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Abstract

:

Tourism has a key role in the global economy, and it is a significant contributor to environmental degradation and climate change. Concurrently, it is one of the most exposed businesses to the deterioration of environmental quality. Inside the tourism sector, the hospitality industry accounts for nearly 30% of emissions and in recent years has begun to introduce voluntary tools to manage the environmental impacts of its operations. Among these instruments, ecolabels ensure compliance with specific environmental performance criteria and reliable communication. In Italy, Legambiente Turismo is the most widespread tourism ecolabel that awards over 300 hotels. Previous investigations have shown that firms implementing environmental sustainability practices may gain economic advantages in terms of savings thanks to increased efficiency and reduced waste. At the same time, when evaluating firms’ performance, it is relevant to explore how customers perceive the actions implemented by the accommodation industry to minimize the environmental impact of its activities. Through a survey addressed to the customers of an eco-labeled hotel, this paper investigates if green practices form a specific dimension of service quality and if these green practices are considered by hotel guests as excitement factors among hotel service quality attributes. Results show that customers identify environmental practices as a specific dimension of eco-labeled hotels. Moreover, applying the three-factors theory of customer satisfaction, findings identify hotel green practices as delighting guests if properly delivered and communicated. Findings have significant implications both from a theoretical and managerial viewpoint, as they show that customers positively recognize the hotel’s commitment toward the natural environment, representing a significant differentiation strategy on the market.
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1. Introduction


In recent years, tourism has constantly risen, turning into one of the industries that are growing faster, occupying a prominent role in the European economy. Globally, Europe has always been a very popular tourist destination and, according to the World Tourism Organization (WTO), five of its Member States (France, Spain, Italy, Germany, and the United Kingdom) fall into the top ten destinations preferred by travelers in the world ranking for the year 2017 [1]. However, the growth of the tourism sector goes hand in hand with its increasing environmental impact. Tourism activity and the environment have always had a complex and dual relationship: on one side, tourism needs a beautiful environment to attract tourist flows, while on the other, the environment affects tourism as it generates negative impacts on the tourism ecosystem, with the risk of damaging it permanently [2,3]. It is, therefore, important to find an equilibrium between the tourism sector and its ecological dimension to simultaneously increase both the profitability of tourism and the quality of the ecosystem [4]. Tourism, as a dynamic industry subordinated to changes in consumer preferences, has been influenced by the development of the concept of sustainability [5]. In fact, part of the tourism demand has become more and more interested in a type of consumption that is sensitive to environmental protection and respect for local populations’ cultures [6]. Consumers are constantly looking for green lodging options, but there is a problem in identifying which hotels are really committed to the environment [7]. After this change in consumption, all the actors of the tourism system (tourism industry, local populations, non-profit organizations, and local bodies) have worked both for the identification of strategies to satisfy these new needs and to communicate to the public this new sustainable approach to tourism, to make customers able to perceive the benefit of their choices. The assimilation of the concept of sustainable tourism is a long and difficult process; in fact, it requires a gradual collective journey, able to involve all the stakeholders operating in the tourism sector. To encourage this involvement, ecolabels represent a useful tool for hotels, as they can help the management in meeting specific environmental performance criteria and improve market performance due to the positive impact on their environmentally conscious image. The Legambiente Turismo Ecolabel supports tourism facilities in implementing green practices and in spreading sustainability values to customers and citizens. In this context, the comprehension of how consumers perceive and evaluate environmental practices in hotels contributes to implementing win-win strategies for sustainable tourism management [8]. In response to consumers’ increasing environmental concerns, particularly when making a purchasing decision [9], tourism facilities have started “to go green”, adopting more environmentally friendly practices. Even if little research can be found on this subject, understanding the importance of hotel environmental practices is fundamental in the hotel decision-making process. Through a survey, this study tries to reduce this gap, investigating if green practices form part of a specific “green” dimension of service quality and if they contribute to enhancing satisfaction and delighting customers.



The literature review presented in Section 2 reveals how only a few studies have investigated the relationship between green practices and customer behavior in the context of the hospitality industry. Therefore, this paper tries to reduce this gap, evaluating how consumers perceive green attributes implemented by hotels awarded with an ecolabel. The main goal is to examine the guest perception of these practices with respect to other hotel service quality attributes. The first objective is to identify the existence of a specific environmental dimension among hotel service quality dimensions. Starting from the three-factor theory of customer satisfaction, the second goal of the study is to determine if green attributes are evaluated by guests as basic, performance, or excitement attributes of their staying in the hotel. Because these attributes are not widely considered as a fundamental part of the provision of hotel service, our hypothesis is that customers could consider them as excitement factors. If this hypothesis is confirmed, when these attributes are properly delivered, they surprise the guest and can generate delight [10]. This would have significant managerial consequences for hotel managers, as they allow companies to differentiate from their competitors as regards these attributes [11,12,13].



Summarizing, this paper aims at testing the following hypothesis:



H1. 

Hotel green attributes define a specific dimension of service quality in eco-labeled hotels.





H2. 

Hotel green attributes are perceived by guests as “excitement” attributes.





