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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Introduction

The flow concept has been recently proposed as an important construct for
understanding consumers’ online shopping experiences. Although widely studied in
marketing research, no previous research has examined the flow experience in a hotel
website setting. This study intends to examine the concept of “online customer
experience,” “flow,” and its role in influencing online customers’ loyalty to a hotel
booking website. Flow is the enjoyable experience that people feel when acting with total
involvement (Hung, Chou, & Ding, 2012) and serves as a foundation to examine
consumers’ online shopping experience (Novak & Hoffman, 2000). This study attempts
to determine the antecedents of the “flow” experience in online hotel booking websites.

In e-commerce, brand equity is one of the most important aspects of marketing
and promotion (Park, Nah, DeWester, Eschenbrenner, & Jeon, 2008); the latest
developments in e-commerce environments present new opportunities to build brand
equity in online environments (Sriram, Balachander, & Kalwani, 2007). Trust is an
essential component for building e-commerce relationships (Palvia, 2009). Therefore, it
anticipates investigating the precursors of brand equity and trust to an online hotel
booking website by integrating an online customer experience model. This chapter
explores the concept of online shopping orientations, flow theory, brand equity, trust to

an online booking website, and e-loyalty. Later, it introduces the concept of e-commerce,



particularly in the area of online hotel booking. Finally, the chapter discusses research

contributions, outlines the research problem, and introduces the research questions.

Background

This dissertation focuses on the antecedents and consequences of the “flow
experience” in online retailing environments within the hotel room booking context.
“Flow” is the enjoyable, absorbing, and captivating state that people experience when
acting with total involvement. A review of earlier research indicates that the application
of the concept of flow to understand the online consumer experience is a promising but
underdeveloped field (Guo, 2004, Nusair & Parsa, 2011). Scholars have agreed that flow
is a valuable construct for explanation of consumer behavior in the computer-mediated
environments. However, the issue of how flow can truly facilitate particular Internet
shopping behaviors has not been satisfactorily investigated (Bridges & Florsheim, 2008;
Smith & Sivakumar, 2004; Wang, Baker, Wagner, & Wakefield, 2007).

Previous research indicates that flow is positively correlated with purchase and
revisit intentions in online environments (Hausman & Siekpe, 2009); therefore, it is a
vital construct for e-commerce. Nevertheless, the roles of online customer experiences, as
well as the mechanism through which they may affect online performance, have not
received sufficient attention in academic marketing literature, especially in online hotel
booking context. This knowledge gap portrays an essential research opportunity since

growing practitioner literature emphasizes experience-based differentiation as a key



strategy for gaining a sustainable competitive advantage in the e-commerce context
(Pentina, Amialchuk, & Taylor, 2011).

The Internet has changed how people shop, including the tasks of booking hotel
rooms, vacation packages, airline tickets, and rental cars. This dissertation concentrated
on the “flow experience” in online hotel booking website settings. The term flow was
first coined by Csikszentmihalyi (1975) to describe the situation in which people act with
a sense of total control, concentration, and deep involvement. Flow is the enjoyable and
captivating experience that people often undergo when acting with total involvement.
This ultimate experience is described as engrossing and intrinsically rewarding. A review
of prior research suggests that the application of the concept of flow experience to
understand the online consumer experience has not been fully conceptualized (Guo,
2004), especially in the context of travel (Nusair & Parsa, 2011).

Consumers’ interactions with hotel brand-related stimuli on the website can lead
to online flow (Hoffman & Novak, 1996, 2009; Huang, 2003; Novak, Hoffman, &
Duhachek, 2003; Skadberg & Kimmler, 2004). The overarching question addresses how
hotel booking websites can design website interfaces that facilitate consumers in reaching
a state of flow during website visits, as well as the consequences of this optimum
experience in e-commerce contexts, especially in online hotel booking. Therefore, this
dissertation attempts to answer the following questions:

1. What are the dynamics of flow experience in online hotel booking?

2. What are the antecedents of flow experience in online hotel booking?

3. What are the consequences of this optimal buying experience?



4. How could hoteliers develop booking webpages that create flow experience?

5. How does this ultimate experience lead to loyalty to the brand and how does it

impact brand equity in online contexts?

These research questions are essential in adding to the e-commerce literature for
various reasons. Firstly, the Internet is a unique distribution channel (Butler & Peppard,
1998; Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Schlosser, 2003); consequently it is critical to investigate
its impact on consumer behavior (Barwise, Elberse, & Hammond, 2002). In e-commerce,
shopping is mediated by the interactive Internet where customers act as both users and
consumers (Koufaris, 2002). Consumers both experience the website characteristics as
Internet users and use it as a shopping medium as customers. Hoffman and Novak (1996)
suggested that it was essential to study flow in interactive, computer-mediated
environments to understand this dual role of online consumers.

As a corollary of the experience-driven economy, the notion of online flow has
attracted both practitioners and academicians. In online shopping, consumers might seek
utilitarian benefits, such as ease-of-use. Similarly, they might seek hedonic benefits, such
as visually appealing website designs that provide enjoyment of the online experience
(Loiacono, Watson, & Goodhue, 2002). It is vital to grasp that there are consumers who
are seeking the “full experience” (Loiacono et al., 2002). Those consumers are the ones
who simply enjoy “strolling down the aisles” and want to be entertained along the way.
In order to satisfy those consumers, the website must establish a pleasant experience.
Therefore, the website must be visually appealing (Geissler, Zinkhan, & Watson, 2006;

Elliot & Speck, 1998; Ha & Litman, 1997). Comparable to a brick-and-mortar store, the



combination of a pleasant atmosphere (Grove, Fisk, & Dorsch, 1998; Kotler, 1973) and
image (Zimmer & Golden, 1988) endeavors to entrance a consumer through an
emotionally appealing (De Pelsmacker & Van Den Bergh, 1997; Richins, 1997) site that
encourages continued browsing (Csikszentmihalyi, 1977; Novak & Hoffman, 1997,
Venkatesh, 1999, 2000; Venkatesh & Speier, 1999). Thus, customers are the “audience,”
interacting with or observing a myriad of theatrical phenomena that mingle to create an
experience (Grove et al., 1998; Pine & Gilmore, 1998).

Furthermore, it is also important to consider that contrary to the initial predictions
of significant increases in both e-commerce spending and changes in consumers’ buying
habits, e-commerce has indicated growth and volume at merely satisfactory levels (Guo,
2004). In spite of the anticipated incentive and customer value of utilizing online
technology, customer acceptance of the Internet as a major and routine shopping place is
still not revolutionary (Barwise et al., 2002). Investigating flow as an optimum shopping
experience is theorized to lead to intention to return to a site, which appears to contribute
to utilization of e-commerce (Hoffman & Novak, 1996). This relationship may help to
increase understanding of the underpinnings of the underwhelming growth and volume in
e-commerce.

The e-commerce phenomenon in the travel context also has its challenges.
Compared to hotel-owned websites, websites of online travel agents still handle a
significant portion of online reservations (Law & Cheung, 2006). Carroll and Siguaw
(2003) stated that hotel-owned websites are in a disadvantageous position in the travel

market. With the intention of avoiding the issue, travelers are encouraged to book a room



directly on the hotel-owned websites (Morosan & Jeong, 2008). Nevertheless, hotel-
owned websites are still not capturing the desired share of room bookings (Miller, 2004).
Using hotel-owned websites to retain loyal e-consumers is crucial in maintaining a
competitive advantage in a marketplace being dominated by online travel agencies
(Miller, 2004). Thus, the primary goal of this study is to develop an exploratory
framework of hotel website loyalty antecedents by investigating the mediating role of the

flow experience.

Problem Statement

As the number of Internet users continues to grow, opportunities for online
shopping continue to expend as well (Lee & Overby, 2006). Progress in information and
web technologies has opened numerous opportunities for e-commerce (Luo, Chen,
Ching, & Liu, 2011). Cowles, Kiecker, and Little (2002) claim e-commerce research is
supposed to consider the motivations or desired value behind consumer use of the
medium. Shoppers choose and return to retailers who offer superior value (Woodruff,
1997); therefore, hotel-owned booking websites should design and ultimately deliver a
value proposition that is most appealing to e-customers. Many researchers have classified
consumer value (Kahle, Beatty, & Homer, 1986; Rokeach, 1973; Sheth, Newman, &
Gross, 1991). It was proposed that further studies should focus on measuring consumer
values of online shopping, both hedonic and utilitarian, as well as explore the
relationships between consumer value of online shopping and consumption behaviors

(Chung & Park, 2009). Hedonic and utilitarian values of online shopping come from the



various features of the e-commerce website and play a pivotal role in experience-driven
economy in the e-commerce context. None of the empirical studies have verified whether
utilitarian and hedonic features of an e-commerce website affect the flow experience,
brand equity, or trust. Deeper insight into flow theory in online dynamics is greatly
needed in the experience economy and e-commerce contexts.

The theoretical understanding of online shopping has received much attention.
Less focus has been given to the formation of the online customer experience such as
flow (Rose, Clark, Samouel, & Hair, in press). Consequently, this dissertation attempts to
tackle questions such as “What are the factors contribute to flow in online hotel room
booking?”, “What are the antecedents and consequences of this optimal shopping

experience?”, and “Does flow have positive effect on brand equity and trust?”

Purpose of the Study

E-commerce strategists have highlighted the necessity for hotels to develop
websites that generate bookings, as well as the importance of understanding how a
website attracts and encourages online bookings (Jeong, Oh, & Gregoire, 2005).
Although hotel reservations constitute the second most frequently purchased travel
product online (Card, Chen, & Cole, 2003), only limited research has been devoted to a
comprehensive examination of factors that influence e-loyalty in hotel websites.
Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation is to develop an explanatory framework of an
online hotel booking website that enhances trust and also encourages customer loyalty. In

order to achieve that goal, it will focus on the flow experience by addressing antecedents



of flow and its relative outcome on e-loyalty in hotel booking website settings. In order to
achieve this purpose, hedonic and utilitarian features of the booking website, the concept
of flow, brand equity, and trust are integrated into a new framework to understand this
important topic. As a result, it is anticipated that the relative effects and importance of
various antecedents will emerge to help explain e-loyalty. The broad intent of this
dissertation is to provide a greater conceptual understanding and empirical validation of
relational behaviors in a B2C online hotel booking setting. To this end, the primary aim
of this dissertation is to develop a theory-based model of the flow experience in a way
that provides sufficient explanatory power while permitting operationalization for testing
in an online hotel booking website.

