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Abstract: Despite co-creation being considered a valuable strategy for incremental changes towards
more sustainable activities and consumers’ declared interest, hospitality businesses still did not
experience the expected level of client engagement in their service interactions. Therefore, the
primary purpose of this paper is to examine the nature of value co-creation and its antecedents
and consequences within the hotel industry context through the lens of sustainability. Integrated
marketing communication (IMC) and ecological knowledge are examined as factors that enhance
value co-creation. Satisfaction is observed as a mediator of the relationship between value co-creation
and customer loyalty. A closed-response, in-person structured survey was used to collect data
from 303 guests of hotels located in Ukraine. The hypotheses were tested using the partial least
squares method. The findings reveal that company IMC causes a higher impact on value co-creation.
However, ecological knowledge does not seem to affect value co-creation. Furthermore, value co-
creation shows a significant influence on customer satisfaction, and directly and indirectly affects
loyalty through satisfaction. This study’s theoretical and practical implications are included to
assist both scholars and practitioners in the hospitality industry in enriching their understanding of
effective value co-creation and communication strategies related to sustainability to increase customer
satisfaction and loyalty.

Keywords: IMC for sustainability; ecological knowledge; value co-creation; satisfaction; loyalty;
hospitality industry

1. Introduction

While more and more tourists aspire to be environmentally friendly, many firms,
hotels in particular, struggle to engage with their customers through sustainable practices
(e.g., towel reuse, energy preservation programs), and have difficulties in obtaining the
expected financial increases from “green” products and services [1–4] More research is
needed regarding behavioral approaches that encourage customers to engage in sustainable
practices in service companies [5].

It is believed that value co-creation can cause better acceptance of company envi-
ronmentally friendly practices by tourists through contribution and collaboration [1,6,7],
thus creating competitive advantages and generating profitability [8,9]. According to [10],
customer co-creation contributes to firm’s results, as it establishes stronger relationships
and increases their involvement. Similarly, when customers can co-create by sharing their
experience and giving/receiving feedback while collaborating with the hotel, they are
more likely to gain a higher level of satisfaction with their stay and to be more loyal to the
hotel [8,11]. However, while most studies tried to explain the benefits of co-creation, very
few of them investigated its antecedents in the tourism context, e.g., [8], or analyzed the
dimensions from the perspective of sustainability in tourism [12,13].

As identified by various authors, effective marketing communication between service
providers and their customers [9,14,15] and sufficient level of knowledge [9,12,16,17] are
important antecedents for clients’ participation in the co-creation process [18]. Inefficient
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usage of communication tools and the lack of companies’ technical competence [3,4,19]
generates a theoretical and practical need to investigate the role and the effectiveness of
hotel’s marketing communication related to sustainability on value co-creation from the
perspective of the client. This article investigates the sustainability communication of hotels
through the lens of integrated marketing communication by focusing on the synergy effect
that the total persuasiveness of two or more integrated communication elements brings [20].
Then again, there is evidence that consumers who do not have enough ecological literacy
are not able to appreciate these hotels’ “green” practices [21]. Clients who are involved in
co-creation processes should be persons who have a high level of knowledge regarding
sustainability issues [5,6], as it leads to active participation in value co-creation process and
corresponds with a certain level of expertise bases on which to start collaborating [9,16,22].
Although previous research includes the concept of prior knowledge as an antecedent of
the value co-creation process [9,16], few works [6] highlighted the importance of ecological
knowledge for value co-creation in sustainability scope. Therefore, there are theoretical and
practical needs to investigate IMC and ecological knowledge in relation to value co-creation
in the hotel sustainability context [5,18].

Last year’s research works primarily focused on studying value co-creation outcomes,
such as satisfaction and loyalty, e.g., [8,11,23,24]. However, Refs. [13,18] claimed that further
investigation is necessary to uncover customers’ responses to co-creation, particularly in
terms of sustainability [6,12]. Moreover, empirical evidence suggests that the relationship
between value and loyalty can be mediated by the customer satisfaction variable [25–28].
To better understand the nature of value co-creation consequences, this study aims at
examining value co-creation–satisfaction–loyalty interactions in the frame of sustainability
within the hotel industry. In this way, this article also responds to the priority research
question of Marketing Science Institute: “what are the most effective strategies to drive
deeper, lasting customer engagement/loyalty with the firm?” [29] (p. 2).

Following up on calls for further research, this study tests a comprehensive model
that includes simultaneously antecedents and consequences of customer value co-creation
focusing on sustainability in hospitality businesses. Consequently, our objectives are: firstly,
to evaluate the influence of IMC and guests’ ecological knowledge on value co-creation;
secondly, we are interested in seeing how value co-creation interacts with satisfaction
and loyalty; thirdly, we examine the mediation role of satisfaction on co-creation–loyalty
relations. The results obtained provide relevant information to hotel managers and may
assist in guiding them in designing effective value co-creation and communication strate-
gies related to sustainability to increase customer satisfaction and loyalty. These factors
demonstrate the importance and originality of this study.

