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Abstract

How did hospitality customers perceive the experience of going out during the global COVID-19 pandemic?
What concerns did they have about hospitality providers? The purpose of this paper was to clarify how
consumers perceived the pandemic and whether or not people feared infection when dining out. The first
purpose was to determine how many people went out during the pandemic, and the second aim was to determine
how they perceived the performance of the hospitality industry. To measure their perceptions, we proposed
several variables: psychological well-being, expected positive emotions, expected negative emotions, desire to
avoid, and customer satisfaction. The main objective was to investigate the correlation between the selected
variables. For the study, a questionnaire was distributed to different target groups: Adolescents, adults, and
middle-aged people. It was found that the population of Bucharest felt a need to socialize and go out during the
pandemic rather than a reluctance to do so. This study highlights the importance of anticipated perceptions and
how they influence consumers' final perceptions.
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1. Introduction

A highly developed hospitality industry is considered a development characteristic for a country. The
industry is a collection of four other major sectors, known as the Big Four: food and beverage, travel
and tourism, accommodation, and recreation (Novak, 2017), which is why the hospitality industry is
considered the largest and richest industry. The hospitality industry is so powerful in terms of
economic recovery because it generates GDP, creates jobs for all regardless of education level, and
boosts tourism, but it is also so fragile when an unexpected disaster strikes, as was the case with the
COVID-19 pandemic in late 2019.

The motivation behind the choice of the topic of this paper is to investigate and understand how a
powerful industry, the hotel and restaurant industry, was so vulnerable in the context of a global
pandemic and how it managed to recover and survive in the economic market, with an almost two-
month income gap during the lockdown, while other industries had a constant or even accelerated
activity. In the category of great performances during the epidemic, there are the food industry, the
drug industry, the TV industry, the social media industry and many others that had a positive result
because they adhered to the restrictions imposed by the governments, unlike the hospitality industry
that had to switch to stand-by status.

The hospitality industry is definitely present in most people's lives, whether they are outgoing and
prefer concerts, nightlife and fun, or more thoughtful and enjoy their cup of coffee in a café. So, since
everyone comes into contact with this industry in some way or another, the purpose of this article is to
find out and describe how customers behaved during the pandemic. Did people go out during the two-
year period? Did they have inhibitions about contacting other customers because of the spread of the
virus? And if so, how did they feel about making contact? Did all of these interactions elicit positive
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or negative emotions? Did the expected emotions affect the customers' behaviour and mental state?
Finally, how was customer satisfaction affected?

2. Literature review
2.1 Customer experiences in the hospitality industry

Hospitality has evolved from a gesture of kindness and education to a commercial service. In this
case, there is no longer any reciprocity between the guest and the host, except that the guest pays back
an amount of money for the services offered by the host (Shamir, 1978). The guest is obligated not to
cause any harm to the hotel, the people in it, whether other guests or employees, or the establishment
itself. At the same time, employees are obligated to behave in a friendly manner toward the hotel's
guests, but without compromising their dignity in any way (Shamir, 1980).

As mentioned earlier, the hospitality industry has been around for a very long time, but as an industry
it is still in constant evolution (Brotherton, 2005). Although hospitality is considered the most
important industry in contributing to the value of a country's gross domestic product, it cannot be
considered solely as a commercial factor (Lashley, 2015). Hospitality is also about emotions, new
experiences, socializing, and building relationships with people of different kinds (Volgger and
Pechlaner, 2017). Meyer and Schwager (2007) explained the difference between hospitality, which is
a social practice, and service, which is a product, stating that services happen to you, while hospitality
happens for you. Since the commercialization of hospitality, there has been a constant struggle
between hospitality as a gesture and hospitality as an economic factor (Skokic et al., 2016). It is
believed that the economic side would have more success if there was a clearer understanding of the
social concept (Lashley, 2015).

At the core of the conceptual map of the hospitality industry is a taxonomic categorization of each
industry. Accommodation, food service, travel, leisure, attractions, and conventions are the six
categories that make up the hospitality industry. Each sub-sector is divided into different market
groups, lines, brands, and concepts, among others. Lodging, restaurants, conventions and meetings,
airplanes, railroads and other transportation, cruise ships, amusement parks, and the casino sector are
all part of the tourism and travel industry, according to Biederman (2008).

The concept of experience has been explored in a variety of hospitality and tourism sectors since the
advent of the experience economy, including airlines, cruises, hotels, restaurants, destinations, and
peer-to-peer accommodations (Taylor et al., 2021). According to a Forbes (2020) study on customer
experience, 200 global marketers emphasized the need for an optimized customer experience strategy
as a method for a company to differentiate itself from its competitors, leading to increased customer
satisfaction, loyalty, and brand awareness. According to a Malahov and Preda (2021) report on
customer experience, hotels that understand their guests have a 13 percent higher frequency of stays.
In addition, 63 percent of consumers say they would rather spend their money on an experience (e.g.,
a restaurant visit) than a product in a store (National Restaurant Association, 2020). In today's
hospitality and tourism industry, delivering great customer experiences is critical.

