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A B S T R A C T   

The unprecedented global health concerns pertaining to COVID-19 have impacted the hotel industry. In order to 
ameliorate such concerns, hotels are sending out marketing communication messages. However, whether the 
messages effectively impact hotel consumers’ behaviors is still unknown. To fill this research gap, this study 
empirically tested the effect that the perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) has on hotel booking intentions as 
well as the roles of message appeal type (rational vs. emotional) and brand loyalty. The data was collected using 
a scenario-based online survey (n = 311) and analyzed using hierarchical multiple regression. The rational 
appeal type had a greater positive influence on hotel booking intentions, which suggests that it is preferable for 
COVID-19 related messages. The results also indicated that PSC had a negative influence on booking intentions 
for the low loyalty group, and brand loyalty still played a key role even amidst the COVID-19 crisis.   

1. Introduction 

What word better describes the impact of the current COVID-19 crisis 
on the lodging industry than unprecedented? An executive report by the 
American Hotel and Lodging Association (AHLA) published amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic showed its devastating effects on the lodging in
dustry. In 2020, 65 % of hotels had an occupancy rate of 50 % or less, 
and the unemployment rate in the lodging industry was approximately 
38 %. Further, only 38 % of U.S. consumers were considering traveling 
(AHLA, 2020). Even now that the world is months into adapting to this 
new normal, the occupancy rate for 2021 is still only a little over 50 % 
(ALHA, 2021). 

In a desperate attempt to bring back guests to fill their rooms and 
survive, hotel brands have been sending out COVID-19 related messages 
to their consumers via their brand websites, emails, and social media 
pages. Although it would be ideal if sending just any type of message 
could persuade potential customers, how consumers perceive commu
nication messages could differ based on various factors, including the 
receiver’s involvement and motivation (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). 
Further, certain types of messages are expected to have a greater influ
ence on behavioral intentions than others (Andrews and Shimp, 1990). 
Given that concerns regarding COVID-19 could influence the persua
siveness of marketing communication messages, an important question 
arises: Which message appeal type is more effective in the COVID-19 

context? 
Traditionally, marketing communication messages have often been 

categorized into two appeal types: rational and emotional. This cate
gorization is referred to as the emotional and rational appeal type 
framework and has frequently been adopted to investigate the potential 
outcomes of messages (Albers-Miller and Stafford, 1999b). As an 
example, a study by Albers-Miller and Stafford (1999a) examined the 
frequency of appeal types used in advertisements and found that 
emotional appeals were utilized more for experiential services, while 
rational appeals were frequently used for utilitarian services. In fact, a 
handful of empirical studies revealed that the emotional appeal type 
works better for the hospitality industry. A study conducted by Zhang 
et al. (2014) revealed that the emotional appeal type had a greater 
positive influence on purchase intentions for restaurants, whereas the 
rational appeal type generated more booking intentions for dentists. For 
the lodging industry, the emotional appeal type had the highest adver
tising effectiveness (Mattila, 1999) and yielded higher brand attitudes 
and purchase intentions (Mattila, 2001). However, the results of extant 
studies regarding appeal type also showed that the effectiveness of each 
message appeal type varied based on the context, including medium 
(Stafford and Day, 1995) and price (Burman et al., 2017). 

In the COVID-19 context, people’s perceptions of the risks associated 
with COVID-19 are generally high (Dryhurst et al., 2020). The elabo
ration likelihood model (ELM) suggests that consumers tend to be more 
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engaged in the central route when they have the motivation and ability 
to process information (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Hence, it is likely 
that consumers would have a higher level of elaboration when pro
cessing COVID-19 related marketing communication messages from 
hotel brands. Given this unique context and the variability in the extant 
literature, an empirical study is needed to investigate the effectiveness of 
message appeal types in the context of COVID-19. 

Existing studies regarding consumers’ health-related behaviors have 
almost exclusively been conducted in tourism and restaurants in the 
hospitality and tourism context. Accordingly, although COVID-19 has 
had a devastating impact on the lodging industry, it has provided a 
unique context in which consumers’ health-related behaviors could be 
examined in a lodging industry setting. The health belief model (HBM), 
which is one of the most widely adopted health-related behavior models, 
states that how serious and susceptible people perceive a disease to be 
influences their behaviors (Rosenstock, 1974). However, the model has 
only been adopted in the restaurant context, and previous studies 
discovered that the perceived severity of a disease—specifically, food
borne illness—negatively influences future behavioral intentions (Ali 
et al., 2019; Harris et al., 2018). Hence, there is a need for academic 
studies that investigate the influence of customers’ concerns regarding 
COVID-19 and its possible effects on consumer behaviors in the lodging 
context. 

In addition, the importance of loyalty has been studied in various 
hospitality and tourism-related contexts (e.g., Shoemaker and Lewis, 
1999; Kandampully et al., 2015; Tanford, 2016; Tepeci, 1999). Specif
ically, consumer brand loyalty has been proven to work like a magic 
wand and is closely related to various positive outcomes, including 
repurchase intentions (Chi and Yeh, 2009; Oliver, 1999). However, 
given that the COVID-19 era is often described as unprecedented, 
without empirical evidence, the extant literature may not provide suf
ficient evidence that brand loyalty still works its magic even in a 
pandemic context. 

The hospitality industry is built on reciprocal interactions between 
service providers and recipients that involve the exchange of services 
and experiences (King, 1995). However, the focus of recent COVID-19 
related studies has primarily been from the service provider’s perspec
tive. Despite the fact that consumers’ decision-making processes may 
have been influenced by the unprecedented COVID-19 crisis, to date 
little has been done to investigate influence of COVID-19 on consumer 
behavior—especially in the lodging context. one recent study that did 
examine such influences revealed interesting findings in that the rela
tionship between perceived health status and anxiety is negatively 
moderated by the length of stay, which suggests a need for more studies 
in this context (Wong and Yang, 2020). 

The objectives of this study were to provide answers to the following 
questions: 

(1) How do consumers’ perceptions of the severity of COVID-19 in
fluence their hotel booking intentions?  

(2) Which appeal type—rational or emotional—is likely to have a 
greater influence on hotel booking intentions during the COVID- 
19 pandemic?  

(3) What role does brand loyalty play when it is factored into the 
aforementioned relationships? 

