
2020 saw unprecedented swathes 
of holiday cancellations. The year 
COVID-19 hit was a tough one 
for hospitality and tourism firms, 
who were forced to make swift 
decisions about changes to their 
refund policies. However, no one 
could clearly envisage how those 
crisis- induced changes would 
impact customer loyalty and trust. 
In the first study of its kind, Dr 
Daniel Leung and Ms Christine 
Seah from the SHTM looked at 
customer reactions to generous 
or  se l f -serv ing re fund pol icy 
changes, and whether these are 
shaped further by the magnitude 
of changes and the format in which 
refunds are offered. This inspiring 
work will help industry practitioners 
to optimise refund policy strategies 
in the future.

The Refund Rush

Without question, the COVID-19 
pandemic was a brutal shock to 
the hotel industry. Confronted 
with unimaginable numbers of 
cancellation requests and refund 
claims, for the main part the 
industry reacted sympathetically 
to customers. Some hotels, such 
as Hilton and Premier Inn, started 
allowing refunds on previously 
non-refundable purchases during 
the  c r i s i s ,  and  Exped ia  and 
Travelodge offered customers cash 
or vouchers to be used on future 
bookings. “Helping consumers in 
need during crises is considered 
to be an altruist ic behaviour, 
even though the changes may 
result in financial losses”, say the 
researchers.

However, a few companies took 
a more selfish path. EasyJet and 
Bri t ish Airways, for instance, 
breached cancellation promises and 
denied their customers any refunds 

dur ing the pandemic per iod. 
Negatively changing refund policies 
from fully refundable to partially 
or non-refundable might go some 
way to limit a firm’s financial losses 
in the short term, but it is a rude 
violation of the initial promises 
made to customers. According to 
the researchers, these actions are 
“likely to reduce consumers’ trust 
of the company and even their 
intention to repurchase products 
from that same company in the 
future”.

How did these two strategically 
distinct crisis-induced reactions 
affect customer behaviours and 
attitudes? Until now, the effect of 
the “polarity” of change, that is, 
whether refund policy changes are 
positive or negative for consumers, 
has been left unmapped. The 
researchers reasoned that “ i f 
one hotel behaves egoistically 
and changes a policy to benefit 
themselves only, consumers would 
perceive that policy change as an 
unfair business practice”. They 
predicted that this “opportunistic” 
b e h a v i o u r  w o u l d  d e c r e a s e 
consumers’ trust and lower their 
intention to repurchase products 
from that company. Conversely, 
positive changes should increase 
trust and repurchase intentions.

Big and Small, Cash 
and Credit

Imagine your feelings on learning 
that you are to receive a refund, 
only to then find out that the 
refund is small, or that it comes in 
the format of a voucher that can 
only be used within the next two 
months. Would that token gesture 
be satisfactory? Previous work 
has considered refund policy as a 
“one-off” or “static” event, without 
ful ly considering the detai led 

characteristics of changes. “Another 
objective of this study was to 
examine the effects of the interplay 
of the polarity of change in refund 
policy, the magnitude of change in 
refund policy, and refund format on 
consumers’ trust of the company 
and repurchase intention”, explain 
the researchers.

Larger price reductions can boost 
consumers’ purchase intention. 
After all, who wouldn’t prefer a 
30% over a 15% discount? Indeed, 
larger magnitude changes can 
be exponentially beneficial for 
companies. “One study shows 
that consumer spending in a store 
with a larger magnitude of change 
increases by 12%, whi le  the 
corresponding figure in a store with 
a smaller magnitude of change 
increases by just 1%”, report the 
researchers. This magnitude-of-
change effect might also translate 
t o  a  r e f u n d  p o l i c y  c o n t e x t . 
Meanwhile, refund format can 
also affect customer responses, 
whereby cash refunds are generally 
preferred over credit refunds. “This 
research complements existing 
literature by demonstrating how 
consumers react differently when 
a company changes its refund 
policy in various forms”, say the 
researchers.

Clues from past work indicate 
that a large magnitude of change 
causes a strong “contrast effect” 
t ha t  d r i v e s  t he  i n t ens i t y  o f 
customer responses, be it in a 
positive or negative direction, 
whilst a small magnitude of change 
results in an “assimilation effect” 
that dampens customer responses. 
For companies that implement a 
negative change in refund policy, 
the researchers hypothesised that 
a large magnitude of change would 
decrease consumer trust and 
intention to repurchase products 
more than a small change. “If a 

To Refund or Not to Refund?stress levels. “For single childless 
employees, the incongruence be-
tween their perceptions of work–
personal conflicts and relevant sup-
port from their organisations may 
result in negative consequences, 
such as lower job performance”, 
say the researchers. Accordingly, 
they predicted that an organisation-
al-level social inclusion of a singles-
friendly culture would yield better 
job performance.