The paper, in Section 2, reviews the theoretical background behind the relationship between service quality and customer satisfaction; next, it presents the theoretical foundations of the Importance-Performance Analysis and the Three-factor theory of customer satisfaction, which has been employed to analyze the results. Then, it reviews relevant studies carried out with these approaches in the field of the hospitality industry. Section 3 presents the research hypotheses and methods, whilst Section 4 presents the obtained results. Finally, Section 5 discusses the theoretical and managerial implications of the study.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Customer Satisfaction in the Service Industry


In the service industry, customer satisfaction is often recognized as being related to guest attitudes and the perceived performance of service attributes [14,15]. This relation is also recognized in the context of tourism facilities [16,17,18], opening a wide debate on the direct role of service attributes performance on customer satisfaction [16,17]. Additionally, service dimensions have a different impact on customer satisfaction, as they are critical in influencing customer perception of key attributes [14].



While the relationship between hotel industry service quality and customer behavior was widely explored, not many scholars investigated the relationship between guest satisfaction and hotel environmental sustainability practices [19]. Therefore, it is crucial to understand if these attribute performances are meaningful antecedents of customer satisfaction. This positive relationship was established by scholars, hypothesizing that, without service failure, they can improve customer satisfaction [20,21,22].



A service is characterized by the multi-dimensional nature of its quality attributes. Considering the heterogeneity of services and industries, different dimensions of service quality have been proposed [23]. One of the most employed is provided by Parasuraman et al. (1988), who identified five dimensions of service quality by proposing the SERVQUAL model, which can be applied to all service industries [24,25]. Other models developed scales and dimensions for the lodging industry [26,27,28] that are also specifically dedicated to eco-tourism [29].




2.2. Importance-Performance Analysis


Starting from the assumption that customer satisfaction depends on expectations towards some importance attributes and the perception of these attributes’ performance, the Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) is a significant technique for examining this relationship and allowing the definition of priorities in the direction of the improvement of the service quality [30]. In IPA, attribute importance and performance are measured and combined through a two-dimensional grid. A plot allows the simultaneous comparison of importance and performance attributes. The mean values are adopted as the crossing points to build the IPA grid [31]. Importance is plotted on the vertical axis and performance on the horizontal axis, and the plot is divided into four quadrants, which present different managerial implications [32]. For different combinations of importance and performance scores, the classical optimization [33] identifies for each quadrant a specific result and strategic outcome: Q1 “Keep up the good work”, Q2 “Potential overkill”, Q3 “Low priority”, Q4 “Concentrate here” [34].



The IPA technique is widely implemented to measure service quality as an effective alternative to the SERVQUAL [24] and SERVPERF [15] frameworks [35,36,37]. Oh (2001) states that there is confusion among researchers between SERVQUAL, which measures customers’ expectations, and IPA, which refers to the importance concept [38]. Often the concepts are considered interchangeable, while they should be treated separately. According to Ryan (1999) importance is the desired outcome, while expectation is the tolerated outcome in consumer perceptions of service quality [31]. Nevertheless, as SERVQUAL, IPA considers quality as a function of attributes’ importance and performance. The difference is that expectations are not considered in the IPA. Given the similarity of the techniques, service attributes often used in SERVQUAL and SERVPERF are integrated with IPA performance attributes [39]. Generally, the traditional IPA is integrated with Gap Analysis of importance and performance, which has its origins in SERVQUAL, proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988) [40]. The integration of IPA with Gap Analysis supports the improvement of service quality [35,41,42].



Most investigations conducted through IPA measure the importance directly. Scholars reported that direct measures of importance lead to more reliable results [34,41,43]. Nevertheless, many studies reported validity problems associated with self-reported measures of importance [44], such as the lack of respondents’ involvement in questionnaires [43] that determines high scores and uniformity of scores [34,41,45]. Moreover, the original IPA is reported to own two relevant shortcomings: attribute importance and performance are assumed as independent variables, and the relationship between attribute performance and overall satisfaction is assumed to be symmetrical and linear. In fact, many studies reported that this symmetric relationship is not true in all conditions, identifying, in some cases, an asymmetric impact of the service attributes’ performance on customer satisfaction [46]. Bearing in mind these shortcomings, the need to revise the traditional IPA approach has emerged [10].




2.3. Revisiting Traditional IPA: The Three-Factors Theory of Customer Satisfaction


Several scholars have investigated the characteristics of attribute performance, indicating the existence of two groups regarding its relationship with overall satisfaction. This approach differentiates attributes considering how their performance influences consumers’ satisfaction or disaffection. The premise is that customer satisfaction is a multi-dimensional concept and that the link between attributes’ performance and overall satisfaction is not always symmetrical [17]. Attributes may be differentiated into two main categories. The first type reaches more importance with a high level of performance, the latter type increases in importance with a low level of performance. This framework was firstly developed by Herzberg in 1959 and then integrated by other scholars [16,47], defining a theoretical framework known as “two-factor importance-performance models” [48]. On this baseline, other scholars suggested a third type of attribute, relevant at low and high-performance levels and able to influence satisfaction and dissatisfaction [16,48,49]. Kano firstly distinguished five categories of attributes [50]. Later on, other scholars suggested that attributes fall into three categories: basic factors, performance factors, and excitement factors, identifying the three-factor theory (Figure 1) [51,52,53]. In 1997, Vavra proposed a method to identify the three types of attributes proposed in the three-factor theory: the Importance Grid (IG) [11]. According to this method, attributes’ importance would change considerably if it is directly asked for or if it is calculated indirectly [46]. Thus, Vavra differentiates “explicit” and “implicit” importance. The first is self-reported by the interviewed, the second is identified through statistical procedures without considering the first type. Usually, implicit attributes’ importance is obtained with regression analysis or a partial correlation between overall satisfaction and attributes’ performance. Plotting the two measures of importance, it is possible to differentiate the three types of attributes: Expected, Attractor, and One Dimensional (high and low). In the matrix (Figure 2), on the x-axes, explicit importance is plotted, while on the y-axes the implicit importance is plotted. The matrix is then split into four quadrants, identified through the average score of explicit and implicit importance [40,46,48]. According to this framework, attributes’ importance may vary considerably as they are calculated through explicit or implicit measurements because customers tend to ignore performance when rating importance [46]. Thanks to the indirect measurement of importance, we can evaluate how the performance level influences the overall satisfaction [46].



