
 

 

Since January 2020 Elsevier has created a COVID-19 resource centre with 

free information in English and Mandarin on the novel coronavirus COVID-

19. The COVID-19 resource centre is hosted on Elsevier Connect, the 

company's public news and information website. 

 

Elsevier hereby grants permission to make all its COVID-19-related 

research that is available on the COVID-19 resource centre - including this 

research content - immediately available in PubMed Central and other 

publicly funded repositories, such as the WHO COVID database with rights 

for unrestricted research re-use and analyses in any form or by any means 

with acknowledgement of the original source. These permissions are 

granted for free by Elsevier for as long as the COVID-19 resource centre 

remains active. 

 



International Journal of Hospitality Management 94 (2021) 102871

Available online 6 February 2021
0278-4319/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on customer experience design: The 
hotel managers’ perspective 

Angelo Bonfanti a,*, Vania Vigolo a, Georgia Yfantidou b 

a Department of Business Administration, University of Verona, Via Cantarane 24, 37129, Verona, Italy 
b Department of Physical Education & Sport Science, Democritus University of Thrace, University Campus, 69100, Komotini, Greece   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Covid-19 
Safety 
Customer experience design 
Hotel managers 
Luxury hotels 
Customer journey 

A B S T R A C T   

This research responds to calls for research on the devastating impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the hospi-
tality industry by investigating how hotel managers are designing safe customer experiences. Specifically, this 
study examines the measures adopted in high-end and luxury hotels and identifies the effects of such measures on 
the intended (or planned) experience. Based on thematic analysis of interviews with hotel managers, this study 
identifies seven safety measures: hygiene and protection, internal work reorganization, servicescape reorgani-
zation, investments in technology and digital innovations, customer wait time reorganization, staff training, and 
updated communication. These measures are expected to affect the intended experience in terms of reassurance, 
quickness, intimacy, and proximity, as emerged from correspondence factor analysis. Based on these results, this 
research proposes a model for safe customer experience design and suggests practical implications to help hotel 
managers formulate strategies aimed at customer experience creation under safe conditions.   

1. Introduction 

The global health emergency declared in January 2020 by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) following the spread of Covid-19 has had a 
significant impact on the daily lives of people and businesses (e.g., 
World Bank, 2020). Governments around the world have reacted by 
imposing partly voluntary, partly mandatory actions, such as personal 
hygiene and social distancing measures and quarantines, which have 
involved travel restrictions, border shutdowns, and temporary business 
closures (e.g., WHO, 2020b). 

Hospitality is one of the most affected industries, suffering a global 
crash in demand, occupancy rates, and revenues (e.g., Rivera, 2020; 
Gursoy and Chi, 2020). Hospitality services, especially hotels, are 
operating under severe restrictions and a “new normal” needs to be 
defined. Hotel managers are planning how to safely run activities, and, 
given the continuing of the pandemic, there is uncertainty regarding 
how the situation may evolve. 

The disruptive effects of the pandemic require hotel managers to 
redesign the customer experience (CX)—considered the core of the 
tourism and hospitality industry (Knutson et al., 2006; Kim and Ritchie, 
2014). CX design has been widely examined in the hospitality man-
agement literature. Several studies highlight the importance of planning 

CXs (e.g., Tussyadiah, 2014; Lu et al., 2015; Cetin and Walls, 2016; 
Lahouel and Montargot, 2020) as well as organizing the tangible and 
intangible characteristics of the service delivery system (e.g., Pullman 
and Gross, 2004; Hua et al., 2009) to create memorable experiences (e. 
g., Pencarelli et al., 2017; Sthapit, 2018; Bergs et al., 2020). Though a 
few studies have explored hospitality during previous disease outbreaks 
(e.g., Chien and Law, 2003; Kim et al., 2005; Tse et al., 2006), to the best 
of our knowledge, no research has addressed CX design during the 
Covid-19 pandemic—a pandemic that is proving unprecedented in 
terms of its worldwide and pervasive impact. The current priority for the 
hospitality industry is to create satisfying experiences for customers 
without compromising on safety. Therefore, (re)designing hospitality 
experiences during the pandemic is a crucial topic that deserves to be 
addressed in hospitality research (Sigala, 2020). Some industry maga-
zines (e.g., Clark, 2020; Miranda, 2020) and hospitality websites (e.g., 
hoteliermagazine.com and hotelbusiness.com) propose interviews with 
leading hoteliers to explore how they are surviving the novel corona-
virus and how hotel stays are changing. However, a categorization of the 
main hotel safety measures in response to the Covid-19 pandemic and an 
analysis of their impact on CX design has not hitherto been proposed. 

This study aims, therefore, to fill this research gap by exploring how 
hotel managers are addressing CX design during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
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with particular regard to the intended CX—that is, the experience 
planned to be offered to target customers (Roth and Menor, 2003). 
Specifically, the objectives of this research are twofold: 1) to examine 
and categorize the most common safety measures currently undertaken 
by hotels to create satisfying and safe experiences, and 2) to identify the 
expected effects of these measures on the intended CX. Given the 
explorative nature of this study, a qualitative approach via interviews 
with hotel managers worldwide was adopted. 

The results of this study have both theoretical and practical impli-
cations. First, the study enriches the theory of CX design by proposing a 
model that reflects the multifaceted current hotel environment. Second, 
this study suggests safety-conscious hotel measures that can help hotels 
to survive the impact of Covid-19 and, thus, to recover competitive 
advantage. These measures could also be beneficial in other health- 
related emergencies. In addition, the findings show how these hotel 
measures may affect the intended CX. This study will be beneficial to 
hotel managers in terms of redefining the “new normal” and successfully 
designing satisfying and safe CXs in hotels even after this specific 
emergency phase. 

The paper is organized as follows. After a literature review of CX 
design and presentation of the study method, the main results are out-
lined and discussed. The paper concludes by providing implications, 
limitations, and directions for future research. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Customer experience design in hospitality 

Hospitality research draws from marketing and management studies; 
therefore, in the analysis of experience design, both service marketing 
and hospitality management literature are referenced. The experience 
design concept is not new (Carbone and Haeckel, 1994; Pullman and 
Gross, 2004). In investigating the CX design process across different 
sectors, Johnston and Kong (2011) found that experience design is not 
only beneficial to customers, but also leads to cost reductions, improved 
efficiency, and a better experience for staff. In the hospitality industry, 
CX design is considered a strategic means to obtain differentiation and 
long-term competitive advantage (Bergs et al., 2020). 

Despite its importance, there is no consensus among scholars on the 
experience design concept. In a thorough analysis of the business liter-
ature aimed at defining tourist experience design, Tussyadiah (2014) 
identified three interpretations of design. The first interpretation is 
related to an aesthetic dimension able to increase the value proposition 
of certain products and services. The second interpretation (i.e., design 
thinking) emphasizes human-centered innovation, obtained by inte-
grating consumers, designers, and managers in a collaborative envi-
ronment (Tussyadiah, 2014). In this sense, design thinking helps to 
identify problems in service delivery and detect innovative solutions. 
The third interpretation considers design as a process (i.e., designing) 
that develops experience-centric services (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010) 
with the support of tangible and intangible service touchpoints (Pullman 
and Gross, 2004), at which service providers can connect to customers in 
a personal way. 