In this regard, the current study aimed to provide answers to the 
questions above and fill the research gaps in terms of consumers’ be
haviors in the lodging context by examining the influence of consumers’ 
perceptions of the severity of COVID-19 on hotel booking intentions and 
whether the relationship varies by message appeal type and level of 
consumer brand loyalty. The findings of this study make unique con
tributions to the existing hospitality and lodging literature by expanding 
the understanding of consumer behavior in the context of health-related 
crisis communications. Moreover, the results of this study add to the 
body of knowledge pertaining to the role of loyalty and the dynamic 

influence it has on consumer behaviors when a global health-related 
crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, is present. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) 

In the lodging context, how do people behave when health-related 
concerns are factored into their decision-making processes? Before 
COVID-19, this question seemed irrelevant to the lodging industry since 
there had never been a situation in which consumer behaviors were 
critically impacted due to a global health-related concern. However, 
given that the pandemic has significantly impacted the lodging industry, 
it is necessary to build an underlying rationale to understand consumer 
behaviors in this context. Reflecting the massive impact that the COVID- 
19 crisis has had on the hospitality industry, there has been an influx of 
COVID-19 related research in hospitality and tourism-related studies. 
The existing research seems to mainly focus on the industry-wide impact 
(Alonso et al., 2020), assessing the implications of prevention measures 
(Hu et al., 2021), investigating the effect on the labor market (Baum 
et al., 2020; Filimonau et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2020), testing the 
relationship between tourism and outbreaks (Farzanegan et al., 2021), 
and providing future research directions and agendas (Hao et al., 2020; 
Jiang and Wen, 2020; Zenker and Kock, 2020). 

It is evident from lodging industry reports that the threat of COVID- 
19 influenced consumers’ decision-making regarding purchasing lod
ging accommodation services. Previous epidemic-related studies found 
that the perceived severity was high for similar diseases, such as severe 
acute respiratory syndrome (Kwok et al., 2020; De Zwart et al., 2009). 
Dryhurst et al. (2020) investigated risk perceptions of COVID-19 glob
ally and found that risk perceptions were significantly high across all 
countries situated in Europe, Asia, and North America. Therefore, the 
results of relevant studies suggest that the majority of the global popu
lation considers COVID-19 to be a severe disease. 

The current study suggests that the health belief model (HBM) 
originally developed by Hochbaum (1958) provides an underlying 
foundation for understanding consumer behaviors in this context. Ac
cording to the HBM, people’s behaviors are influenced by the perceived 
severity of the disease, their perceived susceptibility to the disease, and 
the expected benefits and barriers related to the behavior (Champion 
and Skinner, 2008; Rosenstock, 1974). The HMB has been adopted and 
modified in later studies, and the model has been expanded to encom
pass a variety of factors, including self-efficacy, to better explain peo
ple’s health-related behaviors in a holistic way (e.g., Rosenstock et al., 
1988; Yoon and Kim, 2016). 

In the context of health communication, a meta-analysis of HBM- 
related studies showed that the perceived severity of a disease signifi
cantly affects behaviors (Carpenter, 2010). People are more likely to 
engage in preventative actions when a disease is perceived as severe. 
Accordingly, it could be postulated that when the perceived severity of a 
disease is high, people are less likely to engage in behaviors that could 
potentially expose them to the disease. This relationship is expected to 
be more prominent in the service industry since purchasing a service, 
including booking a hotel room, is perceived to be riskier than pur
chasing a manufactured product due to the increased uncertainty 
(Mitchell and Greatorex, 1993). Using HBM as the underlying frame
work, this study focused on the perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) to 
further investigate consumer behavior in the COVID-19 context. In 
addition, considering this study’s context, hotel booking intention was 
defined as a consumer’s intention to stay at a particular hotel brand if 
they needed to travel amidst the pandemic. 

In hospitality and tourism studies, the HBM has been implemented 
almost exclusively in the restaurant context to examine customers’ re
turn intentions after foodborne illness outbreaks. Previous studies found 
that perceived severity negatively influences future behavioral in
tentions (Ali et al., 2019; Harris et al., 2018). The current study focused 
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on how the perceived severity of disease influences consumer behaviors 
when making a decision to stay at a particular hotel brand during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. I perceived severity of COVID-19 was defined as 
how seriously COVID-19 is perceived to be by consumers as a disease 
that could (1) cause severe illness and pain and (2) negatively influence 
their daily life including social and economic activities. 

Adopting the HBM in this context, it is likely that the perceived 
severity of a disease negatively influences consumers’ behavioral 
intentions—including hotel booking intentions. In other words, con
sumers perceive COVID-19 as a severe disease, and the strength of such 
perceptions is expected to influence hotel booking intentions negatively. 
Consumers with higher levels of PSC are likely to refrain from booking a 
hotel room during the pandemic, while the presence of the pandemic 
may have a limited effect on the behavioral intentions of consumers with 
low PSC. Therefore, the current study posited that PSC has a negative 
effect on hotel booking intentions during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

H1. : The perceived severity of COVID-19 has a negative effect on hotel 
booking intentions. 

2.2. Message appeal type: the rational and emotional framework 

The rational and emotional appeal framework has widely been 
adopted in marketing communication message studies (Albers-Miller 
and Stafford, 1999a, 1999b). According to the framework, the func
tional aspects of a product, including its quality, economy, value, and 
performance, are emphasized when making rational appeals (Kotler and 
Armstrong, 2010). For emotional appeals, however, the goal of the 
message is to generate feelings that will motivate purchases (Albers-
Miller and Stafford, 1999a, 1999b). In the lodging setting, few studies 
have been conducted regarding message appeal type, but the emotional 
appeal type had higher overall effectiveness and generated higher brand 
attitudes and purchase intentions (Mattila, 1999, 2001). Therefore, 
there is a lack of academic work that specifically compares the 

effectiveness of emotional and rational appeal types in the hotel industry 
context. 

In the service industry context, the effectiveness of appeal types has 
been studied in terms of both internal and external factors that could 
influence consumers’ decision-making processes. In terms of internal 
factors, which include consumers’ involvement and arousal levels, Fu 
and Chen’s (2012) study suggested that emotional appeals are more 
effective when customer involvement is low, while rational appeals are 
more effective when involvement is high. Moreover, Herhausen et al. 
(2019) investigated the effect of message type in social media settings 
and found that an explanation response, which is a type of rational 
appeal, reduced virality (spreading negative WOM) and was more 
effective in high arousal situations. Conversely, empathic responses, a 
type of emotional appeal, increased virality. 

On the other hand, studies regarding external factors showed that the 
effectiveness of each appeal type varies based on the medium or channel 
through which the message was provided (Nekmat et al., 2019; Stafford 
and Day, 1995). A study conducted by Burman et al. (2017) revealed 
that the effectiveness of message appeal types also varies based on the 
level of price for hotels. This study investigated consumers’ perceptions 
of the severity of a disease and its effect on their behaviors; thus, it is 
positioned in the stream of studies focused on internal factors. Table 1 
summarizes relevant studies that have examined the effectiveness of 
emotional and rational appeal types. 

Applying the rational and emotional appeal framework to the 
COVID-19 context, a rational message appeal type could be interpreted 
as providing information about prevention measures and disinfectant 
practices to reasonably persuade customers that staying at the hotel is 
safe. In contrast, an emotional appeal type message could be interpreted 
as aiming to make the audience personalize the message (e.g., 
acknowledging the impact that COVID-19 has had on consumers) or 
evoke a feeling of empathy by showing the negative impact that COVID- 
19 has had on hotel employees and surrounding communities. 

Table 1 
Summary of emotional and rational appeal type studies.  