According to Vavra’s IG there are four attributes’ categories [11,46]:




	
Basic attributes: low implicit and high explicit importance.



	
Low Performance attributes: low implicit and low explicit importance.



	
High Performance attributes: high implicit and high explicit importance.



	
Excitement attributes: high implicit and low explicit importance.








The work of Vavra has been adopted by several scholars [40,42,52]. These scholars identified:




	
Basic factors (high explicit and low implicit importance);



	
Performance factors of high importance (high explicit and high implicit importance);



	
Performance factors of low importance (low explicit and low implicit importance);



	
Excitement factors (unexpected and strongly enhancing satisfaction).








The theory affirms that the overall satisfaction is influenced by each factors’ category in a different way.



Basic factors are basic requirements, causing discontent if presenting low scores, but they do not influence the overall satisfaction with high scores. Thus, if it is realized that they do not offer delight to customers, but if their performance is low, they can produce a significant impact on overall satisfaction. Excitement factors have a positive effect on customer satisfaction if achieved, but do not lead to discontent if not fulfilled [40,52]. By consequence, they present little impact on overall satisfaction when registering low scores. Contrarily, they produce delight with high performance [17]. Lastly, performance factors may influence satisfaction or dissatisfaction [48,54,55] because of their scores. These attributes’ performance present a symmetric link with the general satisfaction [17].



According to several scholars, these three factors must be addressed when conducting an IPA [53,56,57].




2.4. Literature Review: IPA Studies in Tourism Research


The IPA framework has been used in different research fields [34,40,56]. Additionally, the IPA has achieved significant importance in the field of hospitality and tourism [34,56]. Table 1 summarizes the main scholars’ contributions, applying the IPA to analyze how customers evaluate practices realized for improving the environmental sustainability of the service delivered. Different research also addressed the points of view of many different categories of stakeholder, such as hotel employees [58,59] and managers [60,61,62]. Scholars also analyzed the customer’s point of view, considering green practices together with different service attributes [36,63] or examining solely sustainability attributes [64]. In other cases, environmental sustainability was analyzed considering the viewpoint of the residents of tourist destinations [37,65].



These studies used a traditional approach to IPA, where a symmetric relationship between service performance and customer satisfaction is considered. Scholars also studied hospitality services in the light of the three-factor theory, to differentiate attributes into basic, performance, and excitement [17,46]. However, only in a few cases did scholars try to evaluate the potential of green practices as excitement attributes for customers in the light of the three-factor theory of customer satisfaction. Giannelloni (2010), using a Tetraclasse model (very similar to the three-factor theory), investigated the role of the hotel’s green attributes on overall satisfaction [119]. The study shows that all environment-related attributes, with one exception, fall in the “basic” category. This category contains attributes that, if negatively considered by customers, could have a negative impact on their general satisfaction, whilst, if positively considered, they do not produce a significant positive effect. Contrary to Giannelloni’s (2010) initial research hypothesis, these attributes cannot be considered as part of the “plus” category because they are evaluated as an integral part of the service, rather than as differentiating criteria. This finding implies that hotel managers have to maintain a high level of performance for “green” attributes. Additionally, in the context of the lodging industry, Slevitch, Mathe, Karpova, & Scott-Halsell (2013) investigated the role of “green” attributes in the formation of customer satisfaction. The study showed that the “green” attributes are facilitating attributes, considered as excitement attributes in the context of the three-factor theory. However, results also revealed that the “green” attributes’ effect on customer satisfaction is moderated by core attributes’ performance [120].





3. Methodology


3.1. Measures: Identification of Hotel Service Quality Attributes


Hotel attributes presented in the questionnaire have been selected with a two-step approach. Firstly, an extensive review of the literature dealing with customer satisfaction in hotel facilities has been performed. Specifically, the starting point has been investigations that used SERVQUAL. Even though SERVQUAL has been widely supported in the lodging industry, the scale is not universal, as the dimensions relate to the type of service under consideration [121]. Thus, the analysis has been integrated with modified SERVQUAL scales, specifically designed for the hotel industry as the HOLSERV [122], ECOSERV [29], LONGSERV [26], Rural Establishment [123], and Lodging Quality Index [27]. Other references for the analysis have been [28,119,124,125,126,127,128,129,130]. Concurrently, papers implementing IPA for the evaluation of hotel services have been reviewed. The environmental sustainability attributes have been selected mostly from two sources: the criteria included in the Legambiente Turismo Ecolabel and previously published literature concerning green hotel practices and customer satisfaction [21,25,28,29,36,58,61,63,64,119,131,132,133].



