent of leisure travelers book hotels on mobile devices
(Think With Google 2016), this makes the mobile device an interesting setting for further
research. Also, as Millennials increasingly use online travel agencies and travel aggregators
this setting on mobile devices would be relevant to use when testing. The authors therefore
suggest other researchers to test the effects of the presence of service employees in a mobile

context.
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7. APPENDICES

7.1 Pre-Study: Stimuli

7.1.1 Stimuli with and without a photoshopped receptionist
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7.2 Main Study: Stimuli

7.2.1 Stimuli 1

>

Welcome to our reception.
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7.2.2 Stimuli 2

¢«  c o

www.freyshotels.com/en/the-hot v B

Welcome to our reception.
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7.2.3 Stimuli 3

< C @ https://www.freyshotels.com/en/the-hots o

—
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3 >
Welcome to our reception. This is our receptionist Nathalie who will be at your service.
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7.3 Main Study: Survey

Note that questionsl 1,12 and 13 were only sent out to group 2 and group 3, which are the
groups that were exposed to pictures with a receptionist.

Hi,

This is a survey conducted by two bachelor students at Stockholm School of Economics. Our bachelor thesis in
marketing will be based on the answers in this survey, so please answer the questions carefully. The survey is
anonymous and will only take approximately 3-5 minutes. Enter your email adress at the end of the survey and
you will have the chance to win a lunch from Babel Deli worth 200 SEK!

If you have any questions about our survey or your participation please feel free to contact us at
23545@student.hhs.se

Thank you for taking your time, we really appreciate your participation.
Sincerely, Klara Lénnemark and Louise Renman

2 To warm up, here is a test question. Please fill in number 8 below. Thank you for reading this survey
carefully.

1(1)
2 (2)
3 (3)
4 (4)
5 (5)
6 (6)
7 (7)
8 (8)

3 Imagine that you are going to book a hotel online for a leisure trip. You search for different options and enter
this hotel's website. When looking through their images, this is the first photo you see. Please take a good look
at the photo. We will now ask you some questions about your impressions of this photo and this hotel. You will
be able to see the photo throughout the whole survey.

4 Please answer the questions below

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat  Agree (6) Strongly

disagree (2) disagree agree nor agree (5) agree (7)
(1) (3) disagree
(4)
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My overall
impression
of this
photo is
good (1)

I like this
photo (2)

| get
positive
feelings
when
looking at
this photo

(3)

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat Agree (6) Strongly

disagree (2) disagree (3) disagree agree (5) agree (7)
(1) nor agree
(4)

|
perceive
the effort
behind
this
photo as
high (1)

|

perceive

the
expense
behind

this
photo as
high (2)

53



| find this
photo
creative

(3)

My overall
impression
of this hotel
is good (2)

| would
enjoy
staying at
this hotel
(4)

| would
have a good
experience
staying at
this hotel
(5)

Strongly
disagree

(1)

Strongly
disagree

(1)

Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat  Agree (6)

(2) disagree agree nor agree (5)

(3) disagree
(4)

Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat Agree (6)

(2) disagree (3) agree nor agree (5)

disagree
(4)
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agree (7)

Strongly
agree (7)



The
overall
expected
value of
staying at
this hotel
is high (1)

| perceive

the service

at this
hotel to

be of good
quality (2)

| believe
that |

would get

good
service
when
staying at
this hotel
(3)

I would
feel safe
staying at
this hotel

(4)

| believe
this hotel
will
deliver
what they
have
promised

(1)

Strongly
disagree

(1)

Disagree Somewhat Neither Somewhat Agree (6)
(2) disagree (3) disagree agree (5)
nor agree
(4)
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| believe
that what
this hotel
says
about
their
service is
true (2)

This hotel
seems
reliable

(3)

9 How many stars do you think this hotel has?

10

It is likely
that | would
search for
more
information
about this
hotel (1)

It is likely
that | would
consider
booking this
hotel (2)

1(1)
2 (2)
3 (3)
4 (4)
5 (5)

Strongly Disagree
disagree (2)
(1)

Somewhat

disagree

(3)
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Neither Somewhat
disagree agree (5)
nor agree

(4)

Agree (6)

Strongly
agree (7)



It is likely
that | would
recommend
this hotel to
a friend (3)

It is likely
that | would
save this
hotel as an
option for
the future
(4)

It is likely
that | would
ask for a
price
suggestion
for this
hotel (5)

11 | think the person in this photo is attractive

Strongly disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Somewhat disagree (3)
Neither agree nor disagree (4)
Somewhat agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly agree (7)

12 This person looks like a "typical" service personnel

Strongly disagree (1)

Disagree (2)

Somewhat disagree (3)
Neither agree nor disagree (4)
Somewhat agree (5)

Agree (6)

Strongly agree (7)
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13 Do you think this person works at this hotel?
Yes (1)
No (2)
Can't tell (3)

14 To control your answers, please confirm what you saw in the photo.

A hotel lobby (1)
A hotel lobby and a receptionist (2)

A hotel lobby and a receptionist named Nathalie (3)

15 What is your gender?
Female (1)
Male (2)
Other (3)

Prefer not to answer (4)

16 Age

17 What is your nationality?

18 Enter your email adress and you will have the chance to win a lunch from Babel Deli! Your email adress will
only be used to contact you if you win.

58