Due to the experiential nature of hospitality and tourism, which is characterized by heterogeneity,
inseparability, intangibility, and transience, it is difficult for service providers to provide consistent
service quality and create outstanding customer experiences. Moreover, customer experience in the
hospitality and tourism industry is created not only by accommodations, entertainment, and food and
beverages, but also by supporting facilities and processes such as technology and interactions with
service staff and other customers (Kandampully et al., 2018). Thus, managing customer experience
has been described as a difficult challenge for hospitality and tourism companies. Customers today
can interact with businesses through a variety of channels and digital devices at different stages of the
customer journey, such as before consumption, during consumption, and after consumption (Lemon
and Verhoef, 2016).

In the current literature, the term value is defined in a variety of ways (Peng et al., 2022). It is used in
a variety of fields, including economics, social sciences, accounting, finance, strategy, product
management, information systems, marketing, and tourism research (Huber et al., 2001). Because it is
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an abstract term, its meaning varies depending on the situation (Sweeney and Soutar, 2001). Baumann
and Le Meunier-Fitz-Hugh (2015) also conducted a pilot study to see how episode and relationship
values were captured during the service process. They defined episode value as the ability to save
resources such as time, effort, and money (Gvili et al., 2020). The active participation of customers
can help ensure quality and increase the chances of success and achieving their own goals (Chan et
al., 2010).

Customers who participate in the service process can also reduce the financial and performance risks
associated with poor outcomes (Etgar, 2008). Consequently, customer experience is more than the
consequence of a single encounter: it is influenced by a series of moments during a customer's
interaction process with an organisation (Homburg et al., 2017), and it is often co-created by the
collaboration and interaction of multiple parties (Shin et al., 2020), making customer experience
management an even more challenging task (Becker and Jaakkola, 2020).

Aside from practitioners' perspectives on the importance, difficulty, and popularity of creating and
sustaining customer experiences, hospitality and tourism scholars have looked at different types of
experiences, including service experiences (Ribeiro and Prayag, 2019), memorable dining experiences
(Cao et al., 2019), flow experiences (Zhang et al., 2019), tourism experiences, hospitality experiences,
and hotel brand experiences (Islam et al., 2019). A user, consumer, visitor, or guest, among other
labels, indicates the perspective from which the experience is evaluated. Since every social and
service exchange, regardless of its form or character, contributes to the customer experience (Lemon
and Verhoef, 2016), the term "customer experience" is used broadly to refer to all types of customer
experiences.

Providing greater customer value is widely considered a potential source of competitive advantage
and a prerequisite for customer satisfaction, loyalty, and future purchase intentions in the hospitality
industry (Prayag et al., 2017). In a highly competitive market such as the hospitality industry, the
primary goal of any hospitality company is, or should be, to provide exceptional value to its
customers. Hotels, as service businesses that are in constant contact with their customers, could
benefit from having an important partner or ally in the form of the consumers themselves. In other
words: Value can be created through a process of co-creation between the hotel and the customer to
provide unique or customised guest experiences that lead to higher levels of customer satisfaction
(Mansilla et al., 2019).

Therefore, the customer is influenced by many factors that create what is known as the customer
experience. By understanding consumer needs and preferences well and building relationships with
consumers through touch points, companies succeed in providing positive experiences that
subsequently earn them the loyalty of their customers.

2.2 The impact of COVID-19 pandemic on customer experience

COVID-19 is a disease caused by a new coronavirus now known as Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (formerly known as 2019-nCoV), which was originally discovered during an
outbreak of respiratory illness in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China. It was first reported to the World
Health Organization (WHO) on December 31, 2019. The WHO declared the outbreak of COVID -19
a global health emergency on January 30, 2020. COVID -19 was declared a global pandemic by
WHO on March 11, 2020, the first time since HIN1 influenza was declared a pandemic in 2009
(Bolanle et al., 2022). It is spreading rapidly worldwide, killing thousands of people and posing a
major public health threat this year. Fever, dry cough, shortness of breath, headache, body aches, and
general body weakness are among the mild to moderate symptoms of COVID -19, while severe cases
include difficulty breathing, chest pain, and loss of speech (Nimgampalle et al., 2021). By March 24,
2022, the new 2019 coronavirus pandemic (COVID -19) had caused approximately 472 million
illnesses and 6.09 million deaths worldwide (WHO, 2022).

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has affected financial markets around the world. The
S&P500 and the Dow Jones Industrial Average, which reflect the U.S. stock market, lost more than
one-third of their value in the first quarter of 2020. Authors such as Baker (2020) show that financial
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markets suffered from enormous fluctuations in response to the course of the pandemic. According to
their findings, some firms benefited from the economic changes brought about by the pandemic, while
others suffered from the negative consequences. Meanwhile, markets adjusted and rebalanced as new
information arrived.

Although the pandemic had a widespread impact on the market, the extent of the impact varied by
industry. Manufacturing, food, healthcare, and information technology saw large positive returns
during the COVID-19 outbreak (Narayan et al., 2022), while transportation, entertainment, and
hospitality companies experienced significant losses. Asymmetric volatility correlated with stock
returns has also been observed in equities. For example, as the industry shifted to telecommuting,
companies in the information technology sector that provide resources for telecommuting performed
exceptionally well during the epidemic. Transportation sector companies, on the other hand, suffered
greatly from reduced business and personal travel.

