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Abstract KEYWORDS

The study examines seven key dimensions of online customer engage- Online behavior; profile
ment behaviour and uses these to build ideal and baseline profiles. ~ deviation analysis; brand
This ensures verbal and statistical correspondence. This approach loyalty; hospitality; positive

allows identification of critical customer engagement behaviour to ~ Werd-of-mouth

invest in and which one to invest in for maintenance. The study finds
that deviating from the critical behaviours has negative implications
for the spreading of positive word of mouth and brand loyalty. The
findings and the methodological procedures are of interest to hospi-
tality managers and academics. Data for the study was obtained from
326 customers at various hotels in Mauritius. The configural concep-
tual framework was tested using profile deviation to assure verbal and
statistical correspondence leading to clear actionable recommenda-
tions for managers. The analysis goes beyond the approach in extant
research by examining both the global and disaggregated impacts on
PWOM and brand loyalty. The theoretical and managerial implications
of the study are further discussed.
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Introduction

The huge growth in the popularity of social media and other online platforms has revolu-
tionized consumer-brand relationships, enabling not just new marketing avenues for
businesses but unparalleled opportunities for consumers to influence their peers. This
new online landscape of user-generated content, peer endorsement, and feedback has
dramatically changed the way consumers make purchases (Chanchaichujit et al., 2018;
Ebrahimi et al., 2023; Kitsios et al., 2022). The service sector offers a prime example of
a context in which consumers’ reliance on online reviews, real-time feedback and multi-
media content has expanded rapidly, highlighting the need for hospitality and tourism
enterprises to harness beneficial online behaviors to maximum effect (Pan et al., 2022).

Prior studies have often defined social customer relationship management (SCRM)
as a process whereby social media platforms are used to deliver customer relationship
management strategy (Aldaihani & Ali, 2018; Dewnarain et al., 2021). However, given
the advent of Web 2.0, with its interactivity, user-generated content, expanding social
media versatility, and dedicated review sites, it is no longer helpful to view SCRM
through such a narrow prism. For example, service users can not only access market-
ing information such as 360-degree views of their hotel room, but can post real-time
content describing their actual experiences, including on hugely influential review-
sharing sites such as TripAdvisor.

Given the power and permanence of this online consumer influence, it is essential for
brands to move beyond targeting internet users as a single, amorphous entity, recognizing
instead that consumers with differing online behavioral profiles may respond to brands in
varying ways. Understanding the evolving nature of digital consumers is also crucial for
managers wishing to tackle uncertainties in their environment head-on (S. Dewnarain,
Ramkissoon, & Mavondo, 2019; Dewnarain et al., 2021; Ramkissoon, 2021a, 2022, 2023a;
Ramkissoon & Mavondo, 2023). Prior studies have already offered useful classifications of
social media users (e.g., Kozinets, 1999, 2002) and identified key types of online behaviors
(e.g., Frost et al., 2019; Mkono & Tribe, 2017; Riskos et al., 2021; Strauss & Frost, 2014).

However, little attention has been paid to understanding which online behavioral profiles
are most strongly associated with achieving the desired outcomes of relationship marketing.
Creevey et al. (2019) highlight the need for further research on customer engagement
behaviors on social media platforms pre-, during and post-purchase, so companies can
reap augmented benefits in the form of word of mouth and loyalty. Vivek et al. (2012)
findings on the outcomes of customer engagement are not generalizable as the study used
a qualitative approach and a small sample. Moreover, in the service sector context, the
literature offers little research on the ideal hotel guest profile based on online consumer
engagement behavior (Chathoth et al., 2016; Shoukat & Ramkissoon, 2022), while existing
hospitality studies on the impact of social media typically focus on the pre-trip stage and
online responses on hotel pages (Sanchez-Casado et al., 2019). Research exploring custo-
mers’ online engagement behavior with hotels’ brand content during the purchase stage is
also still in its infancy (Creevey et al., 2019; De Vries & Carlson, 2014; Kitsios et al., 2022).
Having a holistic view of the whole consumption process is essential to allow efficient
profiling and to create customer delight. On the other hand, a fragmented view can only
prove detrimental to marketing initiatives (Bai, 2022).
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Given these gaps in knowledge, this research develops and tests a model that
explores the interrelationships between specific online behavioral profiles and two
key variables, positive word of mouth (PWOM) and brand loyalty, providing unique
insights into which consumer types are likely to be the most beneficial focus of
SCRM. Our study breaks significant new theoretical ground by integrating fit/con-
figuration theory with a profile deviation analysis. Moreover, reflecting the realities
of the digital age, it moves away from the traditional focus on organizations as units
of analysis, concentrating instead on the behavioral profiles of individuals
(Hollebeek, 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2019; Sarkar et al., 2022), thereby offering
a fresh approach to studying SCRM by exploring the customers’ role in achieving
the desired relationship outcomes. Finally, we believe our study is the first of its
kind in this context to cover the entire purchase cycle, analyzing online behaviors
pre-, during, and post-trip.

