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Abstract: This study attempts to explore the role of certification bodies on the formation of customer
behavioral intentions. A structured questionnaire was used to collect data from hotel customers in
Spain. The results of the structural equation modeling indicate that a certified hotel’s image will
positively influence stay intention and willingness to pay a premium. At the same time, awareness
of, and trust in, certification bodies both have a positive effect on a certified hotel’s image. Finally,
awareness of certification bodies also exerts a positive effect on trust in certification bodies. The
results offer hoteliers potential strategies for customer behavioral intentions enhancement.
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1. Introduction

In the context of the tourism industry, where intangibility makes decision-making
difficult for the customer, quality standards as a market signal are truly relevant [1], en-
hancing long-term innovation, competitiveness, and sustainability for tourism destinations
and organizations [2]. In that sense, there is an increasing importance of sustainability in
tourism and the need for new insights into how to improve competitiveness in the tourism
sector as a whole [3]. Moreover, recent research in the field of tourism has highlighted
the link between quality and sustainability of destinations, in terms of both management
and customers’ perceptions [4,5]. Accordingly, the implementation of quality certifications
would imply an improvement in the efficiency of the destination and, therefore, an increase
in its sustainability.

Service providers can only maintain their competitive advantage by delivering high
quality services to their customers in order to meet or exceed their needs [6]. Consequently,
organizations must devise new quality management systems based on the principles of
continuous improvement [7], due to their benefits on organizational performance. Ac-
cording to [8] (p. 919), certified quality systems “have helped thousands of companies the
world over to establish quality management practices that are audited by independent
third parties”. Academic literature has paid considerable attention to the benefits of these
systems in many ways, such as reinforcing competitiveness, productivity and profitabil-
ity [8,9]. From a general point of view, certified quality systems can help to connect to a
specific group of consumers attracted by the sense of quality in service delivery. In the
specific field of tourism, different authors have supported the effect of quality certifications
as a source of competitive advantage and its impact on the performance of hotels [10,11]
and destinations [12].

There are many different types of quality management systems, including quality
management standards. The ISO 9001 quality management standard is the best-known
set of standards through which companies can measure their quality management system.
Achieving the ISO 9001 certification may help a company become recognized as superior
to its competitors, can improve customer perception, and allow companies to compete in
public contracts (due to their requirements). These standards have been widely accepted in
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companies from different countries, so that by the end of 2020 there were 1,593,031 compa-
nies certified worldwide and 48,960 in Spain [13]. Nevertheless, there is scarce information
about the actual implementation of these quality certifications in the tourism sector, and
different authors have highlighted how this topic is understudied [14].

The Institute for Spanish Tourist Quality (ICTE) has developed a tourist quality mark,
the “Q system,” and a quality standard adapted to the hotel industry, known as standard
UNE 182001 (the international equivalent of which is ISO 22483:2020) [15,16], to provide
tourist companies with a quality management tool that has been tailored to their needs. The
“Q system” of the ICTE is a self-regulatory standardization system that provides quality
standards that are consistent with the ISO 9000 and ISO 14,000 families of standards [17].

Numerous studies have shown that quality management standards are equally impor-
tant to production and tourism service businesses and that they may all benefit from having
standards in place [18]. However, published studies have looked at service companies less
than industrial enterprises, and there is a particular a gap in understanding in the hotel
industry context. Although the importance of quality management standards in hotels
has been recognized [19-23], there has been limited research that has addressed the role of
third-party certifications and their relationships with the image of quality certified hotels.
Hotels pursuing to improve their results cannot simply rely on quality but must also design
inducements to attract customers [24]. In that context, the hotel image may play a key
role due to the way in which it fosters behavioral intentions of the customers, mainly the
intention to stay and the willingness to pay a premium [25].

The aim of the present study is to develop a model to explain the formation of
customer behavioral intentions related to the image of a certified hotel, focusing on the
central roles of the awareness of certification companies, and the trust in their signals of
quality, as key determinants of a hotel’s image. Therefore, this article contributes to a better
understanding of the impact of quality signals and quality certification on hotel image and
behavioral intentions. The first section begins by reviewing the relevant literature on the
role of certification bodies on the formation of customer behavioral intentions and briefly
reviews awareness and trust in certification bodies as antecedents of certified hotel image.
Furthermore, this section describes the methodology. The following section details the main
findings, before the final section presents the main conclusions, managerial implications
and future lines of research.

