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Abstract: Academic research on sustainability in the hospitality industry is scarce and fragmented,
and requires a general structure to lend coherence to its approach. There is a need for empirical
research to fathom the question of environmental sustainability and customer experience in the
hospitality industry and to study the interaction between the two concepts. This paper aims to
close these gaps by establishing the nature of the relationship between customers’ perceptions of
the environmental practices in tourism accommodation and their customer experiences and levels
of satisfaction. The working hypotheses, based on a review of the literature on environmental
sustainability and customer experience in the hospitality industry, are tested in an empirical study of
412 Spanish customers who stayed in various types of tourist accommodation. The main conclusion is
that the relationship between environmental sustainability and customer experience in the hospitality
industry can be demonstrated. This paper also validates a measurement scale based on the most
accepted dimensionality of the construct: cognitive (think), affective (feel), behavioral (act), sensory
(sense) and social (relate).
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1. Introduction

Currently two of the most relevant terms in tourism at an academic and professional level
are environmental sustainability and customer experience. This paper asks how far the hospitality
industry’s efforts in environmental sustainability influence a more positive tourist experience, and,
indirectly, satisfaction. We start from the hypothesis that the environmental sustainability tourists
perceive improves their experience, which positively influences satisfaction.

Environmental sustainability is now a major concern for governments and the public at large [1].
This concern has been driven by the undesirable consequences of economic and demographic growth
on the consumption of natural resources [2]. The tourism sector is no stranger to this concern for the
planet given its significant impact on the natural environment and the consumption of non-renewable
resources [3].

Figures from the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) show that in 2018 more
than 1300 million international tourists generated revenues of just over 1300 billion dollars and around
15% of global employment. These data place tourism fourth in the list of most important global
industries, behind the petroleum, chemistry and automobile industries [4], and illustrate not only the
economic and social impacts of tourism but also the environmental impact that such huge movements
of people can have on the planet [5,6].

The United Nations defines sustainability as meeting the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. In the same line the
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UNWTO defines sustainable tourism as that which considers the present and future impact on the
economy, society, and the environment, and satisfies the needs of visitors, industry, the environment,
and the local community. As can be seen in this definition, the UNWTO conceptualizes sustainability
in three dimensions: economic (profit), social (people) and environmental (planet) [2]. In this study we
focus on the environmental dimension of sustainability and its impact on the customer experience in
tourist accommodation.

According to Niñerola et al [7], “environmental sustainability implies that natural resources
should be maintained at a sustainable rate because they are generally non-renewable.” Environmental
sustainability refers to the balance that must exist between an activity and the environment in which
it is developed, where the two interact without detriment to each other [2]. Since the Declaration of
The Hague on Tourism in 1989, a large body of environmental protection legislation has been enacted
and incorporated into hospitality industry management [8]. In parallel, the hospitality industry is
immersed in a process of adapting its business model to a paradigm based on the use of renewable
energies, the efficient use of natural resources, and the recycling of waste, with the aim of minimizing
its impact on the environment [1–4]. This transformation requires considerable investment of financial
resources and the modification of internal procedures [9]. Some authors believe that corporate social
responsibility (CSR) practices are an unnecessary use of resources and have a negative impact on
profits [9–11], while others argue that a CSR strategy generates customer satisfaction and loyalty and,
hence, higher income [9–12]. The question is, therefore, whether customers value the efforts made by
the hospitality industry in this direction and whether they have a positive impact on their assessment,
and in turn, on the business results.

Hotels are under pressure from their stakeholders, mainly tour operators and customers, to
adopt environmental practices that meet their environmental expectations and demands [9]. Travelers
increasingly expect to stay in accommodation with a minimal ecological footprint. The hospitality
industry increasingly takes this environmental dimension into account as part of its aim to offer positive
and satisfactory experiences to its customers, which are transmitted online and offline, to achieve a
competitive advantage over its rivals [9,13,14].

According to Jones et al. [1], academic research on sustainability in the hospitality industry is
scarce and fragmented, and requires a general structure to lend coherence to its approach. There is
a need for empirical research to fathom the question of environmental sustainability and customer
experience in the hospitality industry and to study the interaction between the two concepts. This paper
aims to close these gaps by establishing the nature of the relationship between customers’ perceptions
of the environmental practices in tourism accommodation and their customer experiences and levels
of satisfaction. To achieve this objective the document is structured in several sections. First, a review
of the literature on sustainability and tourist experience in accommodation industry. From this review
three hypotheses relating to environmental practices and tourist experiences with satisfaction have
been raised. Second, a description of the methodology used to test the hypothesis that includes an
empirical study of 412 Spanish customers who stayed in various types of tourist accommodation.
From the analysis of the results, some conclusions can be drawn for both academia and managers.