Scholars have also distinguished intended (or planned) experience 
from realized (or actual) experience (Voss et al., 2008). Intended CX 
reflects the provider’s perspective and includes the characteristics of the 
experience delivery designed and implemented by the provider (Pon-
signon et al., 2017). Realized experience describes the customers’ 
perspective, which may not be aligned with the intended CX (Heinonen 
et al., 2010). The organization aims to design and manage a CX that 
successfully reflects the intended CX. In this regard, Sundbo and Jensen 
(2020) explained that a holistic design concept implies both designing 
principles for the overall experience as well as designing how to oper-
ationalize this concept via activities. Ponsignon et al. (2017) conducted 
a qualitative study to explore the gap between intended and realized 
experience in the cultural sector, and identified four main areas that can 

be managed by the service provider to design CXs: the customer journey, 
individual touchpoints, the physical environment, and the social envi-
ronment. The customer journey can be described as the process the 
customer goes through, and consists of all individual encounters be-
tween the customer and the organization (Voss et al., 2008; Zomerdijk 
and Voss, 2010). Such service encounters represent touchpoints—that 
is, the physical or digital points of contact where customers meet and 
interact with the provider. Customers perceive and evaluate their ex-
periences at each of these touchpoints. According to Pullman and Gross 
(2004), experience design implies making choices about the physical 
structure (or physical environment) and the relational aspects (or social 
environment) of the service delivery system. Zomerdijk and Voss (2010) 
argued that, from an experience design perspective, it is important to 
encourage connections and interactions between customers and em-
ployees as well as among customers. Thus, the human interaction factor 
is fundamental in the hospitality sector (Cetin and Walls, 2016), but is 
being severely challenged by the pandemic. 

As explained by Ponsignon et al. (2017), the basic idea of CX design 
relies on the possibility of reducing the gap between intended CX and 
perceived CX by designing and managing the context in which experi-
ences are created. In their attempt to provide a nomenclature for CX, De 
Keysner et al. (2020, p. 8) highlighted the importance of context, 
described as “the conditional state that determines the resources a 
person can directly and indirectly draw on at some point in time.” The 
Covid-19 pandemic is forcing hotels to redesign the experience cus-
tomers can expect at touchpoints during their customer journey; a 
customer can experience a touchpoint very differently depending on the 
context of the interaction with the service provider. Context comprises 
the physical and relational elements of the experience environment, and 
is critical in experience design (Zomerdijk and Voss, 2010). According to 
De Keysner et al. (2020), context consists of all situational factors; these 
are typically transitory in nature and can be related to individual, social, 
market, and environmental contexts. The Covid-19 pandemic represents 
a meta-environmental context pervasively affecting the individual 
context (e.g., by affecting customers’ travel decisions as well as their 
approach to tourism and hospitality experiences), the social context (e. 
g., by transforming social contacts and interactions between customers 
and firms as well as between customers), the market context (remod-
eling competition and changing market boundaries; e.g., the effect of the 
lockdown and travel restrictions), and also the economic, health, public, 
and political contexts. 

Svabo et al. (2013, pp. 321-322) argued that it is not possible to 
“design experiences” in the strict sense, since customers independently 
and subjectively interpret experiences, but it is possible to “design for 
experiences.” Specifically, based on service-dominant logic and value 
co-creation theory (Vargo and Lush, 2004, 2008, 2016, 2017), several 
scholars have highlighted the central role of customers in creating ex-
periences (e.g., Pencarelli et al., 2017; Canestrino et al., 2018; Campos 
et al., 2018; Castellani et al., 2020). As emphasized by Zomerdijk and 
Voss (2010), experiences cannot be fully controlled by service providers 
because as customers interpret a series of encounters and interactions 
designed by a service provider, they construct their own experience. 
Accordingly, organizations cannot “grant” consumer experiences, but 
they can design the setting in which consumers participate and 
contribute to the creation of an experience (Cetin and Walls, 2016). 

2.2. The impact of Covid-19 pandemic on hospitality and tourism 

The Covid-19 pandemic requires hotels to (re)design CX by more 
firmly guiding customers during the customer journey. Since the 
beginning of the pandemic, CX design has gained increasing importance, 
as a means of guaranteeing not only customers’ safety, but also pre-
venting the spread of the virus among hotel personnel, providers, and 
more broadly, the community. Hotel managers play a central role in CX 
design and, for this reason, were considered key informants for this 
study. 
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In the hospitality literature, a few studies have investigated CX 
design from hotel managers’ perspective (e.g., Cetin and Walls, 2016; 
Lahouel and Montargot, 2020) but not within the context of a health 
emergency. Other studies have addressed the effect of past infectious 
disease outbreaks on the hospitality industry, but not with specific re-
gard to CX design. For example, Chien and Law (2003) explored the 
impact of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (Sars) outbreak on the 
hotel industry in Hong Kong, focusing on crisis management and sug-
gesting practical measures hotels could adopt to deal with the crisis. Tse 
et al. (2006) reviewed the typology of crisis and examined the Sars crisis 
response and strategies adopted by restaurants in Hong Kong. Kim et al. 
(2005) conducted secondary data analysis as well as in-depth interviews 
to investigate the effects of Sars on six Korean five-star hotel chains. 

Some very recent studies have explored the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic. For example, Filimonau et al. (2020) conducted a quantita-
tive study among senior hotel managers to investigate the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic on their organizational commitment. Jiang and Wen 
(2020) proposed a research agenda based on a review of the relevant 
literature on hotel marketing, hotel guest behavior, and hospitality 
service trends. Seyitoğlu and Ivanov (2020) developed a conceptual 
framework for service delivery system design in hospitality in the 
Covid-19 era, identifying three such designs (robotic, human-based, and 
mixed) and analyzing the advantages and disadvantages of each. Shin 
and Kang (2020) conducted experiments to explore the effect of ex-
pected interaction and expected cleanliness on perceived health risk and 
hotel booking intention, focusing on potential customers’ perceptions. 

Other studies focus on single countries. In this regard, Hao et al. 
(2020) focused on Chinese hotels and identified four post-Covid-19 
strategies: multi-business and multi-channels, product design and in-
vestment preference, digital and intelligent transformation, and market 
reshuffle. Hu et al. (2021) adopted a qualitative approach with in-depth 
interviews to explore how organizations can facilitate employees’ 
compliance with safety procedures based on the case of a small 
medium-sized Chinese hotel. However, to the best of our knowledge, 
none of these recently published studies has addressed CX design. 

