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Abstract: Customer loyalty to a destination and accommodation services constitutes a frequent object
of research; however, customer loyalty to travel agencies is rarely analyzed. The presented article
is an attempt to fill in this research gap. Its purpose is to construct and verify the model covering
the impact of the selected factors on the loyalty level of customers of travel agencies operating
in Poland. The conceptualization of the loyalty model of travel agency customers (based on the
European path-based EPSI model) proposed in the article was first used to illustrate the existing
correlations in customer behavior to analyze and explain the development of the loyalty phenomenon
vis-a-vis travel agency customers. The aforementioned assumptions—having applied the structural
equation modelling (SEM)—were reflected in the development of the theoretical model of travel
agencies customer loyalty, the empirical verification of which (N = 1151) allowed us to determine
the impacts of selected factors (i.e., the perceived quality of the travel agency’s offers, its image
and the satisfaction with its service buyers) on the loyalty level of travel agency customers. It has
been shown that two major factors have positive impacts on the loyalty of travel agency customers:
(i) the perceived quality of travel agency offers, and (ii) its image. Furthermore, the conducted
analysis highlights the positive influence of the perceived value of travel agency offers on the loyalty
of customers.

Keywords: loyalty model; structural equation modelling (SEM); travel agency; package holiday
buyer behavior

1. Introduction

The notion of loyalty is the subject of interest for representatives of both the scientific and economic
fields. The effect of psychological, sociological or economic research covering this phenomenon is
identifying its new aspects, along with its further determinants. The research on company (brand)
loyalty, approached as part of the decision-making process, was initiated some 100 years ago,
i.e., in 1923 [1]. Even though the problem of loyalty is of interest to a growing number of researchers, a
universal definition for the term has not yet been provided.

In the literature, three popular approaches to identifying loyalty can be identified, i.e.: loyalty
approached as behavior only, as attitudes only, and also jointly as attitudes and behaviors [2]. A “purely”
behavioral understanding views loyalty as repeated purchase, the “purely” affective approach refers
to emotions (attitudes) manifested by specific behavior in the form of recommendations to other
potential customers, and finally, the affective-behavioral approach is related to translating attitudes
into behaviors manifested in both repeated purchases as well as through sharing positive opinions or
feedback and even co-creating a product.

Sustainability 2019, 11, 3702; doi:10.3390/su11133702 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4943-8703
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8726-7573
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2804-6513
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0922-2323
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su11133702
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/13/3702?type=check_update&version=2

Sustainability 2019, 11, 3702 20f 24

The concept of customer loyalty vis-a-vis travel agencies should be understood as customer
commitment to the type of purchased tourist offers (holiday packages) and places of their selling/booking
(tour operator/travel agent). The result of customer attitude and the intention to purchase tourist
services takes the form of a specific behavior, manifested both in repeated purchases and in the espousal
of positive opinions about a particular travel agency.

Paraphrasing R. L. Oliver’s definition (cf. [3]), the loyalty of travel agency customers may be
viewed the deeply rooted belief presented by a customer regarding the purchase of tourist offers
(holiday packages), or an ongoing positive attitude towards the preferred categories of tourist offers,
which results in repurchasing, performed despite the marketing efforts and influence of competitors,
which could result in changing the behavior of tourist service customer [4].

The role of customer loyalty in the operations of travel agencies is unquestionable, and has already
been widely covered by scientific research. In addition to the possibility of generating higher revenues
and lower costs (e.g., advertising), the major benefit of having loyal customers is reflected in greater
stability of the company’s operations, higher predictability of its future situation, and finally, in its
lasting development opportunities. It can be assumed that customer loyalty represents one of the
indispensable conditions facilitating the growth of enterprises. Approaching business sustainability as
a company’s long-term ability to succeed, expand and develop, the degree of customer loyalty can
be referred to as the measure of sustainable business development. In turn, business sustainability,
i.e., the adoption of corporate social responsibility by a company, is considered to be the antecedent
of customer loyalty, which has already been confirmed in previous, though few, studies conducted
predominantly in sectors other than tourism [5-7].

The purpose of this article is to develop and verify a model covering the impact of the selected
factors on customer loyalty levels for travel agencies operating in Poland. The conceptualization
proposed by the authors regarding the loyalty model of travel agency customers (based on the EPSI
path model) was first used to show correlations between various customer behaviors to explain the
emergence of loyalty among travel agency customers.

The realization of the aforementioned purpose seeks to fill in the existing research gap, as no
in-depth studies covering the factors having an impact on the loyalty of travel agency customers have
been conducted so far. The most expanded and advanced EPSI path model and the non-parametric
method of multivariate data analysis, SEM, were used as the basis for the research in the article.
The conducted research will result in the development of a multivariate process of loyalty development
and the acquisition of new knowledge in this area related to important application-oriented values.
Identifying factors which determine the loyalty of travel agency customers will make it possible to
understand the behavioral specificity of tourist events buyers and to optimize activities carried out by
travel agency managers aimed at gaining and maintaining customer loyalty.

Customer loyalty has an impact on the financial results of enterprises by affecting turnover
(revenues) from the purchases made by loyal customers and decreasing in operating costs. For this
reason, efficient activities focused on supporting the process of developing a loyal customer will enable
travel agencies to build a competitive advantage, obtain a guarantee of the purchase of their offers,
as well as to minimize the risk of future marketing activities.

The presented research results may also become a useful source of information for the development
of operating strategies in the travel agencies market. They identify the potential sources of competitive
advantage and the necessary directions for the introduction of modifications in the analyzed area.
This knowledge can be used by people involved in marketing, sales and customer service at various
levels of management, e.g., by tourism organizers, intermediaries and travel agents for the purposes of
effective implementation of activities aiming at both developing and strengthening customer loyalty.
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2. Conceptual Background

2.1. Models of Customer Loyalty

Attempts to describe loyalty development are presented in the literature from different perspectives,
i.e., factors influencing loyalty, its cause and effect mechanisms or various states of the intensity level
of the phenomenon.