2. Conceptual Background
2.1. Value Co-Creation and Sustainability

According to [30], the value co-creation takes place from the perspective of the domi-
nant logic of service, where the consumer must be conceived as a more active agent in the
value creation process. Those authors suggested that customers should participate in the
definition of the product or service offer through knowledge sharing, co-design, or shared
production to create value. In the tourism context, the concept of co-creation is particularly
relevant, as it helps tailoring the service to the customers’ particular needs, and hence,
assists with creating a unique experience, which is crucial for tourism service providers
to remain competitive [8,31]. Ref. [32] defines value co-creation within the context of the
hotel industry as “actors’ appraisal of the meaningfulness of a service by assessing what is
contributed and what is realized through collaboration” (p. 72).

In the frame of sustainability, co-creation can be a possible way to develop new
sustainability innovations and introduce them into the practice successfully [1,6,9,10].
Consequently, by being involved and participating in the sustainable practices developed
by the hotel, guests are able to co-create value. Ref. [12] (p. 3) proposes an original concept
of “green value co-creation”, which is defined as “the active sharing of environmental
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ideas between a company and its partners and participation in one or more production
or consumption stages to create value”. However, since there are limited literary and
empirical studies about the value co-creation in the sustainability context, e.g., [6,12,13],
this area of knowledge requires further research.

In this study, value co-creation in the context of sustainability is treated as multi-
dimensional concept [13] that consists of different elements, namely: meaningfulness,
collaboration, contribution, recognition, and affective response [32]. Meaningfulness is an
individual’s (agent or beneficiary) belief in the importance and true benefit of the service.
When one believes that the process of value co-creation is meaningful, the result is greater
joint value. Collaboration is understood as a sense of open alliance and cooperation for
mutual benefit between two or more actors involved in co-creation. Contribution is a belief
regarding the degree to which a beneficiary shares his or her own resources to achieve
the desired results. Recognition refers to acknowledgment and explains relational and
consumer-centered nature of co-creation. Finally, the affective response is defined as the
general emotional reaction that one has towards co-creation and is an essential dimension
of the concept. All this allows us to observe value co-creation from the perspective of what
is given and what is received through collaboration. While providing service along with
sustainability practices, tourist companies and their clients can find the process meaningful,
collaborate, contribute, receive recognition, and generate affective response to co-create
“green” value [12]. This perspective, explicitly applied to the field of hospitality businesses
in the tourism sector, offers a new approach to understanding the co-creation process,
which considers that the more resources and efforts that are invested in the process, the
more the result is valued [32].

2.2. Integrated Marketing Communication and Ecological Knowledge as Value Co-Creation Antecedents

To be recognized and to gain additional competitive advantage, hotels need to commu-
nicate about their environmentally friendly practices [4,19,33]. However, communicating
effectively about sustainability to create necessary impact is challenging, and generated
an ongoing debate around how to design an effective environmental communication
strategy [4].

Many scholars agree that IMC is an effective tool which delivers consistent messages
that are critical for company success, as unclear and fragmented messages about the firm
activity might confuse customers and endanger the provided service [34]. Ref. [20] also
pointed out the importance of companies applying IMC strategy, as the combination of
multiple elements of the marketing communication mix enables a synergetic effect leading
to a higher persuasive power of the message. As a result, communicating about sustainabil-
ity through IMC might be an option to reduce the low-effectiveness of current sustainability
communication. The concept of IMC for sustainability is a novel construct that has recently
emerged [35,36]. Communicating “green” through IMC tools means implementing market-
ing activities that integrate opportunities for public welfare, environmental preservation,
and balanced economic development with a view to increasing the consumption value of a
product or service through the company’s communication with market participants using
distribution channels [35].

Marketing communication lies at the foundation of most service interactions [18] and
it is an important element in a company’s ability to manage value co-creation [9]. As
indicated by [37], communication is capable of achieving a higher level of collaboration and
involvement by tourists. Additionally, as stated by various authors, effective and active
communication between service providers and their customers is a crucial antecedence
for clients’ participation in the co-creation process [8,14,15]. Nevertheless, to the best of
our knowledge, no studies investigated the effect of company IMC on customer value
co-creation activity. Therefore, taking into account all the mentioned above, the first
hypothesis proposed is:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). IMC for sustainability has a positive impact on a guest’s value co-creation.
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Yet, ecological knowledge must be considered by all participants of the co-creation
process, since knowledge is one of the key aspects of the service and the ability of all parties
to create value [9,17,18]. Prior knowledge influences customer readiness to engage in co-
creation [16], increasing their level of expertise [22]. Successful “green” value co-creation
process requires participants with a high degree of experience and knowledge regarding
sustainability issues and are strongly involved in these topics [6]. Consumers who do
not have enough ecological knowledge could not appreciate the ecological practices of
hotels [21], nor, therefore, co-create the value [6,7,12]. Ecological knowledge is related to an
understanding and concern regarding natural environments, and encourages an individ-
ual’s stronger sense of responsibility for environmental protection [38]. This suggests the
important role of ecological knowledge for hoteliers when planning their environmentally
friendly campaigns. Raising such knowledge may change guests’ attitudes and behavior
toward hotels “green” practices [39]. Correspondingly, it is expected that a high level of
ecological knowledge will lead to active collaboration in the process of value co-creation
by the guest. Thus, the second hypothesis proposed is:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Ecological knowledge has a positive impact on a guest’s value co-creation.