External and internal variables such as uncertainty, problems, crises, and pandemics have influenced
and affected the tourism and hospitality industry for decades. An unforeseen disaster (natural,
financial, or health) can jeopardize tourism demand and negatively impact the performance of
hospitality businesses. Pandemics and disease outbreaks, for example, can have a significant impact
on social and economic development. Tourism and hospitality are highly vulnerable to disasters and
crises compared to other industries (Chen et al., 2021), with the tourism sector being one of the most
vulnerable industries to crises, disasters, and pandemics (Zhang et al., 2020). Because the hospitality
and tourism industries play a major role in the spread of diseases and pandemics between areas and
destinations, health-related crises and hazards have significant impacts on tourism (e.g., demand) and
the hospitality industry (as a business performance) (Sanchez-Cafiizares et al., 2021).

According to tourism and public health scholars and governmental organisations and institutions,
epidemics and pandemics pose a significant threat to society and the tourism and hospitality industries
(Hall et al., 2020). The impact of epidemics and pandemics on stakeholder perspectives (including
financial, social, and emotional well-being) has already emerged and will continue to emerge
(Gossling et al., 2020). The recent significant coronavirus epidemic (COVID -19) and subsequent
global recession have created great uncertainty and risk in the hospitality and tourism industry. The
pandemic spread worldwide through international tourists travelling to their home countries after
visiting affected locations.

Consumer attitudes (toward the effects of the coronavirus outbreak) refer to a person’'s knowledge and
involvement in things, behaviors, and events. Epidemic events have created a greater sense of doubt
and negativity toward hospitality, tourism, and destinations (Yih et al., 2012). People's intentions are
influenced by their opinions. Consequently, customer confidence is critical to the hotel industry's
recovery from the trauma of the COVID -19 crisis. Consumers' buying behavior in the tourism sector
is influenced by several important aspects, such as family income, estimated health risk, and changing
demand metrics due to epidemiological constraints (Lee et al., 2011).

Travelers may maintain social distance, believing that others may infect them if COVID -19 spreads
through society. Individuals living in areas where the COVID -19 pandemic was a major problem
tended to adjust their preferences for a vacation destination based on the congestion level of the
location, which means they chose less crowded areas (Park et al., 2021). The pandemic caused
travelers to prioritize domestic tourism over any other type of tourism, not only because of the
regulations imposed by foreign countries, but also because of the number of infection cases abroad.
According to a recent survey conducted by MMGY Travel Intelligence (2020) on the travel intentions
of US citizens, 57% of Americans were willing to take a domestic vacation. This was also found in
Romania (Ticau and Shahrazad, 2022) and other countries. To maintain social distance, one third of
respondents prefer to drive their own cars, even long distances, rather than use public transportation
(MMGY Travel Intelligence, 2020). In addition to a preference for owning a car, Dumitru (2022)
observed a decrease in the length of stay during the pandemic.

In addition, Hornoiu et al. (2022) showed that tourists adopted adaptive behaviour and travelled more
to natural areas because they felt safer and had a lower risk of infection. There are also scholars who
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have demonstrated that some technological innovations could compensate for customers' limited
mobility and reduce the risk posed by the interaction. Schiopu et al. (2021) found that the perceived
substitutability of virtual reality use in tourism increased as a result of the pandemic. Furthermore,
Schiopu et al. (2022) showed that virtual reality was a solution to this type of constrained environment
with limited travel opportunities.

The COVID-19 virus seems to have brought the activity of many sectors of the economy to a
standstill, especially the hospitality industry, which was most affected by the measures taken by
governments, such as the nearly two-month closure, reduced service capacity, shorter operating hours
(shorter schedules), etc. At the same time, consumer perceptions were affected by fear of contagion,
creating the need for social distancing.

2.3 Emotions, mental comfort, desire for avoidance, and customer satisfaction during the pandemic
Anticipated emotions

The concept of anticipated emotions is to be separated from affective or generic attitudes. They focus
on the emotions people anticipate before or after they engage in negative behavior or refrain from
positive actions in the future, whereas the attitudinal construct assesses the evaluative features of
attitudes; for example, exciting — unexciting (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). It is important to note that,
while affective attitudes focus on how participants perceive and think about the activity itself,
anticipated emotions focus on how participants feel about the outcomes of their actions. Anticipated
emotions include both optimistic and pessimistic predictions. They illustrate how individuals'
behavior is influenced by the comments they expect to receive from their acquaintances. If these
responses are positive, the behavior will be performed, but if they are unfavorable, individuals will
engage in the action (French et al., 2005).

More specifically, positive or negative feelings that a person might experience in anticipation of a
successful or unsuccessful action outcome are called anticipated feelings. This suggests that before
customers make a decision, they can predict both positive and negative affective consequences of
their decision to do or not to do something (Bagozzi et al., 2016). The concept of predicted emotions
is derived from the Model of Goal Directed Behavior (MGB). The Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB), which has been used for social media consumer behavior, has been refined to include more
individual aspects, such as predicted emotions, the importance of acting or not acting, and aspirations
(Bagozzi and Dohlakia, 2002).

Psychological Comfort

A feeling of ease that promotes peaceful and stress-free emotions for a person in an environment is
called psychological comfort. It is characterized as a psychological stability in which a client's stress
about a service has subsided, and he or she feels calm, relaxed, and unconcerned about contact with a
service provider (Spake et al., 2003). According to Ainsworth and Foster (2017), psychological well-
being is a key factor in customer experience perceptions. Similarly, Vrechopoulos et al. (2004)
emphasized that the level of comfort is positively influenced by the customer's positive evaluation of
the customer experience. Since customers who use services with high credibility may experience
emotions such as fear and anxiety (Fernandes and Pinto, 2019), it is crucial to keep their
psychological comfort level high. Low psychological comfort is caused by ineffective problem
solving (Makara-Studzinska et al., 2021).