Author Context Study design Outcome Variables Relevant findings 

Stafford and Day 
(1995) 

Retail service (restaurant 
and photo processing) 

Experimental design Attitude toward the ad, attitude toward 
the service and patronage/ 
recommendation intention 

Rational appeal more effective for both experiential 
and utilitarian service type; this result varied by 
medium (radio and print) 

Mattila (1999) Hotel Quasi-experimental design Attitude toward the ad, service 
expectations, attitude toward the 
company, purchase intention 

Emotional appeal induced a more positive initial 
attitude 

Mattila (2001) Hotel Experimental design Ad-induced emotions, brand attitude, ad 
attitude, service expectations, purchase 
intention 

Emotional appeal had the highest advertisement 
effectiveness 

Nysveen and 
Breivik (2005) 

Hotel Experimental design Attitude to advertised product, attitude to 
advertisement, decision support 

Rational appeals more effective when high 
involvement; interaction of the medium not 
significant 

Fu and Chen 
(2012) 

Product (webcam) Experimental design Attitude change (pre-attitude and post- 
attitude) 

Emotional appeal had a stronger effect when 
customer involvement low 

Zhang et al. 
(2014) 

Service (restaurant and 
dental) 

Experimental design Consumer attitude toward the ad, 
purchase intention 

Purchase intention higher when emotional appeal 
provided for restaurant 

Burman et al. 
(2017) 

Hotel Experimental design Value perception, purchase intention, 
attitude toward hotel 

For the low-price hotel, purchase intention higher for 
rational appeal but for the high-priced hotel no 
interaction observed 

Wang et al. 
(2017) 

Tourist destination Scenario-based online 
survey 

Attitude towards destination, intention to 
recommend destination, attitude toward 
the message 

Attitude toward destination significantly higher 
when emotional appeal type message provided 

Xiang et al. 
(2019) 

Crowdfunding (hotels, 
restaurants, education, 
etc.) 

Secondary research (web 
scrapping) 

Consumer backer’s support, investment 
backer’s support 

Investment backer’s support higher when emotional 
appeal provided; consumer backer’s support higher 
when informative appeal given 

Herhausen et al. 
(2019) 

Facebook brand 
community 

Secondary research 
(Facebook posts) 

Virality (negative eWOM measured by 
likes and comments on a negative post) 

Empathic response more effective to reduce virality, 
but not for high emotional arousal condition 

Chen et al. 
(2020) 

COVID-19 Secondary research 
(government social media 
post) 

Citizen engagement During the COVID-19 crisis, people preferred textual 
content (low media richness) 

Im et al. (2021) COVID-19 Qualitative design (CEO 
letters from hospitality 
firms) 

Corporate narrative strategies More rational and credible appeals used in COVID-19 
corporate narratives  
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According to the elaboration likelihood model (ELM), when con
sumers have the motivation and ability to process information, they tend 
to be more engaged in the central route, which involves cognitively 
processing the provided information (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). In 
contrast, when motivation or ability is absent, consumers engage in the 
peripheral route, which involves emotionally processing the provided 
information (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). Due to these different pro
cessing routes, how a marketing message is constructed is crucial 
because it can alter consu’ers’ attitudes (Andrews and Shimp, 1990). 
The ELM has also been implemented as either a primary research model 
or an underlying rationale in a handful of hospitality and tourism studies 
(e.g., Ha and Jang, 2010; Hlee et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2012; Xu and 
Huang, 2019). 

In the COVID-19 context, hotels have been sending messages via 
email, social media, and brand websites since the pandemic hit the 
lodging market. How consumers process such messages could generate 
different outcomes (Fu and Chen, 2012; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). The 
ELM suggests that this difference could be caused by which processing 
route (central or peripheral) and appeal type (rational or emotional 
appeal) was utilized (Xiang et al., 2019). In this regard, the ELM was 
adopted in this study to postulate the effect of rational and emotional 
appeals when consumers process COVID-19 related messages from 
hotels. 

To date, limited studies have specifically investigated the effective
ness of rational and emotional appeal types pertaining to COVID-19 
related messages in the context of the lodging industry. A study con
ducted by Im et al. (2021) examined the contents of COVID-19 related 
messages from CEO letters in the hospitality industry and discovered 
that rational appeals were primarily utilized. In the field of health 
communication, Mongiovi et al. (2017) revealed that rational appeals 
were used more frequently for medication-related advertisements. Also, 
when a health-related crisis such as COVID-19 occurs, the public relies 
more on the textual content of government social media posts (Chen 
et al., 2020). These findings from prior studies were consistent with Fu 
and Chen’s (2012) conclusion that a rational appeal type is more 
effective when consumers have high involvement. 

Given the above rationale, which appeal type would be more effec
tive at generating hotel booking intentions when a health-related 
concern is present? The HBM explains that the perceived severity of a 
disease influences people’s behaviors (Carpenter, 2010). In the 
COVID-19 context, the general population considers the disease to be 
serious (Dryhurst et al., 2020) and, thus, is likely to have greater moti
vation and involvement when processing COVID-19 related messages. 
Moreover, previous studies confirmed that when consumers have high 
involvement, the rational appeal type is more effective (Fu and Chen, 
2012). Therefore, it is likely that the rational appeal type would have a 
more positive effect on hotel booking intentions than the emotional 
appeal type. 

In addition, based on the HBM and ELM, consumers with high PSC 
are likely to have greater motivation to process COVID-19 related 
messages from hotels. Because they are engaging in the central pro
cessing route, the effectiveness of a rational appeal is expected to in
crease. On the other hand, when consumers do not perceive COVID-19 
as a severe disease, they have less motivation to process COVID-19 
related messages from hotels. Thus, they are more likely to process the 
message using the peripheral route and be persuaded by an emotional 
appeal. Accordingly, it is likely that consumers are motivated to process 
the message when the PSC level is high and, thus, they are engaging in 
the central information processing route. Thus, the effect of PSC on hotel 
booking intentions is hypothesized to be positively moderated by the 
appeal type. 

H2. : For COVID-19 related hotel marketing messages, the rational 
appeal type has a stronger positive effect on hotel booking intentions 
than the emotional appeal type. 

H3. : The effect of the perceived severity of COVID-19 on hotel 

booking intentions is moderated by the message appeal type. 

2.3. The role of loyalty in the COVID-19 era 

There is a consensus that loyalty has a positive influence on purchase 
intentions. For example, the results from Tellis’s (1988) study confirmed 
that loyalty has the highest explanatory power for brand choice and 
volume purchased, and a study conducted by Chi and Yeh (2009) also 
found that brand loyalty has a positive effect on purchase intentions. 
Furthermore, Oliver (1997) developed a framework for the phases of 
loyalty that originates in cognitive loyalty and ultimately leads to action 
loyalty, which means that customers are ready to act. Specifically, the 
importance of loyalty has also been studied in various hospitality and 
tourism-related research (Shoemaker and Lewis, 1999; Kandampully 
et al., 2015; Tanford, 2016; Tepeci, 1999). However, this study argued 
that consumer behaviors influenced by COVID-19, which brought an 
unprecedented crisis to many industry sectors, present a unique condi
tion. Accordingly, previously proven relationships need to be empiri
cally tested in this context. In this regard, another question remains: Is 
loyalty still effective for the lodging industry in the COVID-19 crisis? 