Some loyalty models point to a simple correlation between several basic variables, whereas others
are a description of complex relationships which occur between various phenomena and factors. Some
of the models developed by researchers were verified through empirical studies, whereas others were
not (more in: [8-10]). Table 1 presents the overview of the variables which characterize the 7 most
commonly presented models in the subject literature.

Table 1. Customer loyalty explanatory variables in customer loyalty models.
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Taking into account the purpose of this article, it is also worth noting the existence of so-called
developed path models (SCSB, ACSI, EPSI), which presently constitute the most advanced and also
the most inaccurate approach to modelling customer satisfaction and loyalty (more in: [18-20]).

Having adjusted customer loyalty measurement methodology to European markets, the original
construction of the presented models was modified and the EPSI model was proposed [21]. A specific
market approach is crucial for loyalty phenomenon modelling. For this reason, the industry approach
plays a crucial role in loyalty modelling in the tourist market. [10].
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Attempts to recognize the determinants of customer loyalty on the tourist market have, for many
years, constituted an important objective of many studies. Table 2 shows the overview of research

studies analyzing determinants of customer loyalty on the tourist market.

Table 2. Overview of selected research studies on loyalty in the tourist industry.

Author(s)

Customer Loyalty
Explanatory Variables

Research Subject

Pritchard, Howard, 1997 [22]

Satisfaction
Customer commitment Perception
of service quality

Tourist services

Petrick, 1999 [23]

Satisfaction
Perceived service value
Repurchase declaration

Golf course

Kandampully, Suhartanto, 2000 Image .
[13] Satisfaction Hotel industry
. Image e
Zins, 2001 [14] Satisfaction Airlines industry
Satisfaction

Bowen, Chen, 2001 [24]

Hospitality industry

Lee, Cunningham, 2001 [25]

Service quality

Travel agencies

Petrick, Backman,
2001 [26]

Repurchase declaration
Satisfaction
Perceived value of the offer

Recreational services

Yoon, Uysal, 2005 [27]

Motivation
Satisfaction

Destination

Campo Martinez, Yague Guillen,
2006 [28]

Price promotion
Perceived quality
Perceived price

Travel agencies

Hernandez-Lobato, Solis-Radilla,

Destination Image Satisfaction

Moliner-Tena, Sanchez-Garcia, Destination
2006 [29]
Kim, Han, Percelyed quality
2008 [30] Perceived value Restaurant
Relationship quality
Campo Martinez, Yague Guillen, Sa'tlsfactlon . .
2008 [31] Perceived Quality Travel agencies
Perceived Price Promotions
Commitment
Mechinda, Serirat, Gulid, 2009 [32] Perce.wed Yalue Destination
Satisfaction

Motivation Familiarity

Lee, Jeon, Kim, 2011 [33]

Perceived quality of tourist offers
Customer expectations
Satisfaction
Motivation

Travel agencies
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Author(s)

Customer Loyalty
Explanatory Variables

Research Subject

Correia Loureiro, Kastenholz, 2011
[34]

Delight
Satisfaction
Image
Perceived quality

Lodging services

Seweryn, 2012 [35]

Satisfaction
Origin of tourists

Destination

Prayag, Ryan, 2012 [36]

Destination image
Habits
Commitment
Satisfaction

Destination

Lai, Vinh, 2013 [37]

Online promotion
Awareness
Satisfaction

Destination

Suwunniponth, 2013 [38]

Service Quality Expectations
Satisfaction

Online tourist enterprises

Haque, Khan, 2013 [39]

Destination Image
Perceived Value
Service quality

Destination

Eid, 2013 [40]

Customer Perceived Value
Satisfaction
Retention

Tourist industry

Movafegh, Movafegh, 2013 [41]

Service quality Demographic
characteristics

Tourist industry

Jani, Han, 2013 [42]

Personality
Satisfaction
Image
Ambience

Hotel industry

Zong, Fu, Cai, Lu, 2014 [43]

Destination image
(affective, cognitive)

Destination

Wu, 2016 [44]

Destination image
Customer travel
Experience
Destination satisfaction

Destination

Akroush et al., 2016 [45]

Four dimensions of quality
Brand image

Destination

Akhoondnejad, 2016 [46]

Festival authenticity Festival
quality
Value
Satisfaction
Trust

Local cultural events

Almeida-Santana, Moreno-Gil,
2018 [47]

Cognitive image
Affective image
Overall image
Motivations
Socio-demographic characteristics
Previous behavior
Information source
Intention to visit

Horizontal loyalty to the
destination (HL)

Single-destination loyalty (DL)

The research overview of the factors having an impact on customer loyalty on the tourist market
indicates that the following categories of variables appear most often among the determinants of loyalty:
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e empathy of the travel services provider, commitment and satisfaction of the customer [22];

e customer satisfaction and contentment as well as the perceived value of the tourist offer [23]

e provider image and the satisfaction of tourist service customer [13,14],

e perceived quality of tourist services, offer costs and leaving costs [25],

e  satisfaction and perceived value of the tourist offer [26],

e confidence, satisfaction and perceived value of the offer [16],

e support and quality of customer service [28],

e image [29,34,43,47],

e relationship quality between the supplier and the customer of tourist services, as well as the
perceived value of the offer [30],

e  satisfaction [27],

e commitment, demographic variables and the perceived value of the offer [32],

e  satisfaction and the perceived quality of the offer [33],

e contentment and satisfaction [38],

e image, involvement of tourist service customers and their habits [36],

e promotional activities, awareness and satisfaction of the tourist service customer [37],

e image, perceived value of the offer and quality of tourist services [39,46],

e perceived value of the offer and satisfaction of the tourist service customer [40],

e  quality of tourist services, in particular material and security certificates as well as demographic
variables describing the tourist service customer [41],

e satisfaction and personality of the tourist service customer, and the image of a travel services
provider [42],

e provider image, as well as the experience and satisfaction of tourist service customer [44],

e  quality of the offer and the image of the travel service provider [45].

The conducted overview highlights the most frequent variables—apart from satisfaction—
explaining customer loyalty. Among them, the following can be cited: quality, image, value, trust,
motivation, commitment, price and demographic variables. The loyalty of travel agency customers is a
relatively infrequently analyzed problem. For this reason, the purpose of this article is to fill in this
research gap through the development and verification of the model, including the selected factors
having an impact on the loyalty level of travel agency customers. The analysis covers correlations
between the perceived quality of travel agency offers, its image, customer satisfaction with services,
and associated loyalty.