In the first part of the measures’ selection, a list of 81 potential attributes has been collected to compose the questionnaire. At this stage, the 81 items identified were reduced by merging those with similar content but different regarding the form in which the different authors had proposed them in their respective studies. In addition, at this stage, the items were also grouped to ensure a balance between the different families of attributes based on the analysis of the literature reviewed and on the content of the attributes defined by the ‘Tourism ecolabel’ certification. To skim, reduce and select the most appropriate attributes, in the next step of the analysis we conducted semi-structured interviews with six managers of hotels awarded with a Legambiente Turismo Ecolabel. Managers have been asked to evaluate the importance of each attribute on its potential to contribute to global customer satisfaction. “Generic” and “environmental” attributes have been evaluated separately so as not to compromise the integration of the questionnaire with green attributes. The initial 49 hotel attributes have been reduced to 16, while the 32 environmental good practices have been reduced to 10. Finally, the questionnaire has been pre-tested by randomly interviewing 30 guests of the hotel under investigation to verify that all items were clear and comprehensible. Based on the pre-test, some items of the questionnaire were refined to increase their clearness. Figure 3 summarizes the process of identification and refinement of hotel attributes selected for the questionnaire.




3.2. Data Analysis


To test if performance attributes can be grouped into different dimensions of service quality a Factor Analysis was conducted, [56,134,135]. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) with Direct Oblimin Method rotation [136] was employed for factors extraction. PCA has been widely applied in IPA investigations for determining the dimensions of service quality attributes [56]. This procedure allowed us to verify the presence of a specific environmental dimension among the ones composing hotel service quality.



To test H2, and evaluate if green hotel attributes are excitement attributes, we started calculating the implicit importance of hotel attributes. In the field of the three-factor theory, many techniques have been tested to derive the implicit importance, all sharing the guideline of obtaining it from performance attributes and overall satisfaction [134].



For this reason, we have two different forms of implicit importance. One is employed through competitive measures and the other through non-competitive measures [48]. In this paper, the implicit performance was derived with a non-competitive technique through Kendall’s tau-b correlation coefficients between performance and overall satisfaction. Kendall’s tau-b correlation was preferred over a simple Pearson correlation as it was more suitable for the ordinal data employed in the questionnaire. Once determined, the implicit importance was plotted with an explicit measure of importance into the Importance Grid [11,46].




3.3. Data Collection


The first step was to receive the hotel manager’s endorsement, and then 500 questionnaires were delivered to the hotel. After informing and training the hotel staff on the investigation, the questionnaire was submitted to guests when they were checking out. Guests were selected using the convenience sampling technique, which is widely employed in consumer-related studies. Given that the hotel is located at the seaside, the distribution was carried out in summer (during the three months of June, July, and August), as this is the period with the highest number of visitors. After the questionnaires were collected, 366 were completed and employed for the following analysis, representing a response rate of 73.2%.





4. Results


Section 4 illustrates the outcomes of the analysis. In the first part, respondents’ characteristics are provided (Section 4.1). Next, the results of the PCA are described (Section 4.2). Finally, Section 4.3 presents the classification of hotel attributes according to the three-factor structure of customer satisfaction.



4.1. Profile of Respondents


Table 2 presents the main characteristics of survey respondents. Almost 70% were male and with an age ranging from 18 to 39 years. Leisure travel is the most cited purpose of traveling, and almost half of the guests were traveling with family. Considering their level of awareness of the hotel ecolabel, 33.5% of the interviewed guests knew that the hotel had an ecolabel. Of them, 39.5% were already aware of the label before staying. Moreover, only 22.1% affirmed to have had a previous stay in an eco-labeled structure (Table 2).




4.2. Identification of Hotel Attributes Dimensions


In order to analyze how guests evaluated the performance of the facilities for the 33 selected attributes, we used PCA with Direct Oblimin Method rotation [136] as a factors extraction method. PCA has been widely applied in IPA investigations for determining service quality attributes’ dimensions [56]. As the eigenvalue exceeded 1, the results of PCA suggest a five factors solution. Moreover, it can be inferred by the scree plot that those five components represent a correct choice (Figure 4).



Considering factor loading significance, we followed the guidelines provided by [137], which suggest a cut-off value of loadings of 0.4. Moreover, Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson (2014) suggests that with a sample size greater than 350 observations, there is statistical significance for loadings greater than 0.30 [138]. Therefore, all the observed variables satisfy the requirements for factor analysis. The cumulative variance extracted by the three factors is 62,384%, as in social sciences a threshold of 60% is to be considered satisfactory [138].