A handful of previous studies investigating brand loyalty considered 
it to be a multidimensional construct that includes both attitudinal and 
behavioral aspects of loyalty (Bandyopadhyay and Martell, 2007; Dick 
and Basu, 1994; Tranberg and Hansen, 1986). In contrast, another line 
of studies suggested that the attitudinal dimension of loyalty should be 
emphasized when brand loyalty is studied in the hospitality industry 
context (Back, 2005) because marketers in the hospitality industry aim 
to develop this aspect of loyalty by providing special treatment and 
developing relationships and emotional commitment (Mason et al., 
2006; Schall, 2003). Considering that the primary focus of this study was 
to explore the role of loyalty in the lodging context during the COVID-19 
pandemic, this study focused on investigating the effect that consumers’ 
attitudinal loyalty has on their decision-making processes rather than 
considering multiple dimensions of brand loyalty. Thus, in this study, 
brand loyalty was operationalized as consumers’ commitment to a brand 
that primarily encompasses the attitudinal aspects of loyalty. 

Kim et al. (2018) revealed that customers with greater loyalty had 
higher revisit intentions, and the level of loyalty buffers the influence of 
negative information (sanitation violations) on revisit intentions. 
Another study examining the interaction effect of loyalty found that 
restaurant customers’ revisit intentions vary based on their level of 
loyalty (Namkung et al., 2011). Considering its strong effect in gener
ating positive behavioral intentions and buffering barriers to repurch
asing, it is likely that brand loyalty will have a positive influence on 
hotel booking intentions even amidst the COVID-19 crisis. In fact, brand 
loyalty could even have a stronger effect in the global pandemic context. 
Brand loyalty and trust are strongly correlated (Bowen and Shoemaker, 
2003; Garcia de Leaniz and Rodríguez Del Bosque Rodríguez, 2015), and 
consumers are likely to prefer a brand that they already trust since all 
alternatives are also being impacted by the pandemic. Accordingly, 
brand loyalty is expected to work as a buffer to limit the negative in
fluence of customers’ concerns related to COVID-19 and negatively 
moderate the effect of PSC on hotel booking intentions. 

The effect of marketing messages could vary based on the level of 
brand loyalty, and Raj (1982) revealed that advertising positively affects 
consumers’ purchasing behaviors for the high loyalty group but not for 
the low loyalty group. In addition, when consumers have high brand 
loyalty, they are likely to purchase products and services from the brand 
they are loyal to unless there is a significant barrier to repurchasing 
(Oliver, 1999). Thus, it is expected that booking intentions would be 
greater for the high loyalty group regardless of the message appeal type. 
In other words, the effect of message appeal type will be significant for 
the low loyalty group, whereas the effect will decrease for the high 
loyalty group. Expanding on this, it could also be postulated that the 
interaction effect between PSC and appeal type will be significant for the 
low loyalty group; however, no interaction is expected to be observed 
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for the high loyalty group. 
In sum, this study postulated that the perceived severity of COVID-19 

influences consumers’ hotel booking intentions, and this relationship is 
moderated by message appeal type and brand loyalty. Furthermore, the 
interaction effect of the perceived severity of COVID-19 and message 
appeal type is expected to significantly differ (moderated-moderation) 
based on the level of customers’ brand loyalty (see Fig. 1 for the con
ceptual framework). 

H4. : Brand loyalty has a positive influence on hotel booking intentions 
during the COVID-19 crisis. 

H5. : The effect of message appeal type on hotel booking intentions is 
moderated by the level of brand loyalty. 

H6. : The effect of the perceived severity of COVID-19 on hotel 
booking intentions is moderated by the level of brand loyalty. 

H7. : The interaction effect of the perceived severity of COVID-19 and 
message appeal type on hotel booking intentions is moderated by the 
level of brand loyalty. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Data 

To test the proposed hypotheses, data were collected via a scenario- 
based online survey, which was constructed on Qualtrics. Respondents 
were recruited using the convenience sampling method via Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) during the month of August 2020, when the 
impact of COVID-19 on the lodging industry was still prevalent. Since 
this study focused on the U.S. lodging market, only participants who 
reside in the U.S. were recruited. A total of 311 respondents participated 
in this survey. 

3.2. Variables and measurements 

3.2.1. Perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) 
The measurement items for PSC were adopted from the HBM (Janz 

and Becker, 1984) and modified to fit the context of this research. Three 
measurement items were used to capture PSC, and a 7-point Likert scale 
(1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) was used. Since this study 
investigated multiple interaction effects, PSC was mean-centered to 
avoid multicollinearity issues. Further, the mean-centering method 
provides a parsimonious way to interpret the results and is considered a 
proper method to use when examining the direction of predictor vari
ables in social science settings (Iacobucci et al., 2016). 

3.2.2. Message appeal types 
Utilizing the rational and emotional appeal framework, two message 

types were constructed based on actual messages sent from multiple 
hotel brands (see Appendix A). Before reading the message, participants 
were instructed to imagine that they were in the process of choosing 
among several lodging options for a business trip that would occur in a 

couple of weeks. Then, they were instructed to think about a hotel brand 
and pretend that the message they were about to read was sent from that 
hotel brand. The randomizer function in Qualtrics was utilized, and 
survey participants were randomly assigned to either (1) the emotional 
appeal type message or (2) the rational appeal type message. 

3.2.3. Brand loyalty 
Brand loyalty was operationalized in this study as a concept 

encompassing the attitudinal dimension of loyalty. To measure this 
concept, participants indicated self-reported brand loyalty based on four 
questions adapted from Back and Parks (2003) that focused on investi
gating lodging consumers’ attitudinal loyalty. Participants’ responses 
were measured using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 =

strongly agree). Since this study also intended to explore the varying 
effect of loyalty on hotel booking intentions, the data were divided into 
two groups using the median split for further analysis. A median split 
method is a valid statistical technique that can be used to investigate 
effects on different groups given that no multicollinearity issues are 
present (Iacobucci et al., 2015). 

3.2.4. Hotel booking intentions during COVID-19 
The measurement items were constructed based on Chiang and 

Jang’s study (2007) and measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Survey participants were instructed to 
imagine that they were going on a business trip in a couple of weeks. 
They were then asked to answer questions about their intentions to stay 
at the hotel brand that presumably sent the COVID-19 related message, 
which aimed to persuade consumers by using either a rational or 
emotional appeal type. Table 2 displays a detailed list of measurement 
items used in the analysis. 

3.2.5. Control and manipulation check variables 
Consumers’ purchase intentions can vary based on their de

mographic profiles (Akhter, 2003). Specifically, it was expected that 
making a decision regarding lodging options during the COVID-19 
pandemic would be influenced by demographic factors, including age, 
income, and gender. Moreover, Teichert et al. (2018) found that 

Fig. 1. Conceptual framework.  

Table 2 
Measurements.  