3. Travel Agency Customers in Poland

Poles are active in tourism. In 2017, the net tourist activity (share of people in the total number of
residents participating in at least one trip for tourist purposes per year) in Poland was 59% (all numbers
provided in this paragraph are based on [48]), which means that approximately 6 out of 10 Poles
(i-e., 18.9 million) aged 15 and older undertook at least one trip for the purposes of tourism. This figure
has been systematically growing by 2-3% on an annual basis over the last three years. Almost 18%
of Poles (5.8 million) aged 15 and older participated in foreign trips in the 2017. In total, Poles took
part in 57.9 million trips, including 45.9 million domestically. Domestic trips were usually organized
individually (88.2%). Twelve million foreign trips were recorded, including 6.6 million for purely
recreational purposes (leisure, recreation, holiday), and the remaining ones being visits to relatives and
acquaintances (3.8 million) and business trips (1.1 million). Every fourth foreign trip made by Poles
was organized entirely (22.6%) or partially (3.2%) by a travel agency, and approximately one in ten by
an employer or other institution. This shows a growing trend in terms of planning and purchasing
tourist trips by Poles. It is obvious that trips organized by a travel agency refer primarily to 6.6 million
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typical tourist trips, and thus, it can be estimated that the annual demand for travel agency services
comprises some 3.0 million bookings in Poland.

This demand is serviced by approximately 13,100 entities [49], including 4,800 [50] so-called
tourism organizers and entrepreneurs which facilitate purchasing the tourist services (which, in general,
can be referred to as tour operators). The remaining part are tourist agents, i.e., sellers of service
packages organized by tour operators based on contracts concluded with them, and entities assisting
clients in booking individual tourist services. The largest suppliers of service packages are Itaka,
TUI Poland and Rainbow Tours. The first of these, for many years, has been occupied the top position
in travel agency rankings, and has a significant group of permanent, loyal customers.

4. Empirical Loyalty Analysis

4.1. Survey and Sampling Method

The implementation of the main research goal was based on the results of surveys carried out
among travel agency customers. The research was addressed to adult customers who, within the
period of the past 10 years, made service purchases at a travel agency in Poland. The survey, with its
basic tool being a questionnaire, included 32 questions and the respondent particulars.

The research was conducted as follows:

e  partial research, i.e., focused only on a certain group of individuals selected from the entire
analyzed population,
e  personal interviews based on a questionnaire, carried out by interviewers, and

e non-representative research.

During the first stage of the sample selection, the population was specified, i.e., adult customers
who purchased tourist services from a travel agency in Poland in the past 10 years. Due to the
impossibility of estimating the sampling frame, non-probability sampling techniques were used in
the study, i.e., a sample selection based on the snowball method and the internet selection method.
The choice of two ways to fill in the questionnaires was dictated primarily to serve the convenience
of the respondents, and was intended to allow them to make an independent choice of the most
appropriate form for providing answers, i.e., on paper or online. The aforementioned procedures were
implemented simultaneously.

While determining the sample size, both the time and financial possibilities of the conducted
research were taken into account, as well as the diversity and knowledge level of the studied population,
the personal experiences of the authors, and those of other researchers. Due to the inability to estimate
the sampling frame, in the conducted study, non-probability sampling techniques were used, i.e.,
snowball sampling and an online selection method.

Snowball sampling consists of analyzing an initially selected small group of respondents (customers
of travel agencies in Poland), where each member of the group determines the other individuals
belonging to the population. The second group was selected by reference. This process, compared
to snowball rolling, is continued until the specified sample size is reached. In the opinion surveys,
this technique is primarily used in situations where there are no official registers and a good sampling
frame is missing.

In turn, the online selection method represents a non-random method for determining the sample
composition. Concerns about using non-random sampling techniques refer mainly to the possibility
of estimating errors occurring in generalizing regularities observed in the sample over the entire
population. The characteristics of the population should be limited to statistical descriptions rather
than inferences. The regularities observed in the sample can still be applied to the population which the
sample represents; however, albeit attributing the magnitude of error or the probabilities of truthfulness
to them.

Ultimately, 1151 respondents were included the research.
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4.2. Characteristics of the Research Sample

Among the respondents, there were representatives of both genders. Respondents aged 3645
constituted the largest age group (over 30% of indications). The customers with higher and secondary
education dominated (a total of over 94%). Every third respondent had children, and the household
usually consisted of 3 people (32.86% indications), 4 people (25.60% indications) or 2 people (24.80%
indications). The largest surveyed group (over 65%) consisted of respondents living in cities with
populations of between 100,000 and 200,000, as well as 50,000 and 100,000 residents. Half of the
respondents assessed their financial situation positively, and none of them evaluated it as being very
bad. Detailed characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Characteristics of the research sample (N = 1151).

Respondent Particulars Categories AnalZoz:(fl t:aemple
Gender Female 50.12
Male 49.88
18-25 22.62
26-35 21.52
Age 3645 31.83
46-60 19.28
Over 60 4.75
Primary 0.36
Vocational 527
Education Secondary 42.78
Tertiary 51.59
Minor children in a household ;eos Zii
?:;:gﬁggﬁigigu From 1ton, nmax =7 Mean = 3.01
Village 33.74
up to 20,000 residents 10.85
Assessment of own from 20 to 50,000 residents 10.40
financial standing City, including: from 50 to 100,000 residents 17.95 66.26

from 100 to 200,000 residents 18.43
from 200 to 500,000 residents 5.93

over 500,000 residents 2.70
Very good 16.06
Good 50.31
Assessment of own Average 30.61
financial standing
Bad 3.02
Very bad -

Note. The authors’ compilation is based on survey studies covering holiday packages buyers. The surveyed sample
indicates the structure of the analyzed adult population (cf. [51]).
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4.3. The Assumptions of Loyalty Model of Travel agency customers

Having considered the specificities of the travel agency market, discussed the characteristics of
their offers, and provided a description of customer behavior, the European modified path model EPSI
was subject to verification; the conducted analysis then covered the following phases:

e  conceptualization, over the course of which the theoretical travel agency customer loyalty model
was developed, presenting an approach of travel agency customers to understanding loyalty,
along with formulating the detailed research hypotheses,

e  operationalization, during which operational definitions were assigned to all the concepts and
relationships included in the theoretical model,

e  empirical verification, i.e., performing an empirical study which covered collecting the empirical
data necessary to verify the 7 detailed research hypotheses.

