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Abstract  

The thesis aims to contribute to the understanding of consumer-based brand equity 

(CBBE) in the hostel industry. In today's competitive market, hostels must develop 

brands that meet genuine needs and resonate with their target audience to attract 

guests and maintain a competitive advantage. Therefore, it is vital to understand the 

importance of brand equity in the hostel industry, as it represents the value of brands. 

However, there is a lack of consensus regarding the definition and dimensions of brand 

equity within the multiple frameworks available. Existing brand equity frameworks either 

have a product focus, which does not consider services, neglect the consumer 

perspective, or focus specifically on hotels and restaurants and not on hostels. 

Therefore, different existing frameworks and their components were analyzed to 

determine their applicability and to identify if new components emerge for this industry. 

Through a qualitative approach involving twelve semi-structured interviews with 

experienced hostel travelers, the research identifies and validates key components of 

brand equity that shape consumer perceptions in the hostel sector. The findings confirm 

that attitudinal loyalty, perceived quality (specifically staff behavior and physical 

quality), brand association, and lifestyle-congruence are distinctive elements of CBBE 

in the hostel industry. Additionally, location and price emerged as new significant 

components, while awareness, behavioral loyalty, ideal self-congruence and brand 

identification were found to be less important. The interpretation of these components 

can be found in the discussion and results section. Based on these results, the thesis 

proposes a specific consumer-based brand equity model for the hostel industry. The 

research contributes to the growing academic literature on CBBE in the hostel industry 

and provides hostel managers with actionable insights to develop more effective 

strategies to meet the needs of their target audience and gain a competitive advantage 

by better understanding the associations and perceptions valued by their target 

audience to better position the brand. 

Keywords: consumer-based brand equity, hostel industry, attitudinal loyalty, staff 

behavior, physical quality, brand association, lifestyle-congruence, price, location 
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Zusammenfassung  

Die Masterarbeit beschäftigt sich mit dem Thema verbraucherbasierter Markenwert in 

der Hostelindustrie. In dem heutigen wettbewerbsintensiven Markt müssen Hostels 

einzigartige Markenidentitäten entwickeln, die auf die Bedürfnisse ihrer Zielgruppe 

eingehen, um Gäste anzuziehen und sich einen Wettbewerbsvorteil zu sichern. Es 

besteht jedoch kein Konsens über die Dimensionen des Markenwerts. Bestehende 

theoretische Rahmenwerke für den Markenwert sind entweder produktorientiert und 

lassen Dienstleistungen außer Acht, vernachlässigen die Perspektive der 

Konsumenten oder konzentrieren sich ausschließlich auf Hotels oder Restaurants und 

nicht auf Hostels. In der vorliegenden Arbeit wurden daher verschiedene bestehende 

Theorien und ihre Komponenten analysiert, um ihre Anwendbarkeit zu bestimmen und 

festzustellen, ob sich neue Komponenten für die Hostelbranche ergeben. Mit Hilfe 

eines qualitativen Ansatzes, in Form von zwölf semistrukturierten Interviews mit 

Hostelbesucher*innen, werden in der Studie die Schlüsselkomponenten des 

Markenwerts identifiziert, die die Wahrnehmung der Verbraucher im Hostelsektor 

prägen. Die Ergebnisse bestätigen, dass Einstellungsloyalität, wahrgenommene 

Qualität (insbesondere das Verhalten des Servicepersonals und die physische 

Qualität), Markenassoziation und Lifestyle-Kongruenz charakteristische Elemente in 

der Hostelbranche darstellen. Standort und Preis haben sich als neue signifikante 

Komponenten herauskristallisiert. Die Interpretation dieser Komponenten wurde in 

dieser Arbeit eingehend diskutiert und auf Grundlage der Ergebnisse wird ein 

spezifisches, konsumentenbasiertes Markenwertmodell für die Hostelbranche 

vorgeschlagen. Die Forschungsarbeit leistet einen Beitrag zur wachsenden 

akademischen Literatur über verbraucherbasierten Markenwert in der Hostelbranche 

und liefert Erkenntnisse, mit dessen Hilfe Hostelbesitzer*innen und Manager*innen die 

Bedürfnisse ihrer Zielgruppe besser verstehen und bedienen können, um somit ihre 

Marke besser zu positionieren. 

Schlüsselwörter: konsumentenbasierter Markenwert, Hostelindustrie, 

Einstellungsloyalität, Mitarbeiterverhalten, physische Qualität, Markenassoziation, 

Lifestyle-Kongruenz, Preis, Standort  
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1. Introduction  

The introductory chapter highlights the research interest and relevance of the thesis, 

identifies the research gap, and outlines the research objectives to answer the research 

question. 

 Research interest and relevance  

The importance of the tourism and hospitality industry has grown substantially over the 

past few years (Akbari et al., 2020, p. 1897). Hostels are gaining more attention in the 

travel industry. Nowadays, younger travelers, particularly Millennials and Gen Z, seek 

memorable experiences to meet other travelers. The unique selling point of hostels is 

the sense of a multicultural community, which enables connections and further fulfills 

these social desires by offering lively, shared common spaces (Hostels: Tapping into 

the Lucrative Market of Hostel Accommodation Trading, 2024). They are responding to 

the market by offering backpackers a hybrid product that combines an accommodation 

service with a relaxed, sociable ambiance (Brochado et al., 2015, p. 1). The global 

hostel market continues to grow steadily within the next years. An annual growth rate 

of 3.72% in 2024-2029 is expected, resulting in a market volume outcome of 

US$511.90 billion by 2029 (Statista, 2024). 

To attract visitors and maintain a competitive advantage, hostels need to build brands 

that meet real needs and resonate with their target audience, as brands that form a 

deep connection with their customers are successful (Kotler & Armstrong, 2009a, p. 

264).  This means that brands must make an effort to stand out in ways that their target 

audience will want to consumer or buy that particular brand (Kotler & Armstrong, 2009a, 

p. 265). Berry (2000, p. 136) links brand equity to overall service quality and the 

intention to choose a particular brand. Therefore, it is crucial to understand the 

dimension of brand equity in the hostel industry, as it represents the value of brands 

and makes it distinct. Konecnik and Gartner (2007, p. 401) define brand equity as the 

cumulative value derived from a brand's various attributes and associations in the 

marketplace. Consumer-based brand equity (CBBE) is defined as an approach through 

the lens of the consumer with a focus on understanding and responding to needs and 
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preferences with tailored products and services (Huang & Cai, 2014, p.432; Keller & 

Swaminathan, 2019, p. 68). A brand with strong consumer brand equity can generate 

greater loyalty, improved performance perceptions, and be less sensitive to price 

increases (Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 69.)  