This paper makes four contributions to the hospitality industry literature: a) it establishes a direct
causal relationship between environmental sustainability and customer experience; b) it establishes an
indirect relationship between environmental sustainability and customer satisfaction; c) it proposes a
customer experience measurement scale; and d) it demonstrates the reflective nature of the customer
experience construct.

2. Theory and Hypotheses

Although tourism makes a considerable contribution to the economy and employment, it also
has a negative impact on the environment through pollution, environmental degradation, damage to
biodiversity, generation of waste, and overexploitation of non-renewable resources such as energy
and water [3]. All agents involved in the tourism business are now modifying their strategies as a
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result of increasing awareness of the world’s environmental problems, and in parallel the interest of
tourism researchers has evolved from a vision of sustainability as a way of improving the image of a
tourist destination and accommodation, to the current understanding that sustainability is part of the
organization, with notable internal and external impacts [7].

The hospitality industry is a major part of the tourist ecosystem. It has an obvious impact on the
environment since it accounts for a significant amount of the energy and water consumed and waste
generated in tourism regions [3–9]. Jones et al. [1] argue that environmental issues in the hospitality
industry should include “climate change and greenhouse gas emissions; water stewardship; waste
management and recycling; environmentally responsible sourcing, bio-diversity and protection and
preservation of natural resources; the reduction of environmental impact; and the creation of green
construction standards for new hotel construction” (p.12). How to manage these aspects is now a
priority question due to the increase in environmental awareness across society in general, and among
tourists in particular, in recent years [1,5,15] (for a review of studies on environmental sustainability in
the hospitality industry see [1]).

Hospitality is defined as what hosts offers their guests [16]. Hospitality covers the guest’s
experience with the employees and the physical environment, including the facilities, of the
accommodation. From the point of view of hospitality, the accommodation provider’s objective
is to offer the tourist a satisfactory experience [14], and as such, the tourist’s experience in the
accommodation is now a key aspect for the hospitality industry.

Although the relationship between environmental sustainability and the tourist experience has
received little attention in the hospitality industry, some studies do point to a positive relationship
between the two. In general, Lemon and Verhoef [17] consider that quality of the service and the
environment are antecedents of the customer experience. In the more specific context of the hospitality
industry, in a study of US hotel customers, Lee et al. [18] showed that a green image of the hotel
promotes a more favorable intention to revisit, to make positive recommendations, and a willingness
to pay premium prices. Berezana et al. [8] consider that hotels which implement sustainable practices
are more competitive because customers expect to find environmental attributes. Benavides et al. [19]
consider that a high level of corporate social responsibility (CSR) in the hospitality industry positively
influences customers’ attitudes, and as a result, the environmental dimension plays an important role
in hotels because it is increasingly linked to the quality of the tourist product. An accommodation
provider’s environmental practices could therefore be a key factor in obtaining competitive advantage
by helping to maintain the appeal of the establishment and attracting new tourists. These arguments
lead us to our first hypothesis:

H1: The customer’s perception of the environmental practices in a tourist accommodation establishment
positively influences their experience.

The research on the tourist experience in the hospitality industry is scarce (for a detailed review of
the studies conducted on customer experience in the hospitality industry see [14]). It is a complex
construct with some operationalization issues still to be solved. The tourist experience reflects the
customer’s assessment of the multiple interactions with their accommodation, from pre-consumption,
through consumption to post-consumption [17]. The tourist’s experience is affected by each episode in
the interaction with the hospitality industry (customer journey), and is the result of the co-creation
that takes place from the interactions between customers, employees and other stakeholders [14–20].
In hospitality the customer experience derives not only from food, drink, reception, entertainment
or facilities, but includes many other aspects such as websites, personal and digital interactions with
employees and other customers, or transportation necessary to reach the destination.

Pine et al. [21] proposed four dimensions of experience: entertainment, education, aesthetics, and
escapism, which have been applied in academic tourism research [22]. Another dimension used in
tourism research is Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi’s [23] flow experience, defined by Wu and
Liang [20] as “a state determined by the balance of challenge and skills without any ingredient of anxiety,
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boredom or worry.” The current prevailing view appears to be that the customer experience has five
dimensions: cognitive (think), affective (feel), behavioral (act), sensory (sense) and social (relate) [17].
This proposal of dimensionality is gaining acceptance among researchers since it encompasses the two
previous proposals [14].