The research objectives of this dissertation are outlined in an effort to gain a
clearer understanding of the flow experience and e-loyalty in the online hotel room
booking context. Further objectives of the study aim to investigate the specific items that
define the flow experience in hotel booking websites. Another objective is to explore the
impact of hedonic and utilitarian features of the hotel booking website on the flow
experience with the intention of providing both theoretical and managerial advancements
into the e-commerce literature. Finally, it targets to identify the possible relationships

among flow, brand equity, trust, and e-loyalty.



Significance of the Study

This dissertation provides inquiry into the antecedents and consequences of the
flow experience in the hotel room booking context. A review of previous research
suggests that applying the notion of flow to understand the online consumer experience is
a promising but underdeveloped field. People experience flow in many activities. Flow
has been found to be positively related to desirable outcomes of interacting with
computers and the Internet, such as loyalty, satisfaction, exploratory behavior, revisit and
purchase intentions, and attitude toward websites (Hung et al., 2012; Koufaris, 2002;
Novak, Hoffman, & Yung, 2000; Skadberg & Kimmel, 2004; Zhou & Lu, 2011). The
significance of this dissertation comes from investigating the effect of flow,
characteristics of flow activity, and flow experiences during online hotel room booking.
These concepts are investigated in terms of the desirable interaction outcomes of trust,
brand equity, and e-loyalty. Achieving these results will help an online hotel booking
website to gain competitive advantage. The flow experience is a wholesome occurrence
people sometimes undergo when interacting with information technology. If the
relationship between the flow experience and the outcome variables is established, the
implications regarding how to best design human computer interaction to foster this flow
experience will be of interest of both researchers and practitioners. Customer interactions
with an organization’s website create opportunities for positive experiences that can lead
to long-term relationship building (Rose, Hair, & Clark, 2011).

The principal contribution of this dissertation is the development and testing of a

theoretically grounded model to explain the concept of the flow experience. This



dissertation attempts to make several contributions to the research on flow in the online
context. It will help practitioners to gain a deeper understanding of e-loyalty;
furthermore, it will highlight the antecedents of the flow experience that will help
practitioners to design websites that help to build brand equity, increase trust, and
enhance customer loyalty. It (a) includes a validity study of utilitarian and hedonic
website features and flow measures in online settings; (b) tests a comprehensive model of
flow, including the underlying dimensions of flow and the mediating variables of brand
equity and trust; (c) examines the applicability of flow in online hotel booking
environments; and (d) investigates the effects of flow on loyalty in online hotel booking.
The study will propose a measurement instrument for website characteristics, which is
greatly needed in online hotel booking. The fundamental objective is to offer information
that will not only enhance understanding of the role of both hedonic and utilitarian
website features on flow experience, but also facilitate the design of hotel booking
websites that provide an optimal online shopping experience and possibly lead to

customer loyalty, enhanced brand equity, and increased trust.

Definition of Terms

Brand equity represents added value with a brand that endows a product
(Farquhar, 1989).
e-Loyalty is the term that extends traditional brand loyalty to the technology-

mediated online consumer experience. This concept is usually defined as the intention to
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revisit the same hotel booking website and make a reservation in the near future (Cyr,
Bonanni, Bowes, & llsever, 2005).

Flow is the holistic sensation that people feel when they act with total
involvement (Csikszentmihalyi, 1977).

Hedonic features provide unique consumption experiences such as emotional
responses.

Utilitarian features increase the user’s task performance while encouraging
efficiency (Van der Heijden, 2004).

Trust is the willingness of a consumer to be vulnerable to the actions of an
Internet merchant in an Internet shopping transaction, based on the expectation that the
Internet merchant will behave in certain agreeable ways, irrespective of the ability of the

consumer to monitor or control the Internet merchant (Lee & Turban, 2001).

Hypotheses and Conceptual Framework

H1: Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively impact flow
experience.

H2: Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively impacts flow
experience.

H3: Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively impact brand equity.

H4: Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively impact trust.

H5: Flow experience positively impacts brand equity.

H6: Flow experience will positively impact trust.

11



H7: Flow experience positively impacts loyalty to the website.
H8: Brand equity positively impacts loyalty to the website.

H9: Trust positively impacts loyalty to the website.

Hedonic
Features

Utilitarian
Features

Flow

Figure 1. Antecedents of flow.

Brand
Equity

Figure 2. Antecedents of e-loyalty.
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Research Questions

As briefly outlined in prior sections, this dissertation aims to answer the following
questions:
1. What are the dynamics of flow experience in online hotel booking?
2. What are the antecedents of flow experience?
3. What are the consequences of this optimal shopping experience?
4. How could hoteliers develop booking webpages that create flow
experience?
5. What are the factors contribute to flow in online hotel room booking?

6. Does flow have positive effect on brand equity and trust?

Limitations

It is believed that the use of a limited population sample restricts the
generalizability of the study results. The length of the questionnaire and the completion
time might have created questionnaire-fatigue and may have influenced the validity of
participant’s responses. In addition, it was assumed that respondents completed the
questionnaire objectively. Finally, the focus of this study involved the hotel-owned
booking websites. Thus, the findings of this study may not be generalizable to other

online travel contexts.
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Dissertation Structure

This dissertation includes a literature review that examines the antecedents and
consequences of flow experience. Antecedents of online flow have roots in the
characteristics of the e-commerce website. The literature review starts with an
explanation of the characteristics of the website indicating reliance on the shopping
values that are sought by consumers. Two significant shopping values and features of the
hotel booking websites, hedonic and utilitarian, will be investigated as the precursors of
the flow experience. Consequences of flow, which include trust, brand equity, and e-
loyalty, are investigated. Later, a methodology section that discusses scale development,
sampling techniques, and data analysis techniques is included. This section is followed by

results and discussions. Finally, implications, conclusions, and limitations are discussed.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

The current chapter begins by exploring the background of e-commerce in the
travel context and later discusses the origin and definition of flow and e-loyalty in
particular. Next, it explains the theoretical underpinnings of this dissertation and the

justification for its proposed hypotheses and the development of its constructs.

e-Commerce and Travel Industry

The worldwide number of Internet users reached 2.27 billion in 2011 (Internet
World Stats, 2012). Simultaneously, in the past 15 years, e-commerce has leapt forward
remarkably (Kim, Ma, & Kim, 2006), increasing sales by more than 19% each year
(Internet Retailer, 2011). Goldman Sachs (2011) predicted that worldwide retail web
sales will reach nearly $1 trillion by 2013. Forrester Research (2009) stated that 63% of
U.S. online consumers made at least one web-based purchase in 2009. It is also predicted
that online shoppers in the United States will spend $327 billion in 2016, accounting for
9% of total retail sales (Forrester Research, 2012).

This phenomenon was also adopted by consumers who seek hotel reservations. In
fact, travel is one of the most accepted products sold over the Internet (O'Connor, 2001).
Earlier studies supported the adoption of online booking; for instance, Yesawich (2000)
highlighted that 6 out of 10 consumers are interested in purchasing travel services online,
while Rayman-Bacchus and Molina (2001) revealed about half of those with Internet

access regularly browse the Internet to retrieve travel-related information. Recent studies
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and marketing reports also found that 70% of holiday shoppers made purchases online in
2011 (InternetRetailer, 2011). The Nielsen Company (2010) surveyed over 25,000
respondents and reported that of all Internet users, 32% intended to purchase airline
tickets online and 26% intended to book hotel rooms online.

Online room reservations are rapidly taking over the role of traditional
distribution channels such as global distribution systems (GDS) and traditional offline
travel agencies (Jeong et al., 2005). The Internet has become a vital distribution channel
for the lodging industry by accounting for roughly 16% of all revenues generated in the
U.S. lodging industry (Chiang & Jang, 2007). The lodging industry has evidently
benefited from the boom of e-commerce. Typically, hotel reservations have ranked as one
of the most popular items to be purchased online. Out of 627 million online shoppers,
more than 86 million made hotel bookings online (ACNielsen, 2005). It is expected that
the Internet will increasingly account for much more than the current percentage of all
hotel bookings (Blachford, 1999; Watkins, 2000). Doolin, Burgess, and Cooper (2002)
suggested that the Internet is a competitive marketing channel in the hospitality and
tourism industry that removes potential geographical and physical barriers. Travelers
have increasingly chosen to conduct their business online in lieu of visiting a travel agent.
Connolly, Olsen, and Moore (1998) concluded that the Internet allows potential
customers to learn about hotel facilities and compare prices without contacting either a
hotel’s sales representative or a travel agent. Successfully adopting a more effective e-
commerce channel has become a significant matter for hospitality businesses (Kim et al.,

2006).
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Furthermore, e-commerce channels provide additional advantages for hotels; for
example, O’Connor and Frew (2004) identified that the cost reduction earned by using
electronic strategies in a cheaper distribution system is a key advantage for hoteliers.
Additionally, the Internet has been used as a distribution channel by hoteliers to
differentiate themselves from their competitors (Pernsteiner & Rauseo, 2000). De Kare-
Silver’s electronic shopping test assesses the consumer’s propensity to purchasing using
the Internet. He suggested several factors that should be considered in the electronic
shopping test: (a) product characteristics, which addresses whether “the product need|[s]
to be physically tried, or touched before it is bought;” (b) familiarity and confidence,
which “considers the degree the consumer recognizes and trusts the product or brand;”
and (c) consumer attributes, which “shape the buyer’s behavior — are they amenable to
online purchases in terms of access to the technology, skills available and do they no
longer wish to shop for a product in a traditional retail environment?” Typical results
from the evaluation highlighted that travel had a score of 31 (2nd most suitable product
for e-commerce after books). De Kare-Silver stated that any product scoring over 20 has
good potential, since the score for consumer attributes is likely to increase through time.

Although e-commerce can bring various benefits to the lodging industry, hotels
still have to tackle substantial challenges since online travel agent websites handle a
significant portion of online reservations (Law & Cheung, 2006). Carroll and Siguaw
(2003) noted that hotels are drawn into a difficult situation in the travel market due to the
fact that online travel agents are selling large volume of hotel rooms. In order to prevent

this occurrence, customers are persuaded to reserve a room directly on the hotel-owned
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websites (Morosan & Jeong, 2008). The number of travel websites and consumers’
willingness to book hotel arrangements online are both increasing; however, hotel-owned
websites are not capturing the desired share of room bookings. Therefore, using
proprietary websites to retain loyal e-consumers has become a critical strategy for hotels
in order to maintain a competitive advantage in a marketplace that is dominated by online
travel agencies, or OTAs (Miller, 2004). Hotel-owned websites are losing ground to
online travel agencies or intermediary travel websites. From 1999 to 2002, hotel-owned
websites have gone from acquiring 57% to 51% of total online hotel room bookings
(Starkov & Price, 2003). Further emphasis to hotels’ profits is created in the average
room rate that the hotels receive through the various online distribution channels. To
illustrate this discrepancy, the average room rate booked directly at the hotel’s website is
roughly $110.00; on the other hand, travel intermediary websites on average offered
$76.80 (Starkov, 2002).