Social inclusion of a singles-friendly 
culture might also have the power 
to boost the enjoyment got from 
leisure activities. Leisure activities 
contribute to psychological well-be-
ing and life satisfaction, and the loss 
of the freedom to engage in them 
can sour attitudes towards one’s 
own personal life. “Hospitality em-
ployees in particular may have less 
time and energy for leisure activities 
after work, preventing them from 
satisfying their need for relaxation 
or resulting in lower levels of leisure 
satisfaction”, say the researchers. 
An organisational culture geared to-
wards improving employees’ work-
life balance could therefore boost 
leisure satisfaction.

Multiple-Source 
Surveys

The researchers gathered rich data 
from total of 639 full-time employ-
ees, who were recruited from 29 
full-service hotels in China. Partici-
pants completed a pre-developed 
questionnaires that measured per-
sonal-to-work and work-to-person-
al conflicts, leisure satisfaction, and 
their perception of the degree of 
social inclusion of a singles-friendly 
culture. Job performance was as-
sessed using a survey completed 
by participants’ direct supervisors, 
who rated items such as “this em-
ployee performs tasks that are ex-
pected of him/her.” Hierarchical lin-
ear modelling was then applied to 
examine the relationships between 
variables, whilst controlling for po-
tential confounding variables, such 
as whether participants were men 
or women.

All-Round Benefits

The results were unambiguous. 
Single childless employees who 
worked in hotels with a socially 
inclusive culture had notably less 
conflict between their work and 
personal domains, a more impres-
sive job performance, and more 
satisfaction from leisure activities. 
“These findings highlight the sig-
nificance of the social inclusion of a 
singles-friendly culture for both em-
ployees and organisations”, say the 
researchers. As a second intriguing 
finding, the effect of an inclusive 
organisational culture on employ-
ees’ job performance and leisure 
satisfaction were shaped by their 
degree of work-to-personal conflict. 
This, clarify the authors, could be 
explained by the important role of 
personal domain variables in influ-
encing employees’ perceptions.

Such clear-cut findings should eas-
ily persuade managers to embrace 
a singles-friendly culture to enable 
a balance between the work and 
personal roles of single childless 
employees. Hotels could establish 
programs and policies to eliminate 
negative stereotyping, and should 
not solely focus on the needs of 
married and parent employees. “Al-
though single childless employees 
do not require support for family re-
sponsibilities, they do require sup-
port for personal and social mat-
ters”, reiterate the authors. Hotels 
could also facilitate an enhanced 
mutual understanding between sin-
gle and married employees through 
team-building activities, which 
would inspire more harmonious 
and productive relationships in the 
workplace.

The nature of social inclusion of a 
singles-friendly culture varied from 
hotel to hotel. “As such”, explain 
the researchers, “hotels should take 
their unique organisational cultures 
and characteristics into consider-
ation when developing socially in-
clusive programs.” Hotel chains 
could, for instance infuse their mis-
sion and core values into inclusive 
policies and programs, and make 
sure that the same support is pro-

vided across all of their hotels. This 
would mean that employees who 
are transferred from one hotel to 
another of the same chain can 
more rapidly assimilate into their 
new working environment and im-
mediately feel a sense of belonging.

Beyond Family-
Friendly

With fewer people than ever in their 
30s and 40s choosing to get mar-
ried or have children, the hospital-
ity workforce is increasingly home 
to single childless workers. This 
pioneering new work shows that 
the time has come to address their 
needs. “The study can assist hotel 
industry managers in recognising 
single childless employees as an 
important, distinct, and growing 
segment of the labour force”, con-
clude the authors. As well as sev-
eral managerial implications, this 
investigation also paves the way 
for more exciting research. For 
example, future work could addi-
tionally consider how a supportive 
culture affects other workers who 
also have a “non-traditional” family 
structure, such as those in a same-
sex relationship.

Shi, Xiaolin (Crystal), and Shi, Jieyu 
(Jade) (2022). Who Cares about 
Single Childless Employees in 
the Hotel Industry? Creating 
a Workplace Culture Beyond 
Fami ly -F r i end ly .  Tour i sm 
Management, Vol. 90, 104477.

POINTS TO NOTE
• Hotel employees who are single and 

childless often get fewer perks and 
less policy support.

• Single childless workers have a 
unique set of personal needs and are 
vulnerable to work–life imbalance.