Desire for Avoidance

Avoidance behaviour is seen as the need for individuals to avoid all encounters with organisations
(Grégoire et al., 2009). According to Grégoire and Fisher (2008), breaking off a relationship out of a
desire to avoid conflict is not an act of revenge because it is not done to hurt or inconvenience
businesses out of revenge. Even if consumers do not directly affect restaurants by avoiding conflict,
they may still stop visiting them and choose a substitute (Bechwati and Morrin, 2003). Attempts to
deny, diminish, and push away thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations in response to negative
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emotions are referred to as avoidance techniques. This includes escaping from or avoiding
circumstances that trigger negative thoughts (De Castella et al., 2013).

Customer satisfaction

Customer satisfaction is a critical component of business strategy that influences post-purchase
behavior (Olsen et al., 2014). Customer satisfaction affects engagement, word of mouth, and intention
to make another purchase or visit; consequently, it can influence a company's financial performance
(Kumar et al., 2013).

Consumer satisfaction in a modeling context refers to the overall evaluation of customer opinions
about the key components and qualities of a company or brand (Gustafsson and Johnson, 2004).
Similarly, most grocery retailing strategies use consumers' evaluations of product and service
attributes (Yokoyama et al., 2022). The most important food attributes are cost, taste, color, aroma,
and texture (Goi¢ et al., 2021). Other important service characteristics are ease of access, variety,
hours of operation, availability, hygiene, information, staff, and waiting time (Wicaksono and Illés,
2022).

Given the characteristics of the COVID -19 pandemic as an emotionally charged environment and its
impact on the customer experience, we hypothesize that the emotions expected prior to the use of
hospitality services will influence customer behavior in terms of psychological comfort and desire to
avoid. The latter variables may also influence customer satisfaction. Therefore, the hypotheses that we
will test are listed below:

H1. The anticipated positive emotions have a positive effect on customers’ mental comfort regarding
consuming hospitality services during the COVID-19 pandemic

H2. The anticipated negative emotions have a positive effect on customers’ desire for avoidance
during the COVID-19 pandemic

H3. The mental comfort regarding consuming hospitality services during the COVID-19 pandemic
has a positive effect on customers’ satisfaction

H4. The desire for avoidance during the COVID-19 pandemic has a negative effect on customers’
satisfaction

3. Methodology

The aim of this research is to find out how hospitality customers felt during the COVID-19 pandemic,
whether their behavior changed due to this unexpected global event, and how they reacted to it. First,
it was important to find out if they went out at all. This was the key to the whole investigation. After
that, 1 would like to know how they perceived different situations that they might have encountered
while going out during the pandemic.

We organized a survey to examine customers' perceptions of the hospitality industry during the
pandemic, particularly in terms of some expected positive and negative emotions evoked by going out
and using hospitality services, psychological comfort, desire to avoid, and customers' satisfaction with
hospitality services during the pandemic.

The survey is the most appropriate research method for the objectives of this study because it
produces the most accurate results compared to other research methods, such as interviews,
experiments, or focus groups, whose use is problematic because it is difficult to reach a large number
of people in a short period of time and sort their responses.

The advantages of this research method are many. Online survey research benefits from the ability to
use the Internet to contact people and groups that would be difficult to reach by other means. Another
benefit is the potential time savings for researchers conducting Internet-based surveys. As mentioned
earlier, online surveys allow researchers to contact large numbers of people quickly (Yun and
Trumbo, 2000). Even with a limited sample, paper surveys are typically expensive, and a traditional
large-scale survey that mails questionnaires can cost astronomical amounts. Using online surveys
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circumvents this problem by eliminating the need for paper and incurring other costs such as mailing,
printing, and record keeping (Llieva et al., 2002).

At the beginning of the questionnaire, the respondents were informed about the purpose of the
guestionnaire and the anonymity of their answers. It was distributed twice to reach a larger number of
people and was completed by 114 respondents. The sample used for this survey is composed of adult
(over 18 years old) Romanian individuals from Bucharest. Children and adolescents were excluded
from this survey because they are not direct customers of the hospitality industry, as their parents pay
for them. Older people were also excluded because they are not active in relation to the hospitality
industry and do not have access to technologies and skills to complete this online questionnaire. The
reason the survey targeted active adults is because they contribute to the state's economy through their
work (taxable income) and automatically contribute to the hospitality industry through their
consumption (in our case, through restaurant, hotel, and movie theatre visits, etc.).

Since the questionnaire was created with Google Forms, it was distributed through a social media link
to students of the Bucharest University of Economic Studies, family members, friends, and their
friends and other acquaintances in the period 15th - 22nd of June 2022.

From the sociodemographic point of view, 52% of the respondents were women and 48% were men.
In terms of age, most respondents belonged to the youngest category, which means that the sample
was mainly composed of young adults between 18 and 25 years old (66.7%, represented by
76 people). From the other categories, the total percentage is 33.3%: in the 26-35 years category there
are 12 respondents (10.5%), in the 36-45 years category there are 5 (4.4%), in the 46-55 years
category there are 19 (16.6%), while in the last category, over 55 years old, there are only
2 respondents (1.8%).Young people are more inclined to travel, go out, and entertain themselves due
to their active lifestyle.