To test whether the PCA suits the data structure well, Bartlett Test of Sphericity and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) statistics have been performed. The Bartlett Test of Sphericity shows a p-value lower than 0.000, indicating a satisfactory measure of the sampling adequacy. In addition, the KMO statistics with a value of 0.913 indicate that the overall measure of sampling adequacy is meritorious [138,139]. Then, communalities show the amount of variance accounted for by the factor solution for each variable. Communalities in the analysis range from 0.464 to 0.804, with an average value above 0.62, suggesting that the variance of the original values is well explained by the common factors [35]. Finally, to verify internal consistency reliability, the value of Cronbach’s alpha for each dimension has been calculated [35,56,134,140,141]. All components have a Cronbach’s alpha well above 0.5, which is considered the minimum threshold to consider the analysis reliable [35,142]. Nevertheless, components three and four have values lower than 0.7 (0.683 and 0.631), which can be considered as a moderate reliability. On the other hand, the other three components have values over 0.7, which is considered as the threshold for extensive reliability [138,143]. The five components have been named: “Tangibles”, “Staff service quality”, “Food”, “Value for money”, and “Green” (Green Attributes).



Table 3 shows the results of PCA, specifically describing component name, factor loadings, eigenvalues, variance explained by each component, the communalities, and Cronbach’s Alphas.




4.3. The Three-Factors Structure of Hotel Attributes


To calculate the implicit importance of each attribute on final customer satisfaction, we performed a Kendall’s tau-b correlation between attributes’ performance and a direct questionnaire item expressing the overall level of satisfaction of hotel guests. Moreover, we calculated for each dimension the value of importance and performance, obtained considering the average of the attributes’ score. In Table 4, we present all the obtained values.



As reported in Table 4, all correlations for the 26 hotel attributes are statistically significant, with a confidence interval greater than 99% (two-tailed p-value < 0.000).



Subsequently, both the importances (implicit and explicit) have been plotted in the Importance Grid with a “data-centered” approach, in which cross points are set using the average score retrieved for importance and performance on the questionnaire scale [31,33,43,56]. The Importance Grid reports on the X-axes the explicit importance that has been acquired directly from respondents’ ratings, while on the Y-axes are reported scores of implicit importance. Figure 3 shows the Importance Grid, split into four quadrants through crosshairs with the grand mean of explicit and implicit importance.



In Figure 5, “basic” attributes are in the southeast quadrant, “high-performance” attributes are in the northeast quadrant, “low-performance” attributes are in the southwest quadrant, and “excitement” attributes are in the northwest quadrant.



The four quadrants contain respectively:




	
“basic” attributes in the southeast quadrant



	
“high-performance” attributes in the northeast quadrant



	
“low-performance” attributes in the southwest quadrant



	
“excitement” attributes in the northwest quadrant.








Considering the quadrant defining basic attributes, three relate to the “Food” dimension, one to “Staff and Service Quality” (“The hotel staff is kind, careful and polite”), one to “Tangibles” (“The room is quiet”), one to “Value for Money” (“The prices correspond to the level of services provided”), and one to the “Green” dimension (“The hotel provides its guests bicycles for free or for rent”). In the quadrant of the high-performance factors, we can find six out of the seven attributes defining the “Staff and Service Quality” dimension. It also includes one attribute from the “Tangible” dimension (“The room is comfortable, adequately furnished and fitted”) and one from “Value for money” (“The quality of hotel service corresponds to the number of stars”). The low-performance quadrant contains one attribute from the “Tangible” dimension (“In-room and hotel technologies are adequate and functional”), one from “Food” (“Organic or seasonal food are available for breakfast”), and three elements from the “Green” dimension. Finally, the excitement quadrant is made up of the remaining six “Green” attributes.





5. Discussion and Managerial Implications


5.1. Theoretical Contributions


H1. 

Hotel green attributes define a specific dimension of service qualityin eco-labeled hotels.





Service quality is a critical aspect of determining customer satisfaction and positive behavioral intentions [144]. In service industries, quality is defined by the simultaneous effect of multiple dimensions. In recent decades, the hotel industry is making significant investments in the implementation of sustainability practices, so it is compelling to investigate if consumers recognize these practices as a specific dimension of service quality. Previous studies investigated the existence of specific service quality dimensions related to a specific Green dimension. For example, Khan (2003) revisited the SERVQUAL scale in the ECOSERV in the context of ecotourism, establishing six service quality dimensions [29]. The Eco-tangible construct was recognized as the most important for customers. Environmentally friendly attitudes and physical equipment that minimizes environmental degradation were identified by guests as the most relevant for enhancing service quality [29]. Additionally, Yusof et al. (2014) revisited the SERVQUAL, integrating it with two additional sustainability dimensions for ecotourism. Sustainable practices include actions implemented to keep the original value of environmental and cultural assets (e.g., recycling, reuse, integration with local environment/culture) [28]. Considering the hotel industry, Kassinis & Soteriou (2015) identified a specific factor for environmental practices, separated from other service quality attributes [63]. The results of this study indicated that when hotels implemented green practices, this resulted in an increase in customer satisfaction [63]. Moreover, W. H. Lee & Cheng (2018) proposed a Green Lodging Service Quality scale (GLSERV scale) to measure the service quality of green hotels [145].



Results of the analysis presented above show that guests identify a service quality dimension specifically linked to hotel green attributes. Even though not many studies have been performed on the specific topic, the study confirms the findings of other Scholars that identified the existence of a specific green dimension of service quality in the hospitality industry.



H2. 

Hotel green attributes are perceived by guests as “excitement” attributes.