The study addresses four questions: (a) what is the profile of customers who will pass on
PWOM?; (b) what is the profile of customers who will become loyal to the brand?; (c) what,
if any, is the impact of deviating from these ideal profiles?; and (d) which online behaviors
are most critical to minimizing deviation from these ideal profiles? To answer these
questions, we first sought to identify an ideal customer profile by exploring a series of
seven online consumer engagement behaviors and their interrelationship with the two
selected variables, PWOM and brand loyalty. We then conducted a profile deviation
analysis to explore the impact of non-adherence to this benchmark, by measuring the fit
between the seven behavioral profiles and the enhancement of PWOM and brand loyalty.
Given the particular significance of online feedback in the service sector, and the highly
competitive nature of tourism and hospitality, the study was conducted in the context of the
hospitality industry, specifically the hotel sector in Mauritius. In addition to its theoretical
contributions, our detailed exploration has enabled identification of the most efficacious
targeting of resources and the best communication channels through which marketing
managers can reach their target markets, offering a route to maximizing marketing effec-
tiveness and thus ultimately to profitability.

Literature review
Social media and social customers

Companies’ increasing use of social media to engage with customers requires them to
constantly review their profile mix and maintain their relevance (Gu et al.,, 2022). The
importance of this shift has been heightened by the identification of the social customer
(also referred to as a social capital seeker), a person who blends the characteristics of
a traditional and a cyber customer, since they use online and offline channels interchange-
ably to purchase products and services (Aydin, 2020). In hospitality, social customers prefer
to consult trusted peers on social media channels, rather than travel agencies, when going
through the decision-making process and purchase journey (Santini et al., 2020). These
travelers want to be perceived as having similar experiences to those of other people in their
networks, since experience increasingly represents an important economic offering, adding
value to the product and service (Li et al., 2021; Sanchez-Casado et al., 2019; Zhong et al,,
2017). Online interactions thus play an important role in shaping the perceptions of
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hospitality consumers when it comes to finalizing purchases, since social media users, like
customers in general, are willing to try new experiences that may boost their social capital
(Gu et al., 2022; Majeed & Ramkissoon, 2022; Nekmahmud et al., 2022). However, little
attention has been paid to understanding which key customer engagement behaviors lead to
repeat purchase or brand advocacy in the hospitality industry (Wong, 2023). This topic
warrants further investigation, especially since studies in related fields have found a marked
attitude-behavior gap among social customers (Bozkurt et al., 2020) and hotel customers
(Creevey et al., 2019) when it comes to converting positive attitudes into purchases, which
in turn hinders profitability (Li et al., 2021; Santini et al., 2020). Even well-formulated digital
marketing plans may not guarantee customer conversion, which is necessary to sustain
business growth (Makhafola & Anning-Dorson, 2022), highlighting the importance of
understanding the interrelationships between online behavioral profiles and outcomes.

Configuration theory and fit theory

Over the past 20 years, configuration theory has been employed by management to gauge
complex “multidimensional phenomena implied in fit or congruence relations in ways that
are more consistent with the holistic framing of strategic management and marketing
strategy than traditional approaches like interactions or contingency theory” (Malhotra
etal, 2013, p. 1339). These conventional approaches often lead to inconsistency in research
findings, as they fail to establish a strong link between theory building and theory testing.
Business scholars have traditionally used a number of seemingly interchangeable terms such
as “match,” “congruence,” “alignment” and “fit” to study these multidimensional phenom-
ena (Drazin & Van de Ven, 1985). As noted by Venkatraman (1989, 2007), researchers
perceive the configuration model as an interaction, selection or systems approach to fit, but
rarely operationalize it as such. Applying configuration fit to customers in a hotel context
leads to a holistic or ideal hotel guest profile, which may lead to superior decisions in
customer targeting. This systems approach views fit as the multidimensional consistency of
a consumer relative to an ideal or benchmark consumer. Fit measurement thus implies
assessing the deviations of a real customer from one or more types of ideal customers, with
the ideal types represented by multivariate profiles that provide the correspondence
between the verbal descriptions of the ideal types and the measures used to assess real
organizations (Doty et al., 1993).

Some earlier research (e.g., Doty et al., 1993; Venkatraman & Prescott, 1990) suggests
that fit should be conceptualized and assessed in terms of profile deviation. Vorhies and
Morgan (2003, p. 102) define profile deviation as an approach that views “fit between
organization and strategy in terms of the degree to which the organizational characteristics
of a business differ from those of a specified profile identified as ideal for implementing
a particular strategy.”

