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management towards the questionnaire. There were three occasions during data
collection that comments regarding legibility were made by respondents which pertained
to the contrast between the words and background. The issue of contrast may be

attributed to design and would not necessarily be a print deficiency per se.

Criticism of the text being too small was observed eighteen times in the content analysis
data. Again, while this may be a design issue, it suggests that pitch size, font type and
colour contrast are factors that determine legibility. Correlation analysis showed that the
higher the print quality, the better the questionnaires were regarded (correlation of print
quality with - management tone r=.352, p<.01; visual quality: r=.562, p<.0l; overall
quality: r=478, p<.01). However, there was a weak relationship between the print
quality and ease-of-use (r=.127, p<.05). Hence, print quality did not appear to influence

usage directly although it had an effect on the determination of overall quality.

3.1.3.4 Question Format

Question format refers to the way in which the questions are presented. Questions may
be posed in the form of an open-ended or closed-ended question, and with or without
prompts. Hotel questionnaires typically consist of multichotomous and dichotomous
closed-ended questions, commonly referred to as multiple-choice questions (MCQ),

open-ended questions or a combination of both (Pullman & Cleveland, 2004).

Kotler, Bowen and Makens’ (2003) list of closed-ended questions variants highlights a
industry-peculiar preference. While it is commonplace to find more than one type of
closed-ended question format used in a single hotel guest questionnaire, open-ended
questions are almost always completely unstructured. This presumably occurs as more

of a mere formality and appears a facsimile of the guestbook as suggested in Chapter 2.

A notable example of an unconventional questionnaire is the Picasso Comment Card of
Personality Hotels, San Francisco (Figure 2.7) which allows guests to express
themselves both in words and drawing. Such questionnaire innovation is rare, as
evidenced by a commonly accepted mainstream hotel guest questionnaire design which
suggests an apparent reticence amongst hoteliers to innovate. For purposes of this study,
blank or lined spaces provided for comments or remarks, either explicitly labelled as

such or preceded with a prompt, are construed as a form of an open-ended question
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although it is not a question per se as it in essence is inviting the respondent to volunteer

information that may be outside the closed question.

The vast majority (82.1%) of the questionnaires contained mostly multiple-choice
questions supplemented by some open-ended questions. Some questionnaires only
contained multiple-choice questions (7.5%) while others had only open-ended questions
(6.7%). A small number (3.6%) primarily featured open-ended questions but also
included a few supplementary multiple-choice questions. It would appear from the data

that a multiple-choice question-dominant format is favoured by industry.

The findings indicate that two Australian chains had adopted questionnaires that
featured a single open-ended question. That decision would be underpinned by the idea
that open-ended questioning allows for responses not limited by closed questions and
provides the opportunity for the respondent to “express a concern or comment more
precisely” (Wisner & Comney, 1999, p. 112). Open-ended comment areas can also
generate aspects of feedback not addressed in the Likert-type scale areas (Pullman &

Cleveland, 2004).

It could be surmised from the findings that the multiple-choice questions and
supplementary open-ended questions with blank spaces for comments would be the de
facto industry standard. Whether this is also preferred by the respondents will be

discussed in Chapter 4.

3.1.3.5 Visual Quality

Visual quality refers to the graphical design and layout of the questionnaire. The visual
aspect of the questionnaire includes the motif, the use of colours, and illustrations and
pictures. Visual quality had a very strong correlation with overall quality (r=.690, p<.01)
and this was reflected in the quasi Q-sort data (see discussion on quasi Q-sort below).
This suggests that hotel guests are sight dominant and supports the view that humans
live a visually oriented world where the vast majority of our attention is focused on

what we can see (Suzuki, 2002).

The sample ranged from ‘Poor’ to ‘Good’ visual quality with proportionately more
questionnaires being rated as ‘Poor’ (6%) compared to ‘Good’ (2.8%). The majority of

questionnaires were rated in the 3-4 range. Regression analysis as shown in Figure 3.1
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below indicated that in addition to management tone (p<.05), print quality and legibility,
visual quality, and ease-of-use (p<.01) had a significant effect on the overall quality.
Standardised coefficients were 0.15 for print quality and legibility, 0.44 for visual

quality, and 0.33 ease-of-use.

Management tone

Ik
Print quality/legibility A5

Overall quality
Visual quality Ry R*=.57
33w
Ease of use wp<. 01 *p<05

Figure 3.1. Regression analysis results for visual quality.

Cluster analysis further indicated the linkage between visual and overall quality. The
visual aspects of a questionnaire, its aesthetic quality, are closely clustered with overall
quality as shown by the lowest distance cluster. A dendrogram (Figure 3.2) which is “a
branching diagram representing a hierarchy of categories based on degree of similarity
or numbers of shared characteristics” (Merriam-Webster Online, 2008) graphically

shows the results of the cluster analysis.

VISUAL
OVERALL
USAGE
EASE
TONE
PRINT
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Figure 3.2. Cluster relationship among six questionnaire attributes: Visual Quality
(VISUAL), Overall Quality (OVERALL), Propensity of Usage (USAGE), Ease-of-use
(EASE), Preamble Tone (TONE), Print Quality (PRINT).

The aesthetics of a questionnaire (VISUAL), that is graphic design and colour,
according to the dendrogram, is closely linked to questionnaire overall quality
(OVERALL). This linkage indicates that the appearance of the questionnaire plays an

important role in establishing the perception of its quality. There also was a close
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relationship between questionnaire ‘quality’ and the propensity of usage (USAGE). This
propensity for usage is stronger than that attributed to the ease-of-use of the
questionnaire (EASE) which indicates that, in this case, form exerts more influence on
the guests than function. The results, however, shows that print quality (PRINT), that is
font type and pitch of the print, appears to have little relationship with OVERALL. This
contradicts the view held by Rohrer (2007) that typefaces can play an affective role and

are chosen to subliminally complement advertising and corporate communications.

A review of those questionnaires that had an overall quality mean scores of 3.5 and
above (>3.5) revealed that all had been professionally produced. Conversely there were
questionnaires that attained a low score that had apparently been produced in-house
because they were amateurish in presentation and appeared to have been photocopied on
plain paper. This mirrors the findings of Wisner and Comey’s (1999) study of restaurant
comment cards that card attractiveness varied considerably between establishments. All
of them except for five, applied three or more tones and/or colours. There appears to be
a similarity between aesthetic qualities as explained above with the propensity for the
questionnaire to be used, a notion that appears to be supported by the Quasi Q-sort
exercise elaborated on later in this chapter. A point to be noted is that ease-of-use may
be evaluated after the questionnaire has been used, and may not have a large impact on

whether a guest actually engages with the questionnaire.

3.1.3.6 Ease-of-use

A majority of the questionnaires (70%) that were highly rated in terms of propensity of
usage (n = 20, >3.0) (see Table 3.2) were rated equal or more than 4.0 (>4.0) in terms of
ease-of-use. Eleven of the fourteen belonged to chain hotels, seven were international
chains and four were domestic chains. Further discussion on hotel affiliation will be
made in the miscellaneous section below. Correlation analysis showed that there is a
correlation between ease-of-use and overall quality (r=.505, p<.01) and this is reflected
in this sub-sample where all but one of the questionnaires received an evaluation of >3.0
in overall quality. Furthermore regression analysis (see Figure 3.1 above) indicated that
visual quality and print quality/legibility were, apart from management tone and ease-of-
use, antecedents of overall quality. Ease-of-use emerged as a recurring theme from the

quasi Q-sort and is detailed in the discussion on quasi Q-sort below.
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as user friendliness or in other words ‘ease-of-use’, management tone and incentives.
This proposition is supported by correlation that shows usage is significantly and
positively correlated with ease-of-use (r=.507, p<.01) and overall quality (r=.677,
p<.01). The observations are based on questionnaires that were scored as having a
favourable (above average) probability of being completed (Mean >3.25) totalling 20
specimens, 28.17% of the total sample. This approach has been taken in order to
facilitate isolation of factors attributing to this phenomenon by means of descriptive

statistics.

Although a Likert-type scale was utilised, it may be argued that usage is a dichotomous
phenomenon in that the guest would either use it or not use it. Nevertheless, the

researcher adopted the ordinal scale to measure the usage propensity.

3.1.3.9 Purpose of Visit

Market and guest segmentation is a part of mainstream hotel management as hoteliers
use this information to position their product and conduct their marketing activities. The
questionnaire provides an opportunity for hoteliers to obtain segmentation data from
their guests in order to determine their guest mix. Questions of this nature lengthen the
questionnaire and should such questions be perceived to be irrelevant by the guest, this

may negatively impact on how the guest perceives the questionnaire (Schall, 2003).

The content analysis participants however appeared to be ambivalent about questions
probing the purpose of visit but did not provide any indication whether they would

readily answer a question of that nature.

3.1.3.10 Demographic/Marketing Data Mining

Apart from the segmentation data as discussed above, hoteliers undertake to better
understand their guests in order to react appropriately to changing demographics or
marketing trends. Questions that pertained to guest demographics, effectiveness of
advertising, and evaluation of frequent stayer programmes amongst other areas of

enquiry were found in a majority of the questionnaires sampled.

In general, the respondents did not view such questions adversely. One content analysis
panel member however indicated that she would not answer questions that were data-

mining in nature. Six out of the seven reviewers were not adversely affected by the
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inclusion of such questions; this appears to refute Dillman’s (2000) suggestion that
demographic questions could be considered inappropriate by guests and may disinterest

or discourage potential respondents.
3.1.3.11 Departmental/Functionality Focus

The majority (82.0%) of the questionnaires contained questions pertaining to all areas of
the hotel operation. Medium to high-end hotels provide a wide range of products and
services and it would be natural that hoteliers would be interested to obtain a macro
view of their operations. Some hotels focused on specific aspects of their operation such
as food and beverage outlets and made the questionnaire available to patrons of the
outlets including city guests (patrons who do not stay in the hotel). These would be in
addition to the questionnaires in the sample which were placed in the guestrooms and
therefore directed at in-house guests who would have also patronised the outlets. Of the
sample, 10.4% was considered to be primarily focused on accommodation compared to

4.0% which primarily probed food and beverage aspects.

The questionnaires conformed to the element grouping espoused by Pizam and Ellis
(1999) by including questions pertaining to the material product, the environment, and
the behaviour and attitude of the employees. Accordingly the questionnaire should be
proportionately focused on the various elements and not over emphasize soft services.
Solomon and Kopelman (1984) identified three ways of formatting questionnaire item
groupings: grouping items that comprise scale, grouping items and labelling scales, and
randomly distributing items. Of the three formats, grouping with scale proves to be most

effective and seems to be the prevalent approach taken by hotels.