However, despite its widespread use, brand equity remains a complex concept with 

multiple interpretations, constructs, and measurement approaches and lacks a 

common perspective on definitions and frameworks among experts (Horng et al., 2011, 

p. 2608; Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 58; Šerić et al. 2016, p. 4; Tasci, 2017, p. 175; 

Yoo & Donthu, 2001, p. 1). According to Grace and O’Cass (2002, p. 97), the brand 

equity constructs vary in their segmentation, terminology, and weighting. As Šerić et al. 

(2016, p. 4) observe, the concept of consumer brand equity differs in the extant 

literature when it comes to analyzing different industries, and consequently, remains 

fragmented in academic research.  

This fragmentation can be traced back to the foundational frameworks established in 

the early 1990 by Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993) who proposed the foundational 

frameworks for consumer-based brand equity, that have been examined and validated 

through subsequent research over the decades (Tasci, 2017, p. 143). However, the 

groundwork frameworks have product-focused approaches that overlook experiential 

aspects and consequently cannot adequately compare consumer evaluations of 

service brands with product brands and thus require modification (Nam et al., 2011, p. 

1011; O'Cass and Grace, 2002, p. 98, O'Cass and Grace, 2004, p. 257; So & King, 

2009, p. 590). Due to the distinct difference between goods and services in terms of 

perishability, insurability of consumption, and heterogeneity, the fundamental 

frameworks need further adaptation when applied to service brands (Zeithaml et al., 

1985, p. 34). Besides the focus on the CBBE of service brands is lacking, as the 

majority of studies have been dedicated to fast-moving consumer goods brands 

(Krishnan & Hartline, 2001, p. 328). 

In response to these limitations of product-focused frameworks in service contexts, 

researchers have attempted to develop service-specific brand equity models. Berry 

(2000) developed a brand equity model for service brands consisting of brand meaning 
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and brand awareness by analyzing the strategies of high-performing service firms 

(O'Cass & Grace, 2004, p. 257). However, his model neglects the authentic viewpoints 

and lived experiences of consumers. The approach primarily reflects the theoretical 

frameworks and strategic interpretations of brand experts, rather than emerging from a 

genuine understanding of how consumers perceive and interact with brands. 

As hostels represent a niche service sector, most of the research on brand equity for 

service brands has been conducted specifically for hotels or restaurants, employing a 

quantitative research approach (see Ishaq et al., 2014; Lorenza & Octafian, 2024; Nam 

et al., 2011; Priyo et al., 2019; Šeric et al., 2018). However, these results do not apply 

to hostels, given the significant distinctions between hotels and hostels. The lodging 

services offered by hotels and hostels embody different values and appeal to different 

customer segments. The social environment and atmosphere are salient factors that 

distinguish hotels from hostels. Hostels serve as social hubs, offering communal 

spaces for guest interaction and hosting events that cultivate a sense of community 

and adventure (HotelContractBeds, 2024). They provide a community atmosphere 

through shared dormitories and other communal facilities that foster guests to connect 

with others (McDarris, 2023). In contrast, hostels guarantee a high degree of privacy 

and full service and focus more on the individual experience of the guest 

(HotelContractBeds, 2024).  
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 Research gap  

Although consumer-based brand equity has been extensively studied in the hospitality 

industry, significant gaps in understanding exist regarding its application to the hostel 

sector. The present thesis aims to address three significant research gaps in this area. 

Firstly, the multifaceted nature of consumer-based brand equity (Keller & 

Swaminathan, 2019, p. 58; Šerić et al., 2016, p. 4; Tasci, 2020, p. 175; Yoo & Donthu, 

2001, p. 1) means a consensus definition is absent. This thesis contributes to the 

growing body of consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry. To this end, it will 

explore the dimensions of brand equity in consumer consciousness, identify distinctive 

components specific to the hostel industry and its niche academic literature, and 

analyze how these elements shape consumer perceptions.  

Furthermore, this thesis aims to validate the specific dimensions of brand equity in the 

hostel industry by identifying how consumers perceive these elements through a 

qualitative research approach. This approach will address further gaps such as that 

foundational consumer-based equity frameworks are product-oriented and the existing 

service brand equity framework neglects the consumer perspective. As Grace and 

O’Cass (2002, p. 97) state “the true significance of brands can only be seen through 

the eyes of the beholder, i.e. the consumer”. 

Lastly, as hostels represent a niche service sector, most of the research on brand equity 

for service brands was conducted with hotels or restaurants adopting a quantitative 

research approach (Ishaq et al., 2014; Lorenza & Octafian, 2024; Nam et al., 2011; 

Priyo et al., 2019; Šeric et al., 2018). The predominance of quantitative methodologies 

in hospitality brand equity research, which does not capture the depth of consumer 

experiences in the hostel context, means that the understanding of this service 

segment remains limited. 

The present study adopts a qualitative approach to identify and validate the specific 

dimensions of brand equity that drive consumer perceptions and decision-making in 

the hostel industry. The study's contributions are twofold: firstly, it will enhance 

theoretical understanding and, secondly, it will facilitate practical application.  
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 Research question and objective   

To fill the research gaps and shed light on consumer-based brand equity in the hostel 

industry, this thesis aims to answer the following research question: 

Which of the key components of consumer-based brand equity are distinctive to the 

hostel industry and how do consumers perceive and interpret these elements? 

To answer the research question, the research objectives are: 

1. To examine various consumer-based and service brand equity models and 

identify and summarize general components of consumer-based brand equity 

from different theories. 

2. To empirically investigate whether these identified components are relevant to 

consumers and service brands and to understand how consumers perceive and 

interpret these components in real-world contexts. 

3. To create a consumer-based brand equity model with components that were 

identified as relevant for the hostel industry from the consumer perspective. 
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2. Literature review 

Chapter two provides an in-depth explanation of brand equity, the important differences 

between product and service brands, as well as hotel and hostel brands. Next, various 

fundamental frameworks of brand equity will be discussed. Finally, the components of 

the existing frameworks are explained and brought into a comprehensive framework. 

 Brand equity  

The rise of brand equity is one of the most powerful developments in marketing, 

fundamentally reshaping how companies create value in a variety of ways. Through 

branding, companies transform products and services into powerful assets built on 

brand equity (Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 58). Konecnik & Gartner (2007, p. 401) 

define brand equity through the combined set of attributes of a brand that reflect the 

overall value in the marketplace.  

Perceptual equity from the perspectives of consumers and customers, otherwise 

referred to as consumer- or customer-based brand equity (CBBE), has been identified 

as a significant factor affecting brand stability in many fields (Tasci, 2017, p. 143). 