Fit theory states that superior effectiveness arises from matching or aligning several
characteristics to give the best configuration. In organizational research, this implies align-
ing strategy, structure, and organizational processes (So et al., 2021; Venkatraman &
Prescott, 1990). The theory predicts that the closer an organization is to attracting the
ideal type of customer, the more effective it will be. As illustrated in Figure 1, the most
valued customers, i.e., those with the ideal profile, are those who will spread PWOM and
will remain loyal to the brand. Next are the variety seekers, who are less likely than the first
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"ldeal Profile"
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Figure 1. Relationship between ideal profile customers and other segments (developed by authors).

group to spread PWOM and more likely to try other brands, so their brand loyalty is lower.
The third group comprises consumers who are apathetic, with a consequent drop in
PWOM and brand loyalty. Finally, the group of customers least likely to spread PWOM,
least likely to be loyal, and most likely to exit the brand altogether, deviate most significantly
from the ideal profile. It should be noted that the ideal profile is a specific empirically
developed profile that represents the best customer.

Fit theory has been used in recruitment by profiling the most effective employees and
comparing applicants with them: those with the smallest deviation from the ideal are
selected since their effectiveness is expected to be highest. In situations where the ideal
profile is not theoretically available, this can be empirically derived by looking at the profile
of the most effective organizations or individuals, and then benchmarking the rest against
these (Venkatraman & Prescott, 1990; Vorhies & Morgan, 2005).

Positive word of mouth and its online manifestations

Grewal et al. (2003, p. 187) defined word of mouth (WOM) as the “act of exchanging
marketing information among consumers through face-to-face communication”. However,
as the digital revolution took hold, face-to-face contact was no longer critical, and the
concept of electronic word of mouth (eWOM) emerged. As noted by Dwyer (2007), eWOM
is not limited to social media channels, but extends to a range of tools that facilitate online
communication and allow customers to have access to unbiased product reviews. Unlike
traditional WOM, eWOM thus catalyzes the sharing of experiences not just with close
friends but with remote contacts via the internet. It is now recognized as a vital source of
information that impacts consumers’ product and brand choices by influencing the pur-
chase decision-making process. Moreover, eWOM contributes to the dimension of trust
(Ramkissoon, 2021b, 2023b), which validates the use of consumption-related advice pro-
vided by diverse internet users (Bai, 2022). As Weitzl and Einwiller (2018) argue, service
providers and practitioners cannot afford to discount the mounting importance of eWOM
based on social networking interactions. However, Shoukat and Ramkissoon (2022)
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highlight that the extant literature focuses mainly on the outcomes of eWOM in the form of
sales, with a dearth of information on the factors that influence consumer WOM behavior
in a computer-mediated environment strongly dominated by social networking sites.

Many studies posit that customer engagement acts as a key driver for PWOM and
relationship building (e.g., S. Dewnarain, Ramkissoon, & Mavondo, 2019; Vivek
et al,, 2012; Weitzl & Einwiller, 2018). This is further sustained by the fact that
customer engagement promotes non-transactional behaviors such as co-creation,
which is a key social relationship benefit essential for customer retention.
Customer brand loyalty is often reflected in the way customers share their opinions
and feelings about the brand (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2007).
A customer who is empowered and has a strong voice online, usually conveyed in
the form of reviews, is also someone who will exhibit a high level of brand loyalty.
Companies that nurture social interactions online tend to develop stronger social
relationships that fuel eWOM. Customer online behavior in the form of eWOM is
considered as a voluntary act (Gu et al., 2022). A customer’s attitudinal behavior
(positive or negative) toward a brand determines whether the customer will end his/
her relationship with the brand or will develop a higher level of commitment to the
brand and hence, act as influencers (see Hirschman’s (1970) model of voice, exit and
loyalty). However, despite the wealth of knowledge regarding customer engagement
and its consequences, few researchers have engaged with the question of which
specific types of underlying behaviors are linked to positive outcomes.

Brand loyalty

Jacoby et al. (1978, p. 80) described brand loyalty as “the biased behavioral response
expressed over time by some decision-making unit, with respect to one or more
alternative brands out of set of such brands, as a function of evaluative psychological
processes.” This definition highlights both the behavioral and cognitive components of
loyalty. Previous studies conducted on brand loyalty indicate that customer engagement
shares a positive linear relationship with customer loyalty (Patterson et al., 2006; Zhong
et al., 2017). This notion is further supported in service-based firms such as the
hospitality sector by the fact that appropriate levels of customer-perceived activity and
a lowered level of customer boredom in service delivery results in customer satisfaction
which favorably influence loyalty ratings. In contrast, So et al. (2021) argue that different
customer segments exhibit different levels of brand engagement. For instance, although
a person enjoys watching television, this activity results in fatigue after a certain time,
and leads to disengagement.