2. Conceptual Review of the Literature
2.1. Quality Standards and Certification Bodies

Quality standards are used in the tourist industry to demonstrate a company’s capacity
to consistently produce products and services that meet consumer and regulatory criteria
(For a detailed revision of hotel quality and its certification please see the studies developed
by [26,27]). These standards, in particular, assist businesses in organizing and continuously
improving their operating procedures. This is proven by implementing a set of documented
operating procedures that explain how the firm’s operational activities and processes are
carried out consistently [28]. As a result, certification serves to inform customers that the
company has acquired third-party assurance.

As a result, other parties, such as certification agencies, are involved in the quality
certification process. The certification bodies are in charge of overseeing the certification
process as well as granting certificates. The selection of certifying organizations is a
crucial step in the quality acceptance and certification process. Not just because various
certifying bodies charge different rates for performing audits, but also because their services,
especially the quality of their external auditors, are of varying quality [29]. According to
existing research, certification bodies differ in terms of their objectives. In addition [30],
choosing a less recognized certification body might jeopardize the legitimacy of quality
standard implementation [29].

This study employs signaling theory to examine the importance of certifying bod-
ies in the development of appropriate customer behavioral intentions in a hotel setting.
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As previously stated, signaling through certifying body selection helps to reduce infor-
mation gaps between customers and suppliers [31]. Organizations that are certified by
well-known bodies will be perceived to have a superior application of quality standards,
thereby increasing consumer confidence. Firms can reduce the transaction costs of market
exchanges in attracting consumers by communicating the importance of a certain quality
certification implementation [32]. Because hotel companies compete on quality (among
other things) [33], it is critical to understand the impact of quality signals in this market to
enhance the long-term competitiveness and sustainability of tourism.

2.2. Certified Image and Customer Behavioral Intentions

Because of its influence on consumer behavioral decisions, the notion of a company’s
image has piqued the interest of many researchers and practitioners in the tourist busi-
ness [34-37]. In [38] the author defines image as an organization’s capacity to influence
consumer views of its offerings. In [39] the author defines image as an individual’s idea,
belief, or impression about a certain item, and how people react to that thing based on
their perception of that object. The aggregation of numerous variables that represent and
communicate the organizational identity is described as corporate image [40,41]. It is an
individual’s assessment of the organization (consisting of a person’s beliefs, sentiments,
and feelings) [42]. In [43] the author defines it as a consumer’s overall views of a company
formed by the processing of data from many sources.

Since previously discussed, establishing favorable client intentions through a com-
pany’s image is a crucial aim for both hospitality and tourist firms, as these intentions
will eventually boost customer retention and revenue [44]. When looking at individual
decision-making processes, behavioral intentions are the closest antecedents of actual
conduct, according to [45]. This means that researchers can anticipate certain actions with a
high degree of accuracy based on intentions to engage in the activity in question. Behavioral
intentions will be investigated in this hotel study by looking at two important dimensions:
intention to stay and willingness to pay a higher cost at quality-certified hotels [38,46].

As previously stated, numerous studies have found that a favourable image has
a beneficial impact on behavioral intentions in several service industries, including the
hotel industry [34-37,47-49]. In the context of this study, a good (quality) certified image
functions as a clear statement of a company’s dedication to quality and is an effective way
to increase image distinction and earnings [10,26]. As a result, both quality procedures
and quality certifications may be used to help a firm improve its image. As a result, the
following research hypotheses are proposed in this study:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Customer perceptions of a hotel’s certified image positively affect their
intentions to stay at quality-certified hotels.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Customer perceptions of a hotel’s certified image positively affect their
intentions to pay a premium price for staying at quality-certified hotels.

2.3. The Effect of Trust in Certification Bodies on the Certified Image of a Hotel

Trust has become one of the key concepts in tourism and hospitality industry re-
search [49-51]. According to [52], trust is defined as the expectations of one party that
the exchange partner’s promises, whether written or verbal, are objectively credible and
dependable. In [53] the author suggests that when trust exists, this entails the existence of
both commitment and satisfaction from the part of the customer toward a specific company.
Other studies agree to define trust as the reliability, honesty and goodwill exhibited by
the supplier as perceived by the customer [54,55]. A definition offered by the marketing
literature that is often cited by other researchers is the one offered by [56] (p. 651) who
maintains that “trust is a generalized expectancy held by an individual that the word of
another [...] can be relied on”.
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The definition of trust that will be adopted in this study is a combination of all the
definitions stated above. For that trust to exist, hotels must emit different signals that
reduce customer uncertainty and, in turn, increase their credibility. Previous studies in the
academic literature [57,58] consider quality certifications as one of the most frequent signals
uses by companies in order to be used by the consumer to infer the value of the product or
service and its level of quality. In addition to this, [59] suggests that quality certifications
add evaluative information of the service, always depending on the perception that the
market has of the impartiality and independence of the certification body.