CBBE is defined as the approach through the lens of the consumer with a focus on 

understanding and responding to needs and preferences with tailored products and 

services while recognizing that a brand's true power lies in its ability to create lasting 

impressions and associations in consumers' thought (Huang & Cai, 2014, p. 432; Keller 

& Swaminathan, 2019, p. 68; Konecnik & Gartner, 2007, p. 401). 

However, as previously mentioned before, brand equity is a complex concept with 

multiple interpretations and frameworks, remaining fragmented within the academic 

research (Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 58; Šerić et al., 2016, p. 4; Tasci, 2017, p. 

143; Yoo and Donthu, 2001, p. 1). 

In the early 1990s, Aaker and Keller established the foundations of customer-based 

brand equity. The two proposed key constructs that have been examined and validated 

by subsequent research over several decades (Tasci, 2017, p. 143). Brand equity is 

also receiving increasing attention in the hospitality industry (Huang & Cai, 2014, p. 
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433). Building a strong brand equity in the hospitality industry can be a significant 

strategic advantage for accommodation providers over their competitors (Lorenza & 

Octafian, 2024, p. 356). The literature emphasizes that the importance of brand equity 

varies depending on the service type, with its primary dominant attribute being either 

search, experience, or credibility (Krishnan & Hartline, 2001, p.330). Specifically, brand 

equity is most critical for services characterized by experience or credence attributes, 

which highlight the significant role of brand perception in customer decision-making 

(Krishnan & Hartline, 2001, p. 330). 

Therefore, there is a need to create meaningful experiences that are consistent with 

the brand's intended identity, as value creation in companies happens through many 

ways (Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 58). According to Esmaeilpour and Barjoei 

(2016, p. 98), strong brand equity leads to significant benefits as it results in better 

customer responses while allowing firms to reduce marketing, advertising, and 

distribution costs and support higher product prices. When a brand has built strong 

brand equity, consumers already have a high level of confidence in the product's 

attributes and the brands can differentiate themselves better from its competitors 

(Larceneux et al., 2011, p. 99).  

 Product brands vs. service brands 

In the field of services, the company is the primary brand (Berry, 2000, p. 128). Because 

of the distinctive difference between goods and services regarding perishability, 

insurability of consumption, and heterogeneity, the fundamental frameworks of Aker 

and Keller need further adaptions when applied to service brands (Zeithaml et al., 1985, 

p. 34). O'Cass and Grace (2004, p. 257) as well as So and King (2009, p. 5) confirm 

that traditional brand equity models have product-focused approaches that overlook 

experiential aspects and consequently cannot adequately compare consumer 

evaluations of service brands with product brands, thus requiring modification. Strong 

service brands emerge from a combination of exceptional service delivery, distinctive 

branding, consistent communication, emotional resonance, and trustworthiness (Berry, 

2000 p. 131). Despite extensive studies on product brands' value, service brand equity 
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demands further academic attention, as it holds unique features (Piriyakul et al., 2024, 

p. 1). 

This is important because of the unique characteristics of services, such as their 

intangible nature and simultaneous delivery and consumption, and variation in service 

quality. The value of a service brand is highly dependent on the ability of its employees 

to fulfill the brand's promises (Nguyen & Leblanc, 2002, p. 254). A brand's service 

promises not only to claim distinctive service quality but also to facilitate the 

development of a strong brand image (Liu et al., 2017, p. 199). When evaluating brands 

that primarily provide services, new aspects of brand equity become apparent and 

require a different evaluation framework (Piriyakul et al., 2024, p. 1). Subsequent 

research has revealed that service brands should always prioritize creating a distinct 

image, providing quality services, and offering quality products to create a strong brand 

(Muller, 1998, p. 91). According to Piriyakul et al. (2024, p. 2), service providers need 

to actively engage with their customers, try to meet their needs and create an 

experience for them. 

 The difference between the hotel and hostel industry 

The previous research that has been conducted for hotels cannot be applied to hostels 

as the two accommodation providers distinguish themselves in their values and appeal 

to different customer segments. Research highlights that there are distinctions between 

traditional hotels and hostels, as their core services and various types of 

accommodation options leading to variations. As a result, guests have differing 

expectations, perceptions, and preferences depending on the type of establishment 

(Oliveira and Gameiro, 2013, as cited in De Moura Pavão Farias et al., 2022, p. 36). 

Hostels have evolved from their roots as basic lodging for budget-conscious 

backpackers (Böck, 2019, p. 9). According to Brochado et al. (2015, p. 1839), “hostels 

are formed in the popular backpacker market and embody a hybrid product that 

combines accommodation services with an informal and friendly atmosphere”. Hostels 

unique selling point is the sense of a multicultural community, which allows for 

connections and further fulfills social needs (Brochado et al., 2015, p. 1843). There are 
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some distinctive differences between the lodgings concepts of hostels and hotels 

(Brochado et al., 2015, p. 1843; De Moura Pavão Farias et al., 2022, p. 36). 

While typically offering fewer amenities than hotels, hostels create a unique social 

atmosphere through their shared spaces, from dorm-style rooms and communal 

bathrooms to fully equipped kitchens and inviting lounges. This collaborative 

environment naturally encourages meaningful connections between travelers from 

around the world, much more than in hotels (Böck, 2019, p. 11). 

A distinguishing feature of the hotel experience is the absence of shared facilities, 

offering a heightened level of privacy and individual experience. Additionally, hotels 

provide a wider array of amenities, including restaurants, room service, spa facilities, 

and fitness centers, which are contingent upon the price range (Bunda, 2014, p. 7). In 

contrast, the hotel industry encompasses a broad spectrum of price ranges, ranging 

from modestly priced to the exclusive domain of the five-star experience (Bunda, 2014, 

p. 7). 

Moreover, there has been a change in traveler demographics which also challenges 

the demands for hostels (Böck, 2019, p. 10). As younger travelers, especially 

Millennials and Gen Z, are looking for unforgettable experiences and to meet other 

travelers (Hostels: Tapping Into the Lucrative Market of Hostel Accommodation 

Trading, 2024), more affluent travelers choose hostels not just for their affordability, but 

to experience the authentic backpacker culture while enjoying quality amenities. These 

guests often opt for shared dorm rooms, to meet fellow adventurers and find travel 

companions (Böck, 2019, p. 10). 

 Existing brand equity frameworks and their criticism  

Brand equity is a concept that has been defined in a variety of ways. In this section, it 

will be argued that the existing frameworks do not apply to the hostel industry and that 

it is necessary to conduct empirical research with consumers to ascertain the relevance 

and importance of consumer-based brand equity. This section outlines several relevant 

brand equity models: the consumer-based brand equity model by Aaker (1991), a 

general service brand framework by Berry (2000), and a consumer-based brand equity 
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model specifically designed for hotels and restaurants by Nam et al. (2011). It examines 

the criticisms of each model to explain why multiple approaches must be considered. 