This study fills this research gap by specifically exploring CX design 
in the context of infectious disease outbreaks to provide both theoretical 
and practical implications for the design of a safe CX in hotels. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research design 

In line with the explorative nature of this study, a qualitative 
research strategy was employed for primary data collection and analysis 
(Creswell and Creswell, 2018) to examine how hotel managers are 
reorganizing hotel stays to continue to create satisfying experiences 
following the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak. Semi-structured interviews 
were selected as the data collection method because provides partici-
pants with the freedom and flexibility to communicate their ideas and 
beliefs in their own words and use their preferred narrative structures 
(Creswell and Creswell, 2018). The interview protocol was designed 
based on the literature review on CX design. It was pretested before data 
collection to ensure that the meaning of the questions was clear and that 
their wording was unambiguous. Through this phase, the overall quality 
of the data collection instrument and, accordingly, the internal validity 
of the results were enhanced. The pretest took the form of open-ended 
conversations (Jafari et al., 2013) with three hotel managers – con-
tacted through the researchers’ personal networks – who were employed 
in three different four- and five-star hotels. The pretest results indicated 
that the protocol was appropriately designed to guide interviews for this 
qualitative study. Based on these managers’ feedback, some sentences 
were reworded for clarity and easy comprehension. Given that these 
three participants suggested no major revisions, additions, or deletions 
during the pretest, their responses were included in the final data 
analysis. The interview protocol questions were as follows:  

1. What are the main challenges you are facing in terms of CX design 
during this health emergency?  

2. How are you trying to create safe CXs in this situation?  
3. What key aspects are you investing in? Please share some brief 

examples.  
4. What role does technology play in creating safe CXs in this new 

situation?  
5. What are the effects of the measures implemented in the hotel in 

response to Covid-19 in terms of CX design? 

3.2. Sampling and data collection procedure 

This study employed a combination of purposeful and snowball 
sampling approaches to recruit knowledge-rich informants who could 
provide relevant information about experience creation during the 
global pandemic. Using personal networks, the researchers approached 
potential participants who met the three following criteria: 1) worked in 
high-end (four-star rating) or luxury hotel (five-star rating and above), 
2) their hotel was still running or was willing to re-open shortly, and 3) 
added variety in terms of gender, education, managerial position, and 
geographic location. 

These hotel managers were contacted via email to ask about their 
availability for an interview. The email contained a cover letter that 
clearly described the study’s purpose and nature, explained why the 
respondent’s opinion was being sought, and informed the respondent of 
his or her right to participate and withdraw at any time during the 
research. No financial incentives were offered for participation. Hotel 
managers were eventually invited to refer other hotel managers. The 
anonymity of the study participants was guaranteed. 

Participants were interviewed via telematics because of the current 
situation, which makes it difficult to travel; in addition, this format re-
spects informants’ time and availability. The interviewer played a 
mostly strategic interpretative role and was focused on listening and 
avoiding potential sources of distraction. In some cases, asynchronous 
online interviews were conducted (Hewson and Laurent, 2008) to pri-
oritize managers’ comfort (Bowden and Galindo-Gonzalez, 2015) and to 
respond to their time constraints in this difficult period. This method is 
consistent with recent research in hospitality management (e.g., Hight 
et al., 2019). Interviews were conducted between May and June 2020, 
each lasting for approximately 40 minutes. In some cases, further clar-
ification or additional questions were required, and respondents were 
approached again. Interviews were mostly undertaken in English, with a 
few in Italian or Greek, which were subsequently back translated into 
English (the research team is fluent in these languages). The translation 
of interview responses into English was subsequently cross-checked for 
meaning and consistency by other scholars fluent in both languages to 
ensure that it retained the subtlety and meaning of the original responses 
(Hogg et al., 2014). 

Creswell (1998) recommended conducting 5–25 interviews to reach 
data saturation. Researchers should continue collecting and analyzing 
data until additional data start to repeat previous data and no longer 
provide new insights (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Guest et al., 2006). In 
this study, data saturation was reached after 11 interviews; three further 
interviews were conducted as a confirmatory step to ensure that the 
findings yielded no additional information. This is in line with current 
hospitality research (e.g., Manoharan and Singal, 2019). Out of the 14 
interviews, seven were asynchronous. Table 1 presents the personal and 
corporate profiles of the respondents. For confidentiality reasons, the 
selected hotel brands are kept anonymous. 

The corporate websites of each hotel were also consulted to verify 
the data collected during the interviews and to add any information that 
the respondents had suggested collecting online for completeness. The 
multiple sources of evidence and informants’ confirmation of data 
content helped ensure research validity and reliability (Yin, 2003). 

A. Bonfanti et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               



International Journal of Hospitality Management 94 (2021) 102871

4

3.3. Data analysis 

The synchronous interviews were audio recorded, and later tran-
scribed and checked for accuracy. Prior to analyzing the data, re-
spondents were asked to review the interview transcripts and confirm 
the accuracy of the information. The transcripts of the interviews and 
the text provided via email formed the final dataset. To examine the 
data, two different but complementary analyses were carried out: first, 
thematic analysis was used to examine and categorize the measures 
newly adopted by hotels as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic and, 
second, text-mining analysis was undertaken to identify the expected 
effects of these measures on intended CX. More specifically, through a 
thematic analysis, this research enabled the detection, examination, and 
description of themes gleaned from qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 
2006). The two researchers conducted the coding work independently to 
search for themes, but subsequently compared and discussed the coding 
results and reached a consensus on common themes. The data analysis 
followed a blended approach, which is theoretically driven but also al-
lows for themes to inductively emerge from the data (Miles et al., 2014). 
In this regard, the themes that emerged were framed within an experi-
ence design model that includes touchpoints, customer journey, physical 
environment, and social environment (Ponsignon et al., 2017). 

Text-mining analysis was undertaken using a correspondence factor 
analysis via IRaMuTeQ (Interface R for the Multidimensional Analysis of 
the Text and the Questionnaires), a software package that uses the 
functionalities provided by the R statistical software. The corpus of 
analysis included all the interviews carried out for this study in relation 
to question number five, organized into a single file and revised to 
remove typing and punctuation errors and to combine joint compound 
words by means of an underscore. This method aims to condense, 
classify, and structure a large amount of text data to make it more un-
derstandable (Lebart and Salem, 1994). The coding process of the in-
terviews adopted the three following criteria: 1) inclusion of words 
(nouns and adjectives) subjected to lemmatization (i.e., the trans-
formation from inflected form to the corresponding lemma); 2) elimi-
nation of empty words, such as articles, conjunctions, prepositions, and 
adverbs; and 3) consideration of words with a frequency greater than 
three for better graphic visibility. IRaMuTeQ reduced the subjectivity 
that often occurs during manual coding. 

