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ABSTRACT 

 

Loyalty programs have become products in and of themselves.  They need to maintain member loyalty 

in order to survive.  It is proposed that communication has a larger impact on program loyalty than 

previously thought. This study evaluates the influence of communication typologies and dimensions on 

hotel reward program loyalty via self-image congruence and satisfaction.  Moreover, this study presents 

a communication identity model, which focuses on promoting hotel reward program loyalty via self-

congruence with communication channels.  The results showed newly discovered significant paths 

between: communication style and self-congruence with communication channels; self-congruence with 

communication channels and information quality; and finally, information quality and satisfaction.  The 

impact of different communication channels on antecedents of loyalty yielded some unexpected results, 

namely that social media was less relevant to participants than company websites and interpersonal 

communication.  The results suggest that loyalty programs must consider the impact of communication 

style on satisfaction and ultimately program loyalty.  In addition, it was found that fostering member 

self-congruence with communication through ‘communication identity management’ may be crucial to 

attaining the sense of community that is vital to membership loyalty.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Loyalty marketing has become vital to success in the service industry [21] [36]. As a result many service 

industry organizations now employ loyalty programs to increase business by attracting, retaining, and 

enhancing relationships with their most valuable customers [8] [30]. In fact, approximately two billion 

dollars are spent annually on loyalty programs in the United States [32].  With almost every business 

offering some form of a loyalty program, organizations now face increased competition by the growing 

number of loyalty cards [27].  

 

The objective of loyalty programs is to build emotional brand attachment [36].  It is this emotional bond-

affective commitment that most impacts guest perception [25].  However, the question remains how to 

create this bond most effectively.  Despite the apparent influence that communication has on loyalty, no 

study has evaluated the typologies (company-created and customer-created), dimensions (electronic and 

in-person), and attributes of information provided in terms of their impact on program loyalty.  This 

research addresses this gap by proposing that the quality of the information provided and the style in 

which it is communicated impact the antecedents of program loyalty.  Furthermore, this manuscript 
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proposes a social identity perspective of the member-communication relationship and integrates 

communication style and self-congruence with information quality and satisfaction in determining 

program loyalty. It is through communication that people express identification or belongingness to 

groups.  Without effective communication, a sense of belongingness may be negatively impacted.  

Furthermore, without congruence between communication and member self-image, the information 

provided may not result in what it was intended to do – positively impact program loyalty.  This 

manuscript attempts to address a gap in the literature and present a communication identity model, 

which focuses on promoting hotel reward program loyalty via self-congruence with information 

channels. 

 

THEORECTICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES 

 

Social identity theory and self-image congruence 

 

Social Identity Theory posits that the social groups to which people belong are vital to their self-identity 

or who they think they are.  This theory has often been used to understand matters of identity and 

identification with respect to organizations and brands. Social identity is defined as “part of an 

individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group 

together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” [39, p. 63].  A social 

identity perspective evaluates consumers' self-expression, self-enhancement, and self-esteem in 

developing meaningful relationships with organizations and brands [7] [13]. The impact of brand 

identity and identification on loyalty is becoming a popular area of focus in this realm [24].  Recently, 

He, Li, and Harris [18] attempted to integrate social identity variables with social exchange variables 

while explaining brand loyalty.   

 

The social identity perspective of customer-brand relationships suggests that brand identity results in 

consumers’ brand identification, and ultimately brand-loyal behavior [2] [7]. Sirgy’s self-image 

congruence theory [37] takes it further, suggesting that consumers’ attraction to brands is related to their 

actual and perceived self-image [14] [38].  Examples include a customer selecting a brand that 

symbolizes certain personality traits he or she holds [1] [17] or represents in some way the ideal self-

image of the consumer (“who” he or she aspires to be) [5] [31].  High self-image congruence may result 

in a positive attitude towards the brand and ultimately loyalty.  Finally, successful marketing 

communication often requires brand identity management and consideration of social identity as the 

starting point for building brand loyalty [23]. 

  

Communication 

 

McCall and Vorhees [27, p. 49] stress the importance of future research to evaluate factors that “drive a 

sense of community in a program”.  Fostering a sense of community among members by supporting 

their ability to interact and enjoy loyalty program benefits with each other can also increase attachment 

to the program, its participants, and ultimately the service provider [34].  However, this is only possible 

by supporting communication among members. Communication affects all aspects of the relationship, 

namely satisfaction and loyalty [6].  Technological advances such as the Internet increasingly cause 

communication to play a more important role in the customer experience by advancing both company-

created and consumer-created efforts.  

 

  



 

Information quality and communication style 

 

Communication is the ability to provide timely, trustworthy, and/or accurate information.  “Good” 

company-created communication has been defined as “helpful, positive, timely, useful, easy, and 

pleasant”, with little effort required for the customer to decode the communication and determine its 

utility [6].  Organizations often measure customer satisfaction with the communicative abilities of their 

customer contact employees based on the following metrics: courtesy, professionalism, attentiveness, 

knowledge, preparedness, and thoroughness [15].  