At the same time, companies need to enhance the effectiveness of their sustainability
communication; for example, [21] identifies the necessity of raising tourists’ ecological
literacy to gain their recognition of companies’ efforts around environmentally friendly
practices. Ref. [3] indicated that communication related to sustainability aims to make
consumers aware of the availability of sustainable travel products, to inform consumers
about how these offers meet their needs as well as meeting sustainability criteria, and
ultimately, encourage sustainable purchases. As stated by various authors, a clear and
consistent communication about ecofriendly practices can help raise guests’ ecological
awareness and develop a positive attitude toward the hotel [33,40,41]. Therefore, we
might expect that hotel sustainability communication employing IMC would serve as a
decisive factor for enhancing guests’ ecological knowledge. Hence, the third hypothesis
is developed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). IMC for sustainability has a positive impact on a guest’s ecological knowledge.

2.3. Satisfaction and Ecological Knowledge

Lately, there was increased interest by scholars on studying the concept of satisfaction
by connecting it to environmentally friendly practices in the hospitality industry [40–42].
According to the findings of [43], clients are likely to be more satisfied if the company
develop socially and environmentally responsible initiatives. However, customers that lack
ecological knowledge are not able to appreciate these kinds of initiatives [21], nor will they
experience satisfaction with the stay at this hotel. Following knowledge-attitude-behavior
model, previous investigations demonstrate that a higher level of client environmental
concern corresponds with the development of positive behavioral intentions towards the
“green” hotels [39,44], and in turn, behavior based on pro-environmental values leads
to satisfaction [45]. A similar finding was suggested by [46], where ecofriendly behavior
enhances tourist satisfaction. Based on all the considerations above, this paper suggests that
guests’ ecological knowledge affects their satisfaction with the stay. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Ecological knowledge has a positive impact on a guest’s satisfaction.

2.4. Value Co-Creation—Satisfaction—Loyalty Relationships

A large body of empirical evidence shows that customer participation in co-creation activity
increases client satisfaction, e.g., [8,11,24,47], and loyalty toward the service company [8,11,14,23].

In their study, [8] indicate that customers’ engagement in the service development
process creates the perception of belonging to the company that, in turn, is reflected in
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client’s satisfaction and loyalty to the company. In addition, via customers’ involvement, a
final product or service can be better adapted to clients’ needs, leading to greater customer
satisfaction [47].

As with satisfaction, customer loyalty is a crucial factor for a company’s success, as it
represents the customer’s willingness to build a long-term relationship with a company,
and to recommend it to others [23]. Loyalty is also considered an outcome of value co-
creation activity [8,24], so it is reasonable to assume when customers can co-create value,
they are more likely to revisit the same hotel again and to recommend it to others as a
sustainable one.

Furthermore, it was shown that customers tend to develop greater levels of loyalty
toward a specific company when they are satisfied with its performance [8,11,40,48].

In addition, various works indicate a description of loyalty through the value-satisfaction-
loyalty chain where satisfaction is the mediator e.g., [25–28,49]. However, there is no
empirical research that takes the mediating role of satisfaction into consideration when
investigating value co-creation and customer loyalty interactions in hospitality in terms
of sustainability. Limited studies considered perceived value as a core of customer value
creation [25,26,28,48].

Therefore, to respond to the recent research call [13] and shed light on how value
co-creation, in terms of sustainability practices, interacts with customer satisfaction and
loyalty; to understand the level of impact of satisfaction on loyalty, and to examine the
mediation role of satisfaction on co-creation-loyalty relations, the following hypotheses
are proposed:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Value co-creation has a positive impact on a guest’s satisfaction.

Hypothesis 6 (H6). Value co-creation has a positive impact on a guest’s loyalty.

Hypothesis 7 (H7). Satisfaction has a positive impact on a guest’s loyalty.

Hypothesis 8 (H8). Satisfaction positively mediates the relationship between value co-creation
and loyalty.

Figure 1 represents the proposed conceptual model for this research.

Figure 1. Theoretical model and hypothesis.