In the field of hospitality, Cao et al. [24] consider that memorable experiences of food are structured
in the five dimensions considered: sensory (sense), affective (feel), cognitive (think), physical (act)
and relational (relate). But Cao et al. [24] regard it as a formative construct. In our view this should
be reconsidered in light of what Jarvis et al. [25] deem to be the essential requirements for formative
constructs. Following these authors, the tourist experience should be considered a reflective construct
because: a) the five dimensions cannot be considered independent variables since any alteration in one
of them affects the rest, b) changes in the construct cause changes in the indicators, c) the indicators
share a common theme: the experiential experience, d) changes in one indicator are associated with
the other indicators (they covary with each other), and e) the indicators have the same antecedents. We
therefore propose the following hypothesis on the reflective nature of the construct:

H2: The customer’s experience with a tourist accommodation establishment is a reflective construct
composed of five dimensions: cognitive, affective, behavioral, sensory, and social.

Satisfaction is the main outcome of the customer’s experience [26,27]. Customer satisfaction
is defined as the pleasant fulfillment of the customer’s expectations [28]. Knowing whether or not
customers’ expectations have been met is a fundamental indicator in the hospitality industry [29].
Since satisfaction is the comparison between tourists’ expectations and their actual experience, it can
be assumed that customer experience will positively influence customer satisfaction [20]. Meyer and
Schwager [30] suggest that satisfaction is the accumulation of diverse customer experiences, and is the
net result of the sum of the positive experiences minus the negative ones. Lemon and Verhoef [17] make
the same assumption in considering that satisfaction is a consequence of the customer’s experience.
Other research in the marketing field takes a similar line, establishing that a customer’s assessment
of their experience influences key outcomes such as satisfaction, loyalty, word of mouth (WOM) and
customer lifetime value (CLV) [31,32]. In the area of branding, Brakus et al. [33] and Schmitt et al. [34]
consider that the strength of the experience with a brand influences satisfaction and loyalty to the brand.

Some empirical research in the hospitality industry supports this hypothesis [29–35]. Several
studies have shown that a memorable service experience in a hotel ensures the satisfaction of its
guests [36–40]. Sathish and Venkatesakumar [41] concluded that the customer experience in a coffee
outlet influences their satisfaction and loyalty. Wu and Liang [20] consider that customers can achieve
their maximum desires through a flow experience, that is, the experience is an antecedent of satisfaction,
demonstrating empirically that the experience of a rafting activity had a very positive influence on the
tourist’s satisfaction. Robinot and Giannelloni [42] conclude that hotels must analyze and provide not
only the “basic” attributes necessary to avoid customer dissatisfaction but also the “extra” attributes,
defined as the unexpected practices implemented in the hotel (such as clean and renewable energy),
and are perceived as a positive experience that impact on customer satisfaction. The above arguments
lead to our third hypothesis:

H3: The customer’s experience with a tourist accommodation establishment positively influences
their satisfaction.

In summary, this paper proposes a model (Figure 1) in which the antecedent role of environmental
sustainability in the hospitality industry perceived by tourists is analyzed in the customer experience
(H1), conceptualized as a second-order reflective construct composed of five fundamental dimensions:
cognitive, affective, behavioral, sensory and social (H2). In turn, this experience previous to, during,
and after their stay in the accommodation will be decisive in generating greater tourist satisfaction
(H3).
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Figure 1. Model of effects.

3. Method

3.1. Sample Selection and Data Collection

Before beginning the fieldwork, and following the recommendations of Ye et al. [43] on design
questionnaires to counter self-generated validity, careful attention was paid to the question order
and the use of terminology and language that respondents would easily understand. Additionally,
care was taken not to present the constructs in the order set out in our hypotheses (antecedents→
mediating variables→ consequences). Finally the questionnaire was translated from English into
Spanish following Brislin’s [44] back-translation method, which has been widely used in the specialized
literature, in order to ensure the Spanish version was consistent with the original English version.
Finally a pretest was carried out in the last quarter of 2018, involving five tourism industry experts and
a group of 25 tourists.

Next, an electronic version was prepared in order to carry out the field work in January and
February of 2019, from which 412 valid responses were obtained. Respondents, from the Valencian
Region of Spain, were selected by means of a convenience sampling method. This is a non-probabilistic
method and has the limitation of subjectivity in the selection of respondents. However, it is a widely
used technique when randomization is impossible due to a very large population, or researchers’
limited resources, time and support [45,46].