According to Vivek et al. (2012), customer engagement differs from brand loyalty
in the sense that it does not involve making comparative evaluation of brands nor
does it entail any form of behavioral decision-making pertaining to repeat purchase.
However, the crux of the matter here is that an engaged individual establishes
a connection with the brand which evolves with time and reinforces the psycholo-
gical processes and consequently augments the likelihood of developing brand loy-
alty. This aligns with the concept of hierarchy of effects by Oliver (1999). As per this
concept, customers initially process information to form beliefs, and those beliefs are
then employed to form attitudes which consolidate behavioral decisions. “An



JOURNAL OF HOSPITALITY MARKETING & MANAGEMENT . 1011

engaged consumer is likely to transition faster on the belief-attitude-behavior con-
tinuum” (Vivek et al., 2012, p. 136). Thus, while customer engagement plays an
important role in strengthening brand loyalty, businesses need to avoid investing
resources in activities that lead to customer tedium, focusing instead on nurturing
the attitudes of key customer segments based on their online behaviors, and this
topic lacks specific exploration (Kandampully et al., 2018).

Key online behavioral profiles

Prior studies have proposed a number of online behavioral classifications based on users’
conduct and motivations (Cannon & Rucker, 2022; Goldsmith et al., 2022). Seven profile
types — content generators, social connectors, egocentrics, information seekers, bored users,
relaxation/entertainment seekers and new product/update seekers — were selected for
inclusion in our study, since they can be argued to have particular significance in under-
standing which groups of online consumers are most or least likely to constitute ideal or
sub-optimal guest profiles (Bai, 2022; Kandampully et al., 2018). They are explored in more
depth in the following sections.

Content generators

Social networking sites depend on content creation (Strauss & Frost, 2014; Sung et al,
2023). The creation of new content keeps users’ profiles active and is also considered the
highest form of user engagement. Kozinets (1999, 2002) places online content generators
into four groups, depending on their consumption interests and level of involvement with
online communities: tourists, who generally pose casual questions and do not forge strong
social ties with the community; minglers, who nurture strong social ties but display minimal
consumption interests; devotees, who are strongly interested in consumption but not in
connecting to community groups; and insiders, who are engaged in both consumption
activities and the fostering of strong relationships with other users. Khataei et al. (2021), in
their exploration of how the generation of persuasive contents can influence other users’
attitude and behaviors, highlight the need to understand how user-generated content
impacts the user’s profile, and how social media feedback on a brand can persuade other
customers to make purchases.

Social connectors

Connecting to other users is a fundamental part of maintaining an online presence
(Bozkurt et al., 2020). As well as nurturing relationships with people in their existing
circle, social connectors constantly expand their network - and thus its social capital
value - by making new connections. In the digital age, consumers have numerous
inexpensive and convenient ways to interact with each other, such as e-mails, text
messages, and Facebook posts (Strauss & Frost, 2014), enabling new connections with
people and businesses that can be carried offline into the physical world. Today, there is
a seamless integration between online and offline channels. For example, social media
platforms may act as an initial contact point, before the interaction moves to
a conversation on WhatsApp, and finally to an actual purchase. Post consumption,
many consumers also use social media platforms to provide feedback. While some
people connect with companies because they are genuinely interested in the brand,
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others may connect for product reviews and rankings, or simply to obtain information
about discounts and exclusive offers (Bai, 2022; Frost et al., 2019).

Egocentrics

Egocentrics, also known as status-seekers, are driven by the need to become influencers.
Given this motivation, it is crucial to understand the composition of their networks (e.g.,
whether they predominantly comprise family members or friends), and whether they can
actually persuade others and themselves to be loyal to a specific brand, or instead display
brand-switching behaviors. Building on Kozinets (1999, 2002) classifications of content
generators as tourists, minglers, devotees, and insiders, it is critical to establish whether
egocentrics can successfully take on the role of insiders and help companies optimize
behavioral outcomes in the form of PWOM and brand loyalty (Dewnarain et al., 2021),
given their strong desire to influence other internet users.

Information seekers

In the social media context, it is important to understand the fine line between information
seekers and the information being sought (Frost et al., 2019). The inability to understand
this nuance can impact on relationship outcomes, since the online social system comes with
inherent risks. In their study on the use of TripAdvisor, Mkono and Tribe (2017) described
information seekers as people interested in learning through information exchange, and
explored why tourists or online users used third party channels to ask questions of others,
rather than asking the brands directly: they concluded that one main reason was the
credibility of WOM provided by ordinary users who, unlike employees, were not motivated
by commercial or financial incentives.

Bored users

A divergence of attention often leads to a state of boredom (Ghosh et al., 2018; Khan, 2017;
So et al,, 2021). While it can be noted that some people go to social media sites when they
are bored, these customers are more likely to be recovered or won over by a friend who
shares relevant messages, rather than by a company using push strategy and channeling
adverts to the bored customer. Bored customers’ online interactions can impact adversely
on brand value (Riskos et al., 2021). Hence, it is significant to study whether bored users can
be shifted from a dormant state to being brand advocates.