Some panel members were disenchanted with those questionnaires that appeared to have
a diffused focus. In addition, one member commented that not enough attention had
been placed on the accommodation while remarking that some of the questionnaires
with an overall focus appeared to concentrate too much on food and beverage (F&B).
This seems to contradict the opinion held that randomisation of items throughout a
questionnaire is the conventional practice (Solomon & Kopelman, 1984), which, by
inference, would appear to be the most effective. Randomisation could possibly impede
questionnaire usage by guests, a view provided credence by Aaker, Kumar and Day’s

(1995) observation that the logical flow of questions in a questionnaire affects response
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and accuracy. Using a similar line of reasoning, as non-randomised groupings are
commonplace in hotel guest questionnaires, using this format would therefore appear to
attract wide appeal among hotel guests. One panel member made a dissenting comment
by claiming that multi-faceted queries similar to the item grouping discussed proved too
convoluted and hence discouraged participation. Therein lies a dichotomy: the hotelier
has to appear to be faced with either obtaining more albeit less reliable quantitative data
or gathering lesser but more reliable qualitative data. In reality, however, the choices are

not simply a black or white option; rather a combination of the two is viable.

3.1.4 Results of Content Analysis by Researcher

The results of the analysis by the researcher are reported in this section.

3.1.4.1 Instrument Scaling

The scales applied in questionnaires containing multiple choice questions can
reasonably be expected to accurately indicate guest evaluation and provide an
appropriate guide for the respondent to answer the questions. However, overall the
scaling adopted presented the shortcomings that had been identified by Lewis and Pizam
(1981). Those aspects were: (a) the use of what appears to be an ordinal scale but in
actuality employs a gross rating system; (b) a YES/NO nominal scale; and (c) an

interval-level scale.

The majority of questionnaires contained ordinal and nominal scales of varying
nomenclature. Four questionnaires consisted entirely of open-ended questions and
therefore did not apply any scaling. Twenty-one questionnaires (29.58%) contained 3-
point scales in addition to 2-point scales. All appeared to be skewed to the positive and
used varying descriptors although there was frequent usage of ‘Excellent’ (eight times).
‘Poor’ was only used three times and the negative terms were moderated with the use of
euphemisms such as ‘Unsatisfactory’ (3) and ‘Disappointed’ (1), and terms

incorporating the word improvement (2).

Danaher and Haddrell (1996) found that large variety of scales was commonly used in
consumer research. These included “rank order, constant sum, graphical, Likert,
semantic differential, paired comparison and stapel scales” (Danaher & Haddrell, 1996,

p. 6). According to Devlin, Dong & Brown (1993) and Haddrell (1994) satisfaction
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measurement scales fall into three broad categories: 1) performance scales ranging from
‘Poor’ to ‘Excellent’; 2); satisfaction scales with ‘Very Dissatisfied’ to ‘Very Satisfied’
as anchor points; and 3) disconfirmation scales such as “Worse than expected’ to ‘Better
than expected’. The guest questionnaires sampled appear to apply these scales in equal

measure.

Of particular interest was one scale that consisted entirely of positive categories
(Satisfactory, Good, Excellent), suggesting that management was not serious about
obtaiming useful feedback and violating the principle of mutual exclusivity of responses
choices espoused by Dillon, Madden and Firtle (1994). In his editorial of the Cornell
Hotel and Restaurant Administration Quarterly, Withiam (1997, p. 96) characterises the
industry as being “damned with faint praise” as a result of the culture of eschewing

negativity in personnel appraisals.

A total of twenty-three questionnaires (32.39%) applied multiple scales including the 4-
point scale. Again, the 4-point scaling appeared to be disproportionately skewed to the
positive. The usage of the words ‘average’ (7) and ‘fair’ (6) was indicative of an auto-
suggestive intention in the scale and perhaps also indicative of organisational myopia.
According to Webster and Hung (1994), people tend to be egocentric and hence service
providers would generally see things from their own perspective. They advocate a
“decentring” approach, a term derived from the area of child development (1984, p. 12),
whereby a hotelier should adopt a customer viewpoint and therefore use terms that the
customer would use. A scan of mainstream dictionaries showed that ‘average’ meant
typical, normal, or ordinary while ‘fair’ referred to reasonable, adequate, fine, good or
quite good. This suggests that there may be a mismatch in the understanding of the
language and that the questionnaire design had not taken this into account. Adamson
(1994) proposed that the descriptive labels used in response scaling may corrupt the
data. He surmised that the scale ‘excellent, good, fair or poor’ is misleading as the
middle ratings did not necessarily accurately indicate satisfaction levels that could
translate to repatronage behaviour. Hence, the data would not be useful to the hotelier.
A content analysis panel reviewer queried the use of the word average five times in her
assessment. Alternately, the usage of ambiguous terms may be intended to manipulate

the assessment favourably.
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Among the international chain hotels, three properties located in Australia had a
balanced scale (Excellent, Good, Needs Improvement, Poor) while interestingly a hotel
belonging to the same chain but located in Singapore used a completely different format
and applied a YES/NO nominal scale. Another unrelated hotel, also a chain hotel,
applied a balanced performance scale (Excellent, Satisfactory, Unsatisfactory, Poor).
This hotel however used a completely different scaling from its sister hotels in Perth. A
number of questionnaires (4), although providing a 4-point scale, had effectively a 3-
point scale because one of the options was either N/A (Not Applicable) or ‘Did Not
Use’.

In a group of thirteen questionnaires containing a 5-point scale, three sets of hotels
belonging to the same chain were identified, and therefore the scaling was identical
although one set had a difference in the presentation of the seale with one using boxes
and the other the standard Likert-type scale. The 5-point scale appeared to avoid bias in

most regards in terms of word usage with all but three providing a balanced scale.

Three hotels utilised a 6-point scaling among other smaller scales. These appeared to be
balanced despite one of them having a N/A option thereby effectively reducing it to a 5-

point scale and a ‘disproportionate’ end point.

Some large international chain hotels (5) used wider scales, and three in this sample
belonged to the largest chain in the world (MKG Consulting, 2003). The researcher
gathered from conversations with industry practitioners (the procedure and findings of
interviews conducted with hoteliers is presented in Chapter 5) that the wider scale was
intended to gather statistical data for benchmarking purposes. Pullman and Cleveland
(2004) observed that there is a strong industry preference for figures and hence the
prevalence of quantitative orientated scaling. One chain, of which there were three
hotels in the sample, used a 10-point Likert-type scale. Another, with two hotels
sampled, used an 11-point scale (Outstanding...Unacceptable, N/A). The third applied a
10-point Likert-type scale (Excellent...Poor, N/A). The latter two chains applied many
other different scaling within their questionnaires resulting in a visual confusion that

may adversely affect the respondents’ ease-of-use. Respondents may not be sufficiently
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motivated to make meaningful discriminations when confronted by a large number of

response alternatives (Alwin, 1992).

The findings showed an absence of questionnaires that applied a 7-point scale which
Schall (2003) advocates in part because of the provision of a mid-point. It is interesting
to note that this view may be peculiar to the hospitality industry as Frary (1996) differs
and discourages the use of a mid-point and the neutral response in contemporary
questionnaires. Furthermore, Coelho and Esteves (2007, para. 48) found that the 5-point
scale tended to attract mid-point responses and hence concluded that an odd scale could
be used by respondents to “reduce the response effort” in answering the question. They
assert that a scale with even number of points is not problematic for respondents and
therefore the use of scales with a neutral category should not be mandatory (Coelho &
Esteves, 2007). There were, however, a number of questionnaires that had applied the 5-
point scale that does offer that mid-point feature albeit on a reduced scale. It is
interesting to note that despite the prevalent use of numerical scales, few questionnaires

had provided standard numbered Likert-type scales.

The final part of the researcher-conducted analysis was scrutinise the characteristics of
the questionnaire most likely to be used by the respondents (refer to Table 3.2). In
summary, it was found that the sample of high usage propensity questionnaires analysed

included a wide range of scale types. It may be concluded that:

a) All 20 questionnaires incorporated scaling of one type or the other.

b) All but two, which belonged to small hotel chains, had descending scales, i.e.,
the response categories were arranged from ‘Very positive’ to ‘Very negative’.
According to Babakus and Boller (1992), the way a scale is ordered may produce
different results. This, however, was not evidenced in a study conducted by

Danaher and Haddrell (1996).

c) The majority (12) had skewed scales. This mirrors the observation of Peterson
and Wilson (1992) that satisfaction ratings are commonly skewed to influence

respondent ratings.

d) A larger proportion of the questionnaires applied four-point scaling (8). Five

used 3-point scales, four had 5-point scales and three had scales larger than five.
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This suggests that while respondents are willing to engage with different scales,
there might be a bias towards 4-point scales which as already noted appeared to

be skewed to the positive.

e) Twelve questionnaires used ‘Excellent’ at one end of their scales and all,
including one questionnaire that provided for a ‘N/A’ (not applicable) option,
but two of those had ‘Poor’ at the other end. The two exceptions used ‘Needs

Improvement’ and ‘Could Improve’ as end scales..

) There were only five questionnaires that utilised the terms ‘fair’ and ‘average’,
possibly implying that the use of colloquialism or words that have ambiguous
meaning may not be preferred thereby impacting on usage rates. A content
analysis panel member remarked that the use of the word ‘good’ is inappropriate

“as it is value laden and difficult to measure”.

It is interesting to note that one content analysis panellist commented that she liked the
use of symbols, smiley faces (©), in one of the questionnaires. However this symbol
was not found to have been used extensively in the hotel industry although it has been

adopted in academic research (for example see Danaher & Haddrell, 1996).

3.1.4.2 The Preamble

Wisner and Corney (1999) describe a preamble as a personal note from a senior
manager which tends to impress on the guest the importance of the enquiry to the
organisation. Preambles of varying length were found in all but four of the sample
questionnaires. Pizam and Ellis (1999, p. 333) note that customers who had their views
solicited gained “a sense of importance and recognition”. This ability to arouse
customers’ esteem suggests that besides providing the opportunity for guests to voice
their opinions, the way in which their opinion is solicited may have a positive impact. In
hotels, a staff member may personally invite a guest to fill in a questionnaire thereby
encouraging the guest to comply. However, the questionnaire is typically placed
passively in the guestroom and therefore an appealing preamble could provide a

similarly encouraging effect.

The findings showed that thirty-one questionnaires were attributed to a spokesperson,
ranging from Managing Director to general manager, whereby at least one person was
identified by name. However, of these, twenty-one displayed a facsimile of the

spokesperson’s signature. From this finding, a deduction that whilst a majority of hotels
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placed importance in breaking the ice via a preamble, the necessity for personalization
of such a message varied from hotel to hotel. The degree of personalization ranged from
an attempt to simulate a personal signed message to no indication of the sender of the
message. It was noted that two hotels had signed off their message with “The Staff’ in
what appeared to be an attempt to project a collective team effort or empowerment to

the staff but could also be construed as an abdication by senior management.