The components of these three models will be synthesized into a comprehensive 

framework and analyzed for their applicability to the hostel industry. 

 Aaker’s customer brand equity model  

One of the most famous marketing concepts was first introduced by Aaker (1991) and 

Keller (1993), who developed the pioneering framework for customer brand equity 

(Esmaeilpour & Barjoei, 2016, p. 96). According to Aaker, brand equity is defined as "a 

set of brand assets and liabilities associated with a brand, its name and symbol, that 

add to or subtract from the value of a product or service to a firm and/or the firm's 

customers" (Aaker 1991, p. 15). It therefore creates value streams. For companies, it 

provides strategic advantages through more effective marketing programs, premium 

pricing opportunities, higher profit margins, successful brand extensions, increased 

trade leverage, and sustainable competitive advantage. 

Aaker (1991) highlights four key elements of brand equity including brand loyalty, brand 

awareness, perceived quality, and brand associations (Huang and Cai, 2014, p. 432). 

Additionally, Keller (1993) shows that enhanced brand equity leads to many benefits: 

higher prices, increased consumer information seeking, improved marketing 

communication effectiveness, expanded licensing opportunities, and greater consumer 

acceptance of brand extensions (Yoo & Donthu, 2001, p. 2). These stances highlight 

how Aaker (1991) identifies brand loyalty as an important dimension of brand equity, 

while Keller (1993) considers it as an outcome of brand equity (Huang & Cai, 2014, p. 

432). Aaker's model appears to be the most widely applied framework for analyzing 

consumer-based brand equity in the tourism industry and has therefore been selected 

for this research (Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 1257; Huang & Cai, 2014, p. 432; Liu et al., 

2017, p. 193; Šerić et al., 2016, p. 3; Tasci, 2020, p. 171). Tasci (2017, p. 143) notes 

that Aaker's model gained prominence in tourism and hospitality research because its 

consumer-based brand equity framework offered a more comprehensive set of 

components compared to Keller's framework. However, So and King (2009, p .590) 

and Tasci (2017, p. 143) point out that Aaker's model of brand equity is product-oriented 
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and reflects the perspective of the manager rather than the consumer. Even when using 

Aaker and Keller's original components, due to product and service differences, 

researchers found varying numbers of dimensions within each component (Tasci, 

2020, p. 175). Boo et al. (2009, p. 220), Konecnik and Gartner (2007, p. 406) and Tasci 

(2020, p. 167) emphasize that Aaker's model requires significant adjustments to reflect 

the consumer perspective. 

 Berry’s service brand equity model 

According to Berry (2000, p. 129), existing marketing principles established for products 

do not apply to service brands because of fundamental differences resulting from the 

service company becoming the brand. The core service offering is more complex and 

includes processes, people, and physical facilities. Given the importance of brand 

equity and the need to understand how to manage brand association, Berry developed 

a brand equity model for service brands consisting of brand meaning and brand 

awareness by analyzing the strategies of high-performing service companies (O'Cass 

& Grace, 2004, p. 257). Berry (2000) defines brand meaning as "the customer's 

dominant perception of the brand. It is the customer's snapshot impression of the brand 

and its associations. Brand meaning is what comes immediately to the consumer's 

mind" (Berry, 2000, p. 129). Brand awareness in this model is defined as the awareness 

and familiarity of the offering. Successful service brands strategically cultivate a unique 

identity by differentiating their service offerings and communications. They use 

branding as a core organizational purpose, creating emotional connections with 

customers while internalizing the brand essence within their service providers, who 

then become authentic brand ambassadors (Berry, 2000, p. 136). According to So and 

King (2009, p. 594), Berry’s model captures the importance of service experience which 

has been neglected by Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993). 

However, O'Cass and Grace (2004, p. 259) criticize the basis of Berry's model as being 

constructed through the lens of marketing professionals, neglecting the authentic 

viewpoints and lived experiences of consumers. The approach primarily reflects the 

theoretical frameworks and strategic interpretations of brand experts, rather than 
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emerging from a genuine understanding of how consumers perceive and interact with 

brands. 

 Nam et al brand equity model  

Nam et al. (2011) introduced a framework to measure the relationship between brand 

equity and brand loyalty in the hotel and restaurant industry. They intended to inform 

whether the principles of branding introduced by Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993) could 

be applied to service brands. They referred to O'Cass and Grace's (2004, p. 257) 

argument that service brands require a different approach to branding than physical 

products. Furthermore, they stated that traditional branding models designed for 

tangible goods need to be modified to account for the unique characteristics of services, 

such as their intangible nature, the fact that service delivery and consumption occur 

simultaneously, and the variation in service quality (Nam et al, 2011, p. 1011). When 

analyzing brands that primarily provide services, these characteristics lead to the 

emergence of different components of brand equity. Therefore, Nam et al. (2011) 

combined components of Aaker’s brand equity model with previous service research 

by Ekinci, Dawes, and Massey (2008), which states that perceived quality is a two-

dimensional construct based on physical quality and service interaction quality. Their 

hotel brand equity model entails five dimensions: physical quality, staff behavior, ideal 

self-congruence, brand identification, and lifestyle-congruence (Nam et al., 2011, p. 

1010). 

 Components based on existing theory  

As the three models contain various components, the subsequent section will explain 

their general meaning, as empirical research will subsequently be conducted to 

determine their relevance to the hostel industry. 

  Brand awareness 

Brand awareness is one of the primary objectives of many marketing strategies. As a 

component of brand equity, brand awareness helps the brand in a number of ways by 

creating associations with the brand name, providing a sense of familiarity, serving as 

a signal or heuristic of commitment, and helping the brand enter the consumer's 
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consideration set in the decision-making process (Aaker, 1992, p. 35). Aaker (1991, p. 

61) defines awareness as "the ability of a potential buyer to recognize or recall that a 

brand is a member of a particular product category". Familiarity is a nuanced concept 

often used interchangeably with or as a component of brand awareness, representing 

the depth of a consumer's knowledge and direct experience with a brand (Tasci, 2017, 

p. 147). Aaker and Keller view brand awareness as a distinct element of customer-

based brand equity, recognizing its fundamental role as a foundational stage for 

developing subsequent brand equity components (Tasci, 2017, p. 147). 

For Aaker, brand awareness is one of the four key assets that add value to the product. 