Most of the respondents have income between 2000-3000 RON per month (45%), 38.5% earn over
4000 RON monthly, while only 16.5% earn between 3001-4000 RON. Considering that the sample
consisted mainly of young adults, it was predictable that the number of respondents earning around
2000-3000 RON monthly would be higher. Looking at the previous results, it can be seen that the
second largest percentage belongs to the 46-55 age group, which makes it clear why the second most
common income category is above 4000 RON. These results clearly show that the prototype of the
hospitality industry is a young adult with an income equal to or slightly above the minimum wage in
Romania.

We used prior studies to derive most of our constructs. The anticipated positive and the negative
emotions and desire for avoidance are based on the work of Miao et al. (2022), while mental comfort
is measured with items from Pijls et al. (2019). For customer satisfaction with the hospitality industry
during the pandemic we created our own item. Table 1 presents the constructs and the items
aforementioned, with the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from 0.804 to 0.889 which show a
strong internal reliability for each construct.

The constructs described in Table 1 were included in a questionnaire completed by the respondents
themselves, along with some demographic and behavioral questions. Most items were rated on a 5-
point Likert scale ranging from "strongly disagree” (1) to "strongly agree" (5), except for the
demographic questions and a few others that required categorical scales.

The inner consistency of these constructs is very good, as shown by the Cronbach's alpha coefficients
in Table 1. The values of 0.804, 0.878, 0.889, and 0.842 indicate a good reliability of these measures.
In addition, we used the software IBM SPSS AMOS version 27 to test the measurement model and
the structural model. The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indices show that the model is adequate:
chi-square = 66.004 with 49 degrees of freedom p = 0.053, chi-square/d.f. = 1.347, TLI = 0.971; CFlI
=0.983; IFI = 0.983; RMSEA = 0.055; SRMR = 0.0640. All these indices are considered very good
(Hair et al., 2010), with TLI, IFI, and CFI above 0.95 and RMSEA < 0.08, indicating a superior model
with good measurement capacity.
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Table no. 1. Constructs and items

Construct Abbr.  Items Cronbach’s  Skewness Kurtosis
alpha
Anticipated APE1 | felt enthusiastic to socialize with other -0.360 -0.326
Positive customers.
Emotions APE2 | liked going out and being served at the 0.804 -0.740 -0.090
table in the city, rather than ordering food
at home.
Mental Comfort MC1 | felt comfortable to be in crowded places -0.094 -0.993
such as restaurants, cafes, shopping centers.
MC2 | felt safe to stay at the hotel. 0.878 -0.726 0.039
MC3 | felt relaxed to interact with other -0.495 -0.174
customers.
Anticipated ANE1 | felt scared of getting infected nearby 0.318 -0.590
Negative other customers.
Emotions ANE2 | felt tensioned when other customers were 0.254 -0.668
: . . 0.889
trying to interact with me.
ANE3 | felt negligent in front of others when I 0.237 -0.829
started talking with strangers.
Desire for DAl | tried to keep the distance as much as -0.349 -0.746
Avoidance possible between me and other customers.
DA2 | preferred to stay at home and avoid any 0.374 -0.992
crowded place (restaurant, cafe, cinema
etc.) to keep the distance from the others. 0.842
DA3 I did not like when, during the pandemic, 0.129 -0.897
the employees were getting too close to me.
DA4  The places where tables were close to each 0.200 -0.924
other were excluded from my choices.
Customer SAT  How satisfied with the Romanian -1.236 2.481
Satisfaction hospitality services (hotel, restaurant etc.)

were you during the pandemic?

Source: Survey results

The CFA analysis indicates a good model fit of the measurement tool, and we conclude that we can
use these constructs to predict our dependent variable, i.e., customer satisfaction with the services
provided by the hospitality industry. To analyze the data, we used IBM SPSS 27 to screen the data,
calculate frequencies, correlations, etc., and IBM AMOS 27 to validate the hypotheses associated with
our conceptual model (Figure 1). Considering that normality is an assumption of SEM models, we
used SPSS to compute the skewness and kurtosis statistics (also shown in Table 1). The data did not
show any significant deviations from normality, as they were within the satisfactory range of +2
(George and Mallery, 2016), so structural equation modeling (SEM) via AMOS could be used to test
the hypotheses.

[ mc1 | [ mc2 ][ mc3 |

Anticipated

Positive
Emotions | Customer
Satisfaction
Anticipated

Desire for

Negative
g Avoidance

Emotions

DAL | [ DAz ][ DA3 ][ DA3 |

Fig. no. 1. Conceptual model to be tested
Source: developed by the author
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4, Results and discussion

Through the first variable, the frequency of outings during the pandemic can be determined, i.e., how
often the respondents went out. The average value of this variable is 2.68, indicating that most of the
respondents went out between a few times a week and once a week, with a higher tendency to go out
once a week, as the value is closer to 3 than to 2. In terms of places visited during the pandemic, there
is a higher preference for cafes (67.5%) and restaurants (53.5%), with the remainder accounted for by
bars (25.4%), stadiums (football, rugby, etc.). (16.7%), cinemas (15.8%), and hotels (10.5%), which
are the least preferred because not many people travelled during the pandemic. Satisfaction with hotel
and restaurant services during the pandemic has an average value of 3.59, indicating that respondents
are more satisfied than neutral, as the value is closer to 4 than 3. From this value, we can see that the
hotel and restaurant industry managed its performance well despite the global crisis, as consumers
seemed to be satisfied with the services offered.