The analysis shows that guests consider the green dimension of hotel service quality as having lower explicit importance with respect to the other dimensions (Table 3). However, when implicit importance was calculated, this difference tended to decrease. This finding supports evidence from many studies that reported how some validity problems can be associated with self-reported measures of importance [44]. Additionally, considering our research hypothesis, it is partially accepted, as customers identify most of the environmental practices implemented as “excitement factors”. However, some Green attributes fall into different quadrants: one into the Basic quadrant (GREEN_9) and three into the low-performance quadrant (GREEN_2, GREEN_4, GREEN_10”).



For basic attributes, findings show, as suggested also by Robinot & Giannelloni (2010), that environmental initiatives should be communicated to guests only if the hotel can deliver them properly and constantly, limiting the risk of being negatively assessed on these initiatives. Regarding the excitement attributes, Figure 5 shows that environmental sustainability practices introduced by eco-labeled hotels are generally well recognized by guests and for this reason can be considered as positive differentiation factors. Hotels should invest in these practices as they strongly contribute to guests’ satisfaction. Findings from this study confirm the initial research hypothesis that hotel green attributes are identified by guests as “excitement” attributes, as affirmed also in the Slevitch (2013) study [120]. This result, however, is in contrast with Robinot & Giannelloni’s (2010) findings that lead to the conclusion that environment-related attributes fall into the “basic” category [119]. Indeed, only one attribute (GREEN_9) falls into this category.




5.2. Managerial Implications


Hotels are a major energy and water-intensive sector in their day-to-day operations [146,147]. To overcome these issues, hoteliers are increasingly developing green programs in the management of their operations to create a more sustainable business environment and to reduce their operating costs [148]. Indeed, the hotel sector has been a pioneer of corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices in the tourism sector. For decades, it has been applying green practices, starting to consider environmental-related aspects of the service as a pillar in its operations [147,149,150]. The implementation of green practices in the hotel industry has become, in recent years, a pivotal aspect of hotel management strategy [60]. This is due not only to managers’ awareness of this impact, but also to the fact that consumers are becoming increasingly aware of hotels’ environmental impact and seem to appreciate hotels’ efforts to reduce their environmental footprint [148]. The efforts of hotels towards more environmentally sustainable activities are positively judged by consumers [151], enhancing customer satisfaction [152] and loyalty [147] and indirectly increasing firms’ competitiveness [153]. Considering these phenomena, many hotels have been proactive in adopting green practices and becoming greener, to attract eco-conscious consumers who are demanding “green consciousness” in hotels’ operation management [148,150]. Results show that customers identify green practices as a specific dimension of the service. This should be central to the policies of hotel managers, as guests perceive the integration of green practices as a significant part of the whole service. Moreover, guests recognize green practices as “excitement” attributes, which lead to delight in case of a good performance but do not produce discontent if not achieved [40,52]. In this sense, it seems demonstrated that hotels’ green programs can have a positive influence on guests’ satisfaction. Moreover, prior research pointed out that hotels’ green efforts have a positive impact on guest behavioral intentions and positive word-of-mouth [152,154,155].



Another important basic factor that emerged from our survey is the availability of bicycles for free or for rent, whilst other green practices, such as water and energy-saving or separated waste collection, seem to be less significant for customers. Actually, the literature shows that hotels decide to invest in sustainability initiatives for many reasons: economic benefits, improved employee organizational commitment, facing public scrutiny, improved investor relations, and the general social good [25]. Lastly, the green practices that seem to represent excitement factors are mainly related to the communication on green practices implemented, on cultural and environmental experiences available near the accommodation, and the use of public transportation. As pointed out by Fuller and Matzler (2008), hoteliers should: “Fulfil the basic requirements to ‘‘enter’’ the market, be competitive with regard to the performance factors to increase satisfaction, and stand out from the rest based on excitement factors to delight the customer” [118].



However, as pointed out by Robinot & Giannelloni (2010), green practices can also have a negative effect on customer satisfaction if delivered improperly. Additionally, guests can get used to some services and start to consider them as basic factors. Therefore, hotel managers should carefully evaluate if it is convenient for them to implement a sustainability strategy and if they will have the resources to maintain it in the long term.





6. Conclusions


Since not many studies have investigated the relationship between green practices and customer behavior in the context of the hotel industry through the lens of the three-factory of customer satisfaction, this study tries to fill this gap in the literature. Through a survey, this paper investigates how consumers evaluate green attributes implemented by hotels awarded with an ecolabel to evaluate if they may be considered as excitement factors among hotel service quality attributes. 366 questionnaires were usable and were employed for subsequent analysis. The results show that guests identify a specific dimension of hotel service related to hotel green attributes. Additionally, findings show that when hotels implement green practices as part of their sustainability strategy, these practices increase guest satisfaction and are perceived as excitement factors, contributing to delighting guests. Therefore, when green practices are implemented by hotels, these are generally positively recognized by guests and therefore they can be a positive differentiation factor on the market. Findings suggest that hotels should invest in these practices, as they contribute to enhancing overall satisfaction. However, results show, as suggested also by Giannelloni (2010), that it would be better not to inform guests about the sustainability program if it is not certain that the structure can deliver them properly and constantly, avoiding the risk of being negatively assessed on these aspects [119].