The appeal to complete the questionnaire varied from a single sentence to a lengthy
paragraph. This request ranged from a mechanical and impersonal script to a personal
appeal from the top management. Generally the longer appeal appeared to elicit a more
favourable reaction from the reviewers compared to the shorter variety although there
were notable exceptions in the latter category. The four questionnaires without preamble
consistently rated poorly in management tone (Mean = 1.73), indication that a preamble

is an important aspect.

Based on the findings, a facsimile of a personal letter containing a signature may, in
certain cases, positively contribute to the visual appeal. Of the 21 questionnaires that
featured a signature(s), all but one were consistently rated as being sincere (Mean =
3.895) suggesting that a ‘signed’ questionnaire, despite it being only a facsimile,
connotes sincerity. Print quality and legibility also had positive correlation with
management tone (r =.352) thus implying that attention to detail in terms of font type
and pitch size could reflect on perceived sincerity of management. This resonates with a
report by Rohrer (2007) that a type font can have subtle influence on the reader as it can

set the tone of a message.

Comments from a content analysis panel member provide support for the notion that
attempts at personalisation by management had a positive impact. The reviewer noted a
range of different tones from impersonal to personal. A signed preamble was seen as

“personally signed and directly personal”.

3.1.4.3 Length

Another dimension of size is the length of the questionnaire. Length is quantified by the
number of individual enquiries contained within. An enquiry could be in the form of a
single directed question or as a branch/sub question. The number of questions found

varied from 0 to 64. A zero score represented a questionnaire which did not contain a
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question per se but an open invitation to provide open comments or comments to a
specific query. It appears that the majority of the questionnaire sample was of
intermediate length (M=28.45, SD=14.342). The frequency distribution is depicted in
Table 3.3 below.

Table 3.3
Categorization of Questionnaire Length.
Length (question count) Frequency Category

0-10 6 Short
11-20 12 Short to Intermediate
21-30 17 Intermediate
31-40 15 Intermediate to Long
41-50 11 Long
>50 4 Very Long

The length scores ranged from 0 to 64. The mean was 28.54, and the mode was 26 and
27. The length of the questionnaires sampled were longer in comparison with those
sampled by Sampson (1998, p. 80) with an average of 18.46 questions on average which
he considered to be already “quite involved”. It would appear that the scope of the
enquiry, which reflects its objective/rationale, dictated the number of questions posed
and hence its length.

According to Trice and Layman (1984), respondents of longer questionnaires especially
those with spaces for comments had the impression that the management was genuinely
interested in seeking feedback on their operations. They further assert that this

favourable impression could enhance survey response rates.

This, Trice and Layman (1984) conclude, was informed by the observation by those who
failed to engage with the instrument because of a belief that it was ineffectual. This
could have been an anomaly as anecdotal accounts indicate a preference for shorter
questionnaires over longer ones. The data, however, showed no apparent correlation
between length and propensity for usage. Gauging from an overview of format in
regards to the following aspects: a) order of scale, viz ascending or descending; b) scale
skew, that is favouring the positive or negative; and c) size, no perceptible linkage either

could be made between format and propensity for usage.
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3.1.4.4 Returnability/Confidentiality

Confidentiality allows for the purest expression of information (Trice & Layman, 1984,
Wisner & Corney, 1999). Most questionnaires sought personal data (contact details)
from guests although a few indicated that the provision of data was optional. Those
offering incentives however stipulated that contact information was required in order
that the guest be eligible to participate in the draw. Wisner and Corney (1999) advocate
the provision of a collection box on premises and/or a postage-paid return instrument in
order to assure data integrity and largely eliminate the phenomenon of socially desirable

answers associated with in-house feedback collection (Dillman, 2000).

Only eight hotels (11.3%) provided a return postage facility and although hotels
commonly place a collection box at the front desk, there may remain a concern of
unfavourable feedback being censored by line staff and therefore never reaching the
senior management. When examined against usage, there appeared to be no notable
consistent influence of this feature. Nonetheless, it may possibly be a contributory factor
in the determination of the ease-of-use rating as all but one of the group had been rated
‘Moderate’ to ‘Somewhat Easy’. Table 3.4 shows the relationship between attribute
variables (Affiliation, Size, Length, Ease-of-use, Overall Quality & Usage) of those

questionnaires.

Table 3.4
Degree of Usage of Questionnaires With Postage Paid Return Feature.

Questionnaire  Affiliation  Size  Length Easeof Use  Overall Quality Usage

Code (@) (b) © (d) (e ®
41 SCd 1.5 15 4.25 3.5 3.5
T LCi 2.25 39 3.75 3.75 35
27 LCi 1.75 39 3.75 3.25 3.0
IX LCi 1.67 21 3.0 3.33 3.0
24 SCd 1.75 33 3.75 3.0 2.75
33 . SCd 2.0 31 3.0 2.5 2.75
23 MCi 2.0 30 3.0 2.67 2.33
18 SCd 2.33 49 2.33 3.0 1.33

Key:

(a) Affiliation:

hotel size (Small/Medium/Large);

chain or independent (C/T);

international or domestic (i/d)
(b) Size: mean of questionnaire size assessments by panel (scale range 1=small — 2=large)
(c) Length: number of questions contained in the questionnaire
(d) Ease of use: mean of ease of usage by panel (scale range 1=difficult — S=easy)
(e) Overall quality: mean of overall quality by panel (scale range 1=poor — 5=excellent)
(f) Usage: probability of questionnaire completion/usage (scale range 1=low — 5=high)
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3.1.45 Incentives

Incentives given to customers may increase the rate of questionnaire completion (Pizam
& Ellis, 1999). Four hotels, all located in Australia, provided a form of incentive to
guests to complete and return the questionnaire. The incentive was for the guest to be
entered into a draw for a reward which ranged from a complementary upgrade to a five-
night holiday. However, three of the questionnaires were rated below 2.75 in terms of
propensity of usage thereby indicating that the incentive was probably ineffective. One
questionnaire was likely to be completed with a rating of 4.0. The offer of an incentive
does not appear to relate to questionnaire length as reported by Nichols (1988) as these

questionnaires were in the mid-range in terms of length (17-33 queries).

Two reviewers noted this aspect in the content analysis. One of those reviewers
volunteered that she looks out for incentives and was surprised that she came across
only one example. This finding may imply that the notification of the incentive was

ineffective or that incentives were not important, in general, to the reviewers.

It is striking that incentive usage was found only in the Australian hotel sample. Barsky
and Huxley (1992) suggest the typical ‘non-incentive-ized’ hotel guest questionnaire,
which they note is the most common type used in the hotel business, represents a low-
quality sample which yields the greatest non-response bias. This response bias
phenomenon also affected mail surveys (James & Bolstein, 1990). This peculiarity
would appear to be location specific: even when hotels of the same chain(s) were
sampled at each of the locations, only the Australian hotel questionnaire used

incentives.

3.1.4.6 Other Conclusions: Ease-of-use

Ease-of-use encompasses simplicity of the questionnaire and its user-friendliness. This
implies the amount of effort that the respondent would have to expend in completing the

instrument.

One aspect of user-friendliness involves clear and succinct instructions. The instructions
provided were found to vary from scant to highly detailed. While it may be assumed that
the completion of a guest questionnaire is self-explanatory, some questionnaires

provided extensive explanation especially when complicated scales were used. Overly
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detailed instruction may negate the positive intention as remarked by a content analysis

panel member.

I found this survey to be very patronising — like I was given instructions on how

to fill out a multiple choice test.

Conversely, if there is insufficient instruction, the guest may misinterpret the questions
or scales thereby either causing the questionnaire to be abandoned or erroneously

completed.

There were eight questionnaires that were rated less than 3 on a S-point scale from
difficult to easy (questionnaires: 20, A, 16, 18, B, L, F, C). An interesting observation is
that seven of the group contained between 33 and 64 questions (see Table 3.2 for
frequency) making them the longer questionnaires in the sample. A notable exception
was a fully free-response format questionnaire that did not contain a question per se.

The questionnaire simply stated:

“Impressions are important to us. That’s why we’d like to hear what you think
about your stay with us. And if you have any suggestions on how you think we
could improve things, we’d like to hear them too. Just write your thoughts here,

then drop it off at the reception desk. Thank you.”

Five of the questionnaires applied scales of five or more scaling points and used Likert-
type scales. As a result, it could be surmised that long questionnaires could be perceived
to require more effort to complete. It can be further posited that wide interval scales may

be perceived as requiring more effort to answer.

The following section discusses a second method of qualitative data collection and

analysis conducted in the present study.

3.2 Quasi Q-sort

The Q-sort technique was developed by Stephenson (1953) to investigate a person’s
self-concept. The motivation for the Q methodology was to provide a way to reveal the
subjectivity involved in any situation (Brown, 1996) ranging from the abstract to the

concrete. The Q-sort is the instrument of the Q methodology and conventionally
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involves the rank ordering of a set of statements from agree to disagree but has been
applied to other samples such as “pictures, recording, and any other stimuli amenable to
appraisal” (Brown, 1996, p. 561). Often considered as quantitative analysis due to its
association with factor analysis, Q-sort conventionally involves the ranking of a series
of statements in order of level of agreement. Ekinci and Riley (1999) illustrate the value
of the relatively laborious Q-sort technique as the first steps in developing a scale. They
propose that the Q-sort technique plays a valuable role in construction of a “well-
established instrument for measuring customer satisfaction or service quality which is
focused on hotel services and which is reliable and valid” (Ekinci & Riley, 1999, p.
291).

The quasi Q-sort is an experimental derivative of the Q-sort and appropriate for this
qualitative study as it does not impose predetermined structure on the sorting process
and does not apply statistical treatments. Quasi Q-sort was developed by Dunlap and

Hadley (1965) and applied in the self-evaluation of conference leadership skill.

Quasi Q-sort applied in this study allows the respondent to categorise tangible sample
units in a spontaneous manner thereby avoiding any preconceptions or judgment. It
however retains the ability to incorporate both graphical and textual means of
investigation which takes into account how humans think, both visually and in words
(Kosslyn, 1980), unlike most research tools that are “verbocentric” (Zaltman, 1997, p.
425). As the questionnaires are presented differently in terms of typeface, size, colour
and graphics, they warrant “aesthetic judgment” (Amin, 2000, p. 410) for which quasi
Q-sort is appropriate.

3.2.1 Objectives

The objective of the quasi Q-sort was to obtain unprompted and spontaneous respondent
categorisation of the sample questionnaires. The hotel guest questionnaire, being
hitherto practically nondescript to the typical guest, is categorised from a guest
perspective with respondents identifying “stimuli which can be clustered to form a
description”-based classification (Ekinci & Riley, 1999, p. 287). This procedure
complements the ‘passive’ perspective taken by the content analysis respondents.

Taking into account the possibility of idiosyncratic behaviour among the respondents
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which could result in a wide range of sorting criteria, this exercise was carried out to
determine if there was a distinct pattern in how guests categorised the sample. If a
recurring pattern emerged, it would indicate how guests may typically perceive the

questionnaire and could inform the design parameters of future questionnaires.