As long as the mental comfort is concerned, customers expressed themselves neutral to being
comfortable (2.94) in crowded places such as restaurants, cafes, and shopping malls, with a slight
increase in feeling safe (3.54) to stay at the hotel and relaxed (3.35) to interact with other customers.
From these mean scores, it appears that crowded places were neither a major problem nor a pleasure
during the pandemic, but that people perceived the hotel as a safe place where the risk of infection
was low, and that they felt relaxed to socialize rather than to keep their distance from others. The
anticipated positive emotions make it even clearer that people felt the need to interact with others, as
they felt excited to socialize with other customers in a neutral to agree manner (3.27), while the fact
that they preferred to eat out rather than order food at home is even more clear with a value of 3.68,
meaning that they rather agree than be neutral to this statement.

The desire for avoidance seems to be quite low, as the majority of the responses either disagree or are
neutral, as the average values of the choices show 3.34, 2.47, 2.75, 2.76, which means that the
respondents disagree or are neutral to the statements about the desire for avoidance. The highest value
among this type of research variable is the one related to the fact that some prefer to keep the distance
between themselves and other customers, but the value is still close to neutrality rather than
agreement (3.34). People did not feel the need to stay at home and avoid crowded places (2.47), nor
did they mind staff coming too close to them (2.75) or tables being close together (2.76). From these
scores, it can be seen that people were not averse and, in fact, were more inclined, to socialize and go
out. The pandemic does not appear to deter people from leisure and pleasure. Regarding the expected
negative emotions such as fear, anxiety, emotions from others (Miao et al., 2022), the scores are less
than 3 or close to 3, indicating that people were not afraid of getting infected around other customers
(2.59 - rejection of the feeling of fear with a tendency to be neutral), they did not feel tense when
others tried to contact them (2.41 - rejecting the feeling of fear with a slight inclination toward
neutrality), they did not feel careless when starting conversations with strangers (2.38 - rejecting the
feeling of carelessness with a slight inclination toward neutrality), or they did not mind if coworkers
wore the mask or not (2.99, indicating strong neutrality).

Regarding the measures imposed by the Romanian government against the COVID-19 pandemic,
three variables were selected to understand how people perceive them. Interest in the presence of
disinfectants in restaurants, bars, etc. before the pandemic is low, with a value of 2.59 (indicating that
people were mostly not interested in such criteria before the pandemic, with a tendency towards
neutrality), interest in social distance before the pandemic is also low (2.92, indicating neutrality
towards distance between tables), and interest in protective measures against the virus shows perfect
neutrality, the value of this variable being 3. All other variables show a rather neutral attitude,
indicating that respondents do not consider it necessary to protect themselves from the virus by
disinfectants, masks, social distancing, or other measures. A relaxed rather than a strict attitude
towards the hospitality industry and the way it carries out its activities is evident. Customer-to-
customer and customer-to-employee relationships appear to be the same as before the pandemic.

Examining the relationships between different research variables can make it easier to understand the
relationship between customers' attitudes and experiences during the pandemic. Thus, taking pairs of
variables (one-to-one), one can see the correlation between them. Taking into account psychological
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comfort (Pijls et al., 2019) and expected positive emotions (Miao et al., 2022), the value of the
correlation can be determined to understand whether customers experience positive emotions in the
hospitality industry, despite the fact that the pandemic could jeopardize the experience due to the risk
of infection and the measures taken by the Romanian government, such as wearing masks indoors
(e.g., in shopping malls). The question of great interest in this context is: did hospitality customers
manage to maintain a psychological well-being when going out and experience positive emotions
during the two-year pandemic?

| felt enthusiasticto
socialize with other

customers.
a

3.5

| liked going out and
being served at the
tablein the city, rather
than ordering food at
home.

| felt relaxed to interact
with other customers.

Ifelt comfortable to be

| felt safe to stay at the in crowded places such
hotel. as restaurants, cafes,

shopping centers

Fig. no. 2. Analysis of means for anticipated positive emotions and mental comfort
Source: developed by the author

In Figure 2, it can be seen that for the five statements related to mental comfort and anticipated
positive emotions, the average of the respondents' answers ranged from 2.9 to 3.7, indicating that the
respondents were mostly neutral with a tendency to agree. This suggests that the pandemic did not
prevent people from feeling safe, relaxed, enthusiastic, going out, and socializing with other
customers rather than eating at home and avoiding others around them. All correlations between the
statements describing these two concepts, namely anticipated positive emotions and mental comfort,
are significant and substantial, as can be seen in Table 2. For example, the statements "I felt relaxed to
interact with other customers™ and "l felt enthusiastic to socialize with other customers" have a
Pearson correlation coefficient of 0.869, which is very close to 1, meaning that there is a very high
correlation between the two statements. It can be concluded that the correlation between mental
comfort and anticipated positive emotions is very high.