Relaxation/entertainment seekers

The majority of people who browse the internet and use social media sites do so for
relaxation and entertainment purposes (Frost et al., 2019; Strauss & Frost, 2014), a trend
likely to continue as internet-based film and television services, including catch-up viewing,
expand. The online film-streaming firm Netflix relies heavily on the recommendation
model, based on suggested content that has been viewed by others, and on the availability
of online reviews. Hence, if numerous customers go online to watch videos and for
entertainment purposes (Riskos et al., 2021), content relevance coupled with genuine
reviews from other peers can have a significant impact on brand loyalty. In the absence of
these options, users may simply ditch the brand. Studying the relationship between enter-
tainment and behavioral outcomes is therefore important.
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New product/update seekers

Customers seeking product information may wish to know about both updates and new
offerings. According to Davis (1989), information usefulness refers to the extent to
which information helps consumers in finalizing purchase decision. The usefulness of
content tends to determine consumer purchase and loyalty behaviors. Bobkowski’s
(2015) study, underpinned by information utility theory, further underscored that
perceived information usefulness may directly affect information-sharing intentions in
the form of positive eWOM. Irrespective of whether a company is endeavoring to boost
sales by sharing information on new products, or trying to reconvert dormant customers
into active ones by providing fresh contents that act as reminders, an understanding of
customer profiling in this context is key to developing brand value in the long run
(Keller & Swaminathan, 2020).

Hypothesis development

Irrespective of the initial reason for the connection with the brand, it is of the utmost
importance for a company to understand what relationship outcomes it can expect from
various customer segments (Bai, 2022; Kandampully et al., 2018). Previous studies have
advocated the need for strategic marketers to understand the new consumer profiles that
have emerged in the internet age, since failure to understand the constantly evolving
behaviors of social customers may altogether result in “exit™, with high levels of brand
switching (Chu & Kim, 2011; Hong et al., 2023). Despite the high level of interactions that
take place on social networking sites, and the number of eWOM formats that have emerged
(Kitsios et al., 2022; Makhafola & Anning-Dorson, 2022), little attention has been paid to
establishing ideal online customer profiles that act as precursors to developing desired
behaviors such as PWOM and brand loyalty. This study therefore seeks to identify the ideal
or benchmark consumer profile based on online behaviors. Based on the literature review
and the gaps in knowledge we identified, we developed our proposed conceptual model
(shown in Figure 2), along with four hypotheses, to test the interrelationships between
consumers’ online behavioral profiles, their engagement in PWOM, and their likelihood to
exhibit brand loyalty. These hypotheses are as follows:

H1: Deviation from the ideal profile in the seven selected online behaviors has a negative
effect on positive word of mouth.

H2: Deviation from the ideal profile in the seven selected online behaviors has a negative
effect on brand loyalty.

H3: Total deviation from the ideal profile of baseline consumers has a negative effect on
positive word of mouth.

H4: Total deviation from the ideal profile of baseline consumers has a negative effect on
brand loyalty.
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Figure 2. Proposed conceptual model.

Methodology
Data collection

This study adopted a quantitative approach. A questionnaire survey method was used
to identify social media engagement behaviors that are conducive to developing
a positive word of mouth and brand loyalty. The study was conducted in the
hospitality industry, since this is a competitive, volatile and complex sector in which
customers are prone to switching brands in search of new experiences, and in which
consumers can strongly influence their peers through their online activity. We adopted
Khan (2017) scale to measure the online consumer behaviors of tourists in our study.
Khan (2017) study investigated consumption process in the service sector but focused
on only YouTube.

An a-priori sample size calculator was used to calculate the sample size (Soper, 2018).
A total of 382 responses to the survey was generated, of which 326 were retained for further
analysis following data cleansing. The results of the sample size calculation suggested
a minimum sample size of 226 was required for the model structure and these 326 responses
were therefore considered to be a representative sample of the population given that there
are roughly 1 million tourists who travel to Mauritius every year (MTPA, 2022).

Data collection took place on the island of Mauritius, a developing state located
approximately 1,200 km off the south-eastern coast of the African mainland, to the east
of Madagascar. Alongside its image as a traditional resort destination, Mauritius is also
a renowned destination for its natural and cultural assets (Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2016;
Ramkissoon, 2016). The island is also famous for the film industry: the film Resort to
Love was filmed entirely on the island (DefiMedia, 2021). The island’s hotels are
constantly inspected to ensure quality (MTPA, 2019). Hospitality service providers are
thus always under pressure to upgrade their facilities and to deliver on various service
quality dimensions (e.g., reliability, empathy, tangibility, assurance, and responsiveness)
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so as to maintain their rating (S. Dewnarain, H. Ramkissoon, & T. F. Mavondo, 2019;
Zeithaml et al., 2018).