With regard to this, signal honesty [60] and signal credibility [61] are key terms in
signaling theory. Considering that a hotel’s image has been defined as the customers’ total
perceptions of the firm shaped by processing information from diverse sources, quality
certifications act as a thoughtful communication of positive and imperceptible qualities
that individuals access though different informational resources [62]. Consequently, those
firms certified by certification bodies will be considered as having a better implementation
of quality standards, hence, enhancing the perceived confidence from customers and thus
improving their image. Therefore, the impact of quality certifications on the company’s
image will be conditioned by the reliability perceived by consumers in these certification
bodies. Consequently, if potential clients do not trust certification bodies (because they
perceive them as inefficient or not neutral, for instance), they will not attribute higher
quality to certified hotels, and the fact that the hotel is certified will not improve its image.
Following these ideas, this study hypothesizes the following:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Customer trust in certification bodies positively affects a hotel’s certified image.

2.4. The Effect of Awareness of Certification Bodies on Hotels” Certified Image and Trust in
Certification Companies

Awareness reflects the salience of an object (e.g., firm, brand, product) in the cus-
tomer’s mind [63]. It has a significant effect on consumer choices [64] and, therefore, is an
important concept both in marketing and consumer behavior [65]. In academic marketing
literature, the concept of awareness has been widely utilized as a component of (brand)
knowledge [63,66]. In consumer behavior research, familiarity has also been studied as a
component of organization knowledge [67].

By reducing customers’ perceived risk and information costs, awareness creates a
platform to assure the legitimacy and standing of a company’s products and services.
Furthermore, the reduction in ambiguity leads to greater quality expectations among
consumers [68]. The firm becomes more prominent as awareness rises [69]. Memory,
according to the associative network concept, is formed of nodes, which are described
as stored information connected by weak connections [70]. The power of the business
node in the minds of customers is reflected in awareness, which leads to variations in
information processing [64]. In this regard, if clients are aware of a company, the likelihood
that they have a good impression of it is higher [63,64,66]. In the context of this study,
once customers recognize a certification body, they will give the organization meaning and
form connections with it, not just with the certification body but also with the certified
company. Because increased knowledge of a certification body stimulates the creation of
such associations, it is reasonable to assume that increased awareness of a certification
body will improve the perceived image of the firm that has been certified. As a result, our
study was underpinned by the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Customer awareness of certification bodies positively influences a hotel’s
certified image.

The sociological theory of trust proposed by [71] (consistent with the definition of trust
that will be adopted in this study) is useful to underline the linkage between awareness
and trust in the context of certification bodies. On the subject of this study and considering
that trust is about expectations, customer trust in certification bodies will consist of famil-
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iarity (awareness) and trust about these organizations. Familiarity (awareness) precedes
confidence and trust, and trust is only possible in a familiar (known) world [71]. Therefore,
in the context of this research, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Customer awareness of certification bodies positively influences customer
trust of these organizations.

To summarize the explanation of the hypothesis, Figure 1 details the research
model proposed.

Awareness of
certification
companies

Stay Intention

Certified Hotel
Image

Trustin
certification
companies

Willigness to
pay a
premium

Figure 1. Research model.

3. Method
3.1. Measures

A questionnaire focused on visitors vacationing in Spanish hotels was designed to
support the goals of this study. Participants were asked to assess their degree of agreement
(or disagreement) with each item on a seven-point Likert scale, with one representing
“strongly disagree” and seven representing “strongly agree”. To ensure that the partici-
pants felt able to express their opinions regarding these schemes, they were given broad
knowledge about quality certifications, certification bodies, and their aims. Gender, age,
level of education, employment, purpose of the trip, and past experience with a recognized
hotel were among the demographic and travel characteristics of respondents sought in
the survey. For all of our model’s constructs, we used measurement scales from prior
research. Three questions, which were derived from research by [46], were employed
to assess stay intention. The willingness to pay a premium was measured using three
questions based on research by [46]. The image of certified hotels was assessed using a
validated scale developed by [72]. The trust in certifying businesses was measured using
four measures based on research by [73]. Finally, three questions were utilized to assess
certification company awareness, based on a study by [74]. These instruments can be found
in Appendix A.