An analysis of the primary data provided the main characteristics of the sample for both the
accommodation (Table 1) and the tourist profile (Table 2). The classification data show that 40% of the
interviewees stayed in an urban hotel, whereas 24.3% stayed in a tourist apartment. The average stay
was 4 days; the average age was 40 years; and two thirds of the interviewees were women. The level
of income can be considered high since 66% earn more than €1500 per month. The majority of the
sample was employed (56.8%) or students (30.1%). The most notable feature of the sample is that 98.1%
of the interviewees have high school or higher education (80.6% have university studies and 17.5%
completed high school). This sample profile must be taken into account when interpreting the results.

Table 1. Accommodation classification data.

Country Spain Other Countries

132 (64.1%) 74 (35.9%)

Accommodation
type

Urban
hotel Hostel Sun and

sand hotel Cottage Rural
hotel

Tourist
apartment Camping Others

39.8% 7.8% 6.3% 9.7% 9.2% 24.3% 1.5% 1.4%

Trip type Group trip Romantic trip Family trip Individual trip

25.7% 32.5% 33.0% 8.7%

Stay (mean: 4) 1–2 days 3–4 days 5–6 days More than 6 days

17.0% 45.1% 16.5% 21.4%
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Table 2. Tourist classification data.

Gender
Men Women

124 (30.1%) 288 (69.9%)

Age (mean: 40) 18–29 30–39 40–49 50–59 60–69 70 or more

33.5% 16.0% 43.7% 10.2% 7.7% 4.9%

Incomes
Below €1000 €1001–1500 €1501–2000 €2001–2500€ Above €2500

11.2% 15% 11.2% 19.4% 36.9%

Occupation Employee Retired Homemaker Unemployed Students

56.8% 11.2% 1.9% 0.0% 30.1%

Studies
Primary educ. Secondary educ. High school University educ.

1.0% 1.0% 17.5% 80.6%

3.2. Measurement Instruments

All the scales used to measure the dimensions of the experience correspond exactly to their
theoretical definitions. They had also all been devised by other authors and tested in previous studies,
and adjusted in our study to adapt to the tourism accommodation context. The case was the same for
the measurement of the constructs of environmental sustainability and tourist satisfaction. All the
questionnaire items were valued on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 represents totally disagree and 5,
totally agree. Table 3 summarizes the sources of the measurement scales used in the study.

Table 3. Scales used.

Variables References Items

Environmental Sustainability [47] 5

Cognitive Experience

[16,17,20,40,48]

4
Affective Experience 5

Behavioral Experience 5
Sensorial Experience 4

Social Experience 4

Tourist Satisfaction [49] 4

3.3. Validity and Scale Reliability

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using structural equation modeling (SEM) to
refine the scales with version 6.1 of the EQS multivariate software package. The maximum likelihood
approach was used to estimate the parameters.

Following Hair et al. [50], we considered a model development strategy. To improve initial models
we conducted a refinement process which involved eliminating less relevant indicators based on the
structures of the latent variables assumed for each construct. Jöreskog and Sorbom [51] recommend
examining the estimation parameters. We eliminated the indicators that did not satisfy the strong
convergence condition, that is, those having individual standardized coefficients (λ) lower than 0.6 and
an average standardized factor loading of less than 0.7 [50,52,53]. We then verified the compliance with
the weak convergence condition [53] by analyzing the significance of the factor regression coefficients
between indicators and their latent variables. To do this, we considered the Student t-value by imposing
the maximum condition (t > 2.58; P = 0.01). Following this process four indicators were removed:
GOGN4, BEHA2, SENS2 and SOCI3 (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Summary of the results after factor, reliability, and validity analyses.

Items Factor Loads t-Value

Environmental Sustainability (α = 0.894; CR = 0.90; AVE = 0.64)

SUST1: The accommodation respected the environment. 0.742 16.484 ***
SUST2: The accommodation showed a concern to reduce consumption of natural resources. 0.872 22.991 ***
SUST3: Recycling was well managed. 0.775 17.858 ***
SUST4: The accommodation establishment informed guests of its environmental practices. 0.788 20.967 ***
SUST5: The accommodation consumed environmentally friendly renewable energy. 0.810 21.155 ***

Tourist Experience (CR = 0.95; AVE = 0.78)

Cognitive experience (α = 0.808; CR = 0.82; AVE = 0.62) 0.852 15.549 ***
COGN1: The experience with this accommodation establishment was enriching. 0.913 Fixed
COGN2: The experience was instructive. 0.792 18.860 ***
COGN3: During the reservation and stay I didn’t have to make an effort to focus on what I
was doing at each moment. 0.620 9.758 ***