3. Methodology
3.1. Data Collection

To collect the information to test these hypotheses, a quantitative analysis was con-
ducted through an ad hoc, closed-response, structured, in-person survey among 327 tourists
who stayed in three-, four-, and five-star hotels in Kyiv (Ukraine). To design the research
sample, a nonprobability convenience sampling procedure was chosen, as there was no
access to a census of hotel clients, and it was not possible to determine the probability that
an element of the population must belong to the sample [50]. Current hotel customers and
people who stayed in the hotel within the last year were asked to participate. Clarifica-
tions about the study objectives and voluntary consent were obtained from all selected
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participants. The paper-based questionnaire included three sections: the first explained the
research purpose, the second covered the measurement scales for the model variables, and
the third collected sociodemographic information. In total, 303 valid questionnaires were
gained during the month of August 2018.

3.2. Sample Profile

Regarding the demographic profile of the respondents, 42.9% were men and 57.1%
women; 40.9% of the interviewees were between 18 and 25 years of age, 40.3% were between
26 and 35, 10.6% were between 36 and 45, and 8.2% were over 46. In terms of education,
the majority had a master’s degree (55.8%) and a bachelor’s degree (26.4%). Concerning
their employment status 44.9% were employed, and 20.5% were entrepreneurs. Regarding
monthly income, 50.5% of respondents earned less than 1000 euros, 37.6% earned between
1000 and 3000, and 11.9% had no salary or did not want to disclose it. As for the purpose of
the trip, 51.2% were on vacation, 32.7% on business and the rest (16.2%) for other motives.
Finally, 92.7% were of Ukrainian nationality, and the remaining 7.3% of other nationalities.

3.3. Measurement Development

Validated measurement scales used from previous studies were adapted for hotels
and for the sustainability framework. Ecological knowledge was measured as a seven-item
index used by [21] for tourism industry. Regarding the IMC, four items were taken from
dimension “unified communications for consistent message and image” from [51]. Since
the original scale was used to evaluate the IMC’s perception from the company managers
point of view, we decided to retain only the first dimension of the proposal under the
belief that guests are qualified to express an opinion about said indicators and not the
rest. Furthermore, it represents the key aspect of the IMC: the consistency of the message,
associated with the ideas of coherence and uniformity [51]. The items used for value
co-creation were taken and adapted from the five-dimensional scale proposed by [32].
Next, satisfaction was evaluated using six items suggested by [41,52]. These elements were
combined to reflect general satisfaction with the hotel stay (3 items) and satisfaction with
the hotels that denote environmentally friendly attitude (3 items). Finally, loyalty was
measured by means of the three-item scale, based on [53,54] loyalty scales. Seven-point
Likert scales were used, with 1 indicating complete disagreement and 7 indicating complete
agreement with the statement. Three versions of the questionnaire were developed, in
Ukrainian, Russian, and English, and all were translated by native speakers and back-
translated to verify the accuracy of the translations.

4. Results

We used Smart PLS 3 to perform structural equation modelling by following a two-
stage analytical procedure [55]. The variance-based structural equation model (SEM) was
preferred, as it is well suited to the characteristics of the research and the nature of the
collected data [55]. Primarily, the measurement scales were developed with Likert-type
scales, and the data have a nonnormal distribution, which is handled well by Smart PLS.
Moreover, it is recommended to use the partial least square (PLS) method when the studied
construct is complex and/or relatively new and changing [55,56], as is the case with IMC
for sustainability, ecological knowledge, and value co-creation.

4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Firstly, we examined the measurement model by means of confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) by checking for the validity and reliability of the measures, and secondly, we examined
the structural model.

The measurement model for value co-creation construct, as second-order factor pro-
posed by [32], was estimated using repeated indicator approach [57]. The results of the CFA
allowed retaining four dimensions to explain value co-creation in terms of meaningfulness,
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collaboration, contribution, and affective response. The recognition dimension was deleted
as it did not meet the necessary value of the HT/MT ratio [58].

For all remaining factors, total standardized loadings were analyzed to assess con-
vergent validity. As presented in Table 1, all the loadings were statistically significant
for all items and higher than 0.6, except for one indicator. Since the elimination of this
item did not improve the results, we decided to maintain it [55]. Moreover, to confirm the
reliability of all scales both the composite reliability and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
were estimated, the values of which were higher than the recommended values of 0.7 [59]
for all constructs. In the same way, each construct was considered to possess convergent
validity as the value of average variance extracted analysis (AVE) was higher than the
recommended value of 0.5 [60]. Therefore, the reliability of the scales and the convergent
validity of the proposed constructs were confirmed.

Table 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis results.