3.2. Data Collection and Sample

To validate the research assumptions, a sample of hotel guests in Spain were ques-
tioned using a standardized questionnaire. Personal surveys of hotel customers over
18 years of age were conducted in the Autonomous Community of Cantabria (Spain)
according to a structured questionnaire developed by the researchers. Interviews were
carried out in the respondents” homes to ensure their comfort and make sure that they
took time to answer the questions calmly and thoughtfully. To prevent lethargy among the
respondents, each interview was limited to an average of 10-15 min. Given the significant
number of accredited hotels in Spain, as well as the country’s global leadership as a tourist
attraction and the global reach of Spanish hotel chains, it was anticipated that this country
might be an intriguing environment in which to test our study methodology.
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The data collection was developed in collaboration with university students at the
University of Cantabria undertaking the “Market Research” course there in the 2019
academic year. This subject is mandatory and is offered in several academic plans at the
University of Cantabria. Every student has to develop real market research to pass the
subject. Teachers in both courses provided a structured questionnaire to students (designed
by the authors) to guide them in the fieldwork. In this sense, it is important to highlight
that two out of the four authors of this paper teach this subject (with other teachers), so
that they can supervise the fieldwork and guide students in conducting the surveys.

A convenience sample (non-probability sampling procedure) was employed in this
study since the researchers did not have access to a census of hotel clients over the age of
18, and it was not possible to determine the probability of any particular element of the
population being chosen for the sample [75]. The authors used multistage sampling by
quotas, characterizing the population according to two criteria relevant to the investigation:
the sex and the age of the respondents [76]. These two variables were selected in order to
replicate the Census Bureau (2019) provided to us for a characterization of the population
and to provide more objectivity to the analysis. The responder profile statistics are shown
in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Characteristic N %
Gender
Male 182 51.3
Female 173 48.7
Age
18-24 114 32.1
25-34 47 13.2
35-44 69 194
45-54 72 20.3
55-64 32 9
Over 65 21 5.9
Education
No education 17 4.8
Basic (Primary and Secondary school) 23 6.5
High school 87 24.5
University 125 35.2
Post-graduate degree 103 29
Occupation
Student 103 29
Self-employed 55 15.5
Worker 139 39.2
Retired /pensioner 27 7.6
Unemployed 31 8.7
Travel purpose
Leisure 232 65.4
Business 68 19.2
Other 55 15.5
Previous experience with a certified hotel
Yes 272 76.6
No 83 23.4

The authors thoroughly cleansed the data set, looking for missing values and outliers.
Any incomplete questionnaires were removed from the sample so that they would not
affect the findings of subsequent analyses; nevertheless, this did not have a major impact on
the sample distribution in relation to the quotas established during the sampling method.
After removing the incorrect questions, we were left with 355 surveys.
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The authors looked for discrepancies between early and late responders to investigate
the problem of non-response bias [77]. The first 75% of returned questionnaires were
considered early replies. The remaining 25% were deemed late respondents and were
made up of those who did not reply to the poll. A t-test was used to compare early and
late responders for gender, age, education, and occupation, and no significant differences
were discovered, indicating that non-response bias was not a problem.

To account for social desirability, bias anonymity and secrecy were vocally rein-
forced [78]. To further reduce social desirability bias, the authors stressed anonymity and
privacy, as well as the fact that there were no right or incorrect responses. Finally, because
this study used a single instrument to gather data, common method variance (CMV) may
lead to incorrect findings regarding the connections between the suggested variables. This
restriction was addressed using Harman’s one-factor approach [79]. For the 18 items
manifested in 5 factors, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was conducted (fixed on one
factor extraction without any rotations) to determine the total variance of the single factor
extracted and estimate whether the total variance of the single factor was below the cut-off
value of 50%. The single general factor accounted for 43.26 percent of the total variation
accounted for the 18 items, indicating that CMV was not present.