Even though hotel reservations comprise the second most frequently purchased
travel product online (Card et al., 2003), only limited research has been devoted to a
comprehensive examination of factors that influence e-loyalty in hotel websites. It is vital
for hoteliers to understand how to develop booking websites that ensure customer loyalty.
Thus, it is important to develop an exploratory framework of hotel website loyalty
antecedents.

The most important source of industry’s failure to take advantage of the direct
sales opportunity provided via the Internet is the combination of a lack of understanding

of the phenomenon of online distribution and limited efforts to identify the impact of the
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Internet on e-consumer purchasing behavior (Starkov, 2002). Hoteliers who understand
the need to exploit the capability of the Internet are under pressure to define viable
frameworks for improving their proprietary websites by ensuring e-loyalty (Miller, 2004).

As a contemporary marketing channel, the Internet differs from the traditional
commerce structures in various ways. When customers shop in a brick-and-mortar store
(e.g., travel agency), the shopping experience is enriched due to the stimulation of the
senses with colorful displays, ambient music, inviting scents, and interaction with
salespeople or other customers/guests. These real experiences are absent in online
environments; however, e-commerce offers other advantages to consumers such as
convenience, cost, and time savings. In recent years, marketers have attempted to
enhance shopping experience in online contexts, as shopping enjoyment and convenience
are crucial to online customer satisfaction (Lee, Pi, Kwok, & Huynh, 2003). A well-
designed, interactive user interface may overcome some of the limitations of traditional
e-commerce by creating an enjoyable shopping experience (Koufaris 2002; Lohse &
Spiller, 1998; Teng et al., 2012).

A unique characteristic of online shopping suggests that customers have to base
their judgments on service or product information presented (e.g. room pictures, virtual
tours) on the websites. Specifically, consumer purchases are usually based on appearance,
a metric elicited through tools such as pictures, images, quality information, and video
clips of the product (Hong, Thong, & Tam, 2004; Kolesar & Galbraith, 2000).
Consequently, the promise of e-commerce and online hotel room reservation depends to a

great extent on user interfaces and how people interact with computers (Griffith, Krampf,
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& Palmer, 2001; Hong et al., 2004). Moreover, the characteristics of information
presentation, navigation, and order fulfillment in an interactive shopping medium are
considered more important factors in building e-commerce trust than in traditional
retailing (Alba et al., 1997; Reynolds, 2000).

However, while the information content of websites is an important determinant
of consumers’ online shopping behavior, limited research was found on how booking
websites increase consumers’ loyalty, or which features of these sites matter the most. A
VFM Interactive survey (2005) revealed that visuals were very important to online hotel
shoppers, while Law and Huang (2006) determined that content richness and
functionality of the website played an important role as well. The Internet allows for still
photos, elaborate graphics, virtual tours, and videos, but a balance must be struck
between providing these features and the time taken for a website to load (Ryan &
Valverde, 2003). This resonates with the findings from Chu (2001) that highlighted that
consumers prefer to have informative, interactive, and attractive travel websites.
Therefore, this dissertation addresses the important issues of how the features of the
website affect consumers’ loyalty to commercial websites and provides both theoretical
and empirical analyses to explain consumers’ loyalty to an online hotel booking website.

The Internet facilitates building relationships over time. Many studies have
indicated that retaining existing customers online is a major challenge (Boyer & Hult,
2005). It is challenging to maintain user loyalty in e-commerce transactions primarily
because of the low switching costs when competition is only a click away (Chang &

Chen, 2009). Therefore, as competition increases among hotel booking websites, the
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pressure is not only attracting new customers, but also keeping existing ones.
Consequently, it is vital for hotels to develop websites that lock customers in a
relationship.

Lately, research has been cultivated regarding two classifications of online
behavior: experimental-oriented (hedonic) shopping behaviors, and utilitarian-oriented
(functional) behaviors that shape the features of the booking websites (Nusair & Parsa,
2011). Attributes of hedonic shopping include social interaction, entertainment,
information availability, extrinsic motivation, efficiency, and expressions of
accomplishment. Research confirms that both hedonic and utilitarian shopping
orientations can possibly affect a customer’s reaction towards online shopping (Fiore &
Jin, 2003). Eventually, the degree to which an online booking website satisfies a
customer’s experiential-oriented or utilitarian-oriented needs influences the amount of
money the consumer spends in online environments.

E-commerce marketers commonly seek to deliver a convenient, safe, and pleasant
online environment, appropriate to consumers’ functional needs. However, these
environments might also attempt to form an experience that inspires more escapist
elements of flow, a sense of deep involvement that is intrinsically enjoyable, because
they believe that this enriched experience leads to greater levels of online buying
(Bridges & Florsheim, 2008).

Research has indicated that the shopping experience offers a blend of utilitarian
and hedonic shopping value to consumers (e.g., Babin, Darden, & Griffin, 1994; Babin &

Darden, 1995). Utilitarian value is cognitive in nature, goal-directed, and associated with
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task-oriented activities, while hedonic value is associated with the emotional aspects and
entertainment purposes of the shopping experience (Babin et al., 1994; Holbrook &
Hirschman, 1982). Consequently, customers recognize utilitarian value by acquiring the
product that necessitated the shopping trip as a result of focusing on their commitment to
the goal of shopping while simultaneously perceiving the hedonic value associated with

the enjoyment and entertainment of the shopping experience itself.

The e-Commerce of Hotel Rooms

By 2000, most hotel companies were aware that the Internet would provide
substantial opportunities to extend a “brand lock™ on the consumer. Therefore, hotels
started placing hotel room inventory online for consumers to access through their
websites (Miller, 2004). It is evident that the Internet has offered significant advantages
to hotels as a marketing tool; however, the lodging industry has struggled with the
implications of travelers booking rooms online (O’Connor, 2003). The Internet as a
distribution channel of hotel rooms has reformed the environment for consumers on top
of the hotel industry. Today, hotel establishments are finding it more challenging to
control their inventory and to sustain a competitive advantage through their branded
websites. One of the reasons for the occurrence of this phenomenon is derived from the
greater access to information endowed to customers, who have become more empowered
since the advent of the Internet (Fuchs & Schreier, 2011; Ostrom & lacobucci, 1995).
Customers can easily initiate and control information, thus altering the traditional supply-

and-demand balance. Furthermore, with the astonishing amount of information provided
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by different travel sites, consumers are spending more time browsing the Internet in
search of relevant information and competitive prices (Miller, 2004). Subsequently, in a
domain where information surplus is quickly overtaking information scarcity, customers
are wearying the traditional buyer-seller relationship (Frank, 1997).

Four primary distribution channels are used in the lodging industry regarding
transaction cost: (a) traditional travel agent ($13.50), (b) online travel agent ($10.50), (c)
central reservation system (CRS; $8.50), and (d) hotel proprietary websites ($1.50).
Clearly, the lowest-cost available channel in the industry is the hotel-branded proprietary
website. The difference between selling hotel rooms through a traditional travel agent and
through the hotel brand’s website is approximately $12 per transaction (Starkov, 2002).
Likewise, O’Connor (2003) conducted a study by collecting room rates from 25
proprietary websites of international hotel chains and four intermediary websites; the
mean room rate quoted from hotels’ proprietary websites was $159 in comparison to
$152 from the intermediary website Expedia. Intermediary websites such as Expedia
purchase large blocks of rooms from hoteliers at substantial discounts and sell them to the
e-consumer at a markup of 15% to 30% (Miller, 2004). Therefore, hoteliers are struggling

to survive in online environment (Starkov, 2002).

Online Experience

Pine and Gilmore (1999) advocate that offering a unique buying experience is the
key to winning the hearts and minds of consumers. Their study designated that consumers

appreciate the experience more than the actual tangible value. Consequently, experience
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becomes a vital element of the overall product or service being purchased (Rust &
Lemon, 2001). Therefore, researchers have begun to examine the consumer’s shopping
experience via the Internet in relation to the “flow” construct, implying that it is possible
to measure the extent and intensity of the consumer’s experience in online environments
(Novak et al., 2000).

Lately, enhancing experience and loyalty have served as noteworthy marketing
goals (Verhoef et al., 2009). Gabisch (2011) suggested that having an optimal experience
on a brand’s website is a critical factor in successfully managing loyalty because
experiencing online flow significantly leads enhanced loyalty. Csikszentmihalyi
developed the concept of flow to represent a “peculiar dynamic state the holistic
sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement” (Csikszentmihalyi 1975,
p. 36) and an “ordered, negentropic state of consciousness” (Csikszentmihalyi 1988, p.
34). In this state, actions transit seamlessly into another, displaying both an inner logic of
their own as well as harmony. The actor experiences a smooth transition and total control
of his or her actions without distraction.

The characteristics of flow experience as portrayed by Csikszentmihalyi (1988)
contain: (1) focused concentration on task at hand, also referred to as attention and
immersion; (2) “merging of activity and awareness,” or mergence; (3) a sense of being in
control; (4) transformation of time that makes time appear to pass very slowly or very
rapidly compared to ordinary experience, also known as time distortion and time
dissociation; (5) a loss of self-consciousness and feeling of transcendence of self; and (6)

an autotelic experience, which is intrinsically rewarding.
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In Information Systems (1S) research, flow has been integrated into studies of
computer-mediated communication (Trevino & Webster, 1992) and human-computer
interaction (Ghani & Deshpande 1994; Webster, Trevino, & Ryan, 1993). Flow theory
has been applied to studying computer-mediated communications, including a variety of
Internet activities (Chen, Wigand, & Nilan, 1999; Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Koufaris,
2002) that can also include activities on tourism websites (Skadberg & Kimmel, 2004;
Skadberg, Skadberg & Kimmel, 2005). Flow variables or similar variables have been
reported to hold relationships with attractive outcomes in e-commerce context, such as
positive effects (Chen, 2006), positive perceptions of and attitudes toward websites
(Agarwal & Karahanna, 2000; Huang, 2003), exploratory behavior with increased
learning (Skadberg & Kimmel, 2004), and future intentions to revisit and purchase
(Koufaris, 2002; Siekpe 2005; Wu & Chang, 2005). More than 50 empirical studies
revealed that the flow experience positively affects desirable attitudes towards e-retailers
(Guo, 2004).

Flow has arisen as a vital construct to understanding consumer behaviors in online
contexts (Hoffman & Novak, 1996; Novak et al., 2000). Shin (2006) found a positive
correlation between flow experience and satisfaction in online contexts. The role of flow
may vary in relation to the shopping values obtained by consumers. Previous research has
implied that customers utilize two different sets of values in making shopping decisions:
hedonic and utilitarian (Babin et al., 1994; Babin & Darden, 1995).