Measurement Items M SD Factor Loadings t Values

Ecological knowledge (Cron. α = 0.963; IFC = 0.966; AVE = 0.592)

I have knowledge about global warming (such as greenhouse effect) 5 1.576 0.632 ** 12.021

I have the knowledge about green architecture (in restaurants, hotels, tourist
destinations, and premises) 4 1.885 0.509 ** 9.315

I have knowledge of green consumption (consuming produce that is grown locally
or is in season) 4 1.841 0.643 ** 15.361

I understand the interdependence of human beings and the eco-system 6 1.540 0.790 ** 26.986

I understand how much tourism industry depends on the natural environment and
the resources in it 6 1.564 0.839 ** 37.327

I understand the balance between livelihood and the need to conserve the
natural environment 6 1.684 0.856 ** 41.235

I understand how tourism activities influence the biodiversity and the population
of species in a region 5 1.734 0.889 ** 67.048

Integrated Marketing Communication (Cron. α = 0.851; IFC = 0.899; AVE = 0.690)

I believe that the hotel coherently sends its message of sustainability
(environmental protection) through all the tools and communication channels (e.g.,
advertising, sales promotions, public relations, packaging, direct mail, POP display,

banner, web page)

4 1.842 0.843 ** 44.803

I believe that the hotel maintains consistency in all visual components of
communication (e.g., trademarks, logos, models, and color) 5 1.610 0.814 ** 30.512

I believe that the hotel maintains consistency in all linguistic components of
communication (e.g., slogans and mottos). 4 1.702 0.772 ** 23.298

I believe that the hotel insuring a consistent brand image about sustainability 4 1.813 0.891 ** 70.957

Value Co-creation—Meaningfulness (Cron. α = 0.902; IFC = 0.928; AVE = 0.720)

The possibility of participating in the development and use of the environmental
practices of the hotel was significant 3 1.891 0.832 ** 36.780

Participation in the environmental practices of the hotel was important to me 4 1.887 0.841 ** 42.925

The time I spent in the hotel was worthwhile 4 1.974 0.790 ** 21.967

Participation in the environmental practices of the hotel was valuable to me 4 2.035 0.890 ** 65.576

My effort was worthwhile 4 2.079 0.884 ** 53.317

Value Co-creation—Collaboration (Cron. α = 0.946; IFC = 0.959; AVE = 0.823)

In participating in environmental practices with hotel staff we were a team 3 1.842 0.890 ** 68.655

We created it together 3 1.794 0.909 ** 38.677
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Table 1. Cont.

Measurement Items M SD Factor Loadings t Values

We have worked together in the implementation of the hotel’s
environmental practices 3 1.846 0.905 ** 84.322

We cooperate with each other in the hotel’s environmental practices 3 1.724 0.933 ** 56.981

We collaborated on the project 3 1.725 0.900 ** 49.450

Value Co-creation—Contribution (Cron. α = 0.933; IFC = 0.950; AVE = 0.791)

I shared my knowledge about environmental practices with other guests 3 1.772 0.827 ** 29.901

I contributed my skills to the hotel’s environmental practices 3 1.832 0.933 ** 76.325

I contributed my experience to the hotel’s environmental practices 3 1.809 0.926 ** 72.765

I invested my time resources on the hotel’s environmental practices 3 1.772 0.894 ** 51.085

I made a personal investment during my participation in the hotel’s
environmental practices 3 1.931 0.864 ** 48.349

Value Co-creation—Affective response (Cron. α = 0.970; IFC = 0.977; AVE = 0.894)

Participating in the environmental practices of the hotel was fun 3 1.884 0.945 ** 96.873

Participating in the environmental practices of the hotel was entertaining 3 1.873 0.963 ** 131.520

Participating in the environmental practices of the hotel was enjoyable 3 1.908 0.966 ** 169.932

Participating in the environmental practices of the hotel was interesting 3 1.893 0.961 ** 113.231

I liked participating in the hotel’s environmental practices 4 1.912 0.891 ** 45.171

Satisfaction (Cron. α = 0.896; IFC = 0.919; AVE = 0.655)

It was exactly what I needed 5 1.728 0.877 ** 60.587

It was a good choice 5 1.623 0.881 ** 63.042

It was a good experience 5 1.677 0.897 ** 70.660

In general, I am happy with the decision to select ecological hotels due to their
environmental image 5 1.733 0.703 ** 15.097

In general, I am happy to visit ecological hotels because they are friendly to
the environment 6 1.715 0.744 ** 19.620

In general, I am satisfied with the ecological hotels due to their
environmental performance 6 1.706 0.732 ** 17.469

Loyalty (Cron. α = 0.881; IFC = 0.926; AVE = 0.807)

I feel loyal to this hotel 4 1.902 0.862 ** 39.272

This hotel is my first choice 4 2.049 0.915 ** 67.325

I am committed to this hotel 4 1.983 0.918 ** 77.284

Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, Cron. α = Cronbach’s alpha, IFC = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted. ** p < 0.01.