Data was collected from a diverse range of customers of 3-, 4- and 5-star hotels,
which account for 93% of the island’s 114 hotels (MTPA, 2019). The surveys were
conducted face-to-face, ensuring deeper insights than other methods. Data collection
took place in the departure lounge of the Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International
airport. Since most of the island’s tourists are from Europe, the departure time of the
main carriers was tracked to boost the efficiency of the data collection process
(Dewnarain et al., 2021). Participants were first asked to confirm the name of the
hotel where they had stayed, to ensure that only customers of 3-, 4 or 5-star hotels
took part. It was also important to check if they were social media users, since we
were studying how customers had interacted with hotels on social media platforms
during the various phases of their purchase process and visit. Hence, a purposive
sampling strategy was used to ensure that meaningful data was collected (Zickar &
Keith, 2023).

Development of calibration and baseline samples

We tested the conceptual framework using profile deviation analysis (Doty et al., 1993).
This required three essential steps (Venkatraman & Prescott, 1990): (i) identifying which
customers were the best performers for PWOM or loyalty; (ii) describing their profile using
the critical dimensions (seven variables); and (iii) testing the performance implications of
deviations from the ideal profile. In this context, specifying the ideal (i.e., benchmark)
profile is of major importance. This “calibration sample” of best-performing entities
(Venkatraman & Prescott, 1990, p. 6) comprised the 5% of the sample with the highest
scores on PWOM or brand loyalty. These were computed separately for PWOM and brand
loyalty. The baseline samples were then developed by removing 5% of the respondents with
the lowest scores on PWOM or brand loyalty. Tour samples — two calibration and two
baseline — were thus obtained. The removal of the 3% lowest performers was undertaken to
minimize the biasing effect of removing the top 5% (Venkatraman & Prescott, 1990). The
calibration samples were used as the benchmark against which the baseline sample was
compared.

Computing profile deviation

Using the 326 valid questionnaires obtained during the survey, we calculated both aggregate
and disaggregated profile deviation variables based on the seven online behavioral profiles
under exploration. Total profile deviation is the aggregated misalignment score of
a respondent in online engagement behavior relative to the “calibration” or ideal sample
mean. The misalignment variable was calculated as follows:

(xij - jcideul)z
1

7
Total profile deviation =

J
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where x;; corresponds to the score for respondent i in the respective baseline sample along
the jth behavior; X;4e, is the mean for the ideal profile on the jth engagement behavior, and
seven is the number of online behaviors in our model. This allowed the calculation of profile
deviation scores between the non-ideal and ideal respondent for all seven behaviors.

In addition, the disaggregated profile deviation scores for each of the seven behaviors
used in the total profile deviation were computed (Anisimova & Mavondo, 2010; So et al.,
2021). The disaggregated profile deviation scores were computed as follows:

Profile deviation; = \/ (x;; — ?ideal)z

where j denotes the jth of the seven-profile deviation of each online behavior. This resulted
in seven profile deviation variables based on the respective calibration and study samples
used in the research. There is an alternative approach: to compute the profile deviation
equivalent to total deviation by using the items of each online behavior.

Results
Analysis and results

Model 1 (as shown in Table 1 above) was the result of entering the individual profile
deviations as antecedents of PWOM. The results suggest that the hypotheses arising from
Proposition 1 were largely not supported except for use of social media during the stay at
the hospitality outlet (b =—-0.237, tvalue = —4.195, p < .001); use of TripAdvisor (b =-0.193,
t-value=- 3.304, p < .001, use of social media for entertainment (b = —0.164, tvalue = —3.065;
p <.01). In Model 2 total profile deviation was entered alone and the finding support the
hypothesis (b =—-0.335, tvalue = —6.505, p <.001) (as shown in Table 2 above).

In Model 3 for brand loyalty (as illustrated in Table 3 above), we entered all seven online
engagement behaviors, the only supported behaviors are use of social media during the visit
(b=-0167, tvalue = -2.917, p < .05, and content generation (b = —0.146, tvalue = —2.481, p
<.05). Finally, we entered the total deviation and H3 was supported (b =—-0.143, tvalue =
~2.644, p < .01).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the study calibration and baseline samples PWOM.

Positive Word of Mouth Positive Word of Mouth
(Calibration) (Baseline)

Variables N Min Max Mean SD N Min Max Mean SD

Use of SM during visit 18 4 7 5.444 0.942 308 1 7 4.064 1.375
Use of TripAdvisor 18 2 6.5 5.472 1.036 308 1 7 4.292 1.561
Content generators 18 34 7 5211 1.026 308 1.6 7 4.782 1.056
Socially connected 18 35 7 4.778 0.830 308 1 7 4.659 1.138
Egocentric, Status-seekers 18 1 5.67 3.870 1.547 308 1 7 4.027 1.656
Information seekers 18 3.67 7 5.796 0.944 308 2.33 7 5.554 0.928
Bored 18 1.25 4.5 2.569 1.254 308 1 7 3.468 1.325
Relaxing/Entertainment 18 3 7 5917 1353 308 1 7 5.487 1.289
Receive Updates 18 4 7 5.694 0.770 308 1.5 7 5.252 1310
Online behavior 18 3.8 5.64 4.834 0.532 308 2.31 4.747 4.747 0.816
Comp. variable 18 7 7 7 0 4 7 5.895 0

The highlighted figures show that the baseline had higher scores than ideal profiles.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the calibration and baseline samples of brand loyalty.