COGN4: I overcame all the problems that occurred during the reservation and stay in the
accommodation. Deleted

Affective experience (α = 0.920; CR = 0.92; AVE = 0.70) 0.970 14.548 ***
AFEC1: I enjoyed the experience in this accommodation. 0.899 Fixed
AFEC2: The experience made me feel very good. 0.875 21.701 ***
AFEC3: During my stay in the accommodation I forgot my daily problems. 0.856 18.505 ***
AFEC4: At all times I felt that I was in control of what was happening. 0.786 17.847 ***
AFEC5: It was a unique experience. 0.752 15.726 ***
Behavioral experience (α = 0.828; CR = 0.80; AVE = 0.58) 0.637 8.963 ***
BEHA1: It was easy for me to make the decision to book this accommodation. 0.715 Fixed
BEHA2: I did things spontaneously and automatically. Deleted
BEHA3: I was sure at all times about what I wanted to do. 0.752 16.060 ***
BEHA4: I was sure that I was doing everything right. 0.812 17.164 ***
BEHA5: At all times I was aware of how well I was doing things. 0.697 13.588 ***
Sensory experience (α = 0.934; CR = 0.93; AVE = 0.82) 0.974 16.636 ***
SENS1: I liked the accommodation. 0.906 Fixed
SENS2: During my stay, time seemed to alter. Deleted
SENS3: I was very comfortable in the accommodation. 0.855 13.141 ***
SENS4: I had a very good impression of the accommodation. 0.955 25.365 ***
Social experience (α = 0.818; CR = 0.81; AVE = 0.58) 0.940 12.572 ***
SOCI1: I think the accommodation staff had a good impression of me. 0.710 Fixed
SOCI2: The experience with the accommodation staff was pleasant. 0.723 14.335 ***
SOCI3: The experience with the other guests in the accommodation was very good. Deleted
SOCI4: My companions had a good impression of the accommodation. 0.849 11.551 ***

Tourist Satisfaction (α = 0.921; CR = 0.92; AVE = 0.75)

SATI1: My expectations with the accommodation were met. 0.889 15.208 ***
SATI2: I am satisfied with the service I received in the accommodation. 0.854 14.036 ***
SATI3: The price I paid corresponded to the quality offered. 0.780 13.443 ***
SATI4: In general, I am satisfied with the accommodation. 0.942 17.299 ***

Fit of the model: χ2/df = 1060.239/286 = 3.706; IFI = 0.901; CFI = 0.900; SRMR = 0.067; RMSEA = 0.079

Note: IR = individual reliability; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted. *** p < 0.001; ** p <
0.01; * p < 0.05

Finally, we monitored the evolution of the main model fit measurements as each indicator was
eliminated. More specifically we used normed χ2 (Jöreskog and Sorbom [54]: values between 1 and
4 are considered acceptable), the incremental fit index (IFI) and the comparative fit index (CFI) (Hu
and Bentler [55]: values above 0.90 are considered acceptable), the root mean square residual (RMR)
(Hu and Bentler [55]: values below 0.08 are considered acceptable) and the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) (Browne and Cudeck [56]: values below of 0.08 show an acceptable fit).

Several verification tests were conducted to identify whether the above refinement tests negatively
affected scale reliability (Table 4). For internal consistency, we tested Cronbach’s alpha (α > 0.7),
construct composite reliability (CR > 0.7) and analysis of variance extracted (AVE > 0.5) [57–59].

Next, we analyzed the convergent and discriminant validity. To verify the convergent validity we
returned to our initial confirmatory factor analysis and observed the estimated value and significance
of the correlations between the scales’ dimensions [60]. Convergent validity was confirmed by the
relatively high and significant correlations. Table 5 reports the constructs’ discriminant validity,
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confirmed through AVE [59]. When the square root of the AVE between each pair of factors is higher
than the estimated correlation between those factors, as occurs here, discriminant validity is confirmed.

Table 5. Scale discriminant validity.

Factors 1 2 3

1 Environmental sustainability 0.80
2 Tourist experience 0.48 * 0.88
3 Tourist satisfaction 0.43 * 0.83 * 0.87

Note: Below the diagonal: correlation estimated between the factors. Diagonal: square root of AVE.* p < 0.01.