Table no. 2. Correlations between anticipated positive emotions and mental comfort

APE1 APE?2

MC1 Pearson Correlation 0.677" 0.549™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000

MC2 Pearson Correlation 0.670™ 0.570™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000

MC3 Pearson Correlation 0.869™ 0.630™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000

Obs. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Source: Survey results

The average scores of respondents' answers between 2.2 and 3.3 for the statements describing the
anticipated negative emotions and the desire to avoid, shown in Figure 3, indicate that people were
mostly neutral with a tendency to disagree. Thus, the pandemic did not cause people to be too anxious
or fearful to go to crowded places such as restaurants, cafes, or movie theatres.
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| felt scared of getting
infected nearby other
customers
3,5

The places where tables were | felt tensioned when other
closeto eachother were customers were trying to
excluded from my choices. interact with me.

| felt negligent in front of
~ others when | started talking
with strangers.

| did not like when, during ya
the pandemic, the employees &
were getting too close to me.

| prefered to stay at home
and avoid any crowded place
(restaurant, cafe, cinema
etc.) to keep the distance...

| tried to keep the distance as
much as possible between
me and other customers.

Fig. no. 3. Analysis of means for anticipated negative emotions and desire for avoidance
Source: developed by the author

However, all correlations between statements that describe the anticipated negative emotions and the
desire to avoid them were significant and strong, as seen in Table 3. For the two statements "I felt
scared of getting infected nearby other customers" and "l tried to keep the distance as much as
possible between me and other customers,"” the Pearson coefficient of correlation is 0.653, suggesting
that the correlation between anticipated negative emotions and the desire to avoid them is very high.

Table no. 3. Correlations between anticipated negative emotions and desire for avoidance

ANE1 ANE?2 ANE3
DA1 Pearson Correlation 0.653™ 0.611™ 0.433™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000
DA2 Pearson Correlation 0.546™ 0.636™ 0.542™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000
DA3 Pearson Correlation 0.598™ 0.591™ 0.493™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000
DA4 Pearson Correlation 0.584™ 0.605™ 0.499™
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000

Obs. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Source: Survey results

To further investigate the relationships between the different research variables, the next step was to
test the hypotheses of the conceptual model at SEM. The fit of the structural model is also very good,
with indices such as CFI = 0.983 (> 0.95, very good); and RMSEA = 0.055 (< 0.08, very good). The
standardized parameters coefficients used to decide whether a hypothesis is supported are shown in
Table 4.

Table no. 4. Results of parameter estimation: direct effects

Path Structural Model Result
Stand. B p-value

HI1: Anticipated Positive Emotions — Mental Comfort 0.890 falekl Supported

H2: Anticipated Negative Emotions — Desire for Avoidance 0.843 falaied Supported

H3: Mental Comfort — Customer Satisfaction 0.264 0.554 Not supported

H4: Desire for Avoidance — Customer Satisfaction -0.086 0.755 Not supported

Note: ***p <.001, **p < .01.
Source: Survey results

With a p-value for the standardized effect greater than the selected significance level of 0.05, we
found support for H1 and H2. The results show that the anticipated positive emotions have a
significant and consistent direct effect on customers’ mental comfort (f = 0.890, p < 0.05), supporting
H1. That is, the more enthusiastic customers are about socializing with others and the more they like
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to go out, the more relaxed they feel about interacting with other customers. Moreover, the expected
negative emotions have a significant and strong influence on the desire to avoid (p = 0.843, p < 0.05),
supporting H2. The negative emotions, such as fear of getting infected around other customers or
tension of interacting with other customers, led to higher desire to keep distance from other customers
and avoid crowded places. The data do not support the significance of the direct effect of the mental
comfort and desire to avoid on customer satisfaction with hospitality services. Therefore, we cannot
validate H3 and H4. It appears that customers' satisfaction was not significantly affected by how
comfortable they felt when dining out or by their desire to avoid crowded places.

In summary, from the results obtained through the questionnaire, the Romanian population of
Bucharest was more likely to feel the need to go out, socialize, and spend time outside their homes.
The pandemic did not seem to frighten people, but rather to maintain or even increase the need for
interaction, travel, and entertainment, the figures show. Most people preferred to eat out rather than
order food at home, and most also expressed neutrality about negative feelings due to the virus spread.
The anticipated positive emotions related to eating out and using hospitality services had a significant
positive impact on customers’ mental comfort, while anticipated negative emotions triggered a higher
desire for avoidance.

5. Implications: a high tendency to technology adoption

From the results of the questionnaire, the majority of respondents were young adults between the ages
of 18 and 25. At the same time, when going out, each of us can notice that there are more young
people in a club, a shopping mall or a restaurant. Young people seem to be more active and more
familiar with the hospitality industry than the older population. One of the reasons for this may be the
fact that the industry has evolved technologically and the classic barriers of caring a lot about staff
behavior have been overcome. Nowadays, the most important thing is to be served quickly and not to
be bothered with too many questions. The hotel and restaurant industry, due to a natural evolution, but
accelerated by the pandemic, has incorporated technology in its activities and also in its relationship
with the customer.