The purpose of the conducted analysis was to determine the impacts of the selected factors
(perceived quality of the travel agency offer, its offer value, its image, customer satisfaction with its
services) on the loyalty level of travel agency customers. These assumptions were reflected in the
development of a conceptual model presenting the relevant date (Figure 1) [18,52,53]).

Perceived quality of the
travel agency offer

(PQTAO) \
Customer

Perceived value of the i eien @t ihe Customer loyalty to

travel agency offer —> — ) BN travel agency
gency’s
(PVTAO) - (CLTA)

/ (CSTAS)

Image of the travel
agency
(ITA)

Figure 1. Conceptual model of travel agency customer loyalty.
4.4. Structural Equation Modelling

The model was subject to verification by empirical studies. SEM structural modelling was applied
in the operationalization of the proposed conceptual model. This choice was due to the nature of
the variables defined in the model. Such a complex structure of economic phenomena required the
use of more complex models which were capable of reflecting them accurately. It was necessary to
include latent (unobservable) variables in the analysis. Including such variables in the model and
testing research hypotheses featuring high levels of complexity of correlations between variables was
possible thanks to the structural equation modelling (SEM) (cf. [54]).

Structural equation models (SEM) represent a set of statistical procedures and tools which can
be defined as the effect of combining confirmatory factor analysis developed mainly in the field of
psychology (cf. [55]) and modelling equations of cause-and-effect nature applied in econometrics
(multivariate regression and path analysis), aimed at measuring causal correlations in scientific
empirical studies.

Structural equation modelling allowed us to verify the theoretical hypotheses formulated based
on existing correlations between the particular variables, both in their occurrence and their strength
and direction. The extended structure allowed us to identify the causal relationships between four
important categories of variables, i.e., endogenous observable, exogenous latent, endogenous latent,
and exogenous latent variables [56].
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The unquestionable advantage of SEM is the possibility of analyzing both direct and indirect
correlations. These models allowed us to take into account not only the correlations between latent
and observable variables (measurement models), but also the structure of correlations between latent
variables. Structural models make it possible to analyze the simultaneous impacts of multiple sources
on the dependent variable (cf. [57,58]). In addition, the variables included in the models can be
measured on various scales.

The SEM model consists of two parts: an external model, i.e., a measurement model (for measuring
endogenous and exogenous unobservable variables) [43], and the structural equation model (an internal
one). The external model uses the factor analysis method which can calculate individual factor loadings
having an impact on the latent variable. The internal model, in turn, provides path analyses which
make it possible to determine cause-and-effect correlations between variables. In the absence of latent
variables, the SEM model is reduced to a multi-equation model, whereas in the absence of causative
correlations between variables, the model is reduced to a factor analysis.

Structural equation modelling can be carried out using many statistical packages. For this purpose,
the AMOS module of the IBM SPSS statistical package or the Statistica SEPATH module can be applied.
In this article, the sem package of the R environment was used for structural equation modelling [59]

4.5. The Loyalty Model of Travel Agency Customers

The proposed loyalty model conceptualization of travel agency customers is based on the most
advanced European path model (EPSI) and, in the context of loyalty analysis of travel agency customers
in Poland, was first implemented to determine mutual correlations of customer behavior and, above
all, to identify the impact of selected factors (perceived quality of the travel agency’s offer, the value
of its offers, its image, and customer satisfaction level with its services) on the loyalty level of travel
agency customers. The content of 7 detailed hypotheses, verified over the course of the conducted
research, resulted directly from the assumptions made using the EPSI model, which are described in
detail in the conceptual model of loyalty of travel agency customers (cf. Figure 1) [18,52,53].

Figure 2 presents the model approach proposed in the operationalization phase, exploring the
correlations between the selected variables (described in detail in Table 4) and the loyalty of travel
agency customers. The development of a hypothetical SEM model served to verify the following
detailed hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The perceived quality of the travel agency offer has a positive impact on the perceived value

of its offer.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The perceived quality of the travel agency offer has a positive impact on customer satisfaction
with its services.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The perceived quality of the travel agency offer has a positive impact on its customer loyalty.
Hypothesis 4 (H4). The image of the travel agency has a positive impact on the perceived value of its offers.
Hypothesis 5 (H5). The image of the travel agency has a positive impact on customer loyalty.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). The perceived value of the travel agency offer has a positive impact on customer satisfaction
with its services.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). The customer satisfaction with the travel agency services has a positive impact on customer
loyalty.



Sustainability 2019, 11, 3702 11 of 24

Table 4. Operationalization phase—Latent variables in the theoretical loyalty model of travel agency customers.