4. Findings 

4.1. Hotel measures designed to create safe customer experiences 

Based on the analysis of the interviews, it was possible to examine 

and categorize seven main measures being used by hotel managers to 
design safe CXs: 1) hygiene and protection measures, 2) internal work 
reorganization, 3) servicescape reorganization, 4) investments in tech-
nology and digital innovation, 5) customer wait time reorganization, 6) 
staff training, and 7) updated communication. Table 2 presents the 
measures adopted by the hotels interviewed, showing response fre-
quencies and the identification number of respondents for each hotel. In 
support of these research findings, some exemplary quotations are 
provided as empirical evidence. 

4.1.1. Hygiene and protection measures 
All the managers of the hotels investigated communicated that new 

protocols are being introduced to limit the risk of Covid-19 transmission. 
In general, these protocols include new cleaning and sanitation pro-
cedures, increased attention to safety in communal spaces, and protec-
tive equipment. More specifically, the hotel managers described that all 
surfaces as well as high-touch areas are frequently sanitized, including 
with the support of new technologies; for example: “We are evaluating 
new technologies such as electrostatic sprays with nebulization of a disin-
fectant and ultraviolet lights for the sanitization of objects and surfaces.” 
(H6) 

Besides installing alcohol-based hand sanitizer and gloves near the 
front entrance and public areas, hotels are providing customers with 
disinfecting wipes as amenities and disinfected key cards. Air filters are 
also being cleaned more frequently. 

With reference to protection measures, hotel managers have planned 
protocols that involve both personnel and guests. For example, personal 
protective equipment such as masks and visors are provided to team 

Table 1 
Personal and corporate profile of the respondents.  

N Gender Managerial position in hotel Education Hotel type Current state (end of June 2020) Star rating Location 

H1 Male General manager of restaurant Bachelor’s degree Chain-owned Closed Luxury New York 
H2 Female Learning and development manager Bachelor’s degree Independent In business Four United Kingdom 
H3 Female Consultant Master’s degree Independent In business Luxury Scotland 
H4 Female Director of operations Master’s degree Chain- 

affiliated 
In business Five Australia 

H5 Male General manager Master’s degree Chain-owned Closed Five Greece 
H6 Male Purchasing director Master’s degree Chain-owned Closed Luxury New York 
H7 Male Senior guest services manager Master’s degree Chain-owned In business Luxury Las Vegas 
H8 Male Director of business travel sales Master’s degree Chain- 

affiliated 
In business Luxury Texas 

H9 Male Assistant director of food & beverages Master’s degree Chain-owned In business Luxury Hong Kong 
H10 Female Director of entertainment and travel agency sales Master’s degree Chain- 

affiliated 
In business Luxury New York 

H11 Male Hotel manager Master’s degree Chain- 
affiliated 

In business Luxury Bangkok 

H12 Male Hotel operations manager Master’s degree Chain-owned In business Five Greece 
H13 Male Executive chef Master’s degree Chain- 

affiliated 
In business Luxury Bangkok 

H14 Female Hotel manager Master’s degree Independent Closed Five Italy  

Table 2 
Measures to design safe customer experiences.  

Hotel measures Frequencies Identification number of hotels  

• hygiene and protection 
measures 

14 H1, H2, H3, H4, H5, H6, H7, H8, 
H9, H10; H11, H12, H13, H14  

• internal work reorganization 12 H1, H2, H3, H4, H6, H7, H8, H9, 
H10; H11, H12, H13  

• servicescape reorganization 12 H2, H3, H4, H5, H6, H7, H8, H9, 
H10; H11, H12, H13  

• investments in technology 
and digital innovations 

10 H2, H3, H4, H7, H8, H9, H10; 
H11, H12, H13  

• customer wait time 
reorganization 

9 H2, H4, H7, H8, H9, H10; H11, 
H12, H13  

• staff training 9 H2, H3, H4, H7, H9, H10; H11, 
H12, H13  

• updated communication 9 H3, H4, H7, H8, H9, H10; H11, 
H12, H13  
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members. Masks are also offered to guests when they are missing. Hotel 
guests are also invited to respect respiratory hygiene measures, such as 
covering their mouth and nose with their elbow or with a folded 
handkerchief when they cough or sneeze. Physical distancing measures 
have also been implemented, such as requesting a minimum distance 
between guests in queues or reducing elevator capacity. Some hotels 
have introduced other measures, such as locking or removing minibars. 
In addition, all hotels have introduced temperature checks of team 
members, suppliers, and guests, as well as specific procedures in case 
there is a suspected or confirmed case of transmission of the virus among 
guests or colleagues. 

4.1.2. Internal work reorganization 
Most of the hotel managers interviewed have designed a protocol 

that introduces new standards of hotel cleaning and disinfecting to 
ensure guests have an even cleaner and safer stay, employing specific 
and qualified teams of (health) experts to design these measures. For 
example, a hotel chain has established a group of in-house and external 
experts in food safety, hygiene and infection prevention, and hotel op-
erations with the aim of developing new cleanliness standards and be-
haviors. The implementation of the designed hygiene and protection 
measures required the hotel managers to internally reorganize both 
employees’ work and their work spaces. In this regard, some hotels are 
reorganizing operational practices for in-room dining and designing new 
approaches to buffets. 

4.1.3. Servicescape reorganization 
Each hotel is trying to find their own solutions to continue guaran-

teeing their services to guests to allow the implementation of planned 
hygiene and protection measures. For this, they are remodeling their 
spaces, considering protection, and, where possible, preferencing out-
door spaces. When necessary, the elements of the servicescape have 
been retrofitted, removed, or re-arranged to implement hygiene and 
protection measures and to allow for physical distancing. Some hotels 
have also introduced (or are planning to introduce) partitions at the 
front desks to provide an extra level of precaution for hotel staff and 
guests. Managers highlighted the importance of having spacious and 
diversified common areas, where customers can find a variety of 24/7 
services that they can access independently and safely. In dining areas, 
tables and barstools have been placed 6 feet apart to increase safety. 
However, not all the investigated hotels are large. Alternative solutions 
can also be found in smaller hotels, as apparent in this example 
regarding the distribution of meals: “Our hotel has small spaces for 
breakfast. Therefore, we decided to offer breakfast in the room or in conve-
nient takeaway baskets, which can be consumed by travelers wherever they 
prefer.” (H14) 

4.1.4. Investments in technology and digital innovations 
An important change following the implementation of anti-Covid-19 

measures is the way guests are welcomed. Many hotel managers are 
organizing for this to occur without human contact; for example, via an 
electronic device that allows do-it-yourself check-in and check-out. As 
explained by one hotel manager: 

“Through intuitive apps, already available in the online booking phase, it 
is possible to carry out the operations of automatic sending of identity 
documents, the collection of the tourist tax, the signing of contracts … and 
the collection of extra services.” (H9) 