• This growing segment of hospitality 
staff can benefit from singles-friendly 
workplaces.

• Establishing a uniform singles-
friendly culture is good for employee 
retention in hotel chains.
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Vi r tua l  t r ips  a re  des t ina t ion 
“teasers” and a valuable way to 
attract new tourists. But what 
about returning tourists? Timely 
new research by the SHTM’s 
Dr Hyejo Hailey Shin and a co-
author offers an in-depth look at 
which elements of virtual trips 
are the most essential, and how 
these can be used to encourage 
returning tourists’ behavioural 
intentions via immersion and 
nostalgia. Intriguingly, stirring the 
emotions and nostalgia of returning 
tourists can boost their intention to 
revisit a destination, visit a similar 
destination and speak positively 
about travel experiences with 
others. These illuminating findings 
could prove vital for destination 
management organisations as the 
industry regains its footing in the 
wake of COVID-19.

Virtual Trip Immersion

Virtual reality is widely considered 
one of the most exciting advances 
i n  t he  t e chno log i c a l  wo r l d , 
with a vast array of anticipated 
applications in various domains. 
This immersive technology allows 
users to v iv id ly interact  with 
computer-generated features in a 
simulated virtual environment, and 
so has attracted keen interest in 
the tourism sector. “Many tourism 
organisations have launched virtual 
trips, a combination of virtual reality 
and tourism contents, to promote 
themselves as a travel destination 
choice during the post-pandemic 
era”, say the researchers.

Virtual “previews” of destinations 
a re  o f ten  used  to  showcase 
previously unimagined travel 
pos s i b i l i t i e s  and  su rp r i s i ng 
locations to new tourists, while 
simultaneously assuaging their 
travel doubts. Nonetheless, despite 
these advantages for attracting 

first-time visitors, many tourism 
destinations’ primary targets are 
returning visitors who have already 
been to the destination in question. 
As the researchers note, “It would 
be ideal if tourism destinations 
could promote travellers’ positive 
feelings about their past memories 
in the dest inat ion in order to 
increase their revisit intentions”. 
This is where virtual reality could 
get a chance to shine.

For v i r tual  t r ips to appeal  to 
returning travellers, they need 
to evoke fond recollections of 
past travel adventures. For this, 
returning travellers need to feel 
ful ly immersed and involved. 
Bu i l d i ng  on  p rev ious  work , 
the researchers hypothesised 
that better-quality interactivity, 
usabil ity and sensorial appeal 
would increase immersion. They 
also predicted that more realistic 
representations of a destination 
would heighten immersion. This 
“authenticity” is all the more critical 
for returning travellers, who are 
bound to notice if a virtual trip 
does not match up with their actual 
experiences. Most crucially, true 
immersion in a virtual trip elicits 
an emotional response. “When 
travellers are deeply immersed, 
their emotional responses become 
stronger”, report the researchers.

Three Kinds of 
Nostalgia

Nostalgia is a person’s intense 
positive feelings about their own 
memories. Considering that travel 
is all about providing tangible 
experiences through which new 
memories are born, nostalgia 
naturally holds a special place in 
tourism research. Three types of 
tourist nostalgia are recognised in 
the literature: destination nostalgia; 
nostalgia for past lives and the 

desire to relive days gone by; and 
nostalgia for social activities, or 
the emotion surrounding travel 
memories of moments shared with 
others. The researchers predicted 
that all three types of nostalgia 
would be positively influenced by 
travellers’ immersion in a virtual 
trip. Moreover, “although these 
three types of nostalgia are directed 
towards different objects, they 
might occur simultaneously”, they 
say.

When considering the potential 
effects of nostalgia, a key concept 
is the wel l-known “st imulus–
organism–response paradigm”. 
This posits that emotions compel a 
person to behave in a certain way, 
such that strong feelings sway 
responses to the environment. If 
so, a virtual trip should also have 
behavioural knock-on effects for 
travellers. “As an affective response, 
nostalgia has been considered an 
important antecedent of travellers’ 
behavioural intentions”, report 
the authors. For this reason, they 
tested whether nostalgia increased 
a tourist’s intention to revisit a 
destination, intention to visit a 
similar destination, and intention 
to share their memories of the 
destination with others. These are 
three critical indicators of travellers’ 
favourable attitudes towards a 
destination.