Symbol of the Observed . Type of Scale Used to
Latent Variables Variables (According to Survey Question :dg;iss;:rtvoii:stomers of Travel Categories Measure the
the Scheme) gency Explanatory Variable
PQTAO1 How do you rate the overall quality of X travel agency offer? Q_8: [1] Perfectly, [2] Very good, [3] Good, [4] Average, [5] Poor Ordinal
. . . Q_9: [1] Definitely yes, [2] Rather yes, [3] It is hard to say, .
?
PQTAO2 Did the quality of X travel agency offer meet your expectations? [4] Rather no, [5] Definitely no Ordinal
PQTAO3 Please rate the quality of X travel agency’s offers against to the Q_10: [1] Definitely better, [2] Better, [3] A little better, Ordinal
quality of competitive offers [4] Slightly better, [5] The same as others
Perceived quality of PQTAOH4 (5 elements): How do you rate the individual elements of X travel agency’s offer? (Q_11) ) Q_11_1-5: [1] L totally agree, [2] I agree, [3] I rather agree, [4] I neither agree nor
the travel agency (according to 5 RATER quality ratings measured in Likert scale*): disagree, [5] I rather disagree, [6] I disagree, [7] I totally disagree
offer (PQTAO) PQTAO4A reliability, dependability (A), Q_11_1: <1,7> Ordinal
PQTAO4B certainty, guarantee (B); Q_11_2: as above Ordinal
PQTAO4C material elements of the service (C), Q_11_3: as above Ordinal
PQTAO4D thoughtfulness, focus on the individual customer, empathy (D), Q_11_4: as above Ordinal
PQTAO4E willingness to provide support and service at an appropriate Q 11_5: as above Ordinal
level (E).
. Please rate if the benefits of consuming X travel agency’s offer ~ Q_ 12: [1] Definitely yes, [2] Rather yes, [3] It is hard to say, [4] .
Perceived value of PVTAO1L exceeded its costs? Rather no, [5] Definitely no Ordinal
the travel agency - p ;
offer (PVTAO) PVTAO?2 How do you rate the'prlce of X tra\'/el agency’s offer from the Q_13: [1] Excellent, [2] Very good, [3] Good, [4] Average, Ordinal
perspective of the received benefits? [5] Poor
Do you agree with the following statements referring to X travel agency? (Q_16) Q_16_1-10
Q_16_1: [1] I totally agree, [2] I agree, [3] I rather agree,
ITA1 X travel agency is trustworthy? [4] I neither agree nor disagree, [5] I rather disagree, Ordinal
[6] I disagree, [7] I totally disagree
ITA2 X travel agency has a strong market position? as above Ordinal
ITA3 X travel agency puts customer’s needs first? as above Ordinal
Image of tl(lf ”1E1r:)vel 1TA4 X travel agency provides high quality services? as above Ordinal
agency
ITA5 X travel agency offers new products every season as above Ordinal
ITA6 X travel agency is a modern entity as above Ordinal
ITA7 X travel agency is reliable as above Ordinal
ITA8 X travel agency’s services are attractive as above Ordinal
ITA9 X travel agency’s services are competitive as above Ordinal

ITA10 X travel agency’s services are worth their price as above Ordinal
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Symbol of the Observed . Type of Scale Used to
Latent Variables Variables (According to Survey Question :dg;iss;:rtvoii:stomers of Travel Categories Measure the
the Scheme) gency Explanatory Variable
c . . CSTAS1 What is your satisfaction le/vel Wl.th the quality of X travel Q_14: [1] I am dissatisfied, [2] I am satisfied, [3] I am delighted Ordinal
ustomer satisfaction agency’s services?
with the travel agency - - - ) - -
services (CSTAS) CSTAS2 Did the services provided by X travel agency meet Q_15: [1] Yes, [2] No, [3] The provision of services exceeded Nominal
your expectations? my expectations
. Would you recommend the services provided by X travel Q_20: [1] Definitely yes, [2] Probably yes, [3] Maybe, .
Affective loyalty (ALTAC) agency to your friends? [4] Probably no, [5] Definitely no Ordinal
Customer loyalty to Do you intend to use X travel agency services again in Q_24: as above Ordinal
travel Behavior al lovalt the future?
. ehavior al loya
agencies (CLTA) (BLT AC)y Y How likely is it that you will continue purchasing the services Ondinal
rdina

provided by X travel agency if you receive a better offer from Q_23: <0;10>
one of its competitors?

Note. * This scale was proposed by Rensis Likert in 1932 ([60,61], p. 122). Respondent refers to the category on the ordinal scale, which corresponds to his/her attitude to a given statement.
The Likert scale used in the questionnaire is a 7-category scale.
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Hs

H2

CLTA

Figure 2. Research operationalization phase—the scheme of hypothetical correlations in the loyalty
model of travel agency customers.

The analysis of correlations between the loyalty of travel agency customers and the selected factors
was subject to verification through empirical studies carried out based on the data collected in survey
studies covering travel agency customers (N = 1151) using structural equation modelling (SEM).

The details of observable variables defining latent, exo- and endo- genous variables and their
descriptive statistics are presented in Tables 4 and 5.

Latent (non-measurable) variables represent variables characterized by unobservable realizations
in the analyzed sample, and can only be measured indirectly. Mapping correlations between presented
exogenous variables (y;—y4) and the endogenous latent variable (1) or the endogenous observable
variable (Y1) will constitute an essential element of the model.

The Cronbach’s Alpha reliability statistic takes a value greater than 0.9 in the case of each latent
variable included in the model; hence the particular sets of observable variables measure the same
phenomenon. A Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient above 0.7 is most often accepted as a satisfactory value
in reliability measurements, and results greater than 0.8 are more than satisfactory.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of observable variables defining exogenous and endogenous latent variables.

z . z
£ 5 & - - 95 Ea 9
2T T o § § TE <£= =
SESSESE g $T EE E§ 3
g2 o= 3 xtg Ng S¢g g M
eS8 32O~ 8 &9 T % © O 5 2

Variables (Symbol) =228575s 2S5 &§5 ez O7 %
22 %8228 E=: £z S22 %% %4
s29gcocwss OF 2= ES £z 8
EE@TEPNPC = 2 & % 3

o p—
2S5 H> °g <° &
o »n
x1 (Q_8) 093 095 096 040 18
X2 (Q_9) 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.41 18
i x3 (Q_10) 093 095 09 042 19
Perceived quality of travel x4 (Q_11_1) 0.93 0.95 0.96 041 18
agency offer x5 (Q_11_2) 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.41 18
(PQTAO) xg (Q_11_3) 093 095 09 041 18
x7 (Q_11_4) 093 095 096 042 18
xg (Q_11_5) 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.40 18

2 0.93

Perceived value of travel X9 (Q_12) 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.42 19
agency offer x10 (Q_13) ) 0.95 0.96 0.40 18

(PVTAO)
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x11 (Q_16_1) 093 095 096 040 18
x12(Q_16_2) 093 095 096 041 18
x13 (Q_16_3) 093 095 096 040 18
x14 (Q_16_4) 093 095 096 040 17
ys x15 (Q_16_5) 093 095 096 041 18
Image of (}fr""[;’)el agency x16 (Q_16_6) 093 095 096 041 18
x17(Q_16_7) 093 095 096 040 18
x15 (Q_16_8) 093 095 096 040 18
x19 (Q_16_9) 093 095 096 040 18
X0 (Q_16_10) 093 095 096 041 18
o o 0.93
Customer satisfaction with X1 (Q_14) 0.94 0.95 0.96 0.42 19
travel agency services Xpy (Q_15) ’ 0.95 0.96 0.44 21
(CSTAS)
Py
Y1 (Q_20) 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.41 18
Cusmmer;gogﬁi;y to travel Y, (Q_24) 093 095 096 041 18
N Y; (Q_23) 094 095 096 042 19

Note. Authors’ compilation based on survey studies and the calculations performed using the sem package of the

R environment.