In addition to the traditional hotel desk, different technological so-
lutions have been adopted, such as automatic check-in totems that 
enable customers to access various services, such as printing room keys. 
Most hotels have introduced digital menus in their restaurants with the 
support of QR codes, via which guests can view menus on their personal 
mobile devices. Another example is as follows: “In our restaurant, waiting 
for a table is managed through a virtual queue: guests will receive a text 

message when their table is ready.” (H7) 
Only some of these technological innovations were adopted within 

some hotels before the pandemic spread, such as online check-in (12 of 
14 hotels interviewed) and use of a QR code for menus on a personal 
mobile device (nine of 14 hotels interviewed). In contrast, other in-
novations such as check-in via a mobile app (contactless option) and 
printing their own keys with a self-service key totem have been intro-
duced in some hotels as a response to the pandemic. This aspect high-
lights how hotels have introduced innovations to respond to Covid-19 by 
strengthening technologies already in use. To preserve social distancing, 
hotels are redesigning customer waiting time to reduce or eliminate 
waiting times and queues, as illustrated in the following example: 

“Our guests can choose to use their smartphones to check-in, access their 
rooms, make special requests, and order room service, which will be 
specially packaged and delivered right to the door without contact. These 
‘touchless’ services can all be done quickly via a specific mobile app.” 
(H10) 

4.1.5. Customer wait time reorganization 
To preserve social distancing, hotels are redesigning customer wait 

time to reduce or eliminate waiting lines. For example, some hotels have 
explained that customers can use their smartphones to check-in, directly 
access their rooms and order room service. In addition, some hotels are 
using a “virtual queue system” in their restaurants to manage wait time; 
guests receive a text message when their table is available. 

4.1.6. Staff training 
Staff training was of fundamental importance to all the managers 

interviewed as it provided learning, for example with the support of 
videos, regarding how to enforce the hygiene and protection measures 
mentioned above, recognize any suspicious symptoms, and on other 
internal procedures against Covid-19. In particular, staff are receiving 
training on how to implement the directives on the cleaning of common 
areas and of the most frequently touched objects such as handles, 
elevator buttons, handrails, and switches. 

4.1.7. Updated communication 
The WHO (2020a, p. 2) has specifically advised the accommodation 

sector on the importance of “informing guests who inquire about the 
establishment’s policy in terms of the preventive measures established 
or other services that guests may require.” Accordingly, keeping 
communication up to date is a priority. More precisely, the hotel chain 
managers surveyed said that the various locations are being briefed on 
hygiene and protection protocols and strongly encouraged to implement 
them. Within the hotels, documents, posters, and monitors with videos 
in different languages are used as a major communication tool to inform 
customers about recommended practices for hand washing, respiratory 
hygiene, and other behaviors, both within the hotel and in other various 
environments. In this health emergency period, it is important to stay 
close to guests by maintaining continuous and positive relationships, 
especially online. The analysis conducted for this study reveals that 
many hotels, but not all, have prepared institutional webpages with 
specific reference to the hotel’s policies regarding Covid-19. Some hotels 
have created written and visual information and, in some cases, even 
videos with more detail. These pieces of information are also posted on 
the hotel’s social media profile. For example, a hotel manager said that: 

“We have updated the website by publishing the hygiene and protection 
measures that we are implementing in order to reassure guests about the 
safety delivered to them by hotel employees.” (H12) 

Some managers also reported that in the customer satisfaction survey 
sent to customers after their stay, there were questions aiming to spe-
cifically assess customers’ perceptions of the hygiene and safety mea-
sures adopted by the hotel. 
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4.2. Expected effects of safety measures on intended experience 

The second objective of this study was to understand the effects of 
hotels’ safety measures on the intended CX. Based on correspondence 
factor analysis of the responses to the fifth question of the interview 
protocol (i.e. “What are the effects of the measures implemented in the 
hotel in response to Covid-19 in terms of CX design?”), it was possible to 
identify the four following factors that represent the main expected ef-
fects of the newly designed safety measures on the intended CX: 1) 
reassurance, 2) quickness, 3) intimacy, and 4) proximity. Table 3 pre-
sents the response frequencies and the identification number of the re-
spondents for each expected effect. 

The four expected effects are graphically represented in Fig. 1 on the 
two main factorial axes of a Cartesian plane: the horizontal axis (46.6% 
of the total variance) can be interpreted as the skill of hotel managers/ 
employees in providing experiences that inspire trust and confidence 
(left side of the axis) or offer an efficient service (right side of the axis). 
The vertical axis (27.83% of the total variance) can be viewed as the 
experiential dimension of the human interaction, which is generated 
among travel companions (upper side of the axis) or between the hotel 
staff/technology and the guest (lower side of the axis). The four factors 
of expected effects occupy a well-defined location in this coordinate 
space. Specifically, reassurance is located in the middle-left area of 
Fig. 1, while quickness is located in the right area of the coordinate 
space. Proximity is almost completely located in the bottom-right area, 
while intimacy is positioned in the upper-central area. Each expected 
effect of the safety measures on the intended CX is presented hereafter 
according to their relevance in terms of frequencies, as identified from 
the interviews. 

4.2.1. Reassurance 
Reassurance can be considered the result of the safety measures 

designed by hotel managers so that their customers feel confident and 
safe during the hotel experience. For example, the use of self-check-in 
systems and physical distancing at restaurant tables allow customers 
to feel reassured in terms of safety. Reassurance is obtained by staff 
continuing to guarantee immediate customer responses, either in person 
or through technological solutions such as apps, instant messaging, and 
video calls. 

In addition, trained staff not only know how to behave but are also 
able to give immediate instructions to guests, as well as inform the 
relevant authorities. In this way, hotel staff demonstrate their compe-
tency and generate information and reassurance. Regardless of the tool, 
communicating the safety measures and sanitation protocols adopted by 
the hotel is essential to transfer the appropriate information to cus-
tomers and to make their stay safe. 

4.2.2. Quickness 
Hotel managers revealed that various technological elements are 

playing a key role in eliminating queues by positively influencing the 
intended CX in terms of quickness. In particular, contactless check-in 
and check-out is easy and convenient, given that guests can confirm 
their arrival time, add payments, and verify their ID via mobile check-in, 
before even setting foot in the hotel lobby. In addition to technology, 

other organizational solutions can imply faster service delivery pro-
cesses by meeting customers’ need for speed, as this example outlines: 
“We provide our guests with meals via delivery directly to the room according 
to their needs and at their preferred time.” (H3) 

In fact, such internal reorganization requires different work times 
and shifts, as well as an acceleration of changes such as the enhancement 
of the telematics infrastructure that enables employees to work more 
efficiently, as argued by this respondent: “Although these activities are not 
visible to customers, they affect their experience in the hotel in terms of 
quickness.” (H11) 

4.2.3. Intimacy 
Although physical and social distancing forces managers to limit the 

use of space in hotels, customers can enjoy greater intimacy with their 
travel companions. Rather than being purposely designed, this effect is a 
consequence of the implementation of hygiene and protection measures. 
Customers can enjoy a quieter and more reserved experience in hotel 
areas with their travel companions, as this interviewee pointed out: 