Next, as presented in Table 2, the discriminant validity was established through
(1) AVE and (2) the ratio of HT/MT (Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio of Correlations). Firstly,
we found that the square of the correlation calculated between two factors was less than the
AVE of each factor, and no indicator had a significant influence on another factor that does
not correspond to it [60]. Secondly, the same rule was confirmed with the ratio of HT/MT
that was less than 0.85 for each factor, which means that the monotrait–heteromethod
MT correlations (relations between the indicators of the same construct) are greater than
the heterotrait–heteromethod HT (relations between the indicators that measure different
constructs) [58].
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Table 2. Discriminant validity.

Factor F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 F8

F1. Ecological knowledge 0.749 0.532 0.421 0.221 0.163 0.165 0.454 0.230

F2. IMC 0.477 0.831 0.554 0.470 0.351 0.366 0.533 0.407

F3. VCC—Meaningfulness 0.384 0.495 0.848 0.494 0.494 0.582 0.494 0.401

F4. VCC—Collaboration 0.191 0.428 0.603 0.907 0.791 0.718 0.301 0.285

F5. VCC—Contribution 0.134 0.317 0.462 0.742 0.890 0.792 0.183 0.229

F6. VCC—Affective response 0.146 0.336 0.551 0.689 0.755 0.946 0.274 0.285

F7. Satisfaction 0.411 0.477 0.435 0.264 0.157 0.247 0.810 0.594

F8. Loyalty 0.221 0.356 0.359 0.265 0.211 0.264 0.566 0.899

Note: Diagonal bold data represent square root of AVE. Below diagonal: correlations between factors. Above diagonal: values of squared
correlations (HT/MT ratio).

4.2. Structural Model and Hypotheses Testing

Finally, once the validity had been confirmed, we calculated the structural equations
model using partial least squares (PLS) regression. Firstly, explanatory and predictive power
of the model were verified through coefficients of determination R2 and cross-validated
redundancy indices Q2. As depicted in Table 3, all the scores were above the recommended
level of 0.10 for R2 [61] and above 0 for Q2 [62], which suggests that the predictive relevance
of the proposed model is satisfactory. Secondly, the significance of the structural relationships
was analyzed through the bootstrapping algorithm based on 5000 runs [55].

Table 3. Results of structural equation model.

Hypothesis Relationship β (Standardized Beta) t Value Contrast

H1 IMC—Value Co-creation 0.440 ** 8.873 Supported

H2 Ecological Knowledge—Value Co-creation 0.030 n/s 0.563 Not supported

H3 IMC—Ecological Knowledge 0.477 ** 10.327 Supported

H4 Ecological Knowledge—Satisfaction 0.357 ** 6.423 Supported

H5 Value Co-creation—Satisfaction 0.229 ** 4.211 Supported

H6 Value Co-creation—Loyalty 0.155 ** 2.980 Supported

H7 Satisfaction—Loyalty 0.517 ** 11.352 Supported

Note: Ecological knowledge: R2 = 0.227, Q2 = 0.121; Value Co-creation: R2 = 0.207, Q2 = 0.118; Satisfaction: R2 = 0.219, Q2 = 0.144; Loyalty:
R2 = 0.342, Q2 = 0.264. ** p < 0.01; n/s—not significant.

The results show that the first hypothesis is accepted, as positive and significant rela-
tionship is found between hotel’s IMC for sustainability and value co-creation (β = 0.440,
p < 0.01; H1), with t-value of 8.873. In contrast, the relationship between ecological knowl-
edge and value co-creation does not seem to be significant (β = 0.030, p > 0.05; H2), which
represents t-values of 0.563. Concerning the third hypothesis, a positive relationship is
found between IMC and customers’ ecological knowledge (β = 0.477, p < 0.01; H3), with the
t-value of 10.327. Besides, our findings reveal that the impact of ecological knowledge on
satisfaction is significant (β = 0.357, p < 0.01; H4) with the t-value of 6.423, which leads to
the acceptance of H4. Moreover, it is found that value co-creation exerts a positive influence
on both satisfaction (β = 0.229, p < 0.01; H5) and loyalty (β = 0.155, p < 0.01; H6), with
respective t-values of 4.211 and 2.980, thus providing support for H5 and H6. Finally, the
results show that H7 is also accepted, as satisfaction positively influences loyalty (β = 0.517,
p < 0.01; H7), with the t-value of 11.352.
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4.3. Mediation Analysis Testing

Additionally, in line with H8, our findings provide empirical support for the mediating
role of customer satisfaction in the co-creation-loyalty model. PLS-SEM bootstrapping
confidence intervals were used to test indirect effects [63]. Since both the direct and
indirect effects between co-creation and loyalty are significant, we conclude that satisfaction
partially mediates this relationship. The product of the direct and the indirect effect
(0.155 × 0.119 = 0.019) shows complementary partial mediation, as its sign is positive [55].
The results obtained are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Mediation role of Satisfaction.