To  add res s  a  f i na l  po in t  o f 
curiosity, the authors looked at 
whether tourists’ personalities 
played a role in the relationships 
between nostalgia and behavioural 
intentions. More self-confident 
and daring “allocentric” tourists 
might rather discover unchartered 
destinations than revisit a previous 
one, despite a strong sense of 
nos ta lg ia .  Less  adventurous 
“psychocentric” tourists, who tend 
to prefer comfort and convenience, 
might be more inclined to revisit a 
familiar place, even if they do not 

Nostalgia-Motivated Tourism
company changes its refund policy 
positively”, specify the authors, 
“and the magnitude of change 
is high (low), consumers’ trust 
in that company and intention 
to repurchase products from the 
same company will be significantly 
higher (lower)”.

Two Scenario Studies

In two elegant studies, participants 
were asked to imagine that they 
had made holiday plans to visit 
New York but were obliged to 
cancel their hotel reservation due 
to a health crisis. In study 1, the 
researchers looked at the effect 
of the polarity and magnitude 
of changes in refund policy. For 
this, 144 participants read a set 
of  emai ls that  were careful ly 
constructed to reflect either a 
positive or negative policy change, 
and either a large (100%) or small 
(50%) magnitude of change. For 
example, a negative change of 
large magnitude was reflected by 
an initial booking email explaining 
that a refund would be possible, 
followed by a cancellation email 
stating that no refund was offered 
due to the crisis. In study 2, 319 
participants were shown emails 
that reflected either a positive 
or negative change, as well as 
whether the 50% refund that was 
offered would be in the form of 
cash or credit. In both studies, trust 
in the company and repurchase 
intention were assessed using a 
questionnaire.

Trust and Loyalty

As expected, positive changes 
to refund pol ic ies resulted in 
higher levels of consumer trust 
and repurchase intentions, whilst 
negative changes decreased trust 
and loyalty. “The execution of self-
beneficial actions during crises 
reduces consumers’ trust of a 
company and their intention to 
repurchase products from that 

same company in the future”, 
report the researchers. This means 
that  hosp i ta l i ty  prac t i t ioners 
should expect consumers’ brand 
evaluation and future behaviour 
to deteriorate when they change 
their refund policies negatively in 
response to a health crisis.

For  compan ies  tha t  made  a 
negative policy change that was 
large in magnitude, the detrimental 
impacts of negative change in 
refund policy on consumers’ trust 
and loyalty were magnified. This 
means that companies who enact 
negative changes should be careful 
to do so gently, at modest levels. 
“In contrast, when a refund policy 
is changed positively and mildly, 
the degree of gain becomes less 
evident”, say the researchers. In 
other words, if companies are 
prepared to bear financial losses 
to favour consumers during crises, 
they should make sure that those 
posi t ive changes are large in 
magnitude.

Finally, refund format impacted 
the influence of polarity of change 
in refund policy. For both negative 
and positive policy changes, cash 
refunds amplified the impact of 
the polarity of change in refund 
policy. Namely, when companies 
that negatively changed their policy 
offered cash refunds, trust and 
repurchase intention were lower 
than when credit was offered. 
When companies that positively 
changed their policy offered cash 
refunds, trust and repurchase 
intentions were higher than when 
credit was offered. Hence, to 
mitigate losses, companies that 
negatively change their refund 
policy should offer credit refunds, 
whereas companies that make 
positive changes should offer cash 
rather than credit refunds. “This will 
further enhance consumers’ trust, 
as well as customers’ intention 
to repurchase products from the 
same company in the future”, 
explain the researchers.

Mitigating Losses

Whilst refund policies are widely 
embraced by hospi ta l i ty  and 
tourism business, research in this 
area has been lacking. This long-
awaited investigation casts light 
on what practitioners can expect 
to see when they make strategic 
changes to refund policies. As 
well as keeping their heads above 
water, companies must strive to 
retain customer trust and loyalty 
in times of crisis. This fascinating 
work shows how consumers 
process and react to policy change, 
and could therefore prove to be 
immeasurably useful in strategic 
decision making about refund 
policy. “This research generates 
insights into how to adequately 
change refund policies in order to 
mitigate additional losses in the 
future”, conclude the authors.

Leung, Daniel and Seah, Christine 
(2022). The Impact of Crisis-
induced Changes in Refund 
Policy on Consumers’ Brand 
Trust and Repurchase Intention. 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  J o u r n a l  o f 
Hospitality Management, Vol. 
105, 103272.

POINTS TO NOTE

• Changes to refund policy during a 
large-scale crisis significantly impact 
consumer trust.

• Changes  tha t  a re  pos i t ive  for 
consumers, e.g. allowing refunds in 
a crisis, only have an effect when 
large in magnitude. 

• Negative changes should be small 
to avoid reputational damage and 
customer loss.

• The  impac ts  o f  re fund po l i cy 
changes on consumer trust are 
smaller when credit rather than cash 
is involved.
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