Constructs  Items Source 

Perceived severity 
of COVID-19 
(PSC) 

PSC1 
PSC2 
PSC3 

I think COVID-19 could cause 
serious illness. 
If I caught COVID-19, it would 
significantly influence my social and 
economic activities. 
If I caught COVID-19, I would suffer 
severe pain. 

Janz and 
Becker 
(1984) 

Brand loyalty BL1 
BL2 
BL3 
BL4 

This hotel provides me superior 
service quality as compared to any 
other hotel brands. 
I like this hotel more than other 
hotel brands. 
I consider this hotel brand to be my 
first lodging choice. 
I would do more business with this 
hotel brand in the next few years. 

Back and 
Parks (2003) 

Booking intention BI1 
BI2 
BI3 

Assuming that you are going to be 
on a business trip in a couple of 
weeks, … 
… I intend to book a room in one of 
its hotel properties. 
… My willingness to book this hotel 
brand for my future travel is high. 
If I were to be on a trip and book a 
hotel room amid COVID-19 
pandemic, I would rather stay at this 
hotel brand than other brands. 

Chiang and 
Jang (2007) 

Note. All instruments were measured with a seven-point Likert scale. 
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consumers’ demographic profiles could influence the effectiveness of 
emotional and informational ad appeals. Hence, these demographic 
variables were included as control variables. In addition, although 
perceived message effectiveness (PME) could influence participants’ 
attitudes and behavioral intentions (Dillard et al., 2007), the focus of the 
current study was investigating the varying influence of each type of 
appeal rather than the result of each appeal type’s effectiveness or the 
role that PME has on behavioral intentions. Thus, considering its po
tential effect on behavioral intentions, the analysis used PME as a con
trol variable. 

After being randomly assigned a message, participants were pre
sented with either an emotional or rational appeal that was hypotheti
cally sent from the hotel brand that they indicated earlier in the survey. 
Then, they were asked to measure their general response toward and 
impression of the provided message immediately after reading it. Two 
manipulation check questions were asked (e.g., “I think this message 
was trying to make a rational appeal to its audiences,” and “I think this 
message was trying to make an emotional appeal to its audiences.”) and 
argetedionmeasured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 
7 = strongly agree). 

3.3. Analyses 

Statistical tests were performed using hierarchical regression anal
ysis to test the hypotheses. The statistical significance of each model was 
tested using R2 change and its significance based on F statistics. In 
particular, the proposed three-way interaction effect—or moderated 
moderation—was tested in Eq. (1).   

Eq. (2), a modified version of Eq. (1), was constructed to demonstrate 
the three-way interaction—or moderated moderation effect. The three- 
way interaction being tested in this study could be simplified as: 
examining a statistically significant change in β8 coefficient based on the 
level of LOYALTYi while holding all other variables constant. In other 
words, this study tested whether the coefficient for the interaction be
tween PSC and message appeal type significantly varies based on the 
level of brand loyalty. 

4. Results 

4.1. Sample profile 

Of the total sample, 57.2 % were male (n = 178) and 42.8 % were 
female (n = 133). In terms of ethnicity, the majority of respondents were 
white/Caucasian (75.6 %, n = 235), followed by African American (8.7 
%, n = 27), and Asian (8.7 %, n = 27). Over 50 % of the respondents 
were between 26 and 39 years old, and approximately 50 % had earned 
a bachelor’s degree. The demographic profile of the respondents is 

displayed in Table 3. 

4.2. Manipulation check 

Before testing the proposed hypotheses, a manipulation check was 
performed. The emotional appeal type group was used as a reference 
group and coded as ‘0,’ while the rational appeal type group was coded 
as ‘1.’ Participants who were presented with the emotional appeal type 
message indicated that the message was making an emotional rather 
than rational appeal (Emotional: M = 5.59, Rational: M = 4.21; F(1, 
309) = 63.390, p < .01). Conversely, participants who were assigned to 
the rational appeal type message indicated that it was making a rational 
rather than emotional appeal (Emotional: M = 4.84, Rational: M = 6.00; 
F(1, 309) = 59.471, p < .01). Overall, the results of the manipulation 
check confirmed that the two message appeal types were effective and 
perceived as intended by participants. 

4.3. Hypothesis testing 

The reliability of the measurements was tested, and the result indi
cated that all measurements had good internal consistency ranging 
from.833 to.931 based on the cutoff Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.7 (Hair 
et al., 2010). To test the convergent and discriminant validity, confir
matory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted, and the goodness-of-fit 
indices indicated an acceptable model fit (χ2 (32) = 128.463, p < .05; 
RMSEA < 0.1; SRMR < 0.5; CFL > 0.9; TLI > 0.9). Standardized factor 
loadings ranged from 0.731 to 0.905, and average variance extracted 
(AVE) ranged from 0.630 to 0.789; thus, all indicators in the measure
ment model were in the acceptable range. The square roots of AVE and 

the correlations between each construct were examined, and the result 
showed that the square roots of AVE are larger than the correlations 
among constructs. Therefore, no evident issues were identified 
regarding the convergent and discriminant validity of the measurement 
items. Before conducting the hierarchical multiple regression analysis, 
correlation analysis was performed to investigate the relationship 
among all proposed variables in this study. The result showed that hotel 
booking intention had positive correlations with PME, appeal type, and 
loyalty. The correlation analysis also indicated that PSC has positive 
correlations with age and gender (see Fig. 2). 

In order to statistically test a possible issue regarding common 
method bias (CMB), Harman’s single-factor test was performed. An 
explanatory factor analysis was conducted using the covariance matrix 
of all survey items, and no single factor that could account for the ma
jority of covariances was observed (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Moreover, a 
single-method-factor approach was adopted to further test the common 
method bias in a more rigorous way (Kock et al., 2021; Podsakoff et al., 
2003). In particular, the unmeasured latent method construct (ULMC) 
technique was utilized. A common latent factor was added to the model, 
and the paths between the common latent factor and other variables 

BOOKING INTENTIONi = β0 + β1AGEi + β2GENDERi + β3INCOMEi + β4PMEi + β5PSCi
+β6APPEAL TYPEi + β7LOYALTYi + β8PSCi ∗ APPEAL TYPEi + β9PSCi ∗ LOYALTYi
+β10APPEAL TYPEi ∗ LOYALTYi + β11PSCi ∗ APPEAL TYPEi ∗ LOYALTYi + εi

(1)   

BOOKING INTENTIONi = β0 + β1AGEi + β2GENDERi + β3INCOMEi + β4PMEi
+β5PSCi + β6APPEAL TYPEi + β8PSCi ∗ APPEAL TYPEi
+(β7 + β9APPEAL TYPEi + β10PSCi + β11APPEAL TYPEi ∗ PSCi) ∗ LOYALTYi + εi

(2)   
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were constrained to be equal (Eichhorn, 2014; Podsakoff et al., 2003). 
The differences in standardized factor loadings between the two models 
ranged from 0.066 to 0.127, and the variance explained by the common 
method variance was lower than the commonly used 50 % threshold 

(Min et al., 2016). Therefore, the test results showed that common 
method bias was not evident in this study. 