Hypothesis Relationship
Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect

B t Value β t Value β t Value

H8 (Value Co-creation × Satisfaction) -> Loyalty 0.155 2.980 ** 0.119 3.912 ** 0.274 6.892 **

Note: ** p < 0.01. Source: Authors’ own calculation.

More specifically, customer satisfaction serves as a complementary mediator. As total
effect showed (βtotal = 0.274; t = 6.892; p < 0.01), higher levels of co-creation increased
customer loyalty directly but also increased customer satisfaction, which in turn leads to
customer loyalty. Hence, value co-creation’s effect on loyalty is explained by satisfaction.

5. Discussion and Conclusions
5.1. Theoretical and Managerial Implications

The findings derived from the present work aim to reduce the gaps identified in the
literature in the area that explains antecedents and consequences of value co-creation in
the hotel industry. Thereby, this work examines the complex nature of value co-creation,
applying it to the sustainability context [5,13], and observes it as a driver of customer
loyalty, responding in this way to the priority research question of Marketing Science
Institute [29]. A series of conclusions emerged based on the results obtained.

Firstly, in line with the work of [8,15,37], which support the statement that active
and effective communication enables the value co-creation process, the findings of this
study indicate that the degree to which hotels implement IMC positively influences value
co-creation. According to the results obtained, value co-creation construct is defined by four
dimensions: meaningfulness, collaboration, contribution, and affective response. Thus,
the perception of IMC provided by the hotel creates a positive effect when it refers to
the importance of service, cooperating, sharing resources, and emotionally responding
to the process of value co-creation, involving the guest on the development of hotel’s
sustainable practices.

Secondly, the findings do not support the relationship between ecological knowledge
and value co-creation; that is, the level of guest ecological knowledge does not play a
role in the collaboration process around the hotel’s ecological practices. However, the
existing body of literature suggests the opposite, confirming that consumers with less
ecological knowledge are less likely to appreciate the ecological practices of hotels [21] or
to engage in the value co-creation process [6,7,12,16]. We should also consider the study
of [64], which obtained a negative result regarding the impact of environmental concern,
revealing that consumers with high concern for the environment do not consider it a factor
of great importance when there are other external barriers to sustainable consumption
(such as price, availability, or the practical feasibility) [39]. Furthermore, geographic factors
possibly impacted our results; the study was carried out in Ukraine, a country where both
the hotel industry and their clients only began to become familiar with the need to be
environmentally conscious, which may explain the low awareness of environmental issues.

Third, the relationships between value co-creation, satisfaction and loyalty are con-
firmed, meaning that a higher degree of value co-creation leads to a higher level of guest
satisfaction and loyalty towards the hotel. This finding is in accordance with those ob-
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tained by [8,11,23,47], although these studies were not conducted within the framework of
sustainability in the hospitality industry. Furthermore, due to the complex and multidi-
mensional nature of value co-creation construct [13], and in line with the results derived
from our work, we can conclude that meaningfulness, collaboration, contribution, and
affective response explain the satisfaction and loyalty of the guest. Clients who have the
opportunity to co-create value while sharing the experience, giving/receiving feedback,
contributing and collaborating with staff on the hotel’s sustainable activities and find this
process worthwhile and interesting get a higher level of satisfaction with the stay and
are more loyal to the hotel. Similarly, there is a significant connection between customer
satisfaction and loyalty that corresponds with outcomes obtained by [8,11,40,48].

In addition, the results demonstrate that satisfaction plays a mediating role in the
value-co-creation-loyalty chain, which fits with findings reported by [25–28] regarding
value-satisfaction-loyalty relations. In our study, satisfaction serves as a complementary
mediator since co-creation impacts on customer loyalty not only directly, but also in terms
of satisfaction. In other words, value co-creation’s effect on loyalty is mainly explained by
satisfaction. Thereby, because customers experience a positive affective response during
the value co-creation process, they develop loyalty to the hotel.

Finally, the perception of IMC for sustainability influences guests’ ecological knowl-
edge. Confirming this relationship constitutes a notable contribution to the scope of this
research and complements previous works, e.g., [3,40,41], which affirm that persuasive
communication regarding sustainability plays an important role, triggering environmen-
tally friendly decisions. Thus, it is possible to conclude that IMC for sustainability enhances
the ecological knowledge of guests by harnessing the synergetic effect of various communi-
cation elements. Furthermore, clients’ ecological knowledge positively affects their level
of satisfaction with their stay at hotels that implement environmentally friendly practices,
which highlights its relevance when defining the result variable, i.e., satisfaction. These
findings complement results obtained by [43–45], which emphasize the importance of
positive perceptions about sustainable practices in guest satisfaction. Therefore, clear,
coherent, and integrated communication can help to educate and elevate guest’s ecological
literacy and to develop a positive attitude toward the hotel through satisfaction [40].