“We have large spaces with diversified furnishings. We have created 
‘private’ corners that allow social distancing to be carried out safely, 
without having to distort the existing space. These choices enable cus-
tomers to continue to find a comfortable space in the lobby where they can 
relax.” (H8) 

4.2.4. Proximity 
Some solutions limit, if not eliminate, interpersonal contact with the 

front desk in physical and relational terms. Staff–customer interactions 
may become difficult in some situations; for example, physical barriers 
may mute the speaker’s voice, making conversation difficult. This be-
comes particularly critical in the presence of hearing impaired or deaf 
guests, for whom lip reading may be crucial to understand a conversa-
tion. Besides practical difficulties in communication, masks could have 
negative effects from a relational point of view, as can be seen in the 
following examples: “We provide masks for our front desk staff as 
mandatory, but we are aware that this protection measure negatively affects 
the customer experience in relational terms.” (H13); “Even a friendly smile 
accompanied by a warm greeting when the client walks into the hotel cannot 
be visible.” (H1) 

This reduction or lack of physical proximity can be recovered 
through technological solutions, such as a microphone at the desk for 
staff and customers, or staff training to ensure speech is clear and slow, 
or video calls. The safety measures adopted as a consequence of the 
pandemic are resulting in a new type of proximity, defined by emotional 
and social closeness rather than by physical closeness. 

4.3. Towards a safe customer experience design model 

The seven hotel safety measures and the four expected effects 
explored above can be framed within the experience design model, 
which includes customer journey, touchpoints, physical environment, 
and social environment as the four main areas that can be managed by 
the hotel managers to design the CX. Precisely, Fig. 2 (left side) presents 
a safe CX design model, in which each measure is designed to influence 
the way in which experiences are lived at each of the service encounters 
implemented, from guest welcoming to self-check-out systems (i.e. 
touchpoints). In addition, each customer interaction with tangible ele-
ments (i.e., physical environment) such as signals indicating sanitization 
protocols or any technological or organizational measure, as well as 
staff–customer interactions and those among customers (i.e., social 
environment) are designed to create safe CXs. Therefore, each service 
encounter is an important touchpoint that contributes to creating a 
perception of customer health and safety during the hotel stay and, thus, 
positively affects the customer journey as a whole. In addition, the same 
Fig. 2 (right side) shows the expected effects of hotel customer safety 

Table 3 
Expected effects of hotels’ safety measures on intended experience.  

Expected effects of safety 
measures 

Frequencies Identification number of hotels  

• reassurance 14 H1, H2, H3, H4, H5, H6, H7, H8, H9, 
H10, H11, H12, H13, H14  

• quickness 10 H2, H3, H4, H7, H8, H9, H10, H11, H12, 
H13  

• intimacy 9 H3, H4, H7, H8, H9, H10, H11, H12, 
H13  

• proximity 9 H1, H2, H3, H4, H7, H8, H9, H12, H13  
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Fig. 1. Expected effects of hotels’ safety measures on intended customer experience.  

Fig. 2. Model of the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the intended customer experience from hotel managers’ perspective.  
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measures on intended CX that can happen in terms of reassurance, 
quickness, intimacy, and proximity. 

5. Discussion 

This study explored safe CX design in the hotel context by pursuing 
the following two objectives: 1) to examine and categorize the most 
common measures currently undertaken by hotels to create satisfying 
and safe experiences, and 2) to identify the expected effects of these 
measures on the intended CX. With reference to the first objective, the 
analysis reveals that the hotel managers interviewed are giving highest 
priority to the safety and health of their guests – as well as team mem-
bers and business partners – in response to the spread of the Covid-19 
pandemic. As emphasized by Tasci and Pizam (2020), safety is a com-
plex concept that includes both a cognitive and affective response to the 
servicescape. Hotels, often along with a team of (medical) experts, are 
redesigning their existing health and safety processes to fit the “new 
normal.” Thus, hotel managers are adopting a proactive strategic atti-
tude, and designing safe CXs is their top priority. Even managers in 
still-closed hotels are planning how to realize satisfying experiences in 
view of the business re-opening. More precisely, this research highlights 
that hygiene and protection measures, internal work reorganization, 
servicescape reorganization, investments in technology and digital in-
novations, customer wait time reorganization, staff training, and 
updated communication are the seven main measures that have been 
adopted. This confirms that managers are fundamentally investing in all 
tangible and intangible elements of the physical and social environment 
with which customers come in contact during their stay in the hotel 
(Pullman and Gross, 2004) and, more precisely, in firm-controlled 
touchpoints (Becker and Jaakkola, 2020) connected to various hotel 
areas such as the lobby, in-room and common spaces, dining outlets, 
gaming rooms/casino, meeting and event spaces, and pleasure spaces. 
From a customer journey perspective (e.g., Voss et al., 2008), some hotel 
managers are focusing not only on the arrival and stay, but also on pre- 
and post-arrival phases, especially regarding communication on the 
website or social media, so that customers are informed and reassured 
about the introduced changes. 

With regard to the second research objective, this study investigated 
the main expected effects of hotel measures on the intended CX. All 
respondents revealed that they are employing – or are planning to on re- 
opening – many hygiene and protection measures. Their implementa-
tion requires redesigning hotel organization, management, and 
communication activities. Given that each change affects the CX, such 
new safety measures are expected to influence the intended CX in terms 
of reassurance, quickness, proximity, and intimacy. In particular, all 
these changes could negatively affect the intended CX in emotional 
terms (e.g., Kim et al., 2012), given that changes are not usually 
welcomed, especially by loyal customers. However, given that cus-
tomers need to feel safe in this health emergency period, the hotel 
managers’ choices are focused on creating reassurance, delivering the 
promised service, and taking all necessary measures to increase cus-
tomers’ confidence (Rivera, 2020). This enables them to retain control 
of the situation, limit the risk of virus transmission, and, consequently, 
discourage cancellations and generate new reservations, convincing 
hesitant travelers not to change their plans and encouraging new ones to 
book a stay. 

Other important effects on CX are quickness and proximity. In this 
regard, all hotels are investing in technology and digital innovations that 
provide customers with faster and easier service delivery. Online res-
ervations, digital check-in and check-out, communication with staff via 
chat or mobile smartphone in some hotels, and the release of disposable 
electronic keys instead of traditional ones are just some of the techno-
logical solutions adopted by the hotels interviewed. They highlight how 
it is possible to not only avoid gatherings but also to provide a faster 
service to the customer, who can thus enjoy an improved experience 
without waiting in a queue. For example, the contactless option has been 

widely implemented across the hotels investigated by using a check-in 
via a mobile app. Although this and other technological innovations 
had already been adopted in recent years within some hotels, the 
pandemic has boosted technology developing further and becoming key 
to a new way of hosting. The introduction of technological support helps 
practitioners speed up and simplify entry and exit practices, evoking 
positive emotions such as guest relaxation (e.g., Kim and Ritchie, 2014). 
However, limited human contact, made necessary by distancing, is a 
serious loss in terms of CX. This may not have a negative impact on some 
types of guests. For example, business travelers prefer speed and ease of 
service over staff chatter (Lu et al., 2015). In contrast, pleasure travelers 
tend to appreciate human contact with hotel and restaurant staff. 
Accordingly, hotels are redesigning direct contact with their guests by 
transferring this from the offline to the online/digital. A similar 
distinction has been drawn between Western travelers in comparison to 
Asian counterparts, who have been found to prefer speed of service (Hua 
et al., 2009). 