To test the statistical significance of the proposed relationships, hi
erarchical multiple regression was performed. Since this study involves 
testing interaction effects, PSC was mean-centered. In order to test for a 
possible multicollinearity issue, the variance inflation factor (VIF) was 
checked for all models. The VIF values ranged from 1.019 to 4.077 and 
were lower than the threshold value of 10. Thus, there was no significant 
indicator of multicollinearity issues in this study (Hair et al., 2010; Neter 
et al., 1996). Since this study aimed to explore consumer behavior in the 
unique context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the hypothesis test was 
performed at a 10 % significance level due to the nature of the current 
study. 

As shown in Table 3, Model 1 (F(4, 306) = 14.904, p < .01, R2 

= .163) included only control variables to test their possible effects on 

Fig. 2. Correlation matrix of all variables. Note. Pearson correlation values are shown, and darker color indicates a higher correlation between variables; PME = perceived 
message effectiveness; PSC = perceived severity of COVID-19; age, gender, income, PME were control variables. 

Fig. 3. Two-way interaction: the interaction effect of PSC and appeal type on 
hotel booking intention. Note: perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) was 
categorized into two levels using a ± 1 standard deviation value. 

Table 3 
Demographic profiles of participants.  

Variables Frequency (n = 311) Percent 

Gender     
Male  178  57.2 
Female  133  42.8 

Ethnicity     
African American  27  8.7 
Asian  27  8.7 
Hispanic  15  4.8 
Native American  3  1.0 
White/Caucasian  235  75.6 
Other  4  1.3 

Age     
18–25 years  19  6.1 
26–39 years  161  51.8 
40–54 years  77  24.8 
55–65 years  39  12.5 
66 years and above  15  4.8 

Education level  
Less than high school  1  0.3 
High school graduate  25  8 
Some college  48  15.4 
Associate degree  38  12.2 
Bachelor’s degree  151  48.6 
Master’s degree  38  12.2 
Professional degree  8  2.6 
Doctorate degree  2  0.6 

Annual household income 
Below $20,000  32  10.3 
$20,000 - $39,999  66  21.2 
$40,000 - $59,999  61  19.6 
$60,000 - $79,999  58  18.6 
$80,000 - $99,999  36  11.6 
$100,000 - $149,999  45  14.5 
$150,000 - $199,999  8  2.6 
$200,000 or above  5  1.6  
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hotel booking intentions. Age (b =.139, p <[ 0.05 and PME (b =.352, 
p <[ 0.01 had a positive influence on the dependent variable, while 
gender (b =.028, p >[ 0.1 and income (b =.041, p >[ 0.1 did not have a 
statistically significant influence on hotel booking intentions. 

The main effects of appeal type, PSC, and loyalty were tested in 
Model 2 (F(7, 303) = 35.474, p < .01, R2 = .438). Although it had a 
negative coefficient as expected, the effect of PSC on hotel booking in
tentions was not statistically significant (b = − .018, p >[ 0.1, which did 
not support H1. As predicted, the rational appeal type positively affected 
hotel booking intentions compared to the emotional appeal type (b 
=.303, p <[ 0.05, which supported H2. The result also confirmed that 
brand loyalty had a strong positive effect on hotel booking intentions 
even amidst the COVID-19 crisis (b = 1.290, p < .01), which supported 
H4. 

Model 3 (F(10, 300) = 25.850, p < .01, R2 = .463) tested the 
interaction effects. The statistically significant R2 change between 
Models 3 and 4 (R2 change ==0.012 p <[ 0.1 confirmed that the 
interaction effects were statistically significant. First, this study did not 
verify that the effect of the rational appeal type increased as PSC 

increased due to an insignificant positive moderating effect (b =.075, 
p >[ 0.1. Therefore, H3 was not supported (see Fig. 3). Second, ac
cording to the results, the effect of appeal type on hotel booking in
tentions decreased for the high loyalty group compared to the low 
loyalty group, which supported H5 (b = − .354, p <[ 0.1. Fig. 4 displays 
the two-way interaction between appeal type and loyalty. Third, H6 
postulated that the negative effect of PSC on hotel booking intentions 
would decrease when a consumer’s loyalty level is high. The result of the 
two-way interaction was statistically significant (β = .271, p <[ 0.05.  
Fig. 5 provides a graphical representation of this interaction effect. 

The final model, Model 4 (F(11, 299) = 24.016, p < .01, R2 = .469), 
is the full model and was comprised of all variables from the prior 
models as well as a three-way interaction term between PSC, appeal 
type, and brand loyalty. The R2 change from Model 4 to Model 5 was 
statistically significant (R2 change =.006, p <[ 0.1. Further, H7, which 
tested the three-way interaction—or moderated moderation—was sup
ported at an alpha level of.1 (b = − .276). Therefore, this result sup
ported that the interaction between appeal type and PSC significantly 
decreased for the high loyalty group. Table 4 displays the detailed re
sults for Model 4. Fig. 6 provides a visual representation of the three-way 
interaction. The interaction effects were further tested using PROCESS 
v3.5.2 macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2017). The interaction between appeal 
type and PSC was significant when the level of brand loyalty was low (F 
(1, 299) = 4.017, p <[ 0.05, whereas the interaction was not significant 
(F(1299) = .567, p >[ 0.1 for the high loyalty group. 

Moreover, additional analysis was performed to investigate the 
interaction between PSC and brand loyalty for the emotional appeal 
type. The result showed that the interaction was significant (F(1, 150) 
= 6.269, p < .05). As shown in Fig. 7, when both PSC and brand loyalty 
levels were low, emotional appeals led to more hotel booking intentions 
compared to the high PSC group. 

5. Conclusions 

5.1. Summary and discussion 

The COVID-19 crisis has had an unprecedented impact on the lod
ging industry. It is predicted that it will take several years for the in
dustry to recover fully (American Hotel and Lodging Association, 2021). 
In hopes of bringing back guests, hotels are sending out messages via 
different channels, including social media and emails. However, 
COVID-19 may have shifted consumer behaviors in an unexpected di
rection. To date, there has been little research on consumers’ 
health-related concerns and their possible effects on consumer behaviors 
in the lodging industry context. Hence, this study aimed to investigate 
the influence of consumers’ perceptions of the severity of COVID-19 on 
hotel booking intentions and examine whether this relationship could be 
ameliorated by providing a particular message appeal type (emotional 
vs. rational). Furthermore, this study intended to test how the interac
tion effect between PSC and appeal type varies based on the consumer’s 
level of loyalty. 

The statistical analysis results showed that’PSC’s effect on hotel 
booking intentions was not statistically significant as hypothesized (H1). 
A possible explanation for this could be attributed to the context of this 
study. The assumed context was that participants would be going on an 
upcoming business trip, which is usually something that is required 
rather than freely chosen compared to a leisure trip. Additional analysis 
results showed that significantly different behaviors were observed be
tween the high and low loyalty groups. The interaction effect between 
PSC and brand loyalty was significant, and this result confirmed that the 
negative effect of PSC decreased when brand loyalty was high. 