3.4. Complementary Data Analysis

First, the variance inflation factor (VIF) among the latent variables in our proposed model
verified the absence of any signs of multicollinearity. The results, with values between 1923 and 6227
(considerably lower than the maximum value of 10), suggested multicollinearity was not a problem
in the study [50,61]. Second, we performed a t-test of independent means on the dimensions of
the variables in the model, using the first 45 and last 45 respondents. The absence of non-response
bias [62,63] was confirmed as we found no significant differences between these respondents at the
0.05 level. Third, various ANOVA were run to confirm that sample characteristics do not affect the
model constructs. The control variables were the accommodation and tourist classification factors
displayed in Tables 1 and 2. The results revealed no significant differences in any of the analyses.

Additionally, we used the Harman test to assess the possibility of common method variance
bias [64], which assumes that, if this bias exists, from a factor analysis one should expect a single factor
to accumulate most of the covariance of independent and dependent variables [65]. As recommended
by Podsakoff et al. [66], a factorial analysis was carried out on the 27 indicators resulting from the
refining the process using principal component analysis [67] in which the unrotated factor solution is
examined. The results of the factorial analysis revealed seven factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.
These factors explain 67.881% of the variance among the 27 items and the first of the factors accumulates
31.116%. Hence, because several factors are identified, and the first factor does not accumulate most of
the variance, a substantial part of the common method variance bias seems to be absent [66,68,69].

4. Analysis and Findings

The next step is to test the hypotheses with the EQS multivariate software package version 6.1.
Looking at each hypothesis proposed in the model and the results obtained after its estimations
(Table 6), environmental sustainability emerges as a determining factor of the tourist’s experience in
their accommodation (H1: λ = 0.480, t = 7.182), understood from a multidimensional approach of five
second-order factors (cognitive, affective, behavioral, sensory, and social). This experience will also
have significant positive effects on tourist satisfaction in the accommodation context (H2: λ = 0.931,
t = 15.499).

Table 6. Summary results of the structural model.

Hyp. Path Parameter t-Value Result R2

H1 Environmental sustainability→ Tourist experience 0.480 15.499 *** Supported 0.230
H2 Tourist experience→ Tourist satisfaction 0.931 7.182 *** Supported 0.867

Fit of the model: χ2/df = 991.303/286 = 3.466; IFI = 0.901; CFI = 0.900; SRMR = 0.056; RMSEA = 0.077

Note: *** = p < 0.001; ** = p < 0.01; * = p < 0.05.

These results were also supported by the review of the R2 obtained in testing the model. Following
Hair et al.’s [70] rule of thumb that R2 values of 0.75, 0.50 and 0.25 are substantial, moderate, or weak,
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respectively, we can see that the explanatory power of the model in its final dependent variable, tourist
satisfaction, achieves a significant level (R2: 0.867).

In addition, we further analyze these effects by reviewing the indirect and total effects derived
from the proposed model of relations [71]. Specifically, as shown in Table 7, the direct causal effect
of environmental sustainability on tourist experience through its multidimensional consideration is
supported by the positive and significant indirect effects of this variable on each of the aforementioned
dimensions (cognitive: 0.408, 4.923, affective: 0.465, 5.630, behavioral: 0.305, 3.802, sensory: 0.467,
5.267, social: 0.453, 4.684). These analyses also provide information on the relative importance of
each dimension’s contribution to the tourist experience construct. Specifically, affective, sensory and
social are the dimensions with the highest load (affective: 0.970, 17.204, sensory: 0.975, 13.908, social:
0.944, 9.325), the cognitive dimension has an intermediate load (0.851, 11.613), while the behavioral
dimension has the lowest load as compared to the experience construct (0.636, 6.311).

Table 7. Total and indirect effects derived from the results of the structural model.

Dependent Variable
Effects from Environmental

Sustainability Effects from Tourist Experience

Parameter t-Value Parameter t-Value

Cognitive experience 0.408 4.923 *** 0.851 11.613 ***
Affective experience 0.465 5.630 *** 0.970 17.204 ***

Behavioral experience 0.305 3.802 *** 0.636 6.311 ***
Sensory experience 0.467 5.267 *** 0.975 13.908 ***
Social experience 0.453 4.684 *** 0.944 9.325 ***

Tourist satisfaction 0.446 5.491 *** 0.931 7.182 ***
Tourist experience 0.480 15.499 ***

Note: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Theoretical Implications

The study aimed to establish the relationship between customers’ perceptions of the environmental
practices in a tourist accommodation establishment and their experience and satisfaction. The results
of testing the proposed model demonstrate that environmental sustainability has a direct and positive
influence on the customer’s experience in the accommodation and, indirectly, on their satisfaction.