 

Satisfaction 

 

Satisfaction has often been related to customer loyalty as a positive loyalty determinant in the literature 

[3] [9] [21] [40].   It is the overall affective response resulting from the service experience [28], and is a 

function of the relative level of expectation and the perceived performance [29].  According to Oliver 

[29], the attitude or expectations with which a consumer approaches a service encounter may have been 

formed by past experiences, word-of-mouth communications, and marketing promotions.   

 

Both company-created and customer-created communication may therefore have an impact on 

satisfaction through creating and supporting expectations.  Furthermore, Oliver [29] discussed the 

positive emotions and higher satisfaction that may result when consumers identify their actual selves in 

their consumption of a service (i.e., actual self-image congruence).  This study proposes that 

consumption of communication is part of service consumption, and therefore self-image congruence 

with communication may impact satisfaction.   

 

Customer loyalty 

 

Loyalty has been defined as “the likelihood of a customer’s returning to a hotel and that person’s 

willingness to behave as a partner to the organization” [36, p. 349]. Similarly, other researchers 

described loyalty as a customer’s repeat visitation or repeat purchase behavior, while including the 

emotional commitment or expression of a favorable attitude toward the service provider [12] [4] [26].   

Existing patrons (as opposed to new patrons) tend to visit the specific hotel property more frequently, 

with their spending increasing as the number of visits increases.  Repeat customers also recruit new 

customers through positive word-of-mouth and referrals, which offers the ability to save significant 

marketing resources that would have otherwise been used for advertising [10] [11] 16] [19] [22] [26] 33] 

35].  

 

Connecting communication to loyalty 

 

The established loyalty antecedents of self-image congruence and satisfaction will be evaluated 

according to communication channel and communication dimension.  Communication channels 

examined include: company-created electronic (website); company-created personal (employee 

interaction with members); customer-created electronic (eWOM) and customer-created personal 

(member interaction with friends, colleagues, and relatives).  The dimensions of communication that 

will be evaluated are information quality and communication style.  

 

  



 

Purpose of the study and hypotheses 

 

Communication may both enhance the perceived program benefits and “drive a sense of community in a 

program” [27] through self-image congruence, quality of information and communication style.  The 

purpose of this study is to determine how the communication dimensions (style and information quality) 

and self-congruence with communication channels impact program loyalty for members of hotel reward 

programs. The following hypotheses will be examined: 

 

H1: The style of company-created and customer-created communication is related to self-image 

congruence 

H2: Self-image congruence with the communication channel is positively related to satisfaction 

H3: Satisfaction is positively related to program loyalty 

H4: The style of communication is related to program loyalty through the mediation of self-image 

congruence, information quality and satisfaction. 

H5: The information quality of the communication channel is related to program loyalty through the 

mediation of satisfaction 

 

DATA COLLECTION AND METHODOLOGY 

 

The targeted sample for this study was active members of hotel loyalty programs.  The pilot study 

consisted of 200 participants, with the final study having 575 participants.  Subjects included members 

from all levels of hotel loyalty programs.  Sampling was performed by eRewards (ResearchNow), an 

online data collection agency with more than 6 million qualified panel members.  
 

Variables and scales for all constructs include multiple items that were modified from previous studies. 

For all scales, participants were asked to rate how much they agree or disagree with each of the 

statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale, anchored at “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree”. 

 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was employed to evaluate the proposed relationships.  SEM 

involves the examination of both a measurement model and a structural model.  Factor analysis was 

used to evaluate the measurement model, and whether the measureable (observed) variables resulted 

from their associated latent constructs.  Finally, the full structural model was examined to validate 

specified causal relationships among the constructs. 

 

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

 

Evaluation of the model was conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS.  This 

study applied a confirmatory modeling approach [20]. The structural model indicated a good fit to the 

data:   (   )         ,        , CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.06 (CI=0.06, 0.07).  All 

factor loadings of the indicators were statistically significant, ps < 0.001, ranging from 0.639 to 0.965.  

Findings show that R
2
 values of the dependent constructs were significant as follows: self-image 

congruence is 0.43, satisfaction is 0.57, loyalty is 0.84, and information quality is 0.31. For example, 

communication style explained 43% of the variance in self-image congruence.  

 

Communication style had a strong significant impact on self-image congruence (β = 0.65, p < 0.001).  

Self-image congruence had significant effects on both perceived information quality (β = 0.55, p < 0.001) 

and, to a lesser degree, satisfaction (β = 0.17, p < 0.001).  Information quality, with a path coefficient of 

0.65 on satisfaction (p < 0.001), is a strong predictor of satisfaction. Satisfaction, in turn, is a very strong 



 

predictor of program loyalty (β = 0.92, p < 0.001). All hypotheses in the full structural model were 

supported by the analysis of the data. The results indicated that members are more satisfied with the 

hotel reward programs and ultimately more loyal partially because of self-image congruence with 

communication.  