Keller defines it as the extent of a brand's power, how easily customers can recall the 

brand and associate its offerings (Keller & Swaminathan, 2019, p. 129). According to 

Šerić and Gil-Saura (2019, p. 3528), brand awareness will influence consumer 

decisions if brand associations are strong enough. Berry (2000) claims that the main 

driver of brand awareness is the brand presented by the company through controlled 

communication channels, including advertising, service facilities, the appearance of 

service providers, the company name, and the logo (Berry, 2000, p. 258). These 

principles of brand awareness are particularly relevant in the hospitality industry, where 

awareness of a hotel's brand is considered a mandatory prerequisite for the creation of 

brand equity, although it does not provide significant opportunities to further build brand 

equity beyond a certain level of awareness (Šerić et al., 2016, p. 17; Šerić & Gil-Saura, 

2019, p. 3539). They state that brand awareness needs to be managed together with 

the development of positive brand associations and the creation of superior quality. 

Ishaq et al. (2014, p. 292) support this idea and report that companies should focus on 

brand awareness and establish a unique brand image. They also confirm that 

awareness drives loyalty in hotels and can be effectively targeted through various 

marketing efforts (Ishaq et al., 2014, p. 292). 

Liu et al. (2017) apply the consumer-based brand equity model to luxury hotels and 

agree with the conclusion that brand awareness is important for brand equity. Marketing 

tactics need to take brand awareness into account to attract customers and to capture 

the attention of potential customers in order to ensure they remember the brand. This 
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emphasis on brand awareness extends beyond individual hotels to a broader 

geographic context. In destination marketing, scholars confirm that brand awareness is 

similarly crucial (Konecnik & Gartner, 2007, p. 417). Many researchers consider brand 

awareness as a distinct component of destination brand equity (Boo et al., 2008, p. 

225; Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 1269; Hyun & Kim, 2019, p. 1524). 

 Brand image and brand associations  

Brand image, often referred to as brand association in the tourism and hospitality 

industry, is used interchangeably as the same strategic concept (Šerić et al., 2016, p. 

1). According to Keller and Swaminathan (2019, p. 71) associations occur in all forms 

and may reflect characteristics of the product or aspects that are independent of the 

product. Brand image encompasses the perceptions consumers hold about a brand's 

various tangible and intangible characteristics (Spense & Engel, 1970, as cited in 

Huang & Cai, 2014, p. 434). A strong brand image is defined as being favorable and 

distinctive compared to other brands in the same category (O’Cass & Grace, 2004, p. 

3). Furthermore, a compelling brand image creates a positive perception of quality, 

leading consumers to experience greater satisfaction when using the brand's products 

or services (Efendi et al., 2023, p. 807). Nam et al. (2011, p. 1016) and O’Cass and 

Grace (2004, p. 3) confirm that brand image is formed by a positive customer 

experience. Therefore, the brand's image features should reflect the specific 

characteristics of the brand to differentiate it from its competitors (Boo et al., 2008, p. 

227). Brand image within the hotel industry is an important criterion when creating 

strong brand equity from the guests' point of view which tends to receive a better 

response from consumers (Šerić et al., 2016, p. 18; Šerić & Gil-Saura,2019, p. 354; 

Ishaq et al. 2014, p. 292; Liu et al., 2017, p. 200). For example, the importance of brand 

image in the luxury hotel industry means that the brand must ensure that the existing 

facilities are satisfactory and that the physical environment is properly maintained for 

its customers (Liu et al., 2017, p. 200). For destination marketing, images play an 

important role in how travelers perceive potential travel locations (Boo et al., 2008, p. 

226; Horng et al., 2011, p. 2617; Konecnik & Gartner, 2007, p. 416). 
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 Brand meaning  

According to Berry (2000, p. 129), brand meaning encompasses the immediate 

associations and impressions that form in a customer's mind when they encounter a 

brand which is based on the perceptions and mental shortcuts that consumers use to 

understand and relate to a brand. Service-based brands have a unique power to shape 

their brand's meaning through direct customer interactions. While exceptional service 

can build a strong, positive brand identity, poor service experiences can quickly 

damage it. The key lies in successfully translating the brand's vision into consistent, 

meaningful customer experiences (Berry, 2000, p. 135). Keller's (2003) interpretation 

of brand meaning is widely accepted in the literature and explains the associations in 

consumers' minds about brands that have developed through different experiences and 

exposure to different messages (Keller, 2003, as cited in Batra, 2019, p. 535). 

 Ideal self-congruence and lifestyle-congruence  

Self-congruence describes the alignment between a consumer's self-perception, either 

their current or aspired identity, and the perceived image of a particular brand (Sirgy 

1982, p. 289). Positive self-congruity will increase a heightened purchase motivation, 

as there is a strong relationship between self-esteem and self-consistency needs 

(Sirgy, 1982, p. 289). In destination and hospitality marketing research, scholars 

reported that consumers express their personal identity through their consumption 

experiences (Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 1269; Nam et al., 2011, p. 116). According to Sirgy 

(2019, p. 2) “self-congruity in a tourism context involves a process of matching (some 

dimension of) a tourist’s self-concept with the destination image (stereotypical image 

of the typical tourists visiting the destination of destination “personality”) – the greater 

the match between self-concept and the destination image, the greater the likelihood 

that tourists feel motivated to travel to that destination”. 

Further destination marketing research demonstrates that brand image directly 

connects to customers' self-concepts, revealing branding as a strategic process of 

creating emotional and psychological resonance that profoundly engages consumers 

(Boo et al., 2008, p. 221). Nam et al. (2011, p. 1014) define lifestyle-congruence as the 

extent to which a brand aligns with a consumer's values and habits, and their research 



 

16 

shows that when this alignment is strong, it creates a more resonant brand image that 

enhances the overall brand experience. Lifestyle-congruence is distinct from self-

congruence and brand identification, insofar as consumers use self-concept and social 

groups as comparison standards. In the context of lifestyle-congruence, the standards 

of comparison to which consumers are exposed are related to their consumption goals, 

activities, interests, and opinions. These may be related to different social and personal 

values that are not captured by the self-concept (Nam et al., 2011, p. 1014). 

 Brand identification  

Brand identification enables consumers to establish or disassociate themselves from 

the groups of individuals that are part of their social environment. (Nam et al., 2011, p. 

1013). Besides, it underlines that consumers can develop affinity towards a brand, as 

well as emotional experiences (Del Río et al., 2001, p. 414). People tend to embrace 

brands that reflect how they see themselves socially, making those brands part of their 

personal identity (Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 1262). According to Nam et al. (2011, p. 1023) 

brand identification plays an important role in consumer-based brand equity that 

captures the symbolic aspects.  