4. Results

To overcome difficulties with non-normality of the data, a covariance-based structural
equations model (CB-SEM) method was utilized to evaluate the research hypotheses
using a robust maximume-likelihood estimation procedure. To assess the psychometric
characteristics of the measurement scales, the measurement model was first calculated
using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) (reliability and validity). The structural model
was then calculated to compare the direct causal effects found in research hypotheses H1
to Hb5.

4.1. Estimation of the Measurement Model

The results of the goodness-of-fit indices demonstrate that the measurement model is
correctly specified. Measures of absolute fit, incremental fit, and parsimonious fit are the
three basic types of fit criterion [75]. The metrics used in this case are from EQS 6.1, which
is widely used in the SEM literature [77]: Bentler-Bonett normed fit index (BBNFI), Bentler—
Bonett non-normed fit index (BBNNFI), and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) for overall model fit; incremental fit index (IFI) and comparative fit index (CFI)
for incremental fit; and normed x? for model parsimony. Table 2 shows that the BBNFI,
BBNNFI, IFI, and CFI statistics all significantly exceed the required minimum value of 0.9.
The RMSEA is inside the 0.08 maximum limit, and normed x? takes a value that is much
below the suggested value of 3.0 [75].

The reliability of the measurement scales is evaluated using Cronbach’s Alpha, com-
pound reliability and AVE coefficients [80]. The values of these statistics are, in every case,
above or very close to the required minimum values of 0.7 and 0.5 respectively [75], which
supports the inner reliability of the proposed constructs (Table 2). The convergent validity
of the scales is also confirmed (Table 2), since all items are significant to a confidence level
of 95% and their standardized lambda coefficients are higher than 0.5 [81].

Discriminant validity of the scales is tested following the procedure proposed by [82],
which is based in the comparison of the variance extracted for each pair of constructs
(AVE coefficient) with the squared correlation estimate between these two constructs (see
Table 3). If the variances extracted are greater than the squared correlation, this is evidence
of discriminant validity. This criterion was fulfilled for every pair of constructs, which
supports the discriminant validity of the scales used in this research.
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Table 2. Measurement Model (Confirmatory factor analysis).

. Stand. 2 Cronbach’s Composite Goodness of Fit
Factor Variable Coef. R Alpha Reliability ~ “VE Indices
Stav intention STA1 0.89 0.79
ay(STZ) ° STA2 0.89 0.79 0.92 0.92 0.79
STA3 0.88 0.78
Willingness to pa PAY1 0.79 0.62
& P PAv2 0.95 0.91 0.92 0.92 0.80
a premium (PAY) PAY3 0.93 0.86
Normed x? = 2.79
CHI1 0.64 0.41 BBNFI = 0.92
. CHI2 0.72 0.51 BBNNFI = 0.93
Cie;f;ﬁeed( é‘gf)ls CHI4 0.71 0.51 0.80 0.80 0.44 CFl = 0.94
8 CHI5 0.63 0.40 IFI = 0.94
CHI6 0.62 0.38 RMSEA = 0.07
Trust in TCC1 0.84 0.70
e . TCC2 0.80 0.63
. rcfrzlrfllizttc%ré o TCC3 0.92 0.84 0.91 0.91 0.72
P TCC4 0.82 0.68
Awareness of ACC1 0.74 0.55
certification ACC2 0.90 0.82 0.88 0.89 0.72
companies (ACC) ACC3 0.90 0.81

Table 3. Results for Fornell and Larker’s criterion for discriminant validity.

Stay Intention Wllllngnes.s to Certified Hotels Tr}l .St n Awal:e.n ess of
(STA) Pay a Premium Image (CHI) Certification Certification
(PAY) Companies (TCC) Companies (ACC)
Stay intention a
(STA) 0.79
Willingness to pay a
a premium (PAY) 0.62 0.80
Certified hotels a
image (CHI) 0.41 0.34 0.44
Trust in
certification 0.17 0.17 041 0.722
companies (TCC)
Awareness of
certification 0.16 0.22 0.12 0.20 0.722

companies (ACC)