The main conclusion is that the relationship between environmental sustainability and customer
experience in the hospitality industry can be demonstrated. The literature holds that the history
of customer experience must be sought in the various moments of truth in the customer journey
(pre-consumption, consumption, and post-consumption) [14,17]. Although the theoretical framework
allows environmental sustainability to be included in the list of antecedents, this relationship has not
previously been explored in the literature. The study results show that investment of resources in
environmental sustainability and the traveler’s involvement in its implementation are appropriate
strategies to directly improve the customer experience and, indirectly, their satisfaction. This sequence
is a necessary and sufficient condition to obtain a positive recommendation in social media and
specialized search engines as well as in offline channels that, when considered by other customers, can
increase a company’s income.

This conclusion has notable consequences in that it lends support to the strategy of implementing
environmental sustainability in tourism [8,18,19]. In an environment as competitive as tourism,
the hospitality industry cannot turn its back on a major megatrend like sustainability. Citizens are
increasingly aware of the impact that humanity is having on the planet, with the result that when they
travel as tourists they worry about their ecological footprint. To adapt to this reality, the hospitality
industry must launch a long-term two-pronged strategy:
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First, the internal implementation of values and procedures linked to the saving of non-renewable
resources (mainly water and energy) and the recycling of waste. This implies involving employees and
creating an organizational culture favorable to sustainability [14,20].

Second, the necessary collaboration and involvement of the customer in co-creating sustainable
tourism experiences. Saving resources such as water and energy, recycling waste, respect for biodiversity
and limiting the emission of greenhouse gases are aspects in which the traveler can and wants to
collaborate [2–7]. This implies that the procedures in which guests can collaborate and awareness of
them should be promoted through on-site messages and advice from contact personnel.

A second relevant conclusion refers to the construct customer experience. Although this emerging
concept is being studied in different sectors, empirical studies in the hospitality industry are virtually
non-existent [14]. This paper validates a measurement scale based on the most accepted dimensionality
of the construct: cognitive (think), affective (feel), behavioral (act), sensory (sense) and social (relate) [17].
Following the analysis of dimensionality, reliability and validity, the scale comprised 18 items, making
it simple and practical to implement. The affective, sensory and social dimensions have the greatest
influence on the formation of the customer’s experience and satisfaction, although the other two
(cognitive and behavioral) also have a significant impact. The items included in each dimension
should guide the aspects to consider in managing the customer’s experience, since by improving them
customers will report more positive evaluations of the experience in social networks. Furthermore, in
relation to the customer experience construct, the study has demonstrated its reflective nature, contrary
to the proposal of Cao et al. [24].

In summary, this paper makes four contributions to the literature: a) a direct causal relationship
between environmental sustainability and customer experience is established in the hospitality industry
that had not previously been contrasted; b) an indirect relationship is established (through customer
experience) between environmental sustainability and customer satisfaction, another aspect that had
not previously been addressed in the literature; c) a customer experience measurement scale is validated
in the hospitality industry based on the five dimensions proposed by Lemon and Verhoer [17]; and d)
the reflective nature of the customer experience construct is demonstrated, contrary to findings to date
in the literature [24].

5.2. Practical/Managerial Implications

The first implication is that the hospitality industry should place more emphasis on environmental
aspects and on CSR programs [9]. Sustainability is now a megatrend that has repercussions across the
entire world economy by increasing society’s awareness of its impact on the planet. Environmental
issues in the hospitality industry should include the management of climate change and greenhouse gas
emissions, water management, waste management and recycling, environmentally responsible sourcing,
biodiversity and protection and preservation of natural resources, the reduction of environmental
impact, the creation of green construction standards for new hotels, and other ecology related
aspects [2–7]. All of them should be urgently incorporated into hospitality industry strategies.

At a competitive level, firms should aim to be the first to achieve a competitive advantage in
environmental sustainability since this places them in a privileged position in the customer’s mind
because of the association made between the attribute and the brand. In this sense, hospitality industry
companies should view environmental sustainability as an opportunity and a strategic attribute with
no clear owner, which can give a significant competitive advantage to companies that are the first to
achieve this position [8,19].