Hedonic values are those obtained from the symbolic, imaginary, multisensory,

fantasy-related, intrinsic, and emotive feeling one gets from having a particular product.
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Utilitarian values are derived from the acquisition of products or information in an
efficient manner; they can be viewed as reflecting a more task-oriented, directed,
purchase-specific, cognitive, and non-emotional outcome (Babin et al., 1994; Holbrook &
Hirschman, 1982). Utilitarian values are linked to cognitive aspects of attitudes, such as
economic benefit (Zeithaml, 1988), convenience, time savings (Jarvenpaa & Todd, 1997;
Teo, 2001), accessibility, and availability. Understanding the notion of shopping
orientations is important to highlighting the significance of hedonic and utilitarian

features of websites. Therefore, the following section investigates shopping orientations.

Shopping Orientations

Holbrook (1986) conceptualizes shopping value as a significant outcome or
demanded benefit pursued by the customer. According to Parsasuraman and Zinkhan
(2002), the Internet is a channel that enables users to engage in various types of
behaviors, such as exploring (e.g., browsing through destination websites), searching for
specific information (e.g., reading hotel reviews for a specific locale), entertaining
oneself (e.g., looking at pictures or taking virtual tours of a hotel room), or shopping
(e.g., booking a hotel room). It was proposed that the degree to which a hotel booking
website can fulfill the utilitarian and hedonic consumer needs will influence the
perception of website quality (Nusair, Yoon, & Parsa, 2008). Web usage behaviors are
expected to be motivated by both the hedonic and utilitarian benefits a customer gains

from using a website (Childers, Carr, Peck, & Carson, 2001).
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Hedonic shopping orientations are linked to the benefits that a consumer obtains
when the Web is used for the enjoyment of the online experience itself; on the other
hand, utilitarian shopping orientations are associated with achieving a specific goal,
including the purchase of an item (Fischer & Arnold, 1990). The hedonic orientations in
online environments are founded on fun and amusement via interacting with the web,
whereas utilitarian shopping orientations are focused on achieving a specific goal (Babin
et al., 1994; Holbrook & Hirschman, 1982). Literature indicates that hedonic and
utilitarian orientations influence the value derived by the customer with regards to online
purchasing (Eroglu, Machleit, & Davis, 2003; Menon & Kahn, 2002).

It is important to note that both values could be satisfied by the same e-commerce
website. For instance, while booking a hotel room online, the utilitarian value might be
derived from efficiency and the ease of product acquisition, while the experiential value
might be originated from the excitement that a virtual tour causes. Similarly, a consumer
might visit a hotel booking site with a specific purchase goal in mind (booking a room for
specific dates), but may be attracted by an online shopping recommendation for a “golf
package” (an unplanned purchase). In other words, online shopping experience is created
by both utilitarian and hedonic outcomes in the same purchase episode (Brown, Pope, &
Voges, 2003).

Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000) revealed that value judgments affect satisfaction,
loyalty, preference, and other valuable outcomes in the context of offline consumer
behavior. Regarding e-commerce, research has started to emerge in the marketing

literature. However, it remains to be seen as to whether the in-store customer value
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dimensions identified in the retailing literature are equally relevant within an online
shopping context, such as dimensions reflected by the website features. If this case holds
true, it is important to determine the extent to which these differences in value
dimensions influence the flow experience, trust, and brand equity.

Value has been conceptualized as the tradeoff between quality and price (Bolton
& Drew, 1991); however, recent literature has claimed that value is more complex and
that other dimensions of this construct should be taken into account by scholars (Grewal,
Iver, Krishnan, & Sharma, 2003; Holbrook, 1994). Utilitarian and hedonic values are the
most accepted value dimensions (Babin et al., 1994).

The following section investigates the aforementioned shopping orientation
dimensions in online travel shopping and also provides a snapshot of the utilitarian and

hedonic shopping orientations in e-commerce context.

Shopping Orientation in Online Travel Shopping

Shopping orientation influences travelers’ intentions to shop for travel products
online (Jensen, 2012). Travelers look for both utilitarian and hedonic features in online
booking channels. The number of hotel rooms sold online is expected to increase in the
future (Morrison, Jing, O’Leary, & Lipping, 2001; Xiang & Gretzel, 2010) as consumers
make online room reservations and related purchases online instead of relying on travel
agencies to undertake the process for them (Morrison et al., 2001). Researchers justify
this phenomenon by emphasizing the fact that since the advent of the Internet, consumers

have had more travel products from which to choose, more information, and often lower
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prices than they could attain through conventional travel agents (Anchar & Walden,
2002; Beldona, Morrison, & O’Leary, 2005; Jun, Vogt, & MacKay, 2007; Xiang &
Gretzel, 2010).

Earlier research categorized shoppers into four groups on the foundation of their
attitudes toward shopping: the economic shopper, the personalizing shopper, the ethical
shopper, and the apathetic shopper (Stone, 1954). Bellenger and Korgaonkar (1980)
categorized shoppers into two distinct groups, convenience and recreational shoppers,
according to their time-saving orientation and information-seeking tendencies.
Convenience shoppers either dislike or are neutral toward the act of shopping; on the
other hand, recreational-oriented shoppers enjoy the act of shopping as a leisure-based
activity. Similarly, Babin et al. (1994) classified two main shopping motivations: hedonic
and utilitarian. Utilitarian shoppers shop with a goal in mind, whereas hedonic shoppers

shop for fun.

Utilitarian Shopping Orientations

Earlier studies have classified the Internet as an ideal online channel for
utilitarian-oriented shoppers (Donthu & Gilliland, 1996). A website is labeled as
utilitarian-oriented when it not only saves time and effort but also reduces risks (Klein,
1998). The purpose of a utilitarian information system is to increase the user’s task
performance while encouraging efficiency. The ultimate goal of a utilitarian system is to
provide instrumental value to the user. These systems are ordered, reliable, functional,

practical, and necessary for the user. On the other hand, hedonic systems are pleasant,
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entertaining, fun, exciting, delightful, and thrilling for the user. The utilitarian or hedonic
nature of a system can be identified by examining the tactics that system developers
employ to encourage use. An important tactic that developers employ is to align system
functionality with task requirements, while also providing as little distraction as possible
to help the user perform his or her task. In completing utilitarian tasks, the interaction
with the system is subordinate to the achievement of external goals.

Utilitarian behaviors have been portrayed as goal-oriented, deliberate, and based
on a rational view of consumer behaviors (Batra & Ahtola, 1991; Engel, Blackwell, &
Miniard, 1995). Consumers find utilitarian value when navigation needs are
accomplished and goals are completed successfully, rather than concentrating on the
experience itself (Babin et al., 1994). Consumers with a utilitarian orientation place high
value on time allocations and regard time as a resource to be managed carefully (Cotte &
Ratneshwar, 2003); additionally, they prefer to purchase products and services online
because of the convenience and money-saving benefits derived from such a purchase
(Huang, 2005). For utilitarian users, web designers need to be aware of the availability of
information and intuitive design interfaces that facilitate the use of the site for
information searches (Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2001). Online hotel booking attracts
utilitarian customers, as they can save money and time by easily comparing competitors’
prices without leaving their desks (Mathwick, Malhotra, & Rigdon, 2001).

Utilitarian value is delineated as a general valuation of functional benefits and
sacrifices. It is pertinent for task-specific use of online shopping, such as purchase

deliberation, in which a consumer considers the product, service, and price features
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Figure 4. CFA measurement model.

Table 19

Validity Scores

Variable CR AVE MSV ASV TRU FLO UTIL HED LOY BE
TRU 88 66 .48 39 81

FLO 96 85 .36 28 52 .92

UTIL 93 .76 48 35 69 55 .87

HED 92 70 43 33 66 .60 .58 .83

LOY 92 80 43 29 66 .49 .58 46 .89

BE 91 71 .36 29 60 47 .56 57 .48 .85

Note. CR = Composite Reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted, MSV = Maximum Shared
Squared Variance, ASV = Average Shared Squared Variance, TRU = Trust, FLO = Flow, UTIL =
Utilitarian Features, HED = Hedonic Features, LOY = Loyalty, BE = Brand Equity.
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Table 20

Item Loadings and Reliability Scores

Construct Variables Standardized Construct AVE
Loadings Reliability
Flow FLO1 1 .96 .95 .84
FLO1 2 97
FLO1 3 .95
FLO1 4 78
Utilitarian UTILL 1 .83 .92 .76
Features UTIL1_ 3 .89
UTIL1 4 91
UTIL1 5 .83
Hedonic HEDO1 3 .87 91 .69
Features HEDO1_4 72
HEDO1 6 .85
HEDO1_7 .83
HEDO1 8 .86
Brand Equity BE1 71 .90 71
BE2 .92
BE3 .93
BE4 .78
Trust TRU2 .80 .88 .65
TRUS3 .84
TRU4 73
TRUS .84
Loyalty LOY2 74 .92 .79
LOY5 .93
LOY6 .98

112



Structural Model

With satisfactory results in the measurement model, the structural model was
examined to test the relationships among constructs, which are outlined in Table 21 and
displayed visually in Figure 5. The goodness-of-fit measures were used to assess the
overall structural model fit for the hypotheses summarized in Table 22. As indicated by
the results of the study, the overall fit indices for the proposed model highlighted the need
for an alternative model, with a y*-to-df ratio of 5.55, RMSEA of .10, NFI of .90, CFI
of.92, GFI of.80, RFI of.88, PNFI 0f.85, and IFI of.70. In addition, the explained
variances were 46% for flow experience, 33% for brand equity, 49% for trust, and
33%for e-loyalty. As Marcoulides and Drezner (2003) offered, a specification search (the
process of finding the best-fitting model) was necessary with the pilot study since the

data did not initially fit. The next section discusses the alternate model.