3.2.2 Methodology

3.22.1 Sample

A sample of forty questionnaires was selected at random from the total sample of
seventy-one questionnaires using an online calculator (GraphPad Software, 2005). The
reduction was to expedite the independent sorting process. A reduced sample was
deemed necessary based on the time constraints observed in conducting the panel
content analysis as the researcher had observed that the time required by the panel
members to score each sample item was more than anticipated. This would allow all of
the items to be sorted within a reasonable period of time thereby encouraging
participation. A convenience sample of fifteen (15) respondents was enlisted from the
local community to participate in the quasi Q-sort. The criteria applied for selection
were that the subject: 1) was an adult; 2) had a professional background; 3) had stayed
previously in hotels internationally and domestically; and 4) had not participated in the
preceding content analysis phases. The researcher attempted to enlist a heterogeneous
sample group in terms of demographic profile to assure a sufficiently wide range of

sorting outcomes. The participant demographics are shown in Table 3.5.

Table 3.5

Quasi Q-sort Participant Demographics.

Gender Female (9), Male (6)

Profession Human Resources Executive (1), Marketing Executive (1), Banker
(2), Engineer (1), Hotelier (1), Public Relations Manager (1), Civil
Servant (1), Primary School Administrator (1), Secretarial Staff (2)

3.2.2.2 Process

The participants were given the questionnaires which were not in any particular order
and were instructed to place the questionnaires in piles as they pleased based on their
own created themes or categories as determined by each participant after a preliminary

survey of the questionnaires. Participants were allowed to change their categories and to
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move questionnaires from one category to another. Once they were happy that all
questionnaires were placed into the correct categories (as determined by the
participants), the Q-sort for the participant was completed. No time limit was stipulated
and the exercise was conducted in the participants’ homes or any other location where
the participants were at ease. At the end of each sorting exercise, the researcher recorded
the number of piles and conducted a focused interview which provided an opportunity
for respondents to elaborate on the process and outcome. The data was recorded on a

scoring sheet (see Appendix 3.4).

3.2.3 Results of Quasi Q-Sort

This experiment showed categorisation of the sample was idiosyncratic and there was a
divergence in the categories that were created. The data demonstrated a spontaneous
impression of the sample and the results could be extrapolated to represent the first
impression that guests would have when encountering the questionnaire. Ten out of the
fifteen participants used ‘dimension’ as at least one of their categories. In total, five
participants used presentation (appearance) as their main categorisation criteria and four
participants used the question format. Three participants used geographic location,

either country or city, as their categories. The full results are presented in Appendix 3.5.

Emergent themes identified were:

a) Question Format

b) Graphic Design/Appearance

c) Dimension

d) Texture/Paper weight

e) Ready to mail format

1) Time taken to complete

g) Ease-of-use

h) Geographic/locality

1) Familiar/expected/customary form/appearance

Given the findings, it would appear that the participants used visual cues as a major
factor in their categorisation. Eight participants indicated that they had sorted based
solely on the outward appearance of the questionnaires and had not considered the
content at all. This suggests that a critical aspect of questionnaire design is its
appearance and ability to visually stimulate guests. If a questionnaire is eye-catching,

there would presumably be a higher chance of a guest picking it up and perusing it.
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Conversely, as mentioned earlier, three participants sorted the sample according to
geographic location of the hotel from which the questionnaire was obtained. They had
not given any indication of being stimulated by neither appearances nor content thus
suggesting that behaviour is very idiosyncratic. Eight participants sorted according to
question format, dimension, time taken to complete and ease-of-use, such that it

appeared to be a sort by ‘user-friendliness’.

Confidentiality

One of the quasi Q-sort participants indicated that the DL fold with flap format
facilitated confidentiality as the questionnaire could be easily sealed upon completion.
The participant however remarked that although this may be advantageous, it actually
diminished the chances of usage because it was perceived as an additional effort which
involved “another action”. Therefore what management might have considered to have
been a feature that would encourage usage, albeit at additional production cost, could be
counterproductive and actually discourage it instead. Another participant indicated that
provision for the questionnaire to be sealed greatly influenced the perception of
confidentiality. If a questionnaire did not have the capability of being sealed, its integrity
was perceived to be suspect and it therefore did not warrant usage. However, the
participant was also of the opinion that, even if a questionnaire could not be sealed,
should it contain instruction that the completed questionnaire be returned to a senior
member of the staff, there would be a sense of the seriousness the management placed

on the feedback and that would persuade the participant to use it.

Four respondents incorporated the questionnaire format in their sorting criteria and three
of them indicated that they would use a questionnaire that used the MCQ format citing

its ‘ease-of-use’ factor.

In summary, the Quasi Q-Sort demonstrated that perception of what could be considered
a banal item could be perceived very differently because of circumstantialities and
viewer idiosyncrasies. This variability presents, on the one hand, opportunity for
questionnaire design variety and design innovation but, on the other hand, a challenge to

ensure that equilibrium in terms of message coherence is achieved. The foregoing data
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informs the construction of a typology using semantic and visual categories. The

typology is discussed in the following section.

3.3 Guest Questionnaire Typology

A typology is, by definition (American Heritage Dictionary, 2007), “the study or
systematic classification of types that have characteristics or traits in common”. A
distinction between typological concept and typological method is made by Rouse
(1944) when highlighting the inherent subjectivity in any classification which leads to a
possibly contentious inclusive/exclusive disparity. This typology construction exercise
is loosely underpinned by the typological concept which provides a broad classification

based on two physical characteristics:

¢ Instrument size — is likely to have an impact on ease-of-use evaluation,

attractiveness, and response rate; and

® Question format — has an impact on what type of responses are given (qualitative

versus quantitative) and perception of ease-of-use;

Instrument size is defined in this present study as the length which denotes both physical
dimensionality and the number of questions contained therein. A discussion of length

and question format follows:

3.3.1 Length

Length is quantified as the question count is a dominant feature of questionnaires. As
indicated in the preceding content analysis segment, length varied quite tremendously

with a O (zero) denoting a non-specified questionnaire.

Based on the literature (Trice & Layman, 1984; Webster & Hung, 1994), questionnaires
of ten or less questions would be optimal and hence are categorised as short. This serves
as the basis of the categorization used in Table 3.2. From the data, the distribution is
multimodal with outliers. The length could be considered as a representation of a
questionnaire preference or attitude by the hotel management; therefore the

multimodality may be indicative of several clearly definable types of questionnaire
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length categories. Physical dimension and length are consolidated under the label

‘Length’ (‘short’ to ‘long’).

3.3.2 Question Format

Question format refers to the way in which the questions are presented. Questions may
be posed in the form of an open-ended or closed-ended question, and with or without
prompts. Hotel questionnaires typically consists of multichotomous and dichotomous
questions, commonly referred to as multiple-choice questions (MCQ), open-ended

questions or a combination of both (Pullman & Cleveland, 2004).

The data suggests that a multiple-choice question-dominant format is favoured by
industry. Interestingly, though, two Australian chains had adopted questionnaires that
featured a single open-ended question, perhaps on the premise that open-ended
questioning allows for responses not limited by closed questions and provides the
opportunity for the respondent to “express a concern or comment more precisely”
(Wisner & Corney, 1999, p. 112). Open-ended comment areas can also generate aspects

of feedback not addressed in the Likert-scale areas (Pullman & Cleveland, 2004).

From the findings it could be surmised that the multiple-choice questions and
supplementary open-ended questions with blank spaces for comments would be the de
facto industry standard. Respondent preference for format, however, was indeterminable

from the content analysis data.

The typology is presented in a diagram (see Figure 3.3) which enhances
comprehensibility and serves to highlight questionnaire format differentiation. Figure 16
is a simplified two-dimensional view of the three-dimensional diagram presented in

Chapter 2 on page 51.
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a representative of the hotel and in this circumstance, the outward attributes of the

questionnaire would not be so critical.

From the observations, it could be deduced that hotel guests have a preconception of
what a questionnaire should look like and contain. The high incidence of the anchor
points, scaling order, size, and overall quality typically found in hotel guest
questionnaires as possible contributory factors leading to usage indicates a possible
reactive rather than proactive behaviour in hotel guests. The fact that non-typical
questionnaires were included in the ‘high propensity for usage’ group supports the need

to test alternative formats.

Hoteliers appear to differ in their attitude towards the questionnaire based on the
heterogeneity of questionnaires in the sample. While a de facto industry standard was
discernable, the study showed that questionnaire form and function was the prerogative
of the operator or mandated by franchising requirements. While some questionnaires
indicated clear objectives, others appeared to be inadequate in terms of design and

execution.

A key outcome of the analysis would be the identification of the form, defined as the
combination of the size, which encompasses enquiry count and physical dimension, and
question format, most prevalently adopted by the industry. This data, together with data
emerging from the semi-structured interviews with hotel general managers and guest

focus group interviews will be used in triangulation.

The next chapter of the thesis will focus on the use of questionnaires from the

perspective of hotel guests.
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Chapter4: HOTEL GUEST PERSPECTIVE

This chapter details the second phase of data collection which employs focus group
interviewing of hotel guests. The findings and analysis segment is divided into two
broad sections in accordance with the research objectives: 1) to ascertain how guests
view and use the hotel guest questionnaire, and 2) to determine if guests expect to have
a service encounter with the top management, primarily the General Manager, during
their stay. Additional information and materials used in the focus group interviews are

presented in the appendices.

4.1 Focus Group Interviews

“... as the literary philosopher Kenneth Burke once observed (in a memorable
fashion that I like to describe as the Burke theorem): “A way oOf seeing is also
a way of not seeing — a focus upon object A involves a neglect of object B.”
(That maxim, by the way, is clearly one to be remembered in the use of
focussed interviews and focus groups.)”

(Merton, 1987, p. 551)

The preceding quote provides a platform to explicate the adoption of the focus group
method in this study and delimits the scope of its application. The focus group,
according to the American Marketing Association’s (2007) consumer behaviour
definition, is “a method of gathering qualitative data on the preferences and beliefs of
consumers through group interaction and discussion usually focused on a specific topic
or product. Also, it is a group of respondents brought together for this purpose.” This
definition clearly delineates the method as focused activity in terms of operation (group

interaction) and objective (topic specificity, qualitative consumer data). While Merton
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(1987) cautions focus group practitioners not to be blinkered, it is the researcher’s
premise that a partial view is preferable to none. The rationale behind this position is
that while a portion of a view may be obscured, a credible mental image can be formed
from other presented stimuli. This resonates with Schensul and LeCompte’s (1999)
view that the absence of a direct stimulus, such as silence during an interview, could be
an attitudinal clue. The act of ‘not seeing’ in the words of Burke (cited in Page, 2000)
may inadvertently yield outcomes akin to that from the use of unobtrusive methods viz

unexpected and counterintuitive results.