The hospitality industry is constantly evolving. An industry traditionally dominated by interpersonal
relationships, message tactics, and the promotion of specific locations and vacation packages is
transforming into one in which companies have individual relationships with each customer. For the
first time, these interactions are primarily digital, and they are based on two key characteristics: they
must be intensely tailored to each potential customer or guest, and they must be naturally rewarding.
Therefore, individualization and interactivity are two of the most important developments in the
tourism industry and together reflect the current iteration of digitalization (Campione, 2021).

Technological innovation has recently transformed the travel and tourism industry. The introduction
of information and communication technology has changed the nature of the travel industry, affecting
both the supply and demand for travel services. The roles of suppliers and consumers have changed
with the help of the proliferation and improvement of digital platforms, which have also changed the
way businesses and customers interact (Tobon et al., 2020). Through innovation and mobile
platforms, tourists and service providers collaborate to create unique tourism experiences. As a result,
the roles of platform providers have grown, and in the last decade, their business has expanded
dramatically (Paulauskaite et al., 2017).

The digitization of the hospitality industry can take many forms, as described in the literature above.
Customers can interact with restaurants through social media such as Instagram and Facebook, where
they can ask questions, learn about the offerings, and become well-informed. Another form of
digitization is to access the menu by scanning a QR code, which was developed due to the
proliferation of viruses. It is obvious that technology has entered this industry and people are
responding to it; otherwise there would not have been so many approving responses to the
guestionnaire statements, from which it could be deduced that customers feel excited, relaxed, and
eager to go out.

Studies show that digitalization has completely changed the way organizations operate and build
relationships with customers, suppliers, and other parties (Scuotto et al., 2019), fostering the
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development of new business models and the creation of customer value. The use of digital
technologies by an organization to build a new technological business model that contributes to the
creation and appropriation of additional value for the organization is referred to as digital
transformation (Verhoef et al., 2019). This type of change affects organizational capabilities,
operations, and business processes (Li et al., 2018). Traditional interactions between consumers and
businesses are changing as a result of digitalization (Taiminen and Karjaluoto, 2015). Customers can
actively and conveniently interact with businesses and other customers across dozens of media
platforms, going through an ever-increasing number of touch points in their customer experience
(Verhoef et al., 2019).

Literature studies have found that the entire infrastructure of business models is being transformed by
digitalization (Volberda et al., 2021), especially in terms of value proposition and customer
interactions (Bouwman et al.,, 2018). The revolutionary change has accelerated the digital
transformation of consumer value creation thanks to the growing influence of social media and
predictive analytics (Rachinger et al., 2018). Any type of business looking to take advantage of the
new opportunities has crowded the market for new applications, services, platforms, information, and
gadgets (Zott and Amit, 2017). In light of this, academic research has focused on the proliferation of
digital media that focuses on value propositions and customer interactions. Some companies are
deeply engaged in high-tech and digitalization, and traditional companies have also begun to innovate
through technology adoption (Ghezzi and Cavallo, 2020).

All in all, the Romanian hospitality industry has adapted to the new requirements in the age of high
technology, where most of the companies work with the help of technology, and this is also true for
the customers, who are very adaptable, especially if they are the younger generation. This type of
customer is very flexible and responds positively to any digital implementation made by the
hospitality industry or even in general in different areas.

6. Conclusions

The hospitality industry appeared to be severely affected by the worldwide epidemic, which, in
addition to the restrictions imposed by governments, resulted in a two-month closure during which the
industry could not carry out any activity. All businesses (hotels, restaurants, cinemas) recorded
significant losses because they were forced to close, reduce their capacity, or take other measures that
have been imposed for about two years. Romanian consumers, who were happy to go out before the
pandemic, as the figures show (Romanian National Institute of Statistics, 2022), were not able
anymore due to getting infected, being afraid of the virus or being banned by the Romanian
government through measures and restrictions such as social distancing, reduced business hours, or
even restriction of citizens' freedom through reduced permission outside the residence (Romanian
Government, 2020).

However, through the research conducted using the survey method, it was possible to determine how
hospitality consumers reacted and how they perceived the spread of the virus when they went out. As
the results show, people seem to be relaxed rather than reserved, anxious, or fearful when they are
around others. Positive feelings can be observed, such as enthusiasm for socializing and eating at
restaurants rather than ordering food at home. From the results of the questionnaire, it can be
concluded that the Romanian population in Bucharest feels a strong need to leave the house, socialize,
and spend time outdoors. According to the statistics, it seems that the pandemic did not frighten
people, but maintained or even increased their need for social engagement, travel and pleasure. Most
people preferred to eat out rather than have food delivered to their homes, and most showed no strong
emotions in response to the spread of the virus. Anticipated positive emotions had a significant and
consistent effect on the mental comfort of customers when eating out, while anticipated negative
emotions produced a higher desire to avoid.

When talking about the development of the hospitality industry, one can notice a high tendency of
technology adoption. According to studies, the digitalization of companies has fundamentally changed
the way they conduct business, develop their interactions with customers, suppliers, and other parties,
and promote the creation of new business models and consumer benefits. Digital transformation is the
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use of digital technology by a company to build a new technological business model that helps the
company create and leverage additional value (Verhoef et al., 2019).

All in all, the hospitality industry is a strong one, but it is vulnerable to unexpected events such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. Most countries rely on this industry as it is the main source of revenue, and it
had a dramatic impact on a global level not only from a health perspective but also from an economic
perspective. Digitalization seems to be the solution to many encounters in daily life, but also in this
industry.
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