Last but not least, the safety measures designed by hotel managers 
affect the CX in terms of intimacy with reference to interpersonal re-
lationships (Beetles and Harris, 2010). While distancing limits the ser-
vices offered by hotels, the implementation of safety measures may 
enable customers to enjoy a more intimate and reserved atmosphere, 
such as having a more discreet and tranquil dinner with a partner or 
family members (Kim and Ritchie, 2014). Essentially, sociability is not 
eliminated, but designed and, consequently, experienced in a different 
way. 

The newly designed measures may thus have positive effects on the 
intended CX and most could even possibly be retained after the 
pandemic. In particular, hotel managers should further design (and 
implement) measures to improve reassurance, quickness, proximity, and 
intimacy to positively affect the intended CX. As with each crisis, 
experiencing the disruptive effects of a pandemic favors organizational 
learning development (e.g., Ghaderi et al., 2014). While this research is 
thus particularly timely, looking beyond the current situation, it aims to 
provide principles and measures that can be used as a source of 
competitive advantage and a reference guide for hotels in similar future 
situations. Fig. 2 shows a model of the impact of the pandemic on safe CX 
design, including the measures planned by managers in their hotels and 
expected effects on intended CX. 

6. Implications 

6.1. Theoretical implications 

This study provides new knowledge in the field of hospitality 
research, service design, and the customer journey. More precisely, it 
extends previous hospitality research into the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic on this industry (Filimonau et al., 2020; Jiang and Wen, 
2020; Seyitoğlu and Ivanov, 2020; Shin and Kang, 2020), by examining 
and categorizing the most common hotel measures adopted in response 
to the spread of the virus and analyzing the impact of these measures on 
intended CX. This study therefore responds to the urgent need for further 
research (Rivera, 2020; Gursoy and Chi, 2020) into the operational 
strategies necessary to rebuild consumer confidence in staying at hotels. 

In terms of service design, this study investigates the ways hotel 
managers create safe experiences. Recently published studies address 
the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the hospitality industry, but do 
not focus on CX design. For instance, Hao et al. (2020) highlight the 
importance of product design as a strategy for the post Covid-19 era, but 
do not offer guidance on how hotel managers should design safe CXs. In 
line with previous studies (e.g., Ponsignon et al., 2017; Zomerdijk and 
Voss, 2010), this research provides practical evidence that CX design can 
be modeled via a framework that includes touchpoints, the customer 
journey, and the physical and social environment. To this past research, 
it adds an analysis of the expected effects of safety measures on intended 
CX by showing how reassurance, quickness, intimacy, and proximity 
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together contribute to the intended CX creation. In this sense, the 
findings of this study provide an original theoretical contribution that 
enriches the literature on CX design and its possible effects on the 
intended CX. The relevance of this study reaches beyond the contingent 
situation, since it proposes a model that can be broadly used to enhance 
safety in CX design in hotels while controlling for the effects on the 
intended CX. 

In terms of customer journey research, this study reinforces the 
importance of examining physical and digital touchpoint interactions 
from the customer’s perspective (De Keyser et al., 2020; Lahouel and 
Montargot, 2020; Rosenbaum et al., 2017). The customer journey needs 
to be redesigned to meet the new safety standards required by the 
pandemic and to reassure customers before, during and after their stay 
at the hotel (Rivera, 2020). Specifically, firm-controlled touchpoints 
play a crucial role in designing safe CXs, and technology provides a key 
support to the introduction of new touchpoints. The findings also reveal 
that the context in which touchpoints are embedded (De Keyser et al., 
2020) has changed and that, as a result, the interactions between cus-
tomers, service providers and servicescape have changed. In addition, 
this study highlights an increasing level of behavioral participation 
required of customers, for example during self-check-in procedures or 
when ordering food at a restaurant. The new customer journey needs to 
be mapped effectively and analyzed to identify possible points of friction 
in the CX and therefore improve CX design. 

Since most of the available research on the CX has focused on the 
customer perspective and, to the best of our knowledge, no studies have 
addressed CX design with specific reference to the ongoing pandemic 
situation, this research deepens existing theory. 

6.2. Practical implications 

The results of this study offer real examples and instructions to help 
managers recover from the negative effects of this pandemic. With 
reference to the safe CX design model proposed in this study, several 
recommendations are provided for hotel managers. First, in terms of 
touchpoints, this study suggests that hotel managers focus on physical 
firm-controlled touchpoints to increase safety. Similarly important are 
digital touchpoints, such as website and social media, to inform and 
reassure guests about the safety measures delivered by hotels. This study 
also recommends investing in technological innovations such as check- 
in via tablet or smartphone. Ultimately, it may be necessary to introduce 
new (digital) touchpoints to increase CX safety by reducing physical 
interactions between customers and hotel staff. 

Second, in terms of the physical environment, this study suggests 
designing and implementing general rules to ensure appropriate hygiene 
measures, procedures, and instructions for the prevention of inflow or 
spread of Covid-19 are followed. All possible contact points should be 
cleaned and disinfected, from elevator buttons to doorknobs, and from 
coffee makers to other small appliances and utensils with which the 
customer comes into contact. This strategy should also apply to dish-
washing and disposable materials (e.g., tablecloths and napkins). For 
example, at reception, it would be useful to mark the floor clearly to 
indicate where customers should stand when waiting, and all necessary 
hygiene materials (e.g., disinfectant gel) should be made available at 
entrances to hotel facilities. In addition, hotel managers should follow 
special rules for cleaning and disinfecting all areas of a room where a 
case of the virus has been observed. In fact, following government re-
strictions, every tourist accommodation business should draw up a 
protocol to guarantee guests’ and associates’ health and safety. This 
protocol must include the development of an action plan for the man-
agement of a suspicious case by the hotel to limit the spread of the virus 
to staff and other customers. 

Third, in terms of the social environment, this study highlights the 
importance of defining customer–personnel and customer–customer 
social distancing, without neglecting these relationships. To that end, a 
“health ambassador” for customer contact could be created to answer 

enquiries about health and safety processes or requests for medical 
assistance. Supplying customers with the necessary materials and in-
formation leaflets, including guidance for those who have respiratory 
system symptoms until medical attention arrives and procedures for the 
availability of antiseptics and personal protective equipment, could be 
implemented. To move in this direction, periodic briefings between staff 
and management regarding all protective measures should be organized 
to help staff recognize suspicious symptoms and enact other internal 
procedures against Covid-19. Among other suggestions connected to 
stays, special attention will be required for children, who might have 
more difficulty respecting social distancing measures. For example, 
hotels could offer outdoor activities for small groups of children and 
individual sports or sports for families. 