The general population considers COVID-19 to be a severe disease 
(Dryhurst et al., 2020), and the rational appeal type works better in 
high-involvement situations (Herhausen et al., 2019). Accordingly, 
although the emotional appeal type has generally been considered more 
appropriate for the service industry (Mattila, 2001; Zhang et al., 2014), 

Fig. 4. Two-way interaction: the interaction effect of PSC and loyalty on hotel 
booking intention. Note: perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) was categorized 
into two levels using a ± 1 standard deviation value. 

Fig. 5. Two-way interaction: the interaction effect appeal type and loyalty on 
hotel booking intention. 
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this study hypothesized that the rational appeal type would have a more 
significant effect on hotel booking intentions compared to the emotional 
appeal type (H2). The result of this study supported hypothesis H2. This 
result contrasts with previous studies that suggested that emotional 
appeal types are generally more suitable for creating positive consumer 
behaviors in the hospitality and tourism context (Mattila, 1999, 2001; 
Wang et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2014). However, it should be noted that 
the context of this study is a global health-related pandemic. Thus, the 
rational appeal type was expected to have higher effectiveness, which 
was confirmed. In addition, this result confirmed that hotels correctly 
utilized the rational appeal type more often during the COVID-19 crisis, 
as the results of Im ’s et al. (2021) descriptive study suggested. 

Based on ELM, PSC was conceptualized as motivation to process 
COVID-19 related messages. The effect of the rational appeal type 
message was postulated to increase as PSC increased. However, the re
sults showed that although the interaction had a positive coefficient, it 

was not statistically significant (H3). The medium of the message is 
delivered through could influence the effectiveness of the appeal type 
(Stafford and Day, 1995). This study utilized electronic text displayed 
via a computer screen as a medium; thus, it could have an impact on the 
effectiveness of the appeal types. Future related studies should consider 
investigating the influence of the medium on consumers’ perceptions of 
health-related messages. Another potential factor to consider is hotel 
price. Burman et al. (2014) revealed that the rational appeal type is 
more effective for lower-priced hotels, while the emotional appeal type 
is more effective for high-priced hotels. Thus, future studies need to 
separately examine message effectiveness based on hotel scales. 

Brand loyalty is often regarded as a remedy to ameliorate negative 
situations (Kim et al., 2018) and increase purchase intentions (Chi and 
Yeh, 2009). The findings of this study suggested that brand loyalty plays 
an important role even in the COVID-19 era (H4). This result is in line 
with previous studies that proved loy’lty’s vital role in generating 

Table 4 
Result of hierarchical multiple regression analysis.   

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4  

Coefficient S.E. P-value Coefficient S.E. P-value Coefficient S.E. P-value Coefficient S.E. P-value 

Constant 2.821 ***  0.374  0.000 3.120 ***  0.329  0.000 3.016 ***  0.330  0.000 3.012 ***  0.329  0.000 
Agei 0.139 **  0.066  0.036 0.088  0.055  0.108 0.086  0.055  0.117 0.084  0.054  0.124 
Genderi 0.028  0.127  0.825 0.094  0.104  0.369 0.097  0.104  0.350 0.094  0.103  0.363 
Incomei 0.041  0.036  0.253 0.036  0.029  0.226 0.027  0.030  0.361 0.028  0.029  0.349 
PMEi .352 ***  0.050  0.000 0.181 * **  0.046  0.000 0.192 ***  0.046  0.000 0.193 ***  0.046  0.000 
PSCi      - .018  0.040  0.652 - 0.111 *  0.061  0.071 - 0.163 * *  0.067  0.016 
Appeal typei      0.303 **  0.103  0.004 0.453 **  0.138  0.001 0.466 ***  0.137  0.001 
Loyaltyi      1.290 ***  0.107  0.000 1.456 ***  0.148  0.000 1.461 ***  0.148  0.000 
PSCi × Appeal typei           0.075  0.073  0.303 0.191 **  0.096  0.046 
Appeal typei × Loyaltyi           -0.361 *  0.207  0.082 - 0.354 *  0.206  0.086 
PSCi × Loyaltyi           0.129 *  0.075  0.086 0.271 **  0.106  0.011 
PSCi × Appeal typei × Loyaltyi                - 0.276 *  0.147  0.062 

F 14.904 ***    0.000 35.474 ***    0.000 25.850 ***    0.000 24.016 ***    0.000 
R2 0.163     0.450     0.463     0.469     
Adj.R2 0.152     0.438     0.445     0.450     
R2Δ —     0.287     0.012     0.006     
ΔF —     52.807 ***    0.000 2.316 *    0.076 3.512 *    0.062 

Note. DV = booking intention; coefficient = unstandardized coefficient; S.E. = standard error; PME = perceived message effectiveness; PSC = perceived severity of 
COVID-19, the variable was mean-centered; Appeal type (0 = emotional appeal type, 1 = rational appeal type); Loyalty was dichotomized using the median split 
method (0 = low loyalty group, 1 = high loyalty group) 
*, **, and *** represents less than 10 %, 5 %, and 1 % significance level, respectively. 

Fig. 6. Three-way interaction: the interaction effect of PSC and appeal type differentiating based on the level of loyalty. Note: perceived severity of COVID-19 (PSC) 
was categorized into two levels using a ± 1 standard deviation value. 
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booking intentions (e.g., Chi and Yeh, 2009; Kim et al., 2018; Namkung 
et al., 2011; Tanford, 2016). The results also showed that brand loyalty 
had a buffering effect on the relationship between PSC and hotel 
booking intentions (H6). This result is consistent with Kim ’s et al. 
(2018) study that showed brand loyalty buffers the effect of negative 
information. In addition, since consumers with high loyalty are already 
poised to act in favor of the brand (Oliver, 1999), the effect of appeal 
type decreased for the high loyalty group (H5). The effectiveness of 
marketing communications has often been examined as a tool to in
crease loyalty, but this result suggests that brand loyalty could be an 
independent factor that creates varying levels of message effectiveness. 

The three-way interaction—or moderated moderation—showed that 
the interaction between PSC and appeal type was significant for the low 
loyalty group but not for the high loyalty group (H7). This shows that 
when brand loyalty is high, the distinction between appeal type and its 
effect on ameliorating consumer concern, operationalized as PSV in this 
study, weakens. In sum, considering the fact that the unprecedented 
COVID-19 pandemic may have influenced consumer behaviors, this 
study provided crucial empirical evidence about the dynamic relation
ships among PSC, message appeal type, and brand loyalty in the lodging 
industry context. 