Brand Loyalty Brand Loyalty
(Calibration) (Baseline)

Variables N Min Max Mean SD N Min Max Mean SD
Use of SM during visit 18 3.25 7 5.472 1.375 308 1 7 4.080 1.361
Use of TripAdvisor 18 2 6.5 4.833 1.561 308 1 7 4.361 1.557
Content generators 18 34 6 5.344 1.056 308 1.6 7 4.775 1.062
Socially connected 18 35 6 4.741 1.138 308 1 7 4.662 1.152
Egocentric, Status-seekers 18 2.33 6 4426 1.656 308 1 7 3.994 1.667
Information seekers 18 3.67 7 5.870 0.928 308 2.33 7 5.584 0.916
Bored 18 1.25 45 2.653 1.325 308 1 7 3.481 1.324
Relaxing Entertainment 18 3 7 5.861 1.289 308 1 7 5.522 1.259
Receive Updates 18 4.5 7 5.694 1.310 308 1.5 7 5.277 1.320
Online behavior 18 4.05 5.64 4.941 0.816 308 2.31 6.89 4.756 0.813
Comp. variable 18 7 7 7 0.680 308 3.6 7 5.950 0.700
Table 3. Regression table.

Positive Word of Mouth Brand Loyalty
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Variables B t B T B t B T

Pd Social Media use during visit —0.237 —4.195%** -0.167 —2.917**

Pd Use of Trip- advisor —0.193 —3.304*** 0.069 1.162

Pd content generator —-0.008 -0.148 -0.146 -2.481*

Pd socially connected 0.064 0.94

Pd information seekers 0.008 0.14 -0.014 -0.204

Pd use of social media for —0.164 —3.065** —0.087 —-1.512

entertainment
Pd engage with content in social media  0.057 0.784 0.055 0.754
platforms

Total profile deviation —0.335 —6.505*** —0.143 —2.644**

R? 77 112 053 020

Adj. R? 159 110 .036 .018

Pd = profile deviation.
*p <.05, **p <.01; ***p <.001.

Discussion

The regression models for PWOM indicate that the variance explained by the deviation
of the online behaviors is meaningful (17.7%), and by the total deviation (11.2%). On
the other hand, the variances explained for brand loyalty are rather small (5.3% and 2%,
respectively). There are several possible explanations for this. In a tourist destination,
the chances of developing brand loyalty are low, given the variety-seeking behavior of
customers. On the other hand, if the experience has been very satisfying, spreading
PWOM is very likely. In addition, even a brand loyal customer may not return to the
same hospitality outlet because it may not be close to the primary purpose of the visit,
and because this may also depend on who is traveling with them. In addition, spreading
PWOM may also serve another purpose, such as an individual wishing to demonstrate
to friends and family that they had made a good decision in their choice of destination
(Makhafola & Anning-Dorson, 2022).
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From a resource deployment perspective, the findings suggest that incentivizing travelers
who engage in social media during their stay, those who use TripAdvisor and those who use
social media as entertainment, is a good investment. However, there may be interactions
with other online behaviors that were not examined in this study.

Our findings align with those of Bozkurt et al. (2020), who underscored that
customers are more likely to recommend brands that display high level interactivity
on social media sites. In exchange of monetary or non-monetary rewards, there is
a propensity for customers to influence people in their social networks about the
brand. However, to create more brand value for companies that promote high
customer engagement, brand advocates willingly provide referrals (Goldsmith
et al.,, 2022), as well as reviews that help firms improve their overall brand perfor-
mance. When it comes to the hospitality industry - where brand switching behavior
tends to be higher since customers are seeking new experiences most of the time —
insights from actual travelers easily overweigh direct marketing messages from the
brand.

Theoretical and managerial implications

This paper makes a number of useful contributions to both theory and practice.