Merton and Kendall (1946, p. 541) stipulate that a “distinctive prerequisite of the
focused interview is a prior analysis of a situation in which subjects have been
involved”. Merton’s (1987) supposition that the contemporary ‘focus group’ mode of
research evolved from Merton, Fiske and Kendall’s (1956) ‘focussed group-interview’
justifies the adoption here given the sequencing of research steps taken in this study.
Focus group interviewing is widely used in both academic and professional
environments because it is user-definable to suit specific requirements (Lewis, 1995)
and the method has been modified for purposes of this study in line with Calder’s (1977,
p. 355) advocacy of taking a phenomenological approach in qualitative marketing

research “to understand the everyday experience of the customer”.

Focus groups have been conducted in many ways (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990).
Irrespective of form, its core underpinnings are preserved: discussions between
organised samples of people chosen for their similarity of interests, ideas and
experiences on specific issues (American Statistical Association, 1997), and the
utilization of group member interaction to produce data and insights. The outcome of
this group dynamic conducted in a “permissive, non-threatening environment” (Krueger
& Casey, 2000, p. 5) is a unique feature of the focus group methodology: (a) a more
diversified range of responses and several perspectives about the same topic area
(Gibbs, 1997); (b) spontaneous and candid reactions from participants (Quible, 1998)
engendering useful and provocative ideas (Bogart, 1984); and (c) an extended basis on
which to form the conclusion of a discussion (Lewis, 1995) that is well suited in

answering ‘fuzzy’ psychology-related customer questions (Kwortnik, 2003).
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While Kwortnik (2003) advocates the use of in-depth interviews as a vehicle to elicit
data for qualitative analysis, the researcher found that interviewing hotel guests
individually would be impracticable due to an apparent reluctance of hoteliers to allow
the researcher to recruit participants from their in-house guest list. Hoteliers seemed
more comfortable recommending present and past guests for focus groups than for in-
depth interviews, perhaps because they feel the group experience could be more social
and less clinical. As there were few differences between the groups, the data are
reported by individual focus group participants rather than by focus group as an entity. It
was decided that the focus group approach would be used instead, despite the different
dynamic involved in the two methods (individual interview versus focus group), and its
resultant data (Wilkinson, 1999). The more informal and interactive format would

nonetheless derive data that would be equally suitable for fuzzy research topics.

The nature of the method, however, opens it to abuse and suspicion. Merton (1987)
attributes the impression of contemporary focus group market research as being dubious
to it being often used as a standalone method in isolation from other confirmatory
research methods. Chappelow (2004) asserts that the practice of favouring focus group
data over existing customer feedback undermines the focus group technique and
perpetuates the doubts on data validity. Furthermore, focus group participant
recruitment uses non-probability purposive sampling and is therefore not designed to
generalize in the same way as survey research (Fern, 2001). This limitation is akin to
transferability of data which is one of the four trustworthiness criteria cited by Lincoln
and Guba (1985). Hence, the trustworthiness of focus group-derived data is subject to
question but when the technique is used in combination with other research methods to

allow triangulation, the data becomes relevant and valuable.

The focus group technique was therefore considered highly appropriate for this
investigation in a hotel setting as it permitted the researcher to obtain rich and
spontaneous exploratory data from suitably qualified participants in an expedient, timely
and cost-effective manner as a means to model development. The results of this study
therefore are not intended to be generalizable in the scientific (positivistic) concept to a
wider population and the researcher acknowledges the possibility of inherent biases.

However, the method used and the results of this study may provide useful information
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to practitioners and researchers dealing with similar problems through what Stake
(1978, p. 6)) define as ‘naturalistic generalization’ which is “arrived at by recognizing
the similarities of objects and issues in and out of context and by sensing the natural

covariations of happenings”.

4.2 Objectives

This part of the study was designed to answer the following questions:

1) How do guests view and use the hotel guest questionnaire?; and
2) What is the expectation of the guest in terms of a service encounter with the

top management, primarily the General Manager, during a stay?
The main objectives were to:

1) Gain an insight into how the guest questionnaire is perceived by hotel guests
vis-a-vis its purpose, utility and efficacy;
2) Identify salient characteristics of hotel questionnaires commonly used and

assess its functionality as a hotel-guest interface; and

3) To ascertain the relationship guests have with the hotelier.

4.3 Methodology

4.3.1 Sample

Six mixed-gender hotel guest focus groups, averaging eight participants per group, were
conducted in total between 2 December 2004 and 24 January 2005. Two focus groups
were conducted in each of the three locations. While the groups varied in size ranging
from seven to nine (Perthl: 7; Perth2: 7; Penangl: 9; Penang2: 8, Singaporel: 7;
Singapore2: 7), each group was within the optimal range of between six and twelve
people (O'Donnell, 1988), which helps prevent a split in conversation. The focus groups
were comprised of adults who had familiarity with the hotel product and met certain
eligibility criteria. Two guest focus groups were conducted at each city to avoid the
generalization that may occur during single group discussions. Homogeneity in terms of
participant familiarity with the product, namely the recent hotel stay criterion, was due

to the fact that focus groups that are made up of highly diverse participants tend to
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produce inconsistent results due to the possibility of arguments within the group
(Zikmund, 2000). While not intending to homogenize the results, the purposive
sampling adopted served to prevent overly disparate results thereby allowing a suitable

focus on the subject matter. The participants were recruited using three methods:

1) The collaborating hotel invited in-house guests;

2) The hotel gave access to names and contact details of previous guests (local
nationals who had previously stayed at the hotel or sister property in the
preceding calendar year); and

3) The researcher canvassed amongst the local community (local nationals who

frequently stayed at similar rated properties in their country).

The researcher intended for the participants to be primarily in-house guests. Due to
factors outside the control of the researcher, recruitment of in-house guests was
insufficient thereby requiring contacting previous hotel guests and supplemented by
members of the local community. This diversification, however, does not adversely
affect the quality of data collection for the following reasons: the tourism and hospitality
industries at each of the locations are considered matured and therefore participants
recruited with methods 2 and 3, despite being locals, would be equally discerning as
foreign guests; and the high incidence of domestic tourism would certainly mean that
there would have been a high probability of an in-house guest being a local resident. In
the case of Singapore, it being a small city state, domestic tourism per se is non-existent
and Singaporeans perceive that travelling to neighbouring countries such as Malaysia
and Indonesia is comparable to domestic tourism. Most of the respondents (84.4%)
frequently stay in hotels and therefore had the requisite experience of the hotel

accommodation product to provide informed opinions.

The focus groups were made up of combinations of the above. This recruitment method
inevitably involved couples (partners/spouses) in some cases. However, this was not

deemed to be a problem as the couples frequently held opposing views.

! Collaborating hotels had agreed to facilitate the focus group interviews, i.e. providing complementary

onsite venue for the focus groups, discounted Food &Beverage, invitations to in-house guests
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Within the homogenous sample, there will be an acceptable level of diversity which will
not create the negative group dynamics referred to by Zikmund (2000). An even
distribution of participants according to gender was achieved at each target hotel, hence
ensuring a sample that is representative in terms of gender distribution. There was also
an appropriate mix of guest type according to purpose of stay (such as

business/vocation, leisure).

Table 4.1

Focus Group Participant Demographic Data.

Perth (PER) Penang (PEN) Singapore (SIN)
Male 7 7 7 Total: 21
Occupation ~ Tradesman (1) Academic (2) Academic (1)
Academic (1) Manager (1) Pilot (1)
Technician (1) Entrepreneur (1) Surgeon (1)
Musician (1) Consultant (1) Manager (2)
Engineer (1) Retiree (2) Doctor (1)
Solicitor (1) Musician (1)
Graphic Engineer (1)
Female 7 10 7 Total: 24
Occupation  Retiree (1) Academic (2) Hotelier (1)
Admin. Assistant (2) Housewife (1) Housewife (1)
Research Retiree (1) Clergy (1)
Coordinator (1) Financial Controller TV Producer (1)
Entrepreneur (1) (D) Academic (1)
Teacher (1) Secretary (1) Surgeon (1)
Recruiter (1) Executive (1) Optometrist (1)
Nationality Australian (12) Malaysian (12) Singaporean (4)
UK (2) UK (2) Malaysian (5)
German (2) German (1)
us ) Us (1)
Canadian (1)
Australian (1)
UK (1)
Hotel usage  Infrequent (1-2 Frequent (3-12 times)  Very Frequent
(per year) times) (>12 times)
7 33 5
Origintype A (6) A@4) A(5)
B (8) B (8) B (7)
C (0 C(5) C@
14 17 14 Total: 45
Origin type legend:

A: Local nationals who had previously stayed at the collaborating hotels in the preceding calendar year
B: In-house guests
C: Local nationals who had stayed at a sister hotel of the collaborating hotel in the preceding calendar
year or who frequently stayed at similar rated properties in their country

(n=45)
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The demographic data of the focus group participants are presented in Table 4.1. It
shows divergent distribution in respondent nationality at each location which reflects the
scale of domestic tourism such as that in the case of Western Australia and Peninsular
Malaysia, hence the higher representation of Australians and Malaysians in each

respective case.

4.3.2 Process

The focus group interviews were conducted in a meeting room on the premises of the
collaborating hotel so that participants were in situ. This choice of venue was mainly for
logistical reasons: in-house guests would have easy access to the venue, the facility had
been provided gratis by the collaborating hotels, and it allowed non-guests (Group 1 and
2 participants) to better assume a guest ‘hat wearer’ mentality. The researcher conducted
the focus group interviews in person. For the initial two groups, the researcher had been
unassisted but subsequently engaged volunteer assistants exclusively for logistical

assistance such as ushering.

The proceedings were both tape recorded (simultaneous recording on primary and back-
up devices) and video-taped to promote a smooth flowing discussion and to facilitate
transcription. The participants were informed about the purpose of the focus group at
the start of proceedings and asked to sign a consent form (Appendix 4.1). Participants
were also required to provide the researcher with their personal details and to classify
themselves into hotel stay frequency groups on a form (Appendix 4.2). The researcher
provided participants a complimentary meal (for a similar approach see Barnett, 1989)
at the collaborating hotel restaurant immediately after the proceedings as a token of

appreciation for their participation in the research.

The focus group interviews commenced with broad open-ended questions intended to
obtain spontaneous mentions of key issues. Once those issues had been identified and
elaborated on, general discussions ensued on a range of topics as identified in the non-

exhaustive list below as questions. The topic list served as a sequencing guide only.

1) How the hotel has communicated with the guest (hotel-guest communication)

and the level and type of contact with guests;
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2) The feedback channels (guest-hotel) that the guest was aware of and comfortable
with;
3) What guests had expected after providing feedback and how they thought their
complaints/suggestions were going to be handled by management; and
4) The perception of the paper questionnaire in terms of:
a. Usage
b. Form

¢. Function

Transcripts were produced from the focus group recordings. The data was coded into
NVivo 2.0 for data management and analysis. In the majority of cases, the verbatim
quotes used in this focus group findings section are exact. Some amendments, additions
and deletions have been made in order to allow the reader to comprehend regional
colloquialism used by participants. These do not alter the sense and are shown in

brackets.