4.6. Empirical Results

Figure 3 presents the basic tool used for structural modelling; a path diagram shows graphic
the causative correlations between the particular variables. In the diagram, the explicit variables are
placed in frames, latent variables in ellipses, and residual variables are not enclosed in any shape.
The correlations between the variables included in the model are marked by arrows, the arrowhead

of which indicates the resulting variable. In the case of residual variables, the arrow points to an

observable variable which is burdened with error.

Figure 3. Path diagram of the structural equation loyalty model of travel agency customers.
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P;—latent endogenous variable, i.e., customer loyalty to travel agencies (CLTA),
Y1-Y3—explicit endogenous variables (measurement variables for latent endogenous variable 1),
y1—-ys—latent exogenous variables:

y1—perceived quality of the travel agency offer (PQTAO),

yo—perceived value of the travel agency offer (PVTAO),

ys—image of the travel agency (ITA),

ys—customer satisfaction with the travel agency’s services (CSTAS),

x1—Xpp—explicit exogenous variables, measurement variables for the latent exogenous
variables.

Tables 6 and 7 present estimation results for the external and internal model, as well as for the
model fit measures. Based on these data, the accuracy level of selecting indicators for the model can be
assessed. In the course of estimation, the Y3 variable turned out to be statistically irrelevant and was
removed from the model.

Table 6. The estimated parameters of confirmatory factor analysis for the loyalty model of travel
agency customers.

Correlation Parameters (Factor Loadings) Parameter Evaluation
X1 < V1 1 0.56293209
Xy < V1 o) 0.42240908
X3 <Y1 o3 0.63461933
X4 <Y1 oy 0.68537168
X5 <Y1 &5 0.87324079
X6 <Y1 (0% 0.98780418
X7 <Y1 o7 0.89928411
Xg < Y1 g 0.72743137
X9 < y2 %) 0.60591996
X10 < Y2 a1 0.85548678
X11 <7 Y3 *11 0.57343005
X12 < Y3 x1 0.88268766
X13 < Y3 13 0.83373839
X14 < Y3 14 0.82327125
X15 < Y3 x5 0.70995634
X16 < Y3 X6 0.84713269
X17 < Y3 17 0.73508957
X18 < Y3 a1 0.78833315
X19 < ¥3 a9 0.87301455
X20 <= Y3 oN) 0.81113875
X1 <~ Y4 21 1.29738599
X22 <~ Y4 a0 0.02868363
Y; <1 o3 0.78325638
Y3 ¥ 04 —1.45003985
Yy ¥ x25 0.71235723

Note. Authors’ compilation based on survey studies and the calculations performed using the sem package of the
R environment. &;_s5—factor loadings determining the correlation strength between latent and explicit variables.
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Table 7. The estimated parameters of an internal model for the loyalty model of travel agency customers.

Correlation Parameters Estimate Standard p-Value Conclus.lons (Verification
Error of Detailed Hypotheses)

Hi:y1 < y2 B1 0.70728707 0.023 0 Hypothesis confirmed
V1< Y3 B 0.77557835 0.015 0 Demonstrated correlation
Hy: y1 < ya B3 —0.13269856 0.217 0 Hypothesis rejected
Hi:yp « ¥4 Bg 0.77237314 0.021 0 Hypothesis confirmed
Hy: yp <3 Bs 0.76284150 0.021 0 Hypothesis confirmed
Hg: y2 < y4 Be —0.16463965 0.269 0 Hypothesis rejected
V3 < V4 Bs —-0.17591397 0.287 0 -
Hs: y3 < ¥ B9 0.82094704 0.018 0 Hypothesis confirmed
Hy: yq < ¥ B1o —-0.17672338 0.289 0 Hypothesis rejected

Note. Authors’ compilation based on survey studies and the calculations performed using the sem package of
the R environment. 31_19 parameters—correlations representing the impact of exogenous latent variables on the
endogenous latent variable.

The main conclusion resulting from the present research was that the conceptual model requires
some modification (Figure 4).

Perceived quality of the

travel agency’s offer

(PQTAO)
Perceived value of the Loyalty of travel
travel agency’s offer > e
(PVTAO) (CLTA)
A 4
Image of the travel agency
(ITA)

é — correlations discovered in the model.

Figure 4. Modified conceptual loyalty model of travel agency customers (based on survey studies and
the calculation performed using the sem package of the R environment).

Based on the loyalty model of travel agency customers in Poland:

e the correctness of the four detailed hypotheses was confirmed: H; (the perceived quality of the
travel agency’s offer has a positive impact on the perceived value of its offer), H; (the perceived
quality of the travel agency offer has a positive impact on customers loyalty to its services),
Hy (the image of the travel agency has a positive impact on the perceived value of its offer) and
Hj5 (the image of the travel agency has positive impact on customer loyalty to its services);

e three detailed hypotheses were rejected: Hy (the perceived quality of the travel agency offer has a
positive impact on customer satisfaction with its services), Hg (the perceived value of the travel
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agency offer has a positive impact on customer satisfaction with its services) and Hy (customer
satisfaction with the travel agency’s services has a positive impact on loyalty to its services);

e it was confirmed that the perceived value of the travel agency’s offer (y;) has a positive impact on
the level of global customer loyalty, and that the perceived quality of the travel agency’s offer (y1)
has a significantly positive impact on its image (y3).