 Brand loyalty  

According to Aaker (1992, p. 34), loyalty describes “the attachment that a consumer 

has to a brand”. Oliver (1997, as cited in Oliver, 1999, p. 34) defines loyalty as “a deeply 

held commitment to rebuy or repatronize a preferred product/service consistently in the 

future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand or same brand-set purchasing, despite 

situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching 

behavior”. Brand loyalty can be seen as multidimensional as it can be divided into two 

categories: behavioral, when customers repeat their purchase and consider the brand 

as the first choice, and attitudinal loyalty which stands for strong positive associations 

for instance the intention to return and the desire to recommend to third parties (Chahal 

& Bala, 2010, p. 2). Loyal consumers demonstrate a positive, ongoing commitment to 

a specific brand, store, or supplier that influences their purchasing decisions over time. 

These customers represent a valuable long-term investment for companies, that drive 

business growth (Efendi et al., 2023, p. 801).  



 

17 

Most researchers followed Aaker’s groundwork and included the brand loyalty 

component as part of their framework when analyzing consumer-based brand equity 

(Tasci, 2017, p. 149; Tasci, 2020, p. 180). Loyalty has been considered the main driver 

of brand equity within traditional research (Šerić & Gil-Saura, 2019, p. 3529). 

Liu et al. (2017, p. 200) and Šerić et al. (2016, p. 18) confirm that brand loyalty has a 

strong impact on hotel guests as brand loyalty manifests primarily through consumer 

behavior, specifically in the form of repeat purchases when customers feel strongly 

connected to the brand. Therefore, they recommended that hotels should create 

personalized guest experiences that meet individual customer needs and preferences, 

as this customization helps build lasting brand loyalty.  

 Perceived quality 

Perceived quality is another dimension that is based on many definitions. Keller and 

Swaminathan (2019, p. 186) define perceived quality as the “perceptions of the overall 

quality or superiority of a product or service compared with alternatives and with respect 

to its intended purpose”. Aaker (1992, p. 35) and Zeithaml (1988, p. 5) explain 

perceived quality as the perception of the excellence of a product.   

While perceived quality is consistently recognized as a core component of consumer-

based brand equity in most frameworks, its analysis varies across product categories, 

due to the distinct characteristics of different products and services (Tasci, 2017, p. 

148). The concept of perceived quality represents an initial phase in the process of 

comparing customer expectations with actual experiences. Grönroos' research (1984) 

on service quality posits that perceived quality consists of two dimensions: physical 

quality, which refers to the tangible aspects of what customers receive, and service 

interaction quality, which encompasses the intangible elements of how the service is 

delivered (Grönroos, 1984, as cited in Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 1260).  

Nam et al.'s (2011) framework for the hospitality industry builds upon earlier research 

by Grönroos (1984) and Ekinci (2008), specifically adopting their two key quality 

dimensions: physical quality and staff behavior. These dimensions form the foundation 

for understanding service quality in hospitality contexts.Physical quality refers to the 
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image created by a hotel or restaurant's tangible elements - its design, equipment, 

facilities, and materials. Meanwhile, staff behavior encompasses the image projected 

through employees' competence, helpfulness, friendliness, and responsiveness (Nam. 

et al, 2011, p. 1013). 
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 Summarized components based on theoretical frameworks 

This framework presents the summarized theory of Akker (1991), Berry (2000) and 

Nam et al. (2011), who constructed different frameworks with various components 

whose relevance will be analyzed in the empirical section of this thesis. 

 

Figure 1: Consumer-based brand equity components based on the theory of Aaker (1991), Berry (2000), 
and Nam et al. (2011). 
Source: Figure created by the author. 
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3. Method 

The following chapter discusses the research methodology. First, the research design 

is presented, explaining why a qualitative research method, more specifically semi-

structured interviews, is chosen. This is followed by a detailed description of the 

sampling method and data collection. In addition, the aspects of planning and validity 

are discussed. At the end of this chapter, the hybrid approach to data analysis is 

elaborated, following a step-by-step qualitative content analysis. 

As previously stated, the subsequent research question will be addressed: Which of 

the key components of consumer-based brand equity are distinctive to the hostel 

industry, and how do consumers perceive and interpret these elements?  

 Research design  

A qualitative data approach will be used to address the research question, as the 

purpose of this study is to explore possible dimensions of brand equity for hostels which 

requires a phenomenological design methodology. Quantitative approaches do not 

allow researchers to explore the interpretation or explanation of attitudes, because the 

categories are already predefined by the researcher, not the respondent (Masberg & 

Silverman, 1996, p. 20). In addition, qualitative researchers typically focus on in-depth 

exploration, gaining rich insights into a particular experience or phenomenon by 

studying a small, selected group of participants (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 152). 

Since this thesis aims to define distinctive dimensions for the hostel brand equity model 

and to understand consumer’s interpretations and perceptions, a semi-structured 

interview method was chosen. This method is sufficiently structured to address 

distinctive topics and components while leaving room for participants to add new 

insights to the research focus (Galletta & Cross, 2016, p. 24), thus providing a powerful 

methodological approach to uncovering the meanings individuals construct from their 

personal experiences (Busetto et al., 2020, p. 1). In addition, the semi-structured 

interview method has gained widespread popularity due to its remarkable versatility 

and adaptability in data collection (Kallio et al., 2016, p. 2955). Semi-structured 
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interviews combine open-ended questions with focused theoretical questions, allowing 

researchers to capture, participant-centered data while gathering information that 

aligns with established conceptual frameworks in the field of study (Galletta & Cross, 

2016b, p. 45). According to Galletta and Cross (2016a, p. 24), the semi-structured 

interview offers a unique advantage by focusing on participants' authentic, lived 

experiences while simultaneously exploring theoretical variables of interest. 

Individual interviews are chosen over the focus group method as the researcher wants 

to understand the personal meanings and to get a better understanding of the 

participants' stories. According to Granot et al. (2012, p. 548), interviewing is the best 

method when the main objective is to understand the participants' thoughts and 

decisions. To prevent discussion domination and ensure everyone feels free to share 

their story (Busetto et al., 2020, p. 4), the focus group interview method was not 

considered. 

The research will critically examine previously identified components from existing 

models and assess their relevance and applicability specifically to the hostel industry. 

A detailed analysis will explore the nuanced characteristics of these components in the 

hostel context. Subsequently, through direct consumer engagement, the study will 

explore guests' hostel experiences, selection criteria, and stay descriptions to develop 

and identify potential new components that emerge from their experiences. 

 Sample  

According to Berndt (2020, p. 224), qualitative research is exclusively oriented toward 

non-probability sampling approaches, while quantitative research accommodates both 

probability and non-probability sampling methods. Purposive sampling represents a 

strategic qualitative research method that allows researchers to efficiently identify and 

select information-rich cases, thereby maximizing insights while optimizing limited 

resources by selecting individuals or groups that are especially knowledgeable about 

or experienced about the topic (Grace & O’Cass, 2002, p. 100; Palinkas et al., 2013, p. 