# AVE Coefficient. Off diagonal elements are the squared correlations among constructs.

4.2. Estimation of Hypothesized Structural Model

Once the psychometric properties of the scales were adequately examined in the
previous stage, the model was estimated using robust maximum likelihood. This method
avoids the problems related to non-normality of data by providing the outputs ‘robust
chi-square statistic’ and ‘robust standard errors’, which have been corrected for non-
normality [83] and, consequently, guarantee the validity of the model estimation. Figure 2
summarizes the results for the estimation of the proposed research model, including R?
statistics for each dependent variable, standardized coefficients for each relationship, and
the statistical significance of each effect. The goodness-of-fit indices support the correct
definition of the revised model (normed x2 =2.9; BBNFI = 0.91; BBNNFI = 0.93; CFI = 0.94;
IFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.07), and R2 statistic take values over o very close to 0.40 for the main
dependent variables examined, which shows that the theoretical model proposed provides

a substantial explanation of phenomenon under study.
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Awareness of
Certification
Companies

HI1: 0.65%%*

Certified Hotels

H5: 0.45%* Image

H2: 0.60%*

Trust in
Certification Co
R2=0.20

Willingness to
Pay a Premium
R2=0.36

1 <0.05

Figure 2. Structural model (causal effects).

The empirical evidence obtained confirms that the image of quality-certified hotels
has a direct and positive influence both on consumers’ intentions to stay at the hotel
(hypothesis H1) and their willingness to pay a premium for it (hypothesis H2). Regarding
the reputational effect of quality-certification companies, the results summarized in Figure 2
confirm that the image of quality-certified hotels is positively influenced by consumers’
trust in certification companies (hypothesis H3) and their awareness of this type of firm
(hypothesis H4). That is to say, the effect provided by the quality-certification on a hotel’s
reputation depends on the degree to which consumers perceive certification companies
as reliable and renowned. Finally, consumers’ trust on quality-certification companies is
positively influenced by their awareness of this type of firm (hypothesis H5), so consumers
will perceive as more trustworthy those companies that are more renowned for them.

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

Tourism is a fundamental pillar of the economy that should confront the challenge of
responding to new needs. Currently, tourists are better informed, have new priorities and
demand a more customized attention and better quality in services. The hotel industry has
components in place to increase competitiveness, such as quality management systems,
to help it meet this issue. The most competitive element of a tourist offer that will lead
to long-term consumer loyalty is quality [2]. In this regard, client loyalty is the ultimate
objective of many businesses, including hotels, because loyal consumers purchase more,
spend a higher percentage of their income with the provider, and are less sensitive to price
than other customers [84].

Regardless of the fact that existing research in the tourism sector widely addresses loy-
alty challenges, there is no study in the literature on hotel customer loyalty that investigates
the function of quality certifications in conjunction with consumer opinions of certifying
bodies. By applying the signaling theory, this study examines the correlation between
customer perceptions of certification bodies and the perceived behavior of quality-certified
hotels and, through doing so, contributes to the understanding of customer perceptions
and behavioral intentions in the context of the consumption of hotel services.

By bringing together diverse research streams, this study adds to the existing research
in this field. Internalized consumer perceptions (e.g., recognition and trust of certification
bodies) and firm perceptions (e.g., certified image) are combined in this study to explain
customer responses to quality-certified hotels. This study proposes a research framework
for analyzing customer behavioral intentions toward quality-certified hotels by taking
into account customer awareness and trust of certification companies, including the idea
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that a hotel’s certified image plays a fundamental role in consumer behavior. This study
shows that consumer views of certification businesses have a good impact on the image
of certified companies, which, in turn, has a positive impact on customer behavioral
intentions in terms of staying in a quality, certified hotel and paying a premium for it.
Certified hotels can motivate customers to form a mental image of a particular hotel’s level
of commitment to quality issues and the way the company presents itself with respect to
its performance and service provision by considering quality as a strategic issue, which
is consistent with previous research [85]. In this way, the study shows that customer
opinions about certification bodies are a key factor in deciding whether or not to stay at a
recognized hotel. It has been demonstrated that the level of recognition and trust placed in
these institutions and other key hotel service factors play a significant role in influencing
customer accommodation decisions, implying that customers recognize the direct benefits
of the attributes of a quality-certified hotel. In this regard, our findings are consistent
with existing research, which suggests that businesses that are accredited by certification
bodies are seen to have a superior application of quality standards, resulting in increased
consumer trust [32].