But from the point of view of marketing, it is not enough to incorporate sustainability into hotels’
strategies. Although the hospitality industry is increasingly aware of environmental sustainability,
especially due to pressure from tour operators and customers, there is much room for improvement
in its communication of these environmental practices. Given their increasing relevance and their
importance in the accommodation reservation decision and in evaluations of the hospitality industry
experience, we recommend establishments improve their communication strategy on environmental
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practices. It should be noted that 80% of the travelers in the sample on which this study is based had
university studies and a high income level. In order to capture this traveler profile, a communication
strategy should be designed for both online and offline environments. In the online environment,
accommodation establishments should prominently convey their environmental practices, thereby
generating expectations among a public that is sensitive to sustainability, which would positively affect
their purchase decision. In the offline environment managers should communicate the environmental
practices carried out in the accommodation facilities and invite guests to collaborate in them, as this
improves the visitor’s experience. The key is to co-create sustainable tourism experiences, which
implies involving tourists in environmental practices, as this will contribute to improving the customer
experience and, in turn, lead to greater satisfaction.

Regarding the debate on the economic sense of investing in CSR in general, and environmental
sustainability in particular, this paper offers evidence that such investment can increase profits.
Although the empirical results do not allow us to directly relate environmental sustainability with
economic benefits or income, we can infer from the high percentage of variance explained by satisfaction
(0.867) that the accommodation firm’s income will improve as a result of positive online and offline
comments from guests. Although environmental sustainability does not explain a particularly high
percentage of variance of customer experience (0.230), the relationship is clearly significant and,
indirectly, helps to generate visitor satisfaction.

The conclusions of this paper also suggest a line of action for online booking search engines such
as Booking and Expedia, among others, or the accommodation’s own reservation websites, namely
that environmental sustainability should be included as a criterion for travelers’ evaluations of the
accommodation. Along with services, quality, staff attention and others, we recommend including
environmental sustainability since it is an aspect that significantly impacts the visitor’s experience.
This will allow other travelers with an awareness of sustainability to identify accommodation that best
suits their wishes and needs. It may even be possible to infer that information about environmental
sustainability could justify an increase in the price since it is an attribute that adds value to the offer
and that travelers are willing to pay for.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

The study is not without certain limitations that must be taken into account when evaluating our
conclusions. These limitations open up possible future lines of research.

The main methodological limitation is the sample, which was a convenience sample and is
therefore limited in terms of randomness and representativeness. This is a common exception in
surveys conducted online through social media. Similarly, the study focuses on Spanish tourists. Given
that the sample represents a very specific segment of the population, the conclusions should not be
generalized. New research on this topic is therefore needed to guarantee the random and stratified
character of the sample analyzed in different cultural and international contexts in order to generalize
the results.

In fact, a greater balance in the strata would allow for new comparative multi-group analyses
based on sociodemographic variables such as age. Thus, for example, it is reasonable to assume
that millennials will behave differently to seniors, which could have important repercussions for
marketing strategies.

A second limitation concerns the use of cross-sectional data, which prevents causal inferences from
being drawn. Considering this limitation, future research should study the relationships proposed
here using longitudinal data and combining the positivist and interpretative method, as in the case of
the ethnographic or phenomenological method [72]. Taking Coviello and Jones [72] as a reference, the
reconciliation of positivist and interpretative methodologies would extend knowledge about tourists’
behavior in their experience of accommodation. Indeed, a longitudinal approach would help to clarify
the specific influence of the influential factors in each stage of the process experienced by the tourist
(before, during and after enjoyment) as Lemon and Verhoef [17] point out.
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Our model represents a specific theoretical reference from which to consider new antecedent
factors and consequences of the tourist experience valued recently in the specialized literature. Future
work should help to identify new factors that depend on other agents contributing to generate
experience (associated with the destination, destination partners, the tourist, or other external agents)
before, during, and after the visit to the destination [17]. In this context, it would be of great interest
to complete the analysis of these background factors by assessing the possible interdependencies
between them. On the other hand, in relation to the consequential factors, new variables associated
with the quality of the relationship with tourists could be included, such as engagement, loyalty,
emotions and, especially, the advocacy effect [73–75]. Regarding this last factor, we conjecture that the
information from and influence of WOM could have a major influence in the emotional bond between
the destination (in its broad sense) and the tourist. This influence may be even greater in the online
context, given the credibility that some consumer segments attribute to the opinions of others.

Additionally, in light of the relentless technological revolution, a relevant line of research arising
from the study lies in the focus on the online environment. This is a fascinating landscape from the
co-creation perspective, but it raises new challenges for experiential marketing.

Finally, we must bear in mind that this paper focuses on the tourist’s perception. This vision could
be complemented with new analytical approaches examining the business plan. In this way, a direct
perception could be used to analyze how the different practices implemented internally by tourism
sector managers influence their financial and non-financial results.

These two approaches, focusing on the tourist and on the company, could also be combined
through methodologies associated with the construction of dyads between the two agents.
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