Theoretical implications

Firstly, in terms of theoretical contributions, our study enriches the hospitality marketing
and management literature by developing and testing a model that explores the interrela-
tionship between seven selected online behavioral profiles, PWOM, and brand loyalty. The
research is underpinned by configuration theory, which has rarely been studied in tourism
marketing (e.g., Anisimova & Mavondo, 2010; Malhotra et al., 2013). In addition, by
integrating this theory with profile deviation analysis, we provide new theoretical insights
into the drivers of PWOM and brand loyalty, by studying the seven key consumer online
behaviors and their relationships with these constructs. This paper is thus one of the few
marketing studies to have employed fit theory along with a profile deviation approach, to
illuminate how the individual online behavior of social capital seekers can be harnessed to
amplify PWOM and brand loyalty. While fit/configuration theory is often used in recruiting
employees in order to find the right fit for an organization, this paper demonstrates that it
has additional relevance in fostering relationships with specific types of customer profiles
(Santos et al., 2021). Similarly to recruitment, online engagement with customers is a costly
process (Aydin, 2020). Relying on customer insights about amenities and overall experience
post check-out will help neither in driving digitally savvy customers to hotels, nor in
generating opportunities for existing clients to spend more on experiences while they are
at the hotel (Santos et al., 2021). Hence, this paper breaks significant new ground by
integrating fit/configuration theory and by using a profile deviation approach to address
such issues.

Moreover, while the marketing communications literature has generally concentrated on
studying organizations as business units, this investigation centers on specific individual
behavioral profiles (Hollebeek, 2011; Hollebeek et al., 2019; Khan, 2017). This shift away
from focusing on organizations as units of analysis represents an important move forward,
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as the traditional approach is too restrictive in the digital era (Kabadayi et al., 2007; Vorhies
& Morgan, 2003).

In addition, by covering the whole customer purchase cycle, i.e., by analyzing customers’
online engagement behaviors before, during, and after their trips, our paper provides
a holistic view which we believe to be the first of its kind in this context. Finally, by
illuminating which consumer profiles are more or less likely to result in desired behaviors,
we believe our findings also contribute to consumer behavior theory, by offering insights into
how to the attitude-behavior gap might be decreased by enabling better targeting of resources.

Managerial implications

In terms of managerial contributions, by offering insights into which types of online
consumer behaviors predict PWOM and brand loyalty. Our findings allow managers to
reach out to more profitable customer segments and allocate resources effectively. For
example, they will be able to focus on more profitable target markets, reducing costs, and
enhancing revenue by targeting those consumers who behavioral profiles suggest that they
are the most likely to promote PWOM and enhance customer loyalty.

Practitioners should also be able to use the insights offered by this paper to incentivize
ideal customers, such as those who are avid users of social media during their stay, those
who engage with TripAdvisor, those who use social media as a form of entertainment, and
those who generate new online content. For example, travelers fitting this profile could be
incentivized by providing a free breakfast, sauna, or any other cost-effective means. The
identification of such customers could be achieved by asking simple questions upon arrival,
such as “to what extent will you use social media during your stay;” “to what extent do you
use TripAdvisor when planning trips,” and “to what extent do you use social media as
a form of entertainment,” which come directly from this study. Using the findings of this
study, hospitality marketers will therefore be able to influence the buying and consumption
behaviors of customers in real time. This is significant, since each critical incident or
moment of truth offers hospitality employees an opportunity to outperform competitors
and creates more delighted customers by designing more personalized customer experi-
ences which enhance PWOM and brand loyalty.

Our study also proposes a series of microsegments based on online consumer engage-
ment behaviors, which should be beneficial in curbing the marketing myopia that normally
results when organizations fail to understand evolving customer needs and expectations.
Finally, by examining seven key types of customer online engagement behaviors, our
findings guide marketing managers on the best communication channels to reach their
target markets.

Conclusions

This study, conducted in the hotel sector in Mauritius, has blended configuration
theory and profile deviation analysis to explore which of seven selected online
behavioral profiles are most likely to have beneficial effects on PWOM and brand
loyalty. Our findings identify an ideal guest profile and suggest that deviations from
this profile will have a negative impact on the two constructs. For example, our
study suggests that hospitality consumers who use social media during their stay,
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engage with the review-sharing site TripAdvisor, use social media as a form of
entertainment, and generate new content are most likely to spread PWOM or
exhibit brand loyalty.

Our findings make significant theoretical contributions by integrating fit/configuration
theory with profile deviation analysis to test the interrelationships between online profiles,
PWOM and brand loyalty during the entire purchase cycle. We also focus primarily on
customers rather than organizations as a means of studying SCRM outcomes. Our findings
underscore the burgeoning importance of recognizing specific types of online customer
engagement behaviors and their relationship with desired outcomes. They encourage
marketing managers to move away from a model which treats all online consumer profiles
as broadly equal. Our recommendations thus enable industry practitioners to boost their
position in the highly competitive hospitality market.

Our study has certain limitations. For example, it examines only how effective
engagement with ideal customer profiles can create value for service-based firms in
the form of PWOM and brand loyalty. Future research could also explore how engage-
ment between ideal customer profiles and employees could lead to service innovations
(Li et al., 2021) or other desired outcomes. Finally, other types of online behavioral
profiles could be considered, to test their impact on the ideal guest profile and the effects
of deviating from it.
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