5.2. Managerial Implications

These findings have significant management implications for tourist and hospitality
businesses, as well as certification organizations. First, this study demonstrates that in the
setting of a certified hotel, a positive hotel image is a powerful instrument for generating
favourable customer reactions in terms of desire to stay and readiness to pay a higher price,
as previous research suggest [86]. In this regard, hotel management should devise ways
to improve public perception of quality-related aspects and establish successful public
relations initiatives. Hoteliers, for example, might acquire quality certificates. Several
international organizations (for example, AENOR) provide third-party quality certifica-
tions, such as ISO 9001, the most widely utilized set of standards for developing a quality
management system. Second, hotel managers may use a variety of sources of information
to communicate these features, including marketing, public relations campaigns, spon-
sorships, and social media, because consumer impressions of corporate images can be
impacted by communications of this nature. Hotels can develop a favourable image based
on quality certification elements by actively participating in specific forums and events,
sponsoring quality programs, increasing their social networking reach (e.g., Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, etc.) and using in-house advertising (e.g., in-house magazines
and television channels aimed at customers).

Third, in light of the importance of customer perceptions of certification companies,
these institutions should also emphasize the importance of quality schemes by communi-
cating the advantages of pursuing these certifications and the accolades obtained after their
implementation, highlighting their impact on society, not only to corporations (e.g., hotels),
but also to customers (e.g., tourists). In addition, hospitality firms should establish special-
ized programs to educate workers and consumers about certification companies to raise
awareness and trust in them. Workers are key mediators in the hotel industry, transmitting
information from visitors to management (and vice versa), demonstrating that employees’
awareness of quality concerns is critical to improving the company’s performance. As a
result, hoteliers are encouraged to offer quality-related training (e.g., conferences, site visits,
contests, etc.) to motivate workers to participate in the hotel’s quality program.

5.3. Limitations and Future Lines of Research

There are several limitations associated with this study. First, the research developed
focuses on Spanish tourists, which could restrict the generalizability of the results obtained
to other contexts. However, Spain is a leading country in tourism, with a very innovative
hotel sector with a wide application of quality schemes, so it can be considered a relevant
benchmark to investigate tourists behavior with regard to quality-certified hotels. Another
limitation of the research is the use of a convenience sampling procedure. Nevertheless,
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this potential bias was mitigated by using a multistage sampling by quotas, according to
the population of Spanish tourists in terms of gender and age, thus improving the repre-
sentativeness of the sample. Future studies may focus on additional lodging alternatives
(e.g., hostels, guesthouses, self-catered housing, resorts, etc.), nations, or even businesses
working in varied business environments (e.g., banking, energy, etc.) to generalize the
findings. Additionally, it would be interesting to address other outcomes and antecedents,
such as perceived risk, level of involvement, etc. To summarize, this study emphasizes the
importance of continuing to investigate the role of certification bodies in tourist behavior in
order to increase loyalty in the hospitality context, taking into account the role of awareness
and trust in certification companies as antecedents of certified hotels” image and customers
behavioral intentions.
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Appendix A. Items of the Questionnaire with Their Reference

Identificator Item
Stay Intention Adapted from [46]
STA1 Iintend to stay in a quality-certified hotel
STA2 I am planning to stay in a quality-certified hotel
STA3 Twill malfe an ef.fc?rt tostayina
quality-certified hotel
Willingness to pay a premium Adapted from [46]
PAY1 Itis acceptab}e to pay more tostayina
quality-certified hotel
PAY?2 I am willing tg pay more for staying in a
quality-certified hotel
PAY3 I am willing to spend more for staying in a
quality-certified hotel
Certified Hotels Image Adapted from [72]
CHI1 Services offered by quality-certified hotels are of

high quality

Services offered by quality-certified hotels have
CHI2 better features that those of than those of
non-certified hotel companies

Quality-certified hotels transmit a personality that
CHI4 differentiate itself from non-certified
hotel companies
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Identificator Item

The hiring of services with quality certified-hotels

CHI5 says something about the kind of person you are

I'have a picture of the kind of people who contract
CHI6 . . e

with quality-certified hotels
Trust in certification Companies Adapted from [73]
I believe that quality management systems

TCC1 e . . . . ..

certification bodies are competent in their activity
TCC2 I'believe that quality management systems

certification bodies are trustworthy

I feel that quality management systems
TCC3 certification bodies are honest when it comes to
developing their activities

I believe that quality management systems
TCC4 certification bodies are sensitive to
consumers’ needs

Awareness of Certification Companies Adapted from [74]

Quality management systems certification bodies

ACC1 .
are clearly recognizable
ACC2 Quality management systems certification bodies
are famous among consumers/ tourists
ACC3 Quality management systems certification bodies

are known to consumers/tourists
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