The results of this study can be used to propose a set of managerial implications.
Firstly, by understanding the different value co-creation dimensions, hoteliers might de-
fine what actions set up value co-creation during service interactions and focus on their
enhancement within both customers and their service employees. Besides, identifying
the antecedents of value co-creation allows managers to improve these service actions to
generate more value for customers and the company itself, especially if the latter accounts
value co-creation as a competitive advantage. In support of our own and extant literature
findings, communication about sustainability plays an important role in leading success-
ful value co-creation activity. The findings reveal that hoteliers need to pay attention to
how their company builds IMC strategy and connects through different communication
channels with their clients promoting “green” initiatives. For instance, sustainable hotels
should not only use public relations and advertising to communicate their environmentally
friendly initiatives to customers, but also actively participate in ecological forums and
events, sponsor environmental programs, and increase their presence on social networks.
Active dialog through these communication channels might create valuable collaboration
opportunities with their existing and potential guests enhancing in this way customer
and company value in a sustainability context. To achieve this goal, it is crucial to create
two-way communication between guests and hotel managers, with company employees as
essential mediators via offline and online communication tools, transmitting information
about environmentally friendly practices between both parties. However, hotel managers
should carry out “green” communication campaigns carefully because guests’ reactions to
“green washing” could be unfavorable and create a certain level of skepticism.

Secondly, we draw from our study that the hotels need to support, interactively
communicate about, and provide the opportunity for guests to collaborate on co-creation of
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environmentally friendly initiatives to gain guests’ satisfaction and loyalty. This could be
accomplished through service customization, experience sharing, and opinion discussion
before, during, and after participating in the hotel’s sustainable practices, as the guests are
often unaware of these types of activities and the impact their stay has on the environment.
Hotels might create an online community, use an engaging platform, or simply encourage
direct interaction between the guest and hotel staff. Since the results of our study illustrate
that the more the guests get involved in co-creation activities, the more value they attach to
the process, which reflects on their degree of satisfaction with the company and loyalty.
Consequently, the value generated during this co-creative process allows hotels to gain
greater competitive advantages usually presented by their customers’ loyalty, especially
important in terms of company sustainability development.

Finally, given empirical evidence where IMC for sustainability increases customer
ecological knowledge, hoteliers are encouraged to provide their guests with the necessary
information about “green” and environmental issues and create a motivational program
for clients to take action (e.g., bonus program for towel reuse, discounts for the bus, or
bicycle use) informing clients about its advantages through different channels of com-
munication. As our findings reveal, this strategy will lead to customer satisfaction with
the stay and lasting loyalty toward the hotel, which is one of the primary goals of the
hospitality company.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

The results of this study are subject to the following limitations that could be amended
in future research. Firstly, this study applies the four-dimension construct of value co-
creation in hospitality that might limit the conceptualization of the value co-creation
construct in a sustainability context. Further research might test a different higher-order
value co-creation measurement model to enhance theoretical contributions by applying it to
the sustainability context (e.g., green coproduction, green value-in-use) [12,24]. Moreover,
it would be interesting to test the multiple mediation and moderation effects of value
co-creation on the existing relationships, considering the degree of customer engagement
in the process. Given the novelty and complex nature of the value co-creation constructs, it
would also be interesting to analyze the possible opposite direction relationships to those
established in this study. For example, future studies might test an alternative model to
see whether the level of ecological knowledge and IMC perception are driven by customer
participation in the value co-creation process.

Secondly, we would expect to find a positive relationship between guests’ ecological
knowledge and value co-creation in countries with high levels of environmental consciousness.
An ecological knowledge variable could also play a moderating role in the proposed model
when comparing samples with high and low levels of customers’ environmental literacy.

Thirdly, given the limited sample design and restricted geographical scope of the
study, it would be interesting to compare the results of this study with those obtained
in other countries, thereby introducing a national culture variable into the theoretical
model. Furthermore, we would like to highlight opportunities to advance this line of
research by introducing new variables into the proposed model. For example, it would
be interesting to introduce the notion of brand equity, given the evidence in the literature
on its relationships with other variables in this study. Additionally, loyalty could be
measured using a multidimensional measurement scale that includes WOM, attachment,
and revisiting intention components to better understand customers’ behavioral intentions
towards sustainable hotels. Moreover, given the diversity of the hotel categories in the
present paper, it would be advisable to introduce the hotel category through the number
of stars in the analysis to eliminate possible biases in the results, or to achieve a sufficient
sample size within the same category of the hotel. Similarly, given that this study used a
convenience sampling procedure and the sample profile is biased in age representativeness,
future studies might introduce the category of a generational cohort into the model to test
for differences that the age of the tourists might show. Finally, this research only looked at
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outcomes in the hospitality industry—future research should assess other service settings
to increase the generalization of the findings.
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