The participants are identified by an alpha-numeric tag placed next to their quotations.
When a direct quote has not been used, the tag is located in-text wherever applicable
(e.g. Respondent 44 is identified as FG44). This abbreviated tag has been adopted to
avoid the clutter associated with long strings of respondent identifiers. The profiles of
participants are provided in Table 4.2 which displays the following identifiers: Gender;
Age; Hotel usage; Primary Purpose of Stay; Interview Location: PER = Perth, PEN =
Penang, SIN = Singapore, 1 = Group 1, 2 = Group 2; Nationality: GB = British, AU =
Australian, MY = Malaysian, US = American, FRG = German, CA = Canadian
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Table 4.2
Focus Group Participant List.

Tag | Gender Age Hotel Usage | Primary Purpose | Location Nationality
1 M >60 I L PER1 AU
2 F >60 I L PER1 AU
3 F 40-59 F L PER1 AU
4 F 40-59 F L&B PER1 AU
S F 26-39 F B PER1 AU
6 M 26-39 F L&V PER1 AU
7 M >60 I L PER1 AU
8 F 26-39 I L PER2 AU
9 M 26-39 I L PER2 AU
10 M 26-39 F B PER2 UK
11 F 40-59 F L PER2 AU
12 M 40-59 F B&L PER2 AU
13 M 40-59 F L PER2 UK
14 F 40-59 VF B PER2 AU
15 M 40-59 F B PENI1 MA
16 F 40-59 VF V&L PEN1 MA
17 F 40-59 F L PEN1 MA
18 M 40-59 F L PEN1 MA
19 F 40-59 F L PEN1 UK

20 M >60 F L PENI1 UK
21 F >60 I L PENI1 UsS

22 M >60 F B&L PEN1 MA
23 F >60 VF V&L PEN1 MA
24 F 40-59 F L PEN2 MA
25 F 26-39 F B&L PEN2 MA
26 F 26-39 F L PEN2 MA
27 M >60 F L PEN2 FRG
28 F >60 1 L PEN2 FRG
29 M 40-59 VF B PEN2 MA
30 M >60 F B&L PEN2 MA
31 F >60 F L PEN2 MA
32 M 26-39 F L&V SIN1 MA
33 M 26-39 F L&B SIN1 SIN
34 F 40-59 F B SIN1 SIN
35 M 40-59 F L&B SIN1 SIN
36 M 26-39 F B&L SIN1 CA

37 F 26-39 F L&B SIN1 MA
38 M >60 VF L SIN1 us

39 M 40-59 F L&B SIN2 UK

40 F 40-59 F L&V SIN2 MA
41 F 26-39 F B SIN2 MA
42 F 40-59 F \A SIN2 AU

43 M 26-39 F V&L SIN2 FRG
44 F 26-39 F L SIN2 MA
45 F 26-39 F L SIN2 SIN

Hotel Usage (annual):

Infrequent (I) = 1-2 times, Frequent (F) = 3-12 times, Very Frequent (VF) = >12 times

Gender: Male = M, Female = F

Primary Purpose: Leisure = L. Business = B, Vocation = V
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An initial set of clusters (referred to as free nodes in NVivo) representing the central
thematic enquiry of the focus group interviews was created (Management-Guest
Communication, Questionnaire Usage). Progressively, free nodes representing
antecedents to these main themes were added during transcript examination. Finally a
hierarchy was constructed to provide an appropriate representation of the salient
attributes of the themes. The data were then analysed and conclusions drawn in relation
to the research objectives. Conclusions are summarised first and then more detailed

discussion is presented of the material which was elicited in the focus groups.

4.4 Data Analysis

The key findings of this data can be categorised into three broad areas:

1) Guests’ perspective: the way in which feedback provision is pictured in the guests’

mind’s eye.

2) Questionnaire usage: there is considerable variation in guests’ readiness to complete
the questionnaire thereby demonstrate that subjectivity is a salient factor in guests’ in-
house behaviour determination thereby suggesting the importance of the flexibility of

customization to suit different guest segments and location/geography.

3) Guest-Hotelier interaction: this interaction is highly customer idiosyncratic with
highly divergent antecedents (contributory factors) and consequences (behaviours and

outcomes).

The findings indicate that, in general, hotel guests are indifferent to having contact with
the hotel management either in person or via questionnaire unless deemed warranted or
precipitated by exceptional circumstances. This apathy, as indicated by the data, could
be rooted in-‘presumptive posturing’ which refers to preconception of the motivation
and sincerity of the hotelier, and/or conditioned response which is based on past guest-
hotelier experience(s). However, it would appear that while some guests do harbour a
desire to have a ‘relationship’ with the hotel General Manager, there are others who
wish complete anonymity and “shy away from establishing relationships of any kind”
hence preferring a “pseudorelationship” (Gutek, 1995, p. 213), thereby forming a

continuum anchored by the degree to which a guest might desire hotelier interaction.
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The disparate usage could indicate that despite its inherent deficiencies as a standalone
method of hotel guest feedback elicitation, the traditional questionnaire remains relevant
in contemporary hotel management as an adjunct in a multi-approach strategy. The
questionnaire or a derivative has the potential to become the vehicle to facilitate remote
service encounters between hotelier and guest, and by doing so avail the hotelier to two

possible outcomes: proactive ‘relationship’ building, and reactive service recovery.

4.5 Specific Conclusions

The remainder of this chapter focuses on the specific conclusions deduced from the data
obtained from the focus group interviews. It is divided into three major sections: (A)
The Guests’ Perspective; (B) Questionnaire Usage; and (C) Guest-Hotelier interaction.

Questionnaire usage is discussed in terms of voluntary, compliant or involuntary usage.
4.5.1 The Guests’ Perspective

The findings broadly suggest that a guest’s mindset vis-a-vis giving feedback to the
hotel, in general, and using the guest questionnaire, in particular, could be formed based
on either the presumption that hoteliers are disinterested in guest feedback or through
actual previous experience(s) of feedback provision via questionnaire. Both scenarios
are underscored by the nature of the response from the hotel, if any, to guest usage of

questionnaires. A discussion of both scenarios follows:
45.1.1 Presumptive Posturing

Most of the time you tend (to) ignore it because you know that they don't

place much importance on the questionnaire (FG44)

I always hope that somebody will look at it otherwise it defeats the purpose and

wasting money printing questionnaires (FG30)

The above comments are a good indicator as to how a typical hotel guest may perceive
the questionnaire in terms of its utility based on presumption, qualified or otherwise, of

how the hotelier values the device as a feedback channel. If the guest has any doubt as to
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the credibility of the questionnaire or its integrity, the sincerity of hoteliers in seeking
feedback is called to question and, as a consequence, professional integrity is
undermined. One respondent (FG35) asserted that the manner by which a hotel responds
to feedback ‘“reflects the hotel’s philosophy and concern for the customer”. This
posturing can be differentiated as pragmatism and cynicism. This differentiation is

elaborated on below.

4.5.1.1a Pragmatism

There were some respondents who demonstrated a quiet resignation to accepting the
status quo with the belief that their voices, even if they were to be heard, would make

little impact. This will be a major disincentive to offer any feedback.

One respondent (FG29) conveyed a belief that because a questionnaire was found in
every guestroom, a “general consensus” would emerge, effectively nullifying any
opposing opinion. This view would suggest that some guests may have an erroneous
impression that the response rate of the questionnaire is high, the volume of feedback

would be commensurate with occupancy (FGS5), and that it captures a majority view.

It also further suggests that on the assumption that the product and service received is a
reflection of the status quo, then any opposing view would only be anomaly and hence
petty, not deserving any mention. This disempowerment is reflected in the following

statements:

You may not like the glass, but if it is not important and nobody has complained,

why should they change it then? (FG29)

It depends on the magnitude of each question and the replies... usually if it is
repair works that needs to be done to upgrade the room I reckon they should
take action but if it is just general complaints, like... if you don't like the
furnishings, then you will have to live with it when you come to stay next time

(FG26)
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This attitude relates to a certain post consumption behaviour such as negative

word of mouth (FG6) or ‘voting with the feet’ (FG41; FG32; FG12).

4.5.1.1b Cynicism

In contrast to the somewhat benign demeanour demonstrated by the pragmatists, there
were instances where respondents held overtly cynical views indicative of possible

underlying animosity and confusion.

This is evident in a declaration by one respondent (FG42) that “I sometimes feel
sceptical as to if they will take much notice of it so one part of me says that I should fill
it in because it's important for people to have feedback and quite often I'm just lazy and

don't do it”. Subsequent statements by the same respondent show conflicting opinions:

Perhaps they want to give the impression that they take your feedback seriously
but whether or not they read it?; When you see something, it is more or less
management saying they take the feedback seriously. Whether or not they do, 1

don't know.

This cynicism is also obliquely insinuated when one respondent (FG22) pondered
“whether the hotel (does) really study the questionnaire that is returned” and when
another respondent (FG14) says “but they are only good if they follow up on them”. In
his article “Hotels take customer comments to heart”, Borcover (2007) tries to persuade

his readers to alter their entrenched cynicism:

Believe it or not, hotel companies do pay attention to guest comments cards and
suggestions. Don’t like the bedding? Say so. Can’t figure out how to set the
clock radio on the bedside table? Let the hotel know. Think those free cold
breakfast options are awful? Don’t be shy. Fill out a card at the hotel or respond

to e-mail surveys that many hotels rely on to get feedback.

The following blog entry, however, clearly illustrates the cynical view:
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And hotel guest questionnaires. What a waste of time they are — what’s the
point?.... So, when I was handed a guest questionnaire I decided that instead of
being sceptical, I would offer comment. I mean, if you don’t tell them then how

can they put things right?

So, I put a few crosses in the less favourable boxes in the leisure section and left

the rest of the form blank.

Why did I bother? I've just received a letter from the manager. He’s apologised
for the pool but said how pleased he is that I enjoyed my stay and found the staff

friendly and helpful etc.

You know, when I flicked through the form, I thought about crossing through the

sections I didn’t bother filling in, and then chided myself for being so petty.

I had put my prejudices to one side, just to have them confirmed by hotel staff.
They filled in the rest of the form on my behalf, deciding to mislead their

manager and misrepresent the customer.

A joke? Maybe. But it just shows, as I've always feared, that these guest

questionnaires are a joke too.