This study is not free of limitations. Firstly, a convenience sampling technique with a relatively restricted sample has been used. Secondly, data were collected only from an Italian hotel awarded with a Legambiente Turismo Ecolabel. Therefore, study results may not apply to green hotels with different ecolabels or green certifications and to other destinations and countries. Thirdly, the items’ selection reflects the criteria that hotels had to meet to be awarded with the Legambiente Ecolabel. Future research may need to expand the scope of the analysis to different ecolabels or green certification schemes. Additionally, it could be interesting to evaluate the role of green practices on customer satisfaction, considering different segments of the customer population, analyzing how basic, excitement, and performance factors affect different types of consumers. However, even if study findings are not free from limitations, they contribute to the academic debate on the asymmetrical relationship between service attributes and satisfaction, and to understanding customers’ perception of green practices. Additionally, this study has significant managerial implications, supporting the efficacy of green practices in helping hoteliers to develop a positive differentiation strategy on the market.



Particularly, companies and hoteliers who are interested in implementing these green practices, or developing a sustainability strategy for their hotels, can find in this paper a useful tool to guide their business choices by exploring the different elements that characterize this area of research.
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Figure 1. Three-factor structure of customer satisfaction—(Source: Matzler et al. p. 273.) [10]. Reprinted from Matzler et al. (2004). Copyright © 2003 with permission from Elsevier. 
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Figure 2. Three-factor structure of customer satisfaction—(Source: Matzler et al. p. 272.) [10]. Reprinted from Matzler et al. (2004). Copyright © 2003 with permission from Elsevier. 
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Figure 3. Survey instrument: development process. 
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Figure 4. Scree Plot of PCA. 
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Figure 5. Attributes Importance Grid. 
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Table 1. IPA investigations in tourism and hospitality.
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Studies Applying IPA Framework in Tourism Field of Research




	
Focus

	
Articles




	
Parks and protected areas

	
[64,65,66,67,68,69,70,71,72,73,74,75,76,77]




	
Destination

	
[36,57,78,79,80,81,82,83,84,85,86,87]




	
Meetings and exhibitions

	
[35,88,89,90,91,92,93,94,95]




	
Tour services and travel agents

	
[96,97,98,99,100,101]




	
Tourism policy and development

	
[65,102,103,104,105,106]




	
Tourism Accommodation Sector




	
Hotels

	
[17,32,35,36,39,107,108,109,110]




	
Lodging

	
[111,112,113]




	
Resorts and outdoor activities

	
[114,115,116,117,118]
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Table 2. Summary of respondents’ main characteristics and ecolabel awareness.
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	Variable
	Range
	Percentage
	Variable
	Range
	Percentage





	Gender
	Female
	30.7%
	Purpose of travel
	Leisure
	72.7%



	
	Male
	69.3%
	
	Business
	23.3%



	Age
	18–29
	31.7%
	Number of nights
	1–2
	29.2%



	
	30–39
	35.2%
	
	3–5
	20.1%



	
	40–49
	23.8%
	
	6–10
	36.7%



	
	50–59
	8.1%
	
	over 10
	14.0%



	
	over 60
	1.2%
	Hotel Ecolabel awareness
	Yes
	33.5%



	Type of traveller
	Single
	16.6%
	
	No
	66.5%



	
	Couple
	12.0%
	Hotel Ecolabel awareness before visit
	Yes
	39.5%



	
	Family
	48.4%
	
	No
	60.5%



	
	Friends
	23.0%
	Other experience in ecolabel hotel
	Yes
	22.1%



	
	
	
	
	No
	77.9%
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Table 3. PCA results of the performance of hotel attributes.
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Factors

	
EV

	
% Var.

	
Item

	
Hotel Service Attributes Performance

	
FL

	
Comm.






	
Factor 1—Tangibles (n = 3) (α = 0.739)

	
1.60

	
6.15

	
TANG_1

	
The room is comfortable, adequately furnished and fitted

	
0.614

	
0.68




	
TANG_2

	
The room is quiet

	
0.802

	
0.71




	
TANG_3

	
In-room and hotel technologies (Wi-Fi, TV, telephone, wake-up call) are adequate and functional

	
0.771

	
0.70




	
Factor 2—Staff service quality (n = 7) (α = 0.833)

	
2.37

	
9.11

	
STAFF_SERV_1

	
The room is clean

	
0.729

	
0.62




	
STAFF_SERV_2

	
The communal facilities are comfortable and in good conditions

	
0.434

	
0.51




	
STAFF_SERV_3

	
The hotel staff is well-trained and prepared

	
0.492

	
0.56




	
STAFF_SERV_4

	
The hotel staff is kind, careful and polite

	
0.671

	
0.54




	
STAFF_SERV_5

	
The hotel staff is always available when needed

	
0.721

	
0.54




	
STAFF_SERV_6

	
The hotel’s reservation system is reliable and efficient

	
0.55

	
0.46




	
STAFF_SERV_7

	
The check-in/check-out procedures are efficient

	
0.652

	
0.49




	
Factor 3—Food (n = 4) (α = 0.683)

	
1.37

	
5.28

	
FOOD_1

	
Service during breakfast is accurate and efficient

	
−0.547

	
0.58




	
FOOD_2

	
The quality of the food offered for breakfast is adequate

	
−0.739

	
0.70




	
FOOD_3

	
The choice of food & beverages for breakfast is adequate

	
−0.843

	
0.75




	
FOOD_4

	
Organic or seasonal food are available for breakfast

	
−0.596

	
0.61




	
Factor 4—Value for money (n = 2) (α = 0.631)