5.2. Implications 

5.2.1. Theoretical implications 
The findings of this study contribute to understanding unique lod

ging industry consumer behaviors in the context of the COVID-19 crisis. 
COVID-19 presented a rare context to investigate the influence of con
sumers’ health-related concerns on behavioral intentions in the lodging 
industry. This study is the first to investigate (1) the influence of PSC on 
hotel booking intentions and (2) how its impact could be ameliorated by 
utilizing a particular message appeal type and the level of brand loyalty. 
The results showed that PSC negatively influenced hotel booking in
tentions only when the level of brand loyalty was low. On the other 
hand, the negative influence was buffered when brand loyalty was high. 
Additionally, this study also confirmed that the HBM could be applied to 
examine consumers’ perceptions of the risk associated with a disease 
and its influence on their behavioral intentions in the lodging industry 
context. Thus, future studies should utilize the full HBM model or 

investigate other constructs from the HBM (e.g., perceived barrier, 
perceived benefit, etc.) in a similar context. 

Building on the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), this study 
postulated and tested the effectiveness of emotional and rational appeal 
types for COVID-19 related marketing communication messages. 
Emotional appeals are used more frequently in the service industry 
(Albers-Miller and Stafford, 1999a) and prior studies suggested that 
emotional appeals are more effective for hospitality firms (Fu and Chen, 
2012; Mattila, 1999, 2001; Zhang et al., 2014). However, this study 
revealed that the rational appeal type had a greater positive influence on 
hotel booking intentions compared to the emotional appeal type when 
the aim of the message is to address health-related concerns, such as 
COVID-19. 

Lastly, this study confirmed that brand loyalty works even amidst the 
COVID-19 crisis and varying degrees of loyalty generate different con
sumer behaviors. Brand loyalty not only positively influenced hotel 
booking intentions but also buffered the negative influence of PSC on 
hotel booking intentions during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, 
brand loyalty was a strong predictor of hotel booking intentions and 
ameliorated the influence of health-related concerns that consumers 
might have during the global health crisis. Furthermore, this study 
discovered an interesting consumer behavior: for the high loyalty group, 
the message appeal type was irrelevant regardless of the level of PSC. 
This interesting interaction between appeal type and brand loyalty 
needs to be investigated further in future research. 

5.2.2. Practical implications 
This study provides valuable practical implications for hotel mar

keters and managers pertaining to communicating with potential guests 
regarding COVID-19 preparedness. The results from this study suggest 
that marketing communication messages that address consumers’ 
health-related concerns and target the general public should use a 
rational appeal type in order to persuade customers that staying at the 
hotel is safe. Specifically, hotel marketers and managers should consider 
providing information about the hotel’s prevention measures and 
disinfectant practices to increase consumers’ hotel booking intentions. 

This study also provided another interesting finding. When the level 
of both PSC and brand loyalty were low, the emotional appeal type was 
more effective for the low PSC group compared to the high PSC group. 
This finding suggests that hotel managers and marketers also need to 
consider the dynamic relationship between PSC, message appeal type, 
and loyalty in order to create more effective marketing communications 
amidst the COVID-19 crisis. Specifically, hotel managers and marketers 
should consider using the emotional appeal type when a communication 
message regarding COVID-19 targets a specific consumer group (e.g., 
consumers with low PSC and loyalty). When an emotional appeal type is 
utilized, it should aim to (1) encourage the audience to personalize the 
message by providing an appeal that targeted consumers can relate to (e. 
g., create a sense of belonging and acknowledge the impact of COVID-19 
on the consumer’s life) and (2) generate a feeling of empathy (e.g., 
emphasize the impact of COVID-19 on hotel employees and how the 
hotel brand is supporting surrounding communities). 

Lastly, although consumer brand loyalty and its critical role in 
generating positive consumer behavioral intentions is not an unfamiliar 
concept in the hospitality industry context (Shoemaker and Lewis, 1999; 
Kandampully et al., 2015; Tanford, 2016; Tepeci, 1999), the results of 
this study revealed that loyalty even works as a buffer to abate the 
negative influence of consumers’ health-related concerns. Thus, it 
confirmed that ‘consumers’ love conquers the worries’ even when a 
global pandemic is present. Therefore, hotel managers and marketers 
should continue to remember that building a strong relationship with 
consumers is essential to prepare for other possible health-related crises. 

5.3. Limitations and future studies 

Although the current study provided unique contributions, it is not 

Fig. 7. The interaction effect of loyalty and PSC for emotional appeal type 
condition. Note: PSC = perceived severity of COVID-19; PSC was categorized into 
two levels using a ± 1 standard deviation value. 
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free from limitations. First, the data used in this study were from people 
who reside in the U.S. Thus, the results may not be generalizable on a 
global scale. Second, this study explored consumer behaviors when a 
health-related concern was present in the lodging context. Nevertheless, 
it did not aim to assess the entire decision-making process that con
sumers go through when they decide whether or not to stay at a 
particular hotel brand. As shown in the correlation matrix in Fig. 2, PME 
had moderate positive correlations with PSC, appeal type, loyalty, and 
hotel booking intentions, which implies that there could be additional 
relationships left to be investigated in terms of COVID-19 marketing 
communications research. 

Hence, in order to better understand consumer behaviors and their 
decision-making processes in the COVID-19 crisis, future studies need to 
consider investigating other factors that could influence this process (e. 
g., message frequency, timing, source credibility, message order effect, 
etc.). Moreover, the topics (e.g., cleaning, disinfecting, community, etc.) 
mentioned in COVID-19 related messages and their relative effects on 
ameliorating consumers’ health risk perceptions should be investigated 
in order to increase consumers’ hotel booking intentions in the COVID- 
19 era—or another global health crisis. Table 5. 

Appendix A 

Emotional appeal type message 

Without a doubt, COVID-19 has impacted our families and commu
nity. Our heart goes out to those who have been affected by this un
precedented global event. We understand the challenge and frustration 
of not being able to enjoy things that you loved—especially if you took 
pleasure in exploring new places. The safety and health of our family, 
including our guests and team members, are our top priority. We are 
here to provide you with a safe and clean room where you can rest and 
rejuvenate if your travel needs arise in the future. 

We also would like to let you know that, as it did to our community, 
COVID-19 has severely impacted our hotel family, as well. Conse
quently, we were not able to welcome as many guests as we used to and 
had to make the difficult decision to furlough many of our staff mem
bers. Yet, we believe that there is a silver lining, and this difficult season 
will come to an end. Most importantly, we will overcome this ‘together.’ 
We truly hope that day would come quickly, and it all starts from 
welcoming you back to our hotel. 

Once again, we would like to let you know that we miss you and we 

are here waiting for you. 

Rational appeal type message 

In response to COVID-19, we have taken additional preventative 
measures to ensure health and safety of our guests. All employees are 
required to wear personal protective equipment (e.g. face masks, 
gloves). The check-in and out process is designed to keep six-foot dis
tance between guests and employees. No contact check-in options, 
including mobile check-in, are also available. 

In addition, our cleaning and disinfecting practices have also been 
rigorously reinforced. All rooms are cleaned thoroughly and treated 
with disinfectant upon check-out, and hospital-grade disinfectant is 
frequently applied to clean public areas (doors, stairwell handles, 
bathroom, elevator switch etc.). Lastly, hand sanitizers are placed in 
public areas, including the entrance, and disinfectant soap and wipes are 
provided to our guests upon request. 

Once again, we would like to inform you know that we are ready and 
here to meet your future travel needs. 
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