(Karen Bowerman, 2006)

There were some respondents who were more disparaging in their opinions:

They should be aware of the business... they should know (how to run the hotel)
already (FGI1)

This is supposed to be your business... I shouldn’t be the one telling you how to

run your business, so, no I wouldn’t (make a suggestion to the management)

(FG6)
While presumptive posturing is essentially mental ‘background noise’, conditioned

response is based on actual experience but may also be coloured by the same

*background noise’. A discussion on conditioned response follows.
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45.1.2 Conditioned Response

According to Kaul (2006, p. 43), in written business communication the writer expects
the reader to be highly reactive given the premise for the communication being “to
inform the reader and to request him to take action”. The literature on e-mail complaint
handling (for example Strauss & Hill, 2001) can be construed as being a canon for
corporate best practice on response rates and times. The findings seem to suggest a
general impression that hoteliers, in general, do not ensure that questionnaires are
acknowledged and responded to. For example, one respondent (FG1) remarked “you
would expect, if you sent a written complaint in on one of these forms - it's a written
complaint, ... feedback to say that we have rectified that complaint or your complaint is
not justified, etc.”. Another respondent (FG13) echoes the sentiment by stating “I guess
I would expect them to acknowledge it in the first place, and then find out what really
was what I wanted or if there was a problem... that's all you can expect”. A third

respondent (FG35) said:

It makes you feel good that the feedback is acknowledged rather than we don't

know whether it's somewhere in the dustbin!

A commonality in the previous three remarks is the expectation of ‘satisfaction’ in the
form of affirmation or rebuttal. The implication is that for some a rebuttal would be an

acceptable outcome, but this is less likely for the following respondents:

I wanted them to say that yes, there was a problem, acknowledge the problem
and that although nothing could have been solved there and then but at least to
acknowledge it did happen (FG41)

I would want a reaction. If I pay money for something and it was not part of the
contract that 1 agreed to, then I would want a reaction from a financial
department or personally I would want to have changed what I am unhappy with
and then I want a financial compensation. And if they didn't offer it, I will ask
for it. (My husband) is not like me. But it takes (nerve) - not everyone is

confrontational. Not everyone can do that, it is not easy (FG8)
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Similarly, another respondent (FG23) required some affirmation of receipt as a
condition for cooperation in filling out a questionnaire because “I wasn’t sure they
would even look at it”. One respondent (FG32) took delight at having received the

occasional response to feedback although a response was not expected. Another said:

It is nice when someone gives you something - sometimes I think when I fill it up and 1
don't think that management looks at it at all. The next time you come, they still give
you the same. 1 think that was a very nice gesture.... I did get a thank you letter from the
GM when I came back — ‘thank you for filling up the form’ (FG24)

The response served as affirmation and an encouragement to continue the behaviour.

The following remark is indicative of the inherent complexity in guest perspective when

pragmatic and cynical paradigms both shape a conditioned response.

I think any half-decent hotel would respond and tell you what you want to hear
and to tell you that they will fix the problem but I suppose it must be related to
what the problem is to how much you are paying, or how much is being paid, for
the hotel. If someone is being unreasonable, because you do get people who are
really unreasonable, complaining and the management has to deal with that as

well. And that must be difficult... a bit of a balancing act (FG10)

The duality is also demonstrated, albeit to a lesser degree, in the following statement
which relates with the perceived ‘quality’ of the hotel, ostensibly an indictment of the

hotelier:

(It) depends on the quality of the establishment... good places do try to address
your issue, bad places don't (FG12)

45.1.3 Non-response

The root of conditioned response, surmised from the vicarious comments of
respondents, is the failure of the hotel to react appropriately to questionnaires that their
guests have completed and handed in. The prevalent view is that the questionnaire is

simply window dressing with little, if any, utility except perhaps as a superfluous
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garnish or legacy printed collateral that is counter productive (FG1; FG2; FG3; FG4;
FG6; FG33).

One respondent said:

In my experience, not many hotels will reply to you to thank you for your

feedback (FG35)

This unresponsive behaviour by the hotel negatively impacts on guests in four ways:

First, it does not ‘reinforce’ a guest who has an intention to provide feedback;

.. normally when you give feedback to the hotel you wonder whether they are
happy and with bad feedback whether they will say thank you. On one occasion
when... the towel(s) smelled, in my evaluation I wrote (it up). I did get a thank
you letter from the management saying “thank you for your feedback” and they
were doing something about it. That made me gratified. It wasn't a complaint - it
was a feedback. Because we don't get feedback from the management when we

keep quiet (FG16)

If something is not good, it is not a complaint (per se) but it is hoped that they

will make a difference then I would make a complaint (FG17)

Second, non-response provokes ‘extinction’ in feedback provision in a guest who has

actively provided feedback in the past;

I have seldom worked up the energy to fill out a form and on the odd occasion
when I have, it seemed to have fallen on deaf ears so that has discouraged me

from filling any more forms (FG12)

Third, perpetuation of the unfavourable perception of hotelier indifference;

Not just the complaints but even when you give them bouquets, when you write

nice things, there is no acknowledgement that, you know, like ‘we are glad you
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have enjoyed your stay’... I think that would have been a nice touch to sort of

further that relationship (FG6)
Fourth, escalation in the level of aggravation:

You expect that they are going to react, and in general they do as you would
expect your expectation are fulfilled and if not, you take the firmer line until you

get what you want, mostly that is the case (FG14)

While non-response would appear to be the norm, the data also shows that some hotels
do respond to submitted guest questionnaires. One respondent (FG12) received an
acknowledgement and an upgrade on his subsequent visit. In one case, non-response
could be attributed to the guest (FG6) being anonymous. When made aware of the
ramifications of anonymous questionnaire (that is an unsigned or unidentifiable
questionnaire), the respondent was of the realization that his experience of not having
received any response to feedback he had given via questionnaire was not necessarily a
reflection of a dismissive attitude toward feedback It is evident from the data that hotels

affect responses in two distinct ways: generic and customized.
4.5.1.4 Type of Response
4.5.1.4a Generic Response

This typically is a prewritten letter containing a ‘canned’ message in response to
feedback be it good, bad or indifferent. These ‘bed bug’ letters could incorporate
simplistic customization such as the insertion of guest name and date but the standard
text would be a script intended as an appeasement. Basso and Hines (2007, p. 96) note
that “unfortuhately, this practice still creeps its way occasionally into modern business

practice”.

A cruise message board forum (Cruisemates, 2005) highlights a major deficiency of
generic letters when two disgruntled customers discover that they had received the exact
same reply. While one of the customers was initially pleasantly surprised that the cruise

company had responded quickly, knowledge that the response was canned could easily
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nullify any feel-good effect and if the customer were to perceive the action of the service

provider as patronizing or flippant, then it could instead escalate the dissatisfaction.
4.5.1.4b Customized Response

This would be in the form of a letter individually tailored to respond to incidences of
feedback. This personalization conjures a sense of caring and genuine appreciation
which a guest would find endearing. This format capitalizes on the qualitative feedback

captured by open-ended questions.

I did one in Indonesia a couple of years ago and by the time I got home I had a
letter waiting for me explaining... apologies ‘that didn't work’ and what they
had done about it and that they took it seriously.... I think any reply to whether
you are praising them or being constructive in how they can improve or if you
have a major issue - just a quick reply.... yeah, acknowledgement but some
indication of about what they are doing. What I like about this letter I got from
Indonesia was they acknowledged, they apologize and this what we are doing to
make sure it doesn't happen again and we hope don't lose your custom, etc.... I

was quite surprised to get a response (FG14).

A customized response may be made in a form other than in writing. A respondent
(FG41) received a telephone response which may engender more impact because of its

immediacy.

A hotelier should respond to a guest who had taken the time to fill in a questionnaire in
a timely manner (Schijns, 2003). The assertion by Zehrer and Pechlaner (2006, p. 54)
made in reference to e-mail responses would equally apply to the paper questionnaire:
“from the guést’s point of view, the speed of response and breadth of information are to

be seen as decisive factors for service quality and customer satisfaction”.

4.5.1.5 Antecedents of Guests’ Perception

This section is a discourse on the two emergent factors that colour the way guests

perceive the questionnaire: a) Perceptual dissonance, and b) Confidentiality/Anonymity.
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Respondents were queried by the researcher during the focus group interviews as to
what they thought the intention the hotel management had in administering the
questionnaire, and what they envisioned the management would do with the data

collected.

4.5.1.5a Perceptual Dissonance

The first factor is the dissonant perceptions of hotelier and guest. This phenomenon is
evident in Luk and Layton’s (2002) study that showed that managers were less likely to
accurately perceive customer expectations compared to the guest contact staff. This
disparity could conceivably be attributed to the ‘detachment’ hotel general managers
often have from the frontline operation. To compound the dissonance caused by
contemporary hotel management constraints, Ladkin (1999, p. 167) notes from her
review of the research done on hotel general managers, that the notion of the position
“carries a number of perceptions surrounding the nature of the profession and the people
who undertake it”. The apparent propensity for misassumption has led to the
stereotypical caricature of the hotelier being a somewhat idiosyncratic and cavalier
persona. This caricature is a hindrance to establishing concordance and is symptomatic

of power distance (Hofstede, 1980).

According to Santana (2003), perception is reality in the tourism industry and guest
perception is a critical determinant of an organisation’s success (Harris, Bojanic &
Cannon, 2003). This notion was addressed by Chung and Hoffman (1998) in their work
on critical incident tracking in food service and also would appear, based on the data, to
apply to hotel guests in how they perceive the guest questionnaire. The focus group
interviews readily allow guests to form opinions on which they base their decisions,
which Jackson and Humble (1994, p. 39) describe as “their version of reality”. Given
that perceptidn can dictate behaviour, it would be tenable that it can influence a
person’s, in this case the guest’s, belief system. One respondent (FG12), however,
points out that “there is a distinction between your expectation and belief”. Another
respondent (FG13) retorts “in my experience that is what I have always received... that
is what I believe”, illustrating a linkage between perceptions informed by experience. If
ill-informed, externally-induced expectation or anticipation of how the hotelier would

behave translates, erroneously or otherwise, into perception, then indeed perception is
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belief. Also, given the endemic negative misconception perceived from respondent
feedback, the perception is self-propagating and, unless debunked, entrenches itself into

the mindset.

Guests’ perception of the motivation of management in seeking feedback can be broadly
classified as follows: A) Invitation to constructive engagement; B) Manipulative

manoeuvre; and C) Vindictive manoeuvre.

A) Invitation to constructive engagement: this is represented by those respondents

who were categorised as Voluntary and Compliant respondents.

The primary function of collecting feedback, based on the apparent concurrence in
responses, was to gauge performance (FG15; FG17; FG18; FG23; FG30; FG35) and
identify weak areas in the operation (FG15; FG29; FG31) in order to institute
improvements (FG10; FG16; FG17; FG18; FG19; FG22; FG26; FG31; FG32;
FG37; FG41).

Some respondents were of the opinion that recording complaints allowed hoteliers
to ascertain ‘‘whether there is some sort of repetitiveness in the same sorts of
complaints” thereby pinpointing legitimate faults (FG5; FG43) and to help them
overcome operational myopia (FG30; FG34). A respondent (FG9), however, points

out that although the exercise might be well-intentioned, it can be ineffectual:

(Every guest) gets one: surely there will be someone who fills one out, quite a
few of those in the room and depending on what kind of people are filling them
out you might get totally totally negative, totally positive... which ones do you

act on, it doesn't seem like a good way to actually figure out what is going on.