 

Second-order loadings 

 

The structural model coefficients linking the dimensions (sub-constructs) with their associated 

constructs are all significant and indicate the expected directions.   The loading for employee 

communication style (CSE) is 0.85, indicating that communication style construct (CS) explains 72 (= 

(0.85)
2

) % of the variance in employee communication style.  Similarly, the loading for company 

website communication style (CSW) is 0.74, indicating that communication style (CS) explains 55 

percent of the variance in company website communication style.  The loading of communication style 

of social media (CSS) is 0.50, suggesting that communication style (CS) explains 25 % of the variance 

in social media communication style.  Finally, communication style of personal connections such as 

family, friends and colleagues (CSP) has a loading of 0.76, which indicates that the construct 

communication style (CS) explains 58 percent of the variance in this dimension. 

 

Self-image congruence with communication sources is another construct with second-order factors.  The 

factor loading of self-image congruence with program employees (SIE = 0.95) indicates that self-image 

congruence (SI) explains 90 percent of the variance in this dimension.  Similarly, the loadings of self-

congruence with company website (SIW), social media (SIS), and personal connections (SIP) are 0.88, 

0.51 and 0.66.  This indicates that the variance of each of these dimensions explained the self-image 

congruence construct (SI) is 77 percent, 26 percent, and 44 percent respectively. 

Finally, various types of communication impact information quality.  The loadings of employee 

information quality (IQE), company website information quality (IQW), social media information 

quality (IQS), and personal connections information quality (IQP) are 0.84, 0.79, 0.50 and 0.70.  This 

indicates that the variance of each of these dimensions explained by the information quality construct 

(IQ) is 71 percent, 62 percent, 25 percent, and 49 percent respectively. 

 

Overall, the magnitude and significance of the loading estimates indicate that all dimensions of 

communication style, self-image congruence and information quality are relevant in predicting 

satisfaction and program loyalty.  Furthermore, the dimensions of communication style are relevant in 

predicting self-image congruence; the dimensions of self-image congruence are relevant in predicting 

information quality and, to a lesser degree, satisfaction.  Finally, the dimensions of information quality 

are relevant in predicting satisfaction, which in turn has a significant impact on program loyalty. 

 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

This research identified several important managerial and theoretical implications for the hospitality 

industry and literature.  For the first time the impact of communication style on self-congruence was 

tested.  Furthermore, the results showed newly discovered significant paths between the following: 

communication style and self-congruence with communication channels; self-congruence with 

communication channels and information quality; and finally, information quality and satisfaction.  

Additionally, the previously established links between self-congruence and satisfaction, and satisfaction 

and loyalty were supported by the results of this study.   

 



 

The results suggest that hotel loyalty programs must consider the significant impact of communication 

style on satisfaction and ultimately program loyalty. It is crucial for programs to foster member self-

congruence with communication.  In this way programs can better develop and maintain the sense of 

community that is vital to membership loyalty, no matter the communication channel used.  Furthermore, 

this study established the concept of ‘communication identity management’, indicating that successful 

marketing communication requires consideration of social identity and self-image congruence with 

communication channels.  Hence, communication identity management is vital in order to develop and 

sustain a loyal membership.  Loyalty programs should very much consider and reflect how people 

perceive themselves.  In this way programs can better develop and maintain the sense of community that 

is vital to membership loyalty, no matter the communication channel used.  Through recognition of the 

concept of self-image congruence and its relationships with communication and a solid understanding of 

their target markets, management can better develop a community of loyal reward program members.  

 

Despite the apparent influence that communication has on loyalty, no study has so far evaluated the 

typologies (company-created and customer-created), dimensions (electronic and in-person), and 

attributes of information provided in terms of their impact on program loyalty.  This research addresses 

this gap by evaluating how the quality of the information provided and the style in which it is 

communicated impact program loyalty.  Furthermore, this study takes a social identity perspective of 

member-communication relationship, suggesting that communication style impacts loyalty through self-

image congruence with communication channels and information quality.  It is through communication 

that people express identification or belonging to groups.  Therefore, without communication such a 

sense of belongingness may be negatively impacted or never develop.  Furthermore, without congruence 

between communication and member self-image, the information provided may not result in what it was 

intended to do – positively impact program loyalty. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

As in every study, this study has some limitations that should be addressed in future research.  First, the 

study was performed using an online survey panel, thereby restricting the ability to generalize findings 

beyond those that use the Internet. Furthermore, the use of an existing survey panel may result in 

inaccurate responses as some participants may complete surveys expeditiously but inaccurately in order 

to receive more survey opportunities and thereby more incentives.  Finally, the results of the study are 

only applicable to existing reward program members who fit the sample profile. 

 

Future research should consider segmenting according to demographic segments, program tier levels, 

average spend per night, hotel class typically frequented, and loyalty program brand.  Furthermore, 

future studies should consider the impact that self-congruence with communication channels has on self-

congruence with brand identity, thereby making a direct connection with brand identity research.  

Finally, differences in the impact on loyalty between ideal and actual self-congruence with 

communication style would be worthy of investigation.  
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