534). As the aim of this thesis is to validate the distinctive dimensions of customer brand 

equity in the hostel industry by identifying how consumers perceive these elements, 
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hostel travelers with extensive travel experience who have stayed in at least three 

different hostels over the last two years were interviewed.  

The sampling method started with the network method and changed then to the 

snowball method, defined as the referral of research participants through 

interconnected social networks. This is where initial participants recommend other 

participants who share similar characteristics (Palinkas et al., 2013, p. 535), in this case 

specifically referring to hostel travelers. Data collection ended after the twelfth interview 

within three weeks, as information saturation was reached. According to Baarda (2014, 

p. 73), Galletta and Cross (2016a, p. 33), as well as Guest et al. (2005, p. 64) saturation 

is reached when no novel information emerges from the interviews. Therefore, there 

was no number of interviews predetermined. Table 1 presents the interviewed sample. 

Later in the results section, the text will refer to this table when quoting participants. 

 Nation-

ality 

Age Job Last 

hostel 

stay 

Hostel 

stays 

in total 

Continental 

distribution 

 of hostels 

Purpos

e of 

hostel 

stays 

1 German 24 Student 2 months 

ago 

80-90 Europe, South- 

east Asia 

Travel 

2 German 27 Journalist 

and 

student 

2 years 

ago 

100 Europe, North 

America, 

Southeast Asia 

Travel 

3 Austrian 30 Social 

worker 

1.5 years 

ago 

30-40 Australia, Asia Travel 

4 German 26 Student 1 year 

ago 

80 Southeast Asia, 

Oceania 

Travel 
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5 German 27 Journalist 1.5 years 

ago 

10-15 Europe, 

Southeast Asia 

Travel 

6 French 28 Car-

penter 

2 years 

ago 

50+ Asia, Europe, 

Oceania 

Travel 

7 French 33 Social 

media 

manager 

1 year 

ago 

20 North and South 

America 

Travel 

and 

work 

8 Italian 29 Teacher 1 year 

ago 

6 Europe, North 

America 

Travel 

9 British 29 Copywrit

er 

1.5 years 

ago 

100 Europe, Asia, 

Oceania 

Travel 

10 German 23 Student 1 year 

ago 

15-20 Europe, North 

America  

Travel 

11 German 28 Student  7 months 

ago 

40-50 Europe, 

Southeast Asia, 

Oceania, 

Australia 

Travel 

12 U.S. 

citizen 

25 Student 1 week 

ago 

20 Europe Travel 

 
Table 1: Sample 
Source: Table created by the author. 
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 Data collection 

According to Galletta and Cross (2016a, p. 33), when conducting interviews, it is 

important to provide sufficient information about the purpose of the study, the level of 

involvement expected from the participants, and how the data will be used. In addition, 

consent is obtained from the participants before data collection begins (Galletta & 

Cross, 2016b, p. 41). The interview guide begins with explaining the objective of the 

study, consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry, along with the fact that it 

was being conducted for a master's thesis. The term "consumer-based brand equity" 

is defined, and the participants were invited to share their honest, personal opinions on 

the questions. It was emphasized that they were welcome to ask questions, and they 

were informed that the interview would be recorded and transcribed for data analysis, 

but that their identity would remain anonymous. The transcript would be provided to 

ensure the accuracy of the information. The first questions addressed the participant's 

most recent hostel stay as well as their total number of hostel stays and their distribution 

across continents, to ensure that participants had extensive hostel experience and to 

serve as a warm-up. These questions were followed by broader questions about their 

most memorable experiences, what they consider to be an excellent hostel, and how 

they chose one hostel over another. This open approach permitted the emergence of 

novel components before the initiation of specific inquiries concerning the existing 

theory of Aaker (1991), Berry (2000), and Nam et al. (2011). After this, inquiries were 

directed towards the components of existing theory, to assess their perception within 

the hostel industry and determine their distinctiveness. The closing section highlights 

space for last thoughts and comments, as the participants were asked always if they 

had anything to add and thanked for their participation (Galletta & Cross, 2016b, p. 52). 

Within the interview protocol, each question must serve a clear and specific purpose in 

the research. A pilot interview was conducted to test the desired outcomes. Galletta 

and Cross (2016b, p. 49) define piloting as useful for evaluating and refining questions, 

wording, timing, relevance, and the overall structure of the interview. A preliminary 

interview was conducted with a representative of the target audience, with questions 

adapted accordingly. It was considered that researchers must avoid assuming they 
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share the same understanding of language and terms as their participants. To achieve 

this deeper understanding, researchers should probe further and ask participants to 

provide more detailed descriptions (Charmaz, 1995, p. 36). The interviews lasted about 

25 to 45 minutes and followed a semi-structured interview guide that can be found in 

Appendix A.  

 Planning and validity   

The interview process started with the pilot interview, at the end of the design process 

in late January 2025 and was completed by mid-February 2025. The interviews were 

continued until data saturation was achieved, at which point no new, substantive 

information could be obtained from additional respondents. This milestone was reached 

after conducting a total of 12 interviews. Interviews were conducted either face-to-face 

or via Microsoft Teams and recorded using the software TurboScripe. To ensure data 

validity, multiple steps were taken into consideration. Lincoln and Guba (1985) highlight 

the importance of rigor in qualitative research by asking how researchers can ensure 

that their findings are seen as credible and valuable. They argue that a single, universal 

truth is unattainable because perspectives are shaped by individual and contextual 

factors. To build trust among the audiences, they created a framework with four 

components consisting of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, to 

guide researchers in producing trustworthy findings (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 152). 

This framework was applied to the study design. 

Credibility  

Credibility ensures that others can recognize the experiences presented in the study 

as authentic. Through informant feedback, individuals who provide the data must 

confirm that the researcher’s interpretations accurately reflect their experiences 

(Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153). To obtain credible results for this paper, the 

participants in the interviews are asked to review the transcripts. Using the words of the 

interviewees while writing the findings and reviewing the code trees is also a way of 

strengthening the credibility of the research process (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153). 
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To create an accurate coding process, the framework was reviewed with the supervisor 

of this master’s thesis. 

Transferability 

To establish transferability, a detailed description of the study population, which in this 

research is hostel consumers, are provided, including demographic characteristics. 

This allows readers to assess the potential applicability of the study's findings to other 

similar settings and populations (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153). 

Dependability  

Dependability is established when researchers provide a transparent and detailed 

account of their research methodology so that other scholars can understand the steps 

and decision-making processes underlying the study (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 

153). In this research, dependability was ensured through a review process. The 

research design and methodological approach are critically reviewed by two 

supervisors, who provide comprehensive feedback and confirm the study's 

methodological completeness.  