Table 21

Structural Model Hypotheses

Item Hypothesis

H1: HED — (+) FLO Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively
impact flow experience

H2: UTIL — (+) FLO Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts flow experience

H3: HED — (+) BE Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts brand equity

H4: UTIL — (+) TRUST Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts trust

H5: FLOW — (+) BE Flow experience positively impacts brand equity

H6: FLOW — (+) TRU  Flow experience positively impacts trust

H7: FLO — (+) LOY Flow experience positively impacts loyalty to the website

H8: BE— (+)LOY Brand equity positively impacts loyalty to the website

H9: TRU— (+) LOY Trust positively impacts loyalty to the website
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Table 22

Results of Structural Model Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Estimate SE CR p Supported
H1: HED — (+) FLO .60 .07 9.06 kel Yes
H2: UTIL — (+) FLO .55 .08 6.74 kel Yes
H3: HED — (+) BE .40 .05 7.38 kel Yes
H4: UTIL — (+) TRUST .53 .06 9.23 falelel Yes
H5: FLOW — (+) BE A5 .04 411 kel Yes
H6: FLOW — (+) TRU .26 .03 7.62 kel Yes
H7: FLO — (+) LOY 34 .04 8.45 kel Yes
H8: BE— (+)LOY 41 .06 6.78 kel Yes
H9: TRU— (+) LOY .81 10 7.91 flolel Yes
Note. CR = Composite Reliability.
*p <.05. **p <.01. ***p <.001.
)
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Figure 5. Proposed model
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Alternate Model

The alternative structural model was examined to test the relationship among
constructs listed in Table 23 and displayed visually in Figure 6. The goodness-of-fit
measures were used to assess the overall structural model fit. Two additional paths were
hypothesized between (a) hedonic features and trust, and (b) utilitarian features and brand
equity. As indicated by the results in Table 24, the overall fit indices for the proposed
alternative model were acceptable, with a y°-to-df ratio of 4.80, RMSEA of .09, NFI
of .92, CFI of .93, GFI of .80, RFI of .90, PNFI of .70, and IFI of .70. In addition, the
explained variances were 46% for flow experience, 39% for brand equity, 54% for trust,

and 34% for e-loyalty.

Table 23

Alternate Model Hypotheses

Item Hypothesis

H1: HED — (+) FLO Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively
impact flow experience

H2: UTIL — (+) FLO Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts flow experience

H3: HED — (+) BE Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts brand equity

H4: UTIL — (+) TRU Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts trust

H5: FLOW — (+) BE Flow experience positively impacts brand equity

H6: FLOW — (+) TRU  Flow experience positively impacts trust

H7: FLO — (+) LOY Flow experience positively impacts loyalty to the website

H8: BE— (+)LOY Brand equity positively impacts loyalty to the website

H9: TRU— (+) LOY Trust positively impacts loyalty to the website

H10: HED — (+) TRU Hedonic features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts trust

H11: UTIL — (+) BE Utilitarian features of a hotel booking website positively
impacts brand equity
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Table 24

Results of Alternate Model Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis Estimate SE CR p Supported

H1: HED — (+) FLO .55 .06 8.66 folalel Yes

H2: UTIL — (+) FLO .61 .08 7.52 folalel Yes

H3: HED — (+) BE .35 .05 6.46 ikl Yes

H4: UTIL — (+) TRU 45 .06 7.65 folalel Yes

H5: FLOW — (+) BE .06 .04 1.57 A2 No

H6: FLOW — (+) TRU 12 .04 3.53 ikl Yes

H7: FLO — (+) LOY .33 .04 8.43 el Yes

H8: BE— (+)LOY 44 .06 7.29 ikl Yes

H9: TRU— (+) LOY .92 A1 8.39 el Yes

H10: HED — (+) TRU .32 .05 6.72 el Yes

H11: UTIL — (+) BE 35 .06 5.36 ok Yes

Note. CR = Composite Reliability.

*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p <.001.
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Figure 6. Alternate model.
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The Main Study (Phase 2)

Procedure for Data Collection

The questionnaire was finalized based on the feedback obtained from the Study
Phase 1. Measurement items with higher reliability scores were included in the final
questionnaire. A self-administered online questionnaire was created and delivered using
the Qualtrics software. A marketing company was contacted to distribute the link for the
online questionnaire. The questionnaire was sent to 20,000 randomly selected individuals
in the U.S. who were interested in purchasing travel products. After a month, 1,298
responses were collected with a response rate of 6.5%.

The first question of the questionnaire was for screening purposes to ensure that
only those subjects who had booked a hotel room in the past year from a hotel-owned
website would complete the rest of the survey. Only 40% of the respondents booked a
hotel room online in the last year; therefore, 520 respondents remained for the purpose of
conducting data analysis. After inputting the data into SPSS, it was determined that nine
questionnaires were missing responses to a substantial number of questions and were
therefore removed. This brought the total number of usable questionnaires to 511. In the
context of SEM, recommendations for an appropriate sample size range from as low as
five respondents for each observed variable to as high as 100 (Jaccard & Wan, 1996). For
data analysis purposes, 350 of the subjects were randomly selected. Table 25 reports the

descriptive statistics of measurement items.
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Table 25

Descriptive Statistics of Measurement Items

Item M SD
FLO1_1 I experienced flow last time when | booked my hotel room
online at this website. 425 1.82
FLO1 2 In general, I experience ‘‘flow’” when I book my hotel room
online at this website. 420 1.78
FLO1_3 Most of the time | book my hotel room online at this website;
| feel that I am in flow. 421 1.73
FLO1 4 Last time | booked my hotel room at this website, | was fully
engaged. 449 1.70
FLO1 5 Last time | booked my hotel room at this website, | had full
concentration. 466 1.67
FLO1 6 Last time | booked my hotel room at this website, it was an
enjoyable experience. 482 142
HEDO1 2 Awful:Nice 568 1.16
HEDO1 3 Weary:Entertaining 494 134
HEDO1_4 Diagreeable:Agreeable 559 1.20
HEDO1 5 Aggravating:Soothing 499 1.27
HEDO1 6 Not Fun:Fun 476 144
HEDO1_7 Dull:Exciting 477 141
HEDO1_8 Not Delightful:Delightful 498 141
HEDO1_9 Not Thrilling:Thrilling 456 142
UTIL1 1 Chaotic:Ordered 569 1.26
UTIL1_3 Unreliable:Reliable 586 1.19
UTIL1_4 Ineffective:Effective 588 1.23
UTIL1_5 Wrong:Correct 582 1.27
UTIL1 6 Not Functional:Fuctional 597 1.18
UTIL1_7 Not Necessary:Necessary 555 1.36
UTIL1_8 Impractical:Practical 588 1.27
TRUZ2 | trust this hotel booking website keeps my best interests in
mind. 516 1.36
TRU3 This hotel booking website will always be honest with me. 514 129
TRUA4 | believe in the information that this hotel booking website
provides. 542 1.21
TRUS This hotel booking website is genuinely concerned about its
customers. 5.05 142
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Item M SD
BE1 It makes sense to book hotel rooms from this website instead of

any other websites, even if they are the same. 492 145
BE2 Even if another hotel website has same features as this website, |

would prefer to book through this website. 492 1.46
BE3 If there is another brand as good as this website, | prefer to book

through this website. 477 142
BE4 If another hotel website is not different from X in any way, it

seems smarter to book through X. 495 143

LOY1 I seldom consider switching to another hotel booking website. 429 157

LOY?2 As long as the present service continues, | doubt that | would
switch websites. 472 150

LOY3 I try to use the website whenever | need to book a hotel room. 480 1.55

LOY4 To me this site is the best hotel booking website to do business
with. 458 1.58

LOYS5 | believe that this is my favorite hotel booking website. 454 157

Individual Characteristics

As noted in Table 26, participants were evenly split between females (50.3%) and
males (49.7%). Most were married (58.0%) and distributed evenly in terms of age. A
total of 21.1% of the respondents held a bachelor’s degree, whereas 27.1% held a
master’s degree. The largest proportion of respondents (28.3%) reported a personal

annual income in the range of $25,001 to $50,000.
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Table 26

Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic # %
Gender
Female 174 49.7
Male 176 50.3
Age
25 or younger 18 51
26-35 90 25.7
36-45 70 20
46-55 71 20.3
56-65 81 23.1
66 or older 19 5.4
Marital Status
Married 203 58
Separated 8 2.3
Divorced 27 7.7
Widowed 3 0.9
Single 94 26.9
Prefer not to answer 13 3.7
Education Level
High School 38 10.9
Associate degree 36 10.3
Some college 47 134
Bachelor’s Degree 74 21.1
Master’s Degree 95 27.1
Doctorate Degree 56 16
Other 3 0.9
Personal Annual Income
$25,000 or less 74 21.1
$25,001- $50,000 99 28.3
$50,001-$75,000 51 14.6
$75,001-$100,000 27 7.7
$100,001 - $150,000 31 8.9
$150,001- $200,000 13 3.7
$200,001-$250,000 3 0.9
$250,001 or more 9 2.6
Prefer not to answer 33 9.4
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Table 29

Rotated Component Matrix for Main Study

Item

Component

3

4

UTILL 3
UTILL 4
UTILL 5
UTILL 6
UTILL 8
UTILL 1
UTILL 7
UTILL 2
HEDO1_3
HEDOL1_7
HEDOL1 9
HEDOL1_8
HEDOL_6
HEDO1_5
HEDO1_2
HEDOL_4
HEDO1_1
FLO1 1
FLO1 2
FLO1 3
FLO1 5
FLO1 4
FLO1 6
TRU2
TRU3
TRU4
TRU5
TRU1
LOY2
LOY1
LOY4
LOY5
LOY3

.89
.87
.83
81
81
.76
12
.58

.80
.80
79
18
7
15
.66
.64
.62

.84
.84
.82
.82
.82
.53

.80
.80
79
71
.59

125

.86
.82
79
.76
.60



Component

Item 1 2 3 4 S 6
BE4 .80
BE2 74
BE1 13
BE3 .70

Note. Extraction method used was Principal Components Analysis. Rotation method
used was Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

Furthermore, the interpretation of the six factors (hedonic features, utilitarian
features, flow, brand equity, trust, and loyalty) did not differ from the initial framework.
Factor 1, utilitarian features, was represented by eight items: reliability, effectiveness,
correctness, functional, practical, ordered, necessary, and wise, plus an additional item
from the trust construct. Factor 2, hedonic features, consisted of nine items: entertaining,
exciting, thrilling, delightful, fun, soothing, nice, agreeable, and pleasant. Factor 3, flow,
maintained six items that emerged in the pilot study. Factor 4, trust, consisted of five
items. Factor 5, loyalty, also consisted of five items. Finally, Factor 6, the brand equity

construct, consisted of the four original items measuring this construct.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

CFA was used to assess the items of each construct more rigorously using the
correlation matrix of the items. In particular, CFA is used to identify unidimensionality of
each construct or find evidence that a single trait or construct underlies a set of unique
measures (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). As mentioned previously, EFA explores the data
and offers information about how many factors (or constructs) are needed to best
represent the data. These emerging factors are derived after statistical analysis, not from
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theory. CFA, on the other hand, allows the researcher to specify the number of existing
factors as well as a mapping of variables to factors before results are computed (Hair et
al., 2010). CFA provides a more rigorous interpretation of dimensionality than does EFA.
Therefore, CFA will be used as a confirmatory test of the measurement theory and will
specify the series of relationships that suggest how the measured variables represent the
latent factor that is not directly measured (Hair et al., 2010). Accordingly, CFA will be
used as confirmatory test of the results of the aforementioned EFA to and validate the

proposed flow experience framework.