The conducted estimation and model verification allowed us to formulate general conclusions, i.e.,
customer loyalty to travel agencies depends on the perceived quality and value of the travel agency’s
offer, as well as their image.

The final stage of structural modelling consisted of verification of the estimated model regarding
its fit degree and the significance of its parameter. The degree of SEM model fit was assessed using
many measures based on comparing the estimated model with the base model (Table 8).

Table 8. The statistics of individual models’ fit to the actual data.

Coefficient Name Values for the Loyalty Model of Travel Agency Customers
Chi-square statistic 1936.292
Joreskog GFI 0.8664
Joreskog AGFI 0.8362
Steiger-Lind RMSEA 0.0740
Bentler-Bonett normed fit index (NFI) 0.8746
Bollen’s incremental fit index (IFI) 0.8899

Note. Authors’ compilation based on survey studies and the calculation performed using the sem package of the R
environment). Df = 265.

Based on a literature overview, an assumption was made about the appropriate quality of the SEM
model, i.e., it had to meet the following conditions: the discussed correlation subject to verification had
to be substantively correct, all parameters were important and took positive values, Cronbach’s Alpha
measures for each variable took values lower than 0.7, RMSEA measure took values higher than 0.06,
and IFI, GFI and AGFI were not less than 0.9.

The structural model presented above is characterized by acceptable quality, whereas the fit
measures allowed us to conclude that the model accurately reflected the correlations represented by
the data, and could serve in the formulation of final conclusions and in the construction of an empirical
loyalty model of travel agency customers in Poland.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

5.1. Discussion

A literature overview confirmed that the research into antecedents is not a novelty, and has been
intensively discussed since the 1990s. Table 2 lists only 24 selected examples of previous studies
of this type, and obviously does not cover all the existing ones. Tourist loyalty to destinations and
accommodation (mainly hotels) are analyzed most frequently. Although searching the scientific
literature for information relevant to the research problem was mainly focused on identifying and
analyzing previous studies covering travel agency loyalty, the authors came across only four such
studies [25,28,31,33]. It is, therefore, a research area which has not been fully explored, and one which
requires further scientific investigation, even more so as the discoveries made by various authors
regarding the variables determining loyalty are partly contradictory, as discussed below.

When comparing the results of the research carried out by the authors of the presented article
against the results of previous studies, it should be noted that they remain consistent in terms of the
significant and positive impact of the perceived quality of travel agencies’ offers on the loyalty of their
customers (Table 9). The convergence of the obtained results referred to both the direct and indirect
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(through the perceived value of their offer) impacts of quality on customer loyalty. Studies have also
shown a positive and direct correlation between the perceived value of the offer and the loyalty of
travel agency customers. This correlation, however, has not been the subject of previous studies in
the area of loyalty of travel agency customers. Campo and Yagiie [28,31] showed only an indirect
relationship between loyalty and price promotions, and also the perceived offer price, and a direct one
between the latter and customer satisfaction, as revealed both in the case of tour operators [31] and
tourist agents [28]. In turn, the positively verified (in this study) correlation between the travel agency
image and the loyalty of its customers was presented in earlier studies, primarily in the research on
tourist loyalty to a tourist destination. Researchers analyzing the loyalty of travel agency customers
did not take this into account in their scientific investigations.

Table 9. The antecedents of the loyalty of travel agency customers in both current and previous research.

Current Lee, Cunningham, Campo, Yagiie, Campo, Yagiie, Lee, Jeon, Kim,

Antecedent Study 2001 [25] 2006 [28] 2008 [31] 2011 [33]
Perceived quality of the
, + + + + +
travel agency’s offer
Image of the travel agency + not analyzed (n.a.) n.a. n.a. n.a.
Perceived value of the travel
, + n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
agency’s offer
Customer satisfaction with
- n.a. n.a. n.a. +

the travel agency’s services

yes (perceived  yes (perceived  yes (customer
Others no no price, price price, price expectations,
promotions) promotions) motivations)

However, the discrepancy between the results of current and previous studies occurs in the case
of satisfaction as the antecedent of loyalty. The analysis presented in this article did not show such a
correlation, whereas Lee, Jeon and Kim [33] confirmed a direct relationship between the satisfaction of
travel agency customers and their loyalty. The similarly strong dependence between satisfaction and
customer commitment to the service provider or the brand was found in research on loyalty analysis
and its factors in the case of a tourist destinations (e.g., [38,45,62]), as well as among other categories of
tourist products, e.g., hospitality services e.g., [13,42] and air carrier services (e.g., [14]). The absence of
correlations between the satisfaction and loyalty of travel agency customers surprised the authors of
the article, all the more so as in each of the models referred to in the article (see Table 1), satisfaction was
presented as the variable explaining loyalty. In the literature, satisfaction is recognized as being either
quality-based or price-based [63]. So far, many researchers, regardless of the type of analyzed tourist
activity [22,24,26,34,40,42,47], or regarding the economic sector in general (e.g., [3,64,65]), identified
a direct correlation between satisfaction and loyalty. For this reason, the authors of the presented
article approached this correlation as being obvious, and should have also verified it positively in
the case of travel agencies. However, this did not happen. Excluding the conceptual error of the
research, the reasons were sought by the authors in two sources: in the nature of satisfaction, and also,
in the object of travel agency activities and related customer expectations. Firstly, it should be noted
that satisfaction is definitely a more subjective and more difficult to measure category than the, for
example, quality or value. Secondly, the specificity of travel agency activities consists of combining
various tourist services into packages and selling them. From the customer’s perspective, travel agency
service involves the stage of travel planning and making purchase decisions. The satisfaction achieved
at this stage represents only a small part of their satisfaction with the trip itself, and with meeting
expectations and tourist needs. In the perception of customers, travel agencies can have a significantly
smaller impact on their total satisfaction than service providers and tourist destinations. It should
also be noted that this impact is only an indirect one, resulting from the decisions of service providers
in the process of packaging them. Therefore, the satisfaction of travel agency customers is not only
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influenced by the service received in a travel agency (e.g., a nice salesperson offering service packages
and capable of providing good advice), but is further developed during a tourist’s stay in the tourist
destination, and as a result of his/her use of various tourist services (e.g., accommodation, catering,
recreation or transport). Service providers or the so-called destination services are, to a much greater
extent, responsible for it than the creator and/or the seller of their package. However, travel agency
service may be perceived by its customers as a kind of technical necessity facilitating the customer’s
choice of a tourist package and its purchase. In the course of the purchase decision-making process,
hard arguments, i.e., measurable, comparable quality parameters and measurable benefits, including
both value and price of the service package, count more than the satisfaction from previous trips.
Maybe for this reason, in the presented study, the relationship between the offer quality and value
and the loyalty was detected, whereas no relationship was found between the satisfaction and loyalty.
Nevertheless, the analysis of the research results clearly indicated these new directions:

e firstly, studies deepening the understanding of the absence of correlation between the satisfaction
and loyalty of travel agency customers allow researchers to develop new approaches to defining
the satisfaction essence of travel agency customers

e secondly, comparative studies of loyalty antecedents in the case of different categories of tourist
products make it possible to eliminate the randomness of the results presented in this study

e  thirdly, the specificity of the findings may also be related to the nationality of the respondents
(the presented study covered Poles only); therefore, it would be worth taking a closer look at the
impact of cultural differences on the loyalty of travel agency customers.

The presented observations confirm that the most important determinants of loyalty development
by the customers for travel agency services are the following: perceived quality of the travel agency’s
offers, its image and evaluation of the value its offers, i.e., a critical analysis performed by customers,
as well as the calculation of both benefits received and costs incurred.

The findings can support travel agencies in better understanding traveler behavior and planning
more effective marketing activities. Regarding the possibilities for developing and strengthening the
loyalty of travel agency customers, in addition to typical loyalty activities (for example: clubs and
regular customer or loyalty cards, additional services at a reduced fee or no fee, bonuses, gadgets,
competitions and lotteries, individualized direct communication, distribution of journals, magazines
and bulletins, informational and educational initiatives, organizing events for selected customers,
the availability of modern solutions increasing the availability of tourist services, e.g. providing online
services, Internet access to certain company resources, offering special mobile applications or computer
programs, social media, advergaming), the following are also important: due care and continuous
improvement of both the quality and value of tourist offers, as well as constructing the image of a
travel agency. The aforementioned variables significantly influence customer loyalty. For this reason,
the respective conclusion addressed to people managing travel agencies may be expressed in the
suggestion that all actions aimed at improving the company image, as well as improving or maintaining
a high quality of offers and their value for customers, should result in strengthening customer loyalty.
The presented knowledge can be used by people involved in marketing, sales and customer service at
various levels of management, e.g., tour operators or tourist agents, for the successful implementation
of marketing activities aimed at developing and strengthening the loyalty of their customers.

The literature query, within the area of interest for the authors of the presented article, also
revealed two other important research areas related to loyalty in tourism to be further explored in the
future: (i) the determinants of customer loyalty of online travel agencies (cf. [66,67]), and (ii) a very
interesting, so far unpublished and, above all, adequate for the scientific problems covered by the
Sustainability scientific journal research direction, namely the study of correlations between travel
agency sustainability, its image and customer loyalty (cf. [63]).
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5.2. Conclusions

The conducted research procedure resulted in reducing the list of diagnostic variables used for
measuring 11, whereas after introducing certain modifications, the proposed conceptualization of the
loyalty model was subject to operationalization, taking the form of a formal model characterized by
acceptable quality (Figure 5).

Perceived quality of the

travel agency offer

Perceived value of the Customer loyalty to

0.776
(0.015)

travel agency offer

travel agency

Image of the travel

agency

Figure 5. Formal empirical loyalty model of travel agency customers (based on survey studies and the
calculation performed using the sem package of the R environment).

The arrows (—) show the direction of cause-and-effect correlations joining the identified elements;
values above arrows show the estimations of equation parameters in the internal model, and those
under the arrows (in brackets) present estimation errors of the equation parameter in the internal model
(standard deviation). The correlations demonstrated based on empirical studies of customers of travel
agency services result in a positive verification of 4 out of 7 of the proposed hypotheses. Customer
loyalty depends on the perceived quality of a travel agency’s offers and its image. In addition, the
conducted analysis showed a positive impact of the perceived value of travel agency offers on both
affective and global customer loyalty.

The presented observations confirmed that, among the format indicators, the development process
of customer loyalty to travel agency services, apart from the perceived quality of the travel agency’s
offers and its image, is also influenced by its offer value assessment, i.e., customer critical analysis and
the balance between the received benefits and the incurred costs.

The obtained results allowed us to draw the following conclusions:

e the more that customers assess the offer quality and the image of the travel agency, the more
willing they are to recommend it to other people

e the higher the level of customer satisfaction with the travel agency’s services, the more willing
they are to return to a particular service provider and repurchases tourist services

e the higher the customers’ assessments of the quality and value of travel agency’s offer and their
image, the greater the customer loyalty
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5.3. Strengths and Limitations

The strength of the developed loyalty model is ingrained in its conceptualization and
operationalization. The empirical verification carried out on the basis of a non-random sample
remains a weakness. As a result of applying the appropriate method of sample selection, the surveyed
sample reflects the structure of the analyzed adult population in Poland.

The authors of the study are aware that developing a loyalty model using structural equation
models (SEM) has its limitations. In numerous studies (see e.g., [68-74]), both weaknesses and
limitations of structural equation models were identified, among which the following should be listed:
errors caused by disregarding important variables, difficulties in the specification and modification
of SEM models, problems in understanding the role of the null hypothesis and equivalence in SEM
models, problems resulting from multicollinearity, limitations in the systematic analysis of SEM fit
indices, and theoretical and philosophical controversies related to the usefulness of the SEM model.

To sum up, the presented research results provide valuable input into the existing knowledge
about the phenomenon of loyalty, its measurement and the determinants of loyalty to travel agencies
in Poland. This article is among the first attempts of comprehensive research in this field. Moreover,
the conducted research allowed us to collect and organize knowledge about the process of developing
long-term relationships between travel agencies and customers.
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