	
1.01

	
3.87

	
VAL_MON_1

	
The quality of hotel service corresponds to the number of stars

	
0.738

	
0.68




	
VAL_MON_2

	
The prices correspond to the level of services provided

	
0.619

	
0.59




	
Factor 5—Green (n = 10) (α = 0.931)

	
9.87

	
37.97

	
GREEN_1

	
The hotel cares about sustainability and adopts good practices of environmental management

	
0.499

	
0.60




	
GREEN_2

	
The hotel implements water and energy saving practices (e.g. new linen only when necessary)

	
0.556

	
0.60




	
GREEN_3

	
The hotel tries to avoid disposable or single-dose products

	
0.626

	
0.63




	
GREEN_4

	
In the hotel separated waste collection is available

	
0.473

	
0.50




	
GREEN_5

	
The hotel informs the guests about the good environmental practices implemented

	
0.805

	
0.69




	
GREEN_6

	
The hotel provides its guests with information on how they can contribute to reduce the hotel’s environmental impact

	
0.749

	
0.64




	
GREEN_7

	
The hotel provides its guests with information on the environmental and cultural activities available in the area

	
0.825

	
0.80




	
GREEN_8

	
The hotel provides information on public transportation

	
0.767

	
0.76




	
GREEN_9

	
The hotel provides its guests bicycles for free or for rent

	
0.588

	
0.55




	
GREEN_10

	
The hotel uses environmental certified or green labeled products (toiletry products, paper)

	
0.825

	
0.73




	
62.38% of cumulative variance explained








Legend: FL: Factor loadings; EV: Eigenvalue; α: Cronbach’s alpha
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Table 4. Explicit importance, performance, and implicit importance values of the hotel attributes and dimensions.
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Hotel Service Attributes

	
Explicit

Importance

	
Performance

	
Implicit

Importance




	
Mean

	
Std. Dev.

	
Mean

	
Std. Dev.

	
Kendall’s tau-b






	
Dimension: Tangibles

	
6.06

	

	
5.73

	

	




	
TANG_1

	
6.16

	
0.76

	
5.95

	
0.85

	
0.307 *




	
TANG_2

	
6.14

	
0.97

	
5.72

	
1.18

	
0.277 *




	
TANG_3

	
5.90

	
1.19

	
5.52

	
1.34

	
0.232 *




	
Dimension: Staff and Service Quality

	
6.32

	

	
6.27

	

	




	
STAFF_SERV_1

	
6.45

	
0.64

	
6.27

	
0.69

	
0.302 *




	
STAFF_SERV_2

	
6.19

	
0.77

	
6.20

	
0.75

	
0.338 *




	
STAFF_SERV_3

	
6.27

	
0.90

	
6.20

	
0.86

	
0.384 *




	
STAFF_SERV_4

	
6.41

	
0.74

	
6.37

	
0.76

	
0.236 *




	
STAFF_SERV_5

	
6.43

	
0.69

	
6.28

	
0.72

	
0.314 *




	
STAFF_SERV_6

	
6.28

	
0.77

	
6.30

	
0.75

	
0.292 *




	
STAFF_SERV_7

	
6.19

	
0.78

	
6.27

	
0.72

	
0.322 *




	
Dimension: Food

	
6.21

	

	
6.14

	

	




	
FOOD_1

	
6.36

	
0.81

	
6.33

	
0.72

	
0.261 *




	
FOOD_2

	
6.41

	
0.76

	
6.11

	
0.92

	
0.271 *




	
FOOD_3

	
6.34

	
0.76

	
6.16

	
0.80

	
0.253 *




	
FOOD_4

	
5.73

	
1.32

	
5.95

	
1.06

	
0.238 *




	
Dimension: Value for Money

	
6.14

	

	
6.13

	

	




	
VAL_MON_1

	
6.11

	
0.83

	
6.14

	
0.78

	
0.292 *




	
VAL_MON_2

	
6.17

	
0.85

	
6.11

	
0.85

	
0.275 *




	
Dimension: Green

	
5.88

	

	
5.98

	

	




	
GREEN_1

	
5.96

	
0.97

	
6.13

	
0.79

	
0.330 *




	
GREEN_2

	
5.91

	
0.95

	
6.04

	
0.87

	
0.257 *




	
GREEN_3

	
5.75

	
1.16

	
5.86

	
0.96

	
0.323 *




	
GREEN_4

	
5.99

	
1.03

	
6.12

	
0.92

	
0.229 *




	
GREEN_5

	
5.76

	
1.12

	
5.83

	
1.12

	
0.333 *




	
GREEN_6

	
5.69

	
1.13

	
5.76

	
1.23

	
0.338 *




	
GREEN_7

	
5.94

	
1.02

	
5.96

	
1.18

	
0.344 *




	
GREEN_8

	
5.92

	
1.08

	
5.89

	
1.17

	
0.312 *




	
GREEN_9

	
6.16

	
1.06

	
6.35

	
1.01

	
0.203 *




	
GREEN_10

	
5.70

	
1.05

	
5.91

	
0.95

	
0.261 *








* Significance level at 99.9% (p-value < 0.01).
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