Measurement Model Fit Statistics

The measurement model was estimated using CFA. The model was then purified
by eliminating poorly fitting measured variables according to an initial model. CFA was
run on the randomly selected data (n = 350) using AMOS version 20. Since the
multivariate normality assumption was not violated, the maximum likelihood method
(MLE) of estimation was deployed. The MLE technique was selected because the data
met the model assumptions, which include multivariate normality, no missing data, no
outliers, and continuous variables (Hair et al., 2010). Based on the recommendation of
Hair et al. (2010) and Schumacker and Lomax (2004), the appropriateness of model fit
was assessed using x>, RMSEA, NFI, CFl, and SRMR. Generally, having a y*-to-df ratio
of less than 3; RMSEA less than .08; NFI greater than .95; CFI greater than .95 and

SRMR less than .08 indicate a good model fit.
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Utilizing the EFA results, items were assessed using CFA and were found to have
a good model fit with the greatest variance explained after modifying the base model. As
suggested by the modification indices, some of the error terms (UTIL_3 — UTIL_4 and
FLO_4 - FLO_5) in the same latent construct were correlated. The measurement model
fit statistics included a y-to-df ratio of 2.56, RMSEA of .07, NFI of .93, CFI of .95, and
SRMR of .08. These scores indicate a reasonable level of model fit (Schumacker &
Lomax, 2004). Graphical representations of the base model and purified model are
located in Figures 7 and 8, respectively, while a comparison of fit between the base and

“purified” CFA models is located in Table 30.
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Table 30

CFA Model Comparison

Fit Statistic  Base Model VValue Purified Model VValue Desired Good Fit VValue

X*/df test 3.73 2.56 <3.00
RMSEA 0.08 0.06 < .08
NFI 0.87 0.93 > .90
CFI 0.90 0.95 > .90
SRMR 0.08 0.07 < .08
RFI 0.85 0.92 > .90
IFI 0.90 0.95 > .90

Convergent validity, the extent to which items of a specific construct should
converge or share a high proportion of common variance (Hair et al., 2010), was assessed
using three methods. These include factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE),
and construct reliability (CR). High factor loadings indicate that the items are converging
on a common point, the latent construct. Two rules of thumb generally apply to factor
loadings: indication of statistical significance and having standardized loading estimates
of .50 or higher (Hair et al., 2010). The AVE is the average percentage of variation
extracted (or explained) among the items of a latent construct (Hair et al., 2010). An AVE
of .50 or higher suggests adequate coverage.

Another indicator of convergent validity is construct reliability (CR). CR is a
measure of reliability and internal consistency of the measured variables representing a
latent construct (Hair et al., 2010). Reliability scores greater than .70 suggest good
reliability (Hair et al., 2010). Based on the previously presented guidelines the overall
convergent reliability scores, located in Table 31, are acceptable, meaning that the
measures consistently represent the same latent construct.
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Table 31

Validity Scores

Construct CR AVE
BE 91 .78
UTIL .94 .79
HEDO 91 12
FLO .88 71
LOY .94 .85
TRU .95 .82

Note. CR = Composite Reliability, AVE = Average Variance Extracted.

Structural Equation Model

SEM involves developing measurement models to define latent variables, then
establishing relationships or structural equations among the latent variables. The
structural model was based on the measurement model obtained in the CFA results. Six
latent constructs (hedonic features, utilitarian features, flow, brand equity, trust, and
loyalty) and 21 observed variables were used to test the model. In SEM, the significance
of the path coefficient in the model provides support for hypothesized relationships
among the constructs. Similar to CFA, since the normality assumption was met, the
maximum likelihood estimate method using AMOS 20 was used to test the theoretical
model.

The goodness-of-fit measures were used to assess the overall structural model fit.
The overall fit indices for the proposed (base) model was acceptable, with a Xz-to-df ratio
equal to 2.70, RMSEA of .07, NFI of .93, CFI of .95, IFI of 0.95, and RFI of 0.91. All the

fit indices for the base model indicated an acceptable structural model fit. Specification
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search, the process of finding the best-fitting model, was not needed for the main study as

the data initially fit the model (Marcoulides & Drezner, 2003).

Testing of Hypotheses

Hypothesis testing involves (a) confirming that a theoretical specified model fits
sample variance-covariance data, and (b) testing structural coefficients for significance
(Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). Accordingly, the path relationships between the latent
variables were examined. Nine hypothesized paths were tested for significance in the
current research. These nine hypothesized paths can be found in Table 21.

Nine paths among the six latent variables were tested; item loadings for these
variables are found in Table 32. The significance of the path depends on a t-value that is
equivalent to the parameter estimate divided by the standard error of the parameter
estimate. Additionally, the sign (+/-) indicates the nature of the relationship between
variables.

Results of the study, as shown in Figure 9, indicate that eight of the paths were
significant in the structural model. Seven of the paths were significant at p <.001, one

path was significant at p < .01, and one path was not significant.
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*p <.01, **=p <.001, ns = not significant
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Table 32

Item Loadings for the Model

Item Estimate
UTIL1 5« UTIL 94
UTIL1 4 «— UTIL 86
UTIL1 3 <« UTIL 88
UTIL1 8 « UTIL 86
HEDOI1 9 <« HEDO 76
HEDOI1 8 «— HEDO 91
HEDO1 7 < HEDO 89
HEDOI1 2 «— HEDO 76
FLO1 6 <« FLO 92
FLO1 5« FLO .79
FLO1 4 < FLO 81
LOYS5 «< LOY .89
LOY4 «— LOY .98
LOY2 «— LOY .89
BE3 «— BE .80
BE2 «— BE .94
BEl «— BE .88
TRUS « TRU .88
TRU4 «— TRU .87
TRU3 «— TRU .95
TRU2 «— TRU .89

Table 33 depicts the results of the hypothesis tests. Hypothesis 1, predicting a
positive relationship between hedonic features of the website and flow, was supported.
The results revealed a path coefficient between the two constructs of .64, which was

positively significant at p <.001.
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Table 33

Path Estimates

Hypothesis Estimate SE CR p Supported

H1: HED — (+) FLO .64 .07 8.65 Hhk Yes
H2: UTIL — (+) FLO 23 .07 3.13 ok Yes
H3: HED — (+) BE 27 .06 4.39 falaled Yes
H4: UTIL — (+)

TRUST 55 .05 10.33 falaled Yes
H5: FLOW — (+) BE 38 .04 9.59 Hhk Yes
H6: FLOW — (+) TRU 42 .05 7.96 Fhk Yes
H7: FLO — (+) LOY .09 .06 1.47 0.14 No
H8: BE— (+)LOY 57 .07 7.87 el Yes
H9: TRU— (+) LOY 24 .06 3.73 ok Yes

Note. CR = Composite Reliability.
*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Hypothesis 2, which predicted a positive relationship between utilitarian features
of the website and flow, was also supported. The path coefficient between the two
constructs was .23, significant at p < .01.

Hypothesis 3, which showed an expectation of a positive relationship between
hedonic features of the website and brand equity, was supported. The path coefficient
between the two constructs was 0.270, significant at p < .001. Furthermore, Hypothesis 4
predicted a positive relationship between utilitarian features of the website and trust. This
hypothesis was supported, as the path coefficient between the two constructs was .55 and
yielded significance at p < .001.

Hypothesis 5, which predicted a positive relationship between flow and brand
equity, was supported. The path coefficient between the two constructs was .38 and was

significant at p <.001. Additionally, Hypothesis 6, which predicted a positive
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relationship between flow and trust, was supported with a path coefficient of .42 and
significance at p <.001. However, Hypothesis 7, which predicted a positive relationship
between flow and loyalty, was not supported.

Hypothesis 8, which predicted a positive relationship between brand equity and
loyalty, was supported. The path coefficient between the two constructs was .57, which
was significant at p < .001. Finally, Hypothesis 9, which predicted a positive relationship
between trust and loyalty, was supported. The path coefficient between the two constructs

was .24, significant at p < .001.

Summary

In this chapter, results of the study were presented. This chapter included a
discussion of the pilot study, procedures for data collection, sample characteristics, the
measurement model evaluation, and structural equation evaluation in terms of model fit.
The results have indicated support for the following hypotheses: H1, H2, H3, H4, H5,
H6, H8 and H9. However, H7 was not supported. The next chapter will discuss study

results and offers emergent conclusions.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The primary aim of this dissertation was to investigate the concept of flow
experience and its role in influencing brand equity, trust, and loyalty to a hotel booking
website. A theoretical model and questionnaire was developed based on the results of an
extensive literature review. Based on this research, hypotheses were developed and
investigated in order to determine the antecedents and consequences of the flow
experience. This chapter summarizes the methods utilized, discusses the study results,
draws conclusions, provides suggestions for future research, and states limitations.

The research objectives of this dissertation were outlined in an effort to gain a
clearer understanding of the flow experience and e-loyalty in the online hotel room
booking context. Different theories regarding flow from information systems, consumer
science, and marketing literature were integrated into the proposed model. The study
intended to investigate the specific items that define the flow experience within hotel
booking websites. Another objective was to explore the impact of hedonic and utilitarian
features of hotel booking websites on flow experience with the intention of providing
both theoretical and managerial advancements into the e-commerce literature. Finally, it

identified the possible relationships among flow, brand equity, trust, and e-loyalty.

Summary of Methods and Results

A standardized questionnaire was developed and distributed to the sampling

frame through a filed intercept methodology to capture data regarding respondents’ hotel
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booking experiences. The questionnaire was designed and pre-tested for use to capture
information about the hedonic and utilitarian features of the booking website, flow
experience, trust, brand equity, e-loyalty, and individual demographic characteristics. A
marketing company was contacted to distribute the link for the online questionnaire. In
the first step, the questionnaire was sent to a sample of 20,000 randomly selected
individuals in the U.S. who were interested in purchasing travel products. After a month,
1,298 responses were collected, yielding a response rate of 6.5%. The first question of the
instrument served as a screener to ensure that only those respondents who had booked a
hotel room in the past year from a hotel-owned website would complete the rest of the
questionnaire. Only 40% of the subjects had booked a hotel room online in the last year;
therefore, 520 respondents remained in the sample to be analyzed. After inputting the
data into SPSS, it was determined that nine questionnaires were missing responses to a
substantial number of questions and were therefore removed. This brought the total
number of usable questionnaires to 511. Of these responses, 350 of the subjects were
randomly selected for use in the SEM data analysis, since 150 of the responses were

needed to conduct an exploratory factor analysis.