One respondent (FG34) thought that it was a means to keep staff motivated and
when data was collected across a hotel chain or group, it could be used “as a
measure and (to) set standards”. Another respondent (FG4), by remarking “you
would expect (feedback) to be addressed with the staff, you know behind the

scenes”, intimates the Human Resource Development role involved.
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B) Manipulative manoeuvre: any initiative that has negative connotation.

An attempt to ‘use’ the guest for competitive/commercial advantage using ‘hooks’
such as inducements, thereby portraying the action as being mercenary. One
respondent (FG32) received a proforma letter with a ‘£10 off the next time you visit’

voucher enclosed.

This tact is not entirely discredited as one respondent (FG19) thought it would be
justifiable because the hotel was in the business to “make money”. Another
respondent (FG7) offered empathy for hoteliers who elicited information as part of

their job responsibility.

One other aspect of manipulatory behaviour is indiscriminate usage of the
information such as self-promotion (FG32), and information suppression such as in
a cover-up or blame avoidance (FG7). An insidious manipulation is “data cooking”
and flawed instruments which contain “questions can be quite filtered and slanted in
certain ways to elicit a response” (FG13). Another respondent (FG38) highlights the
“tremendous bias” that arises from using the questionnaire in a self-selecting sample

and therefore insinuates that management has dubious intention.

An attempt to ‘steer’ the guest, albeit well intentioned, may inadvertently be
perceived as patronizing, as highlighted by a content analysis participant reference to
excessive questionnaire completion instruction. It should be noted, however, that the
use of smiley faces which could arguably be considered as juvenile and hence
conceivably have a ‘dumbing down’ effect, did not appear to evoke any negative
reaction from neither content analysis nor focus group participants. Notwithstanding
the minutiae of form and function, if the questionnaire is seen to be simply useless
window dressing, guests could perceive its presence as facetious and belittling

(FG41; FG44).

Yeah, if it is just a token or something, is it just there to look good? (FG8)
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A benign uncertainty of the motivation behind the questionnaire inadvertently puts it

in poor light:

...sometimes you do not know why the feedback form is actually there and
you sometimes wonder if they really react to the feedback form fast enough
so I feel more obliged to tell them face-to-face (FG4S5)

C) Vindictive manoeuvre: deceptive usage of feedback particularly complaints about

service quality as grounds for employee sanctions.

4.5.1.5b Data Anonymity and Confidentiality

Well, I've used it occasionally but as someone has said there is an extreme
reluctance to put your name and address on it because you could get
yourself onto a list that you don't want to. So sure, it'd be nice to send in a

questionnaire and get a response if you knew that your privacy was

protected (FGG38)

Depends on what type of questionnaire... some questionnaires do ask for

your address or name and I never. 1 just toss them out (FG35)

Wisner and Corney (1999, p. 115) state that “confidentiality allows for the purest
expression of information”. Hence, any erosion of confidentiality could result in
information distortion. This relates to the process of questionnaire handling and
involves the issues of confrontation avoidance and filtering. The implications go beyond
paper questionnaires as reflected in the newsletter of a major UK contract catering
company: “remove the anonymity of the customer’s e-comment system so the ‘silly’
comments that demotivate our committed catering teams are reduced” (Pinch & Punch!,

2007).

Confidentiality would appear to facilitate confrontation avoidance which could

overcome reluctance some guests may have to using the questionnaire while onsite.

I wouldn't do one unless when I filled out to get to the hotel they took my e-mail

address and when I am sitting down at work and get five minutes over a cup of
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coffee, ah, the Ambassador hotel survey, there it is and you go click click, tick a
few boxes feedback section, bed is too soft, didn't like the view, not staying here
again, send... that would be easy. I am not dealing with anyone so I can be as
confrontational as I like. Hate your guts, don't like this, don't like that. To me
that works really well, because I get to say exactly what I feel cause I am not

embarrassing or hurting anyone's feeling, but I can say what I want (FG9)

A salient point of the above quote beyond an apparent concern for employees’ feelings

is explicit indications of avoidance behaviour to possible employee reprisals.

Most of the ones we ever had they were always in the rooms. So that means, this
is my take, if you have a complaint with the chambermaid...And she sees it lying

there and it is a complaint about her, she’ll trash it (FG1)

Impinging on the willingness of guests to volunteer feedback via questionnaire is the
perception whether the method is accessible, presentable and ‘secure’ (data integrity).
Security is underpinned by whom the signatory is which suggests to what extend efforts
are made to ensure that the information reaches its recipient safely, the mode of return
which is the method of securing the questionnaire and delivery to the recipient, and
whether there is susceptibility to filtering by line staff (Kotler, Bowen & Makens, 2003)
or censuring by line managers. The common practice of requesting the guests to leave
the completed questionnaire in the guestroom or at the front desk for collection or
requiring it to be handed to an employee may result in muted responses or no response
at all (Wisner & Corney, 1999).

Having examined the guests’ perspective, an examination of questionnaire usage is

made in the following section.

4.5.2 Questionnaire Usage

The guest questionnaire was known to all focus group participants which is indicative of
its widespread utilization. This finding is in accordance with the literature and pertains
particularly with the view that the use of questionnaires is ubiquitous in hotels. One
participant (FG20), however, appeared to be facetious by saying “I’ve never seen one to
be honest” as he had stayed at numerous hotels. His spouse (FG19) immediately retorted

“it’s in the drawer”, apparently out of embarrassment. Another implied by saying
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“unless somehow or other if they had a questionnaire in your hotel room” that there had
been instances when she did not find a questionnaire in the guestroom (FG2). While this
observation could be construed as questionnaire availability in guestrooms being ad hoc
or property specific, it might simply indicate that there had been occasions when
questionnaire placement in the guestroom had not been sufficiently conspicuous,
possibly resulting from either managerial oversight or by design as reflected in a general
dislike for guestroom clutter A respondent sums up the effect of poor in-room
placement by saying “something that doesn't stare you in the face will probably be

ignored” (FG43).

Nonetheless, the data clearly demonstrated that the frequency of use and propensity to
use the guest questionnaire varies to a large degree amongst hotel guests. It is postulated
that two possible contributory factors to this variation are the familiarity of a guest with
the questionnaire (such as previous experience with its usage), and what a hotel stay
means to the guest (simple/utilitarian provision of accommodation versus a customer
experience of product and service provision; purpose of stay; price point/value for

money).

Guest usage has been classified according to the emergent findings viz the disposition
toward the questionnaire which appeared to have a direct influence on propensity for

usage:

A) Voluntary: this denotes that the guest had filled out the questionnaire
willingly and without prompting/coercion (NB: the effects of incentive schemes
are not considered). This category is further sub-divided according to frequency:

i) Frequent, ii) Occasional;

B) Compliant: this refers to guests who would only fill out a questionnaire when

requested or prompted; and

C) Involuntary: this denotes guests who would not, and had no intention of

filling out a guest questionnaire.
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Each of these is further discussed in the following sections.

4.5.2a Voluntary

Voluntary usage can be frequent or occasional. Frequent voluntary use of guest
questionnaires indicates that respondents have an intrinsic desire to provide written

feedback and spontaneous willingness to fill out the questionnaire.

Frequent

A respondent (FG30) volunteered that he had frequently completed questionnaires
during his frequent overseas business trips to Africa, the Middle East and Asia. Given
that the primary purpose of his travel was consultancy work, it could be presumed that
he would have been staying at hotels without his spouse. This inclination to fill
questionnaires appears to extend to the occasions when he had been accompanied by his
spouse on business trips or when they were on vacation given the response by his spouse
“usually, when we’re together when there is one in the room — so either he does or I do”
(FG31). This statement may suggest that a person, in this case a spouse, could adopt a
behaviour of another or simply that each person had this behaviour and would each have

filled out a questionnaire if there was more than one copy placed in the guestroom.

The motivation to frequently fill questionnaires can be overt as seen in the following

quote:

I just love feedback... I always enjoy giving my feedback. I think it’s valuable — if
I go back there or just to help, that is just my nature but I enjoy the

questionnaire — well I don’t enjoy them but I always fill them out (FG3)

However, some respondents, while stating their desire to fill in questionnaires, did not

specifically state the motivation for the behaviour;
I always fill them in (FG5)

If I want to, even if I were very angry or very happy, I am going to fill it in
(FG11)

154



In contrast to respondents who would, or have a high propensity to, fill out
questionnaires on their own accord, there were those who indicated a desire to provide
written feedback as a direct response to events pertaining to their material hotel stay

were categorised as occasional users.

Occasional

The primary criticism directed to the questionnaire as seen in the literature is that people
complete it when they are very happy or very unhappy creating an inverted bell-shaped

curve of responses. Within this category some variations are observed:

a) Guests who would address both exceptionally good and exceptionally poor incidents

within the same response (FG17; FG21).

b) Guests who would only write in about exceptionally negative experiences:

Very infrequently, usually then only when there is something not nice to say to

them as well as the information of (what) the hotel (needs) to improve (FG15)

...If I had an issue I might be more tempted to use it (FG42)

c) Guests who would only write in about exceptionally positive experiences: (FG2;

FG6; FG7; FG43)

One respondent implied this intention but makes it conditional: “but in terms of you

trying to make some positive comments and hope that they will do something” (FG30)

d) Guests who would write about either exceptionally positive or negative experiences:

(FG9; FG21; FG39)

There's no real reason to fill one out... unless you are very unhappy or very very

happy... all the people are in-between (FG9)
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If it was a really good experience, or really bad experience then probably yes,
but if it was just another hotel stay then I would most likely wouldn’t bother
(FG5)

e) There were some respondents who did not specify the circumstances which would
warrant filling up a questionnaire (FG27;, FG29; FG35; FG45). Some, however,
suggested that if their feedback were to make a difference they would be willing to
volunteer information (FG2; FG34). There was a comment that appeared to be facetious
but may be construed as feedback could be forthcoming if proactive means of feedback

elicitation is initiated:

When you are bored! (FG18)

There were some respondents who indicated that while they might do one or more of the
above, they would also engage in third party responses. The following quote indicates

the adverse impact un-recovered dissatisfaction can have:

But last week I was in Melbourne and they stuffed up my booking really badly
and I didn’t get any satisfaction from them, I am not going to bother with them
anymore... but if it’s a bad experience, I'll just go away and tell ten friends

(FG6)

While there were respondents that were inclined to provide feedback via questionnaire,

some appeared to favour making comments in writing via letter:

I would be quite willing to take a piece of paper and fill it out (FG11)

...the thing we do is when we come to the end of our stay, we always send a
letter back thanking everyone for the enjoyable stay which is better than the

questionnaire really (FG20)

If I think the hotel can improve on feedback or comment I would definitely write

a letter (FG34)
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