Fourth, in terms of the customer journey, the seven measures pro-
posed in this research should not be implemented separately or exclu-
sively. Hotel managers must combine them to form an action plan taking 
into account the guidelines of all global, intermediate, and local gov-
ernment organizations to be effective. To this end, the practical impli-
cations described above may be placed on a customer journey map to 
design satisfying and safe CXs. To construct a useful map, managers need 
to identify both critical and less important touchpoints for different 
customer segments. For example, managers need to find effective ways 
to overcome possible barriers to the introduction of new digital touch-
points among senior customers (Vigolo, 2017). This approach may be 
demanding in terms of time and resources at the beginning of the pro-
cess, but the extra effort will be outweighed by the benefits of improved 
map simplicity and usability. The customer journey map should illus-
trate how customers really spend their time, instead of how managers 
imagine they spend their time. In this way, hotel managers can fully 
employ the map for service and improvement as a strategic innovation 
tool (Rosenbaum et al., 2017). In addition, hotel managers, through 
reorganization of services and strict implementation of the seven mea-
sures identified, can understand what customers expect and desire, 
thereby increasing reassurance, quickness, intimacy, and proximity. 

Finally, communication activities play a fundamental role in sup-
porting the previously discussed areas of the CX design. Effective 
communication will result in customers who better understand and 
respect rules, as well as behave as requested. Communication activities 
are also important to reassure (potential) customers. Recent communi-
cation activities in the hospitality industry have relied on storytelling 
through emotion (Ryu et al., 2018), and during the lockdown, businesses 
have relied on emotional messages to engage their customers; however, 
for full business recovery, cognitive engagement is also required. Mar-
keting research can support the hospitality industry to understand cus-
tomers’ needs, and technology can help hotel managers redesign the CX. 
Various studies have shown that real value does not exist within the 
product or service; rather, it exists in real and potential customers’ 
minds. The need to influence customers’ minds is also evident in the 
hotel industry (Nobar and Rostamzadeh, 2018). Adhikari and Bhatta-
charya’s (2016) framework suggests that CX is a combination of 
cognitive and affective components, the positive representation of 
which has a positive impact on customers’ future experiences. The au-
thors relate three main aspects of CX: antecedents, creation and con-
sumption of experience, and effect of CX. However, it is crucial that 
hotel managers invest in further communication activities, especially in 
terms of content, by producing texts and videos designed to reassure 
hesitant travelers. For example, to be ready to answer all questions, it 
would be judicious to prepare text or FAQs to include on the website and 
publish on social networks in relation to the attention paid to customers’ 
health and the consequent high standards of hygiene and cleanliness 
now offered, or to communicate that hotel staff operate in full awareness 
of the health situation. Further reassurance may arise from offering 
customers the possibility of cancelling a reservation in the future to 
encourage them to book now. Current penalties for travelers who want 
to cancel require consideration—if people understand they can cancel a 
booking without losing their money, they will be considerably more 
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inclined to book and experience a hotel stay. This suggestion is in line 
with recent preliminary studies on customer sentiment analysis (Gursoy 
et al., 2020) that highlighted how, in the next few months, only around 
one-third of customers will be willing to travel and stay at a hotel. 
Investing in communication activities is, accordingly, fundamental to 
reassuring customers so that they can return to live experiences in 
hotels. 

7. Conclusions, limitations, and further lines of research 

In times of crisis, businesses are called on to change course and adapt 
to new conditions. The Covid-19 pandemic represents an unprecedented 
crisis that will most certainly lead to a new normal in the hospitality 
industry. Businesses are trying to “predict” developments in their in-
dustries, but long-term forecasts are not possible, since everything may 
be overturned in the months to come. While many pre-planned changes 
have accelerated since February 2020, the global economic recession, 
with all its consequences, adds to health and economic insecurity. 
People are prioritizing their needs differently. The basic physiological 
and safety needs of Maslow’s pyramid (1954), previously taken for 
granted in many parts of the world and often overshadowed by social 
and self-realization needs, have now become a top priority for both 
customers and firms, hospitality businesses included. The CX can no 
longer be determined by the factors that scholars and managers have 
invested in, in both theoretical and practical terms, to date; further 
research is, therefore, desirable. 

This study highlights how hotel managers are investing in both 
physical and digital firm-controlled touchpoints to create safe CXs. More 
precisely, the hotel measures designed in response to the Covid-19 
pandemic comprise hygiene and protection measures, internal work 
reorganization, servicescape reorganization, investments in technology 
and digital innovations, customer wait time reorganization, staff 
training, and updated communication. The main expected effects of the 
Covid-19 safety-conscious hotel measures on the intended CX comprise 
reassurance, quickness, proximity, and intimacy. Technology and digital 
innovations improve the overall hotel experience by enabling customers 
to enjoy fast and efficient service delivery. The restrictions and re-
organizations deriving from hotels’ response to the pandemic can help 
hotels to redefine a new normal, with positive effects on the intended CX 
over time. The lessons learned from dealing with this unprecedented 
crisis will serve as a reference for hotels in case of future outbreaks. 

This study has some limitations that may encourage further research. 
First, this study followed a qualitative approach, and hence, the results 
of the interviews do not have statistical significance and cannot be 
generalized. Therefore, quantitative research is needed to test the effect 
of the measures on the intended CX according to managers’ perspective. 
In addition, only one person was interviewed from each hotel, thus 
providing a subjective perspective on CX design. Future research could 
overcome this limitation by interviewing more managers from each 
hotel. Second, this study focused on the intended CX: an interesting 
research area would be to extend the analysis across hotel guests in such 
a way that the designed experience, that is the intended CX, could be 
compared with the actual (realized) CX to provide novel empirical in-
sights into the experience design areas of touchpoints, journey, and 
physical and social elements (Ponsignon et al., 2017) in hospitality 
management. Future studies could compare perceptions of hotel guests 
of different cultural backgrounds and those traveling for pleasure rather 
than business. Further research could also examine how restaurant and 
bar managers have designed CX during and after Covid-19 to suggest 
possible other solutions for hotels (and vice versa). In addition, given 
that some researchers (Chen and Chen, 2010; Klaus and Maklan, 2013; 
Tapar et al., 2017) have argued that CX has a positive impact on 
customer satisfaction – a business philosophy concerning the re-
sponsibility and ability to meet customers’ needs, and manage and 
forecast their expectations – upcoming studies could investigate how the 
safety measures identified by hotels influence customer satisfaction. 

Referring to Schmitt’s (1999) studies about five strategic experience 
modules – sense, feel, think, act, and relate – it would be interesting to 
examine how these can be used to create a safe CX design. 
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