Discussion of Results

The overall model fit was assessed using multiple fit indices as suggested by Hair
et al. (2010) and Schumacker and Lomax (2004). The study reported the following fit
indices for the model: y*-to-df ratio = 2.56, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation

(RMSEA) =.07, Normed Fit Index (NFI) = .93, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = .95, and
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Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) =.08. A complete discussion of the

results for the nine hypotheses is provided in the following section.

Relationship Between Hedonic Website Features and the Flow Experience

The hedonic aspect of web performance is the evaluation of a website based on
the assessment by users regarding the amount of fun, playfulness, and pleasure they
experience or anticipate from the website. Hedonic features of the website reflects a
website’s entertainment value derived from its sensory attributes, from which users
obtain consummatory affective gratification (Batra & Ahtola, 1990, Crowley et al., 1992).
A website performs well in the hedonic aspect when users perceive the site to be
enjoyable in its own right, apart from any performance consequences that may be
anticipated (Cobanoglu & Dede, 2005; Cobanoglu & Hamilton, 2002, 2003; Davis et al.,
1992; Igbaria et al., 1994; Venkatesh, 2000). These hedonic features of the website create
a flow experience. The findings of this study suggest that hotel booking websites could
create positive shopping experiences if they focus on hedonic features of the website such
as virtual tours and innovative website designs. Hedonic features are found to be the
features that present a fun, exciting, entertaining, exciting, delightful, nice, pleasant, and
soothing shopping experience.

Online booking websites are advised to pay special attention to develop their
websites to enhance customers’ overall online experience with the brand. Whether
products and services are provided in the traditional or virtual environment, customers’

interactions with environmental settings influence their emotional responses as well as
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purchase behaviors (i.e., Donovan & Rossiter, 1982; Williams & Dargel, 2004). For
example, a website’s design and graphic presentations are comparable to the overall
ambience of the physical environment that affects customers’ perceptions. Previous
research confirmed the significant effect of aesthetics on people’s pleasure when they
interact with electronic devices (Jordan, 1998). For instance, according to Fogg et al.
(2002), nearly one-half of online customers focus on the overall appearance of a website
rather than on its contents when they first view a website. Schenkman and Jonsson (2000)
also identified aesthetics of a website as an essential determinant of customers’ overall
impressions as well as their website preferences. A well-designed website, such as one
with a creative and a distinctive layout, can attract more customers and encourage them
to return to the website. However, a poorly-designed website can prevent customers from
returning to the same website (Park, Gretzel, & Sirakaya-Turk, 2007). Therefore, a
lodging company’s website should provide a pleasant and visually attractive online
environment that provides customers with the impression that the website is effective and
reliable; in return, those hedonic characteristics are found to influence the flow
experience positively.

Color combinations and background images of a website have significant effects
on customers’ choices of websites (Mandel & Johnson, 2002). Color combinations, font
type and size, animations, sound effects, and clarity of the overall layout contribute to a
website’s visual attractiveness (Park et al., 2007). Jeong, Oh, and Gregoire (2003)
determined potential consequences of lodging website quality. In their study, use of color

combinations was found to influence behavioral intentions and have a relationship with
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both information completeness and ease of use among the websites of economy hotels.
Jeong and Choi (2005) also studied the effects of different picture presentations on
hotels’ websites as related to online customers’ behavior intentions and found customers
were more favorable to pictures of hotel facilities containing people than those without
people. An additional lodging-related study by Baloglu and Pekcan (2006) assessed
website design characteristics, including interactivity, navigation, and functionality to
determine e-marketing practices among Turkish upscale lodging websites.

Similar to the way a hotel’s employees might provide a good impression to
guests, a well-designed hotel website can provide good impressions about the property to
online customers before guests actually experience or stay at the property. Rosen and
Purinton (2004) investigated the influence of sensory stimuli on online stores’ profits and
customers’ return intentions. In addition, Liu and Arnett (2000) determined the success
of websites in the e-commerce environment. In order to determine the website’s success,
Liu and Arnett examined four components: information quality, system use, playfulness,
and system design quality. Playfulness, containing enjoyment, excitement, feeling,
charming, and escaping were found to be significant attributes of the overall website
success. Additionally, delivering a memorable customer experience was more important
in the online atmosphere than in the offline environment. Part of these memorable
experiences can be developed through the Internet’s unique influence in the distribution
of word-of-mouth information. This information can enable a company to create a

distinctive value by utilizing the website, such as providing valuable information about
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products, creating interactivity with customers, and offering an enjoyable and experiential

website.

Relationship Between Utilitarian Website Features and the Flow Experience

Utilitarian features are the goal-directed website design features. These features
represent an assessment of a website based on the evaluation by users regarding the
instrumental benefits they obtain from its non-sensory attributes. They are related to the
performance perception of usefulness, value, and wisdom (Batra & Ahtola, 1991). These
features call users to visit a website out of necessity instead of recreation needs;
consequently, this characteristic of performance is evaluated according to whether the
particular purpose is accomplished (Davis et al., 1992; Venkatesh, 2000). However, it
was found that when creating flow experience, utilitarian features are also important.
Therefore, it is crucial to note that it is not only the hedonic features that create flow
experience, but also the critical utilitarian elements. Huang’s (2003) findings were similar
to those in the current study, as he found a high positive correlation between utilitarian
features of the website and the flow experience. Reliable, effective, functional, practical,
ordered, necessary, wise, and correct features are needed to create a flow experience
online.

It is found that greater user perception of the utilitarian features in online hotel
booking corresponds with a greater opportunity to achieve flow. Consistent with previous
research (e.g. Choi et al., 2007; Ghani & Deshpande, 1994; Koufaris, 2002; Novak et al.,

2000; Skadberg & Kimmel, 2004; Trevino & Webster, 1992) utilitarian features stimulate
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the flow experience in e-commerce; this phenomenon also applies for online hotel
booking. If consumers perceive utilitarian aspects of the website, they are more likely to

experience flow.

Relationship Between Hedonic Website Features and Brand Equity

Brand equity is stimulated by what consumers have experienced, learned, and felt
about the brand over time. Therefore, the notion of brand equity is subjective and related
to the personality, history, and preferences of individual customers. Aesthetics of the
website are found to be positively correlated with brand equity (De Angeli, Hartmann, &
Sutcliffe, 2009).

In online environments, brand equity literature highlights the importance of
website design in forming and sustaining a positive attitude towards a brand and its
products through hedonic features (De Angeli et al., 2009). The findings of this
dissertation suggest similar insights in that hedonic features can facilitate positive brand
equity in e-commerce in the context of online hotel booking. In other words, hedonic
features of the website were found to create positive brand image. If the hotel booking
websites create visually appealing and exciting websites, they will enhance their brand
images. It is noteworthy to consider that advancements in web technologies have
extended the contact of consumers to brands in online environments. Hedonic website
features are posing opportunities for hoteliers to enhance their brand equities. An
aesthetically appealing website with hedonic features will create a better perception of

brand in online environments.
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Relationship Between Utilitarian Website Features and Trust

It was found that utilitarian features are important keys to build trust in online
environments. In order to build trust, websites are advised to focus on utilitarian features
such as the inclusion of price comparison features, user-friendliness, and providing
updated information. This finding is consistent with previous research as the utilities of
websites foster trust in the minds of customers (Lowry et al, 2008; McKnight et al., 2002;
Roy et al., 2001). Klein (1998) states that a website is labeled as offering utilitarian
benefits when it can help save time and effort, reduce risk, and increase the likelihood of
finding a superior alternative (Klein, 1998). Enhancements in utilitarian website features
(e.g. ease of use) develop trust in the minds of customers. Hotel booking websites that
enhance utilitarian features create trust. Therefore, online hotel booking websites are
advised to offer utilitarian benefits to their consumers such as saving time and effort. This

is particularly important since trust still is a significant barrier to e-commerce adoption.

Relationship Between the Flow Experience and Brand Equity

It was found that flow experience enhances brand equity. The positive emotions
that arise from the flow experience of interacting with a hotel booking website increases
consumer learning about the brand as well as strengthens association with the brand. The
immersive nature of virtual environments is an opportunity for hotel brands to build and
maintain brand equity. Nah et al. (2010) utilized the theories of flow, positive emotions,
and brand equity to investigate the impacts of flow experience on brand equity. Their

results further suggested that the flow experience influences perceptions of brand equity,
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which in turn influences behavioral intention associated with the brand. In order to build
strong brand equity, hotel booking websites are advised to offer flow experience to their
users. Once consumers are in the flow state, their perception towards the brand will

increase.

Relationship Between the Flow Experience and Trust

Previous research indicated that flow in online environments reduced the
possibility of undesirable consequences, such as negative attitudes and website avoidance
(Dailey, 2004). The findings of this study empirically showed that flow experience in e-
shopping increases trust. Research indicates that a website’s design aesthetics or visual
aesthetics are important for gaining the trust of customers (Karvonen, 2000). Design
aesthetics elements embrace color, photographs, font style, and layout. Previous studies
have highlighted that design aesthetics affect perceived usefulness and ease of use of a
website (Tractinsky, 2004). It is important to recognize that websites serve as the
communication bridges between companies and customers. The importance of flow
experience comes into play when physical appearances or direct contact between the
company and consumers is not available. This issue yields a reason for e-commerce
companies to depend heavily on their websites to create flow and attract potential
customers. Therefore, applying the flow experience could be an effective method of
developing trust.

Previous studies suggested various drivers of trust in online environments:

perceived site quality (McKnight et al., 2004; Wakefield, Stocks, & Wilder, 2004),

146



website quality (Kim, Xu, & Koh, 2004) and perceptions about the website (Koufaris &
Hampton-Sosa, 2004). Further, recent studies extended TAM (Technology Acceptance
Model) with additions of utilitarian and hedonic factors in the context of e-commerce.
For example, Moon and Kim (2001) recommended e-commerce websites to deploy both
utilitarian and hedonic dimensions. Later, Cyr, Head, and lvanov (2006) indicated that
these dimensions can be created in an aesthetically rich form for consumers to enjoy.
Childers et al. (2001) highlighted that an interactive shopping experience was expected to
result in perceived usefulness and ease of use of the website. Koufaris and Hampton-Sosa
(2004) included variables of perceived usefulness, ease of use, and security control as
precursors of initial trust. Flow experience creates trust towards the website, so
consumers who experience flow tend to trust the online hotel booking company. Zhou
(2012) also found a positive correlation between trust and flow. Once the consumer feels
absorbed with the booking experience, he or she will tend to trust the hotel company in

online environments.

Relationship Between the Flow Experience and e-Loyalty

Flow experience was not found to have a direct impact on loyalty. Literature
highlighted mixed findings on the impact of flow experience on loyalty. For example,
Nah et al. (2010) found that the flow experience does not directly influence behavioral
intention; instead, the influence of flow on behavioral intention takes place through brand
equity. On the other hand, llsever et al. (2007) suggested that customers who experience

flow while shopping online would be likely to consider return visits to the website or
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purchasing from it in the future. In the context of online hotel booking, flow experience
does not impact loyalty directly. However, the flow experience impacts loyalty though its
impact on loyalty and trust. Attitudes toward the hotel brand appear enhanced when
consumers participate in the flow experience; however, this optimal experience does not
have a direct effect on loyalty to the website.

Drawing from the marketing, consumer psychology, and information systems
literature, the argument is raised here that if online shoppers experiences flow, they will
develop trust of the website; also, the perceived brand equity will increase to a higher
level than that of those online shoppers who do not enter a state of flow. When online
shoppers achieve a state of flow during the shopping experience, the theory suggests that
they are more likely to be motivated to continue the experience and engage with the
website. However, the case was different in the online hotel booking context, which
contrasts with previous conclusions regarding the relevance of the flow experience in
explaining loyalty. It is also important to note that for the pilot study, this hypothesis was
supported. This finding opens new venues for future research to investigate out whether

generational differences yield different outcomes on flow.

Relationship Between Brand Equity and e-Loyalty

Current study findings confirm those of previous studies suggesting that brand
equity positively impacts loyalty. The case is the same for online environments in hotel
booking contexts. In the online booking context, strong brand equity enables guests to

differentiate and convey the quality of the service they will receive from the hotel brand.
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Research indicates that consumers consider and choose highly familiar brands over less
familiar brands (Baker, Hutchinson, Moore, & Nedungadi 1986; Nedungadi, 1990).
Consequently, building strong online brand equity impacts loyalty in hotel booking
websites. Previous research also highlights the positive correlation between brand equity
and customer loyalty (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000; Clarke, 2001; Nam et al., 2011).

Added value of the brand enhances loyalty in e-commerce environments.

Relationship Between Trust and e-Loyalty

Trust is formally considered to denote consumer beliefs about certain
characteristics of the supplier, primarily regarding integrity, benevolence, competence,
and predictability (Gefen et al., 2003). As portrayed in the literature review, there is a
positive effect of trust on customer loyalty in traditional retailing environments.
Similarly, Lin and Wang (2006) verified that trust has a positive effect on customer
loyalty in e-commerce. In the same vein, Yee and Faziharudean (2010) confirmed that
trust has a positive effect on customer loyalty. Customers who do not trust an e-
commerce website would not be loyal to that website, even though they might be
satisfied with the product or services delivered.

Cyr, Haasnein, Head, and Ivanov (2007) investigated e-loyalty within an e-
services context and found that a higher level of trust results in higher loyalty towards e-
services websites. Furthermore, Floh and Treiblmaier (2006) researched the antecedents
of e-loyalty such as trust, quality of the website, quality of the service, and overall

satisfaction in the online banking environment. Their findings indicate that trust is as a
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major antecedent of loyalty. In light of this research, our findings confirms previous
studies that investigated the effect of trust on loyalty in traditional retailing environments.
The case is the same in online environments. Palvia (2009) highlights the importance of
trust for building a long-term business relationship. The more a consumer trusts a service
provider, the greater the likelihood that the customer will continue the relationship (de
Ruyter et al., 2001). Trust has a positive effect on loyalty (Cyr et al., 2007). Thus, trusted
hotel booking websites should be used more often and evoke a higher degree of loyalty.
The findings of this dissertation offer a new avenue for both researchers and
practitioners by introducing hedonic theory and flow theory into the online hotel booking
context. The model identifies the website characteristics that contribute to the online flow
experience. By identifying previously unexplored antecedents of flow, it opens up new
territories for the designers of hotel booking websites. Built on a foundation of various
marketing and IS theories, the research framework not only captured the online flow in e-
shopping, but also reflected the concepts of trust and brand equity as consequences of the
online flow experience. The main contribution of the framework is the guidance and
unique perspective it offers for supporting and enriching emergent research agendas in e-
commerce, as all such agendas ultimately lead to the issue of behavioral intentions and e-

loyalty to the website being developed, managed, or evaluated.

Implications for Research

Although this study examined the flow experience in hotel booking websites, the

hypotheses may be generalizable to other e-commerce contexts to some extent. This
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study contributes to extant research on flow experience in several ways. Previous studies
in the fields of psychology and marketing have applied the flow construct to study how it
influences customers’ assessment and behaviors (Korzaan, 2003; Novak et al., 2000).
However, the ways in which e-commerce websites could foster flow was not well
explored. Furthermore, previous studies have not investigated the impact of various
website features on the flow experience. Therefore, this study tested a model with
precursors to the flow experience in e-commerce by establishing a link between website
features and the flow experience. It examined the key antecedents and consequences of
the flow experience in the e-commerce context by empirically testing a theoretical model.
This study has described an empirical study in which construct scales were developed
and validated. Future studies could use the measurement items for constructs derived
from the study.

From a theoretical perspective, results have shown the importance of two different
dimensions of website features; namely, utilitarian and hedonic. They were both found to
positively influence the online flow experience. Flow experience is an important
construct for e-commerce since the service economy has shifted toward an experience-
centric focus (Ding et al., 2010). The key antecedents and consequences of flow
experience can help researchers understand when this experience occurs and what to
expect from the optimal level of this experience. Thus, this study makes a contribution to
the existing literature by examining the effects of various website features on flow
experience. It is worth noting that in the model, hedonic website features had the largest

impact on flow experience. This is a particularly important contribution, considering that
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previous related research examined variables such as attractiveness, novelty, playfulness,
personal innovativeness, content of the website, interactivity, telepresence, and perceived
ease of use as the precursors to flow experience (Hoffman & Novak, 2009) but did not
examine the website characteristics that are derived from shopping orientations. Hence,
this study advances our understanding of how flow experience results from different
features of a website.

As Hoffman and Novak (2009) noted, the trends in technology are growing,
resulting in new digital applications and the opening of doors to a host of exciting new
research opportunities for marketing and consumer behavior scholars. It is important to
note that the online experience is a consumption event in and of itself, making it more
interesting than traditional e-commerce websites for many consumers. Online shopping
generates flow only under limited conditions (Hoffman & Novak, 2009); the model in the
current study highlighted the importance of not only hedonic features but also utilitarian
features. It was established in this study that flow produces trust and leads to brand
equity.

The primary goal of this dissertation was to develop a theory-based model of flow
experience in a B2C online travel context. The focus of this study was the hotel-owned
booking website. The results of this study should open doors to additional research; for
instance, future research may consider the applicability of this model to other e-
commerce contexts, such as online retailing. Future research might consider why the flow
experience only mediates e-loyalty, as the direct impact of the flow experience to loyalty

was not significant. Furthermore, future research is recommended to examine the
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generalizability of the model by replicating the same study. It is also advised that since
the findings revealed that flow experience does not impact e-loyalty directly, future
studies may build models with different dependent variables such as intention to

purchase.

Implications for Practice

Research findings can advance marketers’ and developers’ understanding of the
online customer experience, as the empirical results reveal the significance and
magnitude of the relationships among flow experience, brand equity, and trust. Firms
should design and create unique experiences to sustain competitive advantages (Barney,
1991; Newbert, 2007). The findings of this study showed that hedonic features of
websites are more important to creating the flow experience in online contexts. Online
booking website developers should focus on hedonic aspects of the website if they want
to engage the users in the flow experience. However, it is important to note that utilitarian
features are also critical in contributing to creating flow. (Davis et al., 1992; Igbaria et al.,
1994; Venkatesh, 2000).

The traditional approaches to attract customers in brick-and-mortar commerce are
not applicable in online hotel booking contexts. Therefore, interaction, participation,
immersion, engagement, and emotional hooks become important in the online setting.
Accordingly, hoteliers are advised to think of consumers as actors in a play and not mere
observers. It is suggested that marketers and website developers learn from successful

sources such as movie-making, game creation, and architectural design for ideas related
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to seductive website design (Khaslavsky & Shedroff, 1999). Hedonic features create first
impressions; therefore, pleasing the consumer with visuals is important in e-commerce
contexts as it results in a desire to explore further.

These hedonic features of the website were found to create a flow experience.
Therefore, it is suggested that hotel booking websites could create positive shopping
experiences if they focus on hedonic features of the website such as virtual tours and
innovative website designs. A lodging company’s website should create a pleasant and
visually attractive online environment that provides customers with the impression that
the website is effective and reliable; in return, those hedonic characteristics will influence
the flow experience positively. Similar to the way in which a hotel’s employees might
provide a good impression to guests, a well-designed hotel website can provide good
impressions about the property to online customers before guests actually experience or
stay at the property.

Consumers may visit a hotel booking with a specific purchase goal in mind, such
as booking a room for specific dates, but may be attracted by an online shopping
recommendation for an unplanned purchase, such as a golf package. This suggests that
the online shopping experience reflected multiple shopping orientations, simultaneously
combining the pursuit of utilitarian and hedonic outcomes (Brown, Pope, & Voges,
2003). For instance, Affinia Hotels are trying to create flow experience during an online
booking by allowing their customers to customize the color of the booking website (see
Appendix F) and attempting to encourage unplanned purchases such as fitness Kits, in-

room mini-golf kits, and universal chargers (Affinia, 2012). In order to create positive
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online brand equity, e-marketers should consider integrating hedonic features to their
websites, whereas they are being advised to implement a website with utilitarian features
to develop trust. Flow experience builds both brand equity and trust to the e-retailer. The
findings suggest that online hotel booking may be improved by fostering the flow
experience.

As the e-commerce matures, the key aspects of the online shopping have shifted
from static websites to more interactive websites. Previously, it was difficult to find
websites that would facilitate the flow experience. The advent of Web 2.0, Flash, Ajax,
Silverlight, and online widgets has provided tools to help websites enhance customers’
web experiences. From a managerial perspective, the results of this study show that hotel
booking websites need to be concerned with customers’ flow experience if they wish to
develop and increase their brand equity and trust towards the website. Based on the
findings, managers are advised to invest in booking websites to enrich and enhance
customer experiences via interactive and hands-on activities with the intention of
enhancing the value of the brand.

In online environments, brand equity literature highlights the importance of
website design in forming and sustaining a positive attitude toward a brand and its
products through hedonic features (De Angeli et al., 2009). The findings of this
dissertation suggest similar insights that hedonic features can facilitate positive brand
equity in e-commerce in the context of online hotel booking. In other words, hedonic
features of the website were found to create positive brand image. If the hotel booking

websites create visually appealing websites, they will enhance brand image. It was found
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