Confirmability  

Confirmability is achieved when the research demonstrates strong credibility, 

transferability, and dependability. To ensure confirmability, researchers must maintain 

a critically self-aware approach throughout the study and remain open to new findings 

and potential interpretations of the data (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153). Additionally, 

the researcher should make an effort to follow the direction of the interviews, rather 

than to influence them (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153). 
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 Data analysis 

The first major phase of analysis involves coding the data, which is the process of 

identifying and categorizing the fundamental meaning of the information collected 

(Charmaz, 1995, p. 37). Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 57) state that coding 

encompasses the process through which data are deconstructed, conceptually 

analyzed, and reassembled in new ways. Through coding, researchers can develop 

theoretical categories that reveal previously unexplored insights within their data 

(Charmaz, 1995, p. 37). Through careful analysis of the data, researchers can better 

understand the implicit meanings expressed by interviewees (Charmaz, 1995, p. 36).  

This thesis employed both an inductive and deductive method of thematic analysis. 

This combined approach is known as a hybrid approach, which balances codes that 

emerge naturally from the raw data with those derived from theoretical frameworks. 

This integrated method allows researchers to trace the development of themes directly 

from the data while uncovering essential meanings within the studied phenomenon 

(Yukhymenko et al., 2014, p. 98).  

The primary goal of inductive research analysis is to allow research findings to arise 

from significant themes in raw data without the constraints of existing theories (Thomas, 

2006, p. 238). According to Thomas (2006, p. 241), the process of inductive analysis 

begins with standardizing all data files into a consistent format. Next, the researcher 

immerses themselves in the text through repeated reading. This helps to develop an 

understanding of the content and to identify the key themes and categories that emerge 

from the material. Broader, high-level categories typically align with the study's overall 

research objectives of the study, while more specific, detailed categories emerge 

through repeated analysis of the raw data, a process known as “in vivo” coding. During 

this inductive coding process, categories often originate directly from specific phrases 

or meaningful segments within the text. What distinguishes qualitative coding from 

quantitative approaches is that segments of codes can belong to multiple categories 

simultaneously, and a significant amount of text is often left uncoded as it is not relevant 

to the study (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, p. 134). Finally, a model is created as a result 

of a continuous refinement process based on the remaining most important categories. 
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Researchers examine each category for subtopics, contrasting viewpoints, and 

emerging insights. Representative quotes are selected to capture the essential 

meaning of each category. When categories share similar meanings, they may be 

merged or grouped into broader, overarching categories.  

In contrast to inductive analysis, deductive analysis tests existing theories, 

assumptions, and hypotheses by examining whether the research results are 

consistent with the literature review (Yukhymenko et al., 2014, p. 97). Deductive 

analysis, based on established conceptual frameworks and sensitized concepts, is an 

efficient way to analyze data, while inductive exploratory qualitative studies are not 

designed to build on existing theories or established knowledge bases before data 

collection begins (Pearse, 2019, p. 143). Given the stated components from existing 

frameworks, the researcher can develop main categories that are used to code the raw 

data (Boyatzis, 1998, as cited in Pearse, 2019, p. 147; Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, p. 

129). Next, the applicability of the codebook to the raw data is assessed, and the 

reliability of the coding is tested. This involves selecting a small portion of the raw data 

as a test sample and applying the codebook to ensure its suitability and effectiveness 

(Yukhymenko et al., 2014, p. 96). In deductive qualitative studies, the researcher must 

prepare interview questions that address all the propositions of the study and are 

relevant to assessing whether these propositions adequately explain the data. Once 

finalized, the codes are then revised and checked to see if they appear in the data by 

finding examples (Boyatzis, 1998, as cited in Pearse, 2019, p. 149). 

In accordance with the findings of Kuckartz and Rädiker's (2022, p. 102) research, 

projects that employ the method of qualitative content analysis frequently encompass 

a combination of deductive and inductive approaches in the development of category 

systems. This integration of categories occurs predominantly in a single direction, 

commencing with the establishment of deductive categories and subsequently 

progressing to the formation of additional categories or subcategories derived from the 

data. This process is also known as deductive-inductive category formation. This thesis 

examined existing components of consumer-brand equity, while also identifying and 

exploring new emerging themes, meanings, and subcategories. Following 
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Yukhymenko et al. (2014, p. 102), the findings can be differentiated between confirmed 

and added themes. 

This thesis adopted a hybrid approach, integrating the two methods previously outlined. 

The software program MAXQDA was used for data analysis. Kuckartz and Rädiker 

(2022, p. 106) present a seven-step-by-step procedure, presented in Figure 2, for 

content-structuring qualitative analysis, which was used as a guideline.  

The initial phase of the analysis entailed the examination of the collected interviews. 

As the transcripts were the only source of information for the analysis and no additional 

data was gained from other sources, the analyst quickly developed a high level of 

familiarity with the data. The highlighting of significant text segments initiates the 

structured, content-based, and analytical evaluation process. This procedure was 

documented in the form of side memos. 
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Figure 2: Seven phases of the applied structured content analysis.  
Adapted from “Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse. Methoden, Praxis, Computerunterstützung [Qualitative 
Content Analysis. Methods, Practice, Computer Support] “, by Kuckartz and Rädiker, 2022, p. 132. 
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Within the second phase, a comprehensive evaluation of the content was conducted, 

resulting in the identification of primary deductive categories derived from the interview 

guide and existing theoretical frameworks. The primary categories were subsequently 

cataloged and defined in the coding guideline, with provisions made for the inclusion of 

a "new aspects" code. This flexibility was essential as it enables the immediate 

documentation of emergent insights during the initial coding phase. As illustrated in 

Table 2, the primary codes are as follows: 

Theory  Main categories  

Nam et al. (2011) 

 

• PHY: Physical quality 

• STF: Staff behavior 

• ISC: Ideal self-congruence 

• BID: Brand identification 

• LSC: Lifestyle-congruence 

Aaker (1991) • BLY: Brand loyalty 

• BAW: Brand awareness 

• PQL: Perceived quality 

• BAS: Brand associations 

Berry (2000) • BAW: Brand awareness 

• BAS: Brand associations 

New aspects  • New aspects that may be of relevance were highlighted. 

 
Table 2: Main categories for the coding tree based on frameworks 
Source: Table created by the author. 

The third step in the process marks the initial coding application, where main codes 

were applied line by line throughout the text (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, p. 134). Text 

passages that are not relevant to the research question were not coded. Additionally, 

text segments can apply to more than one code when they entail multiple topics. As 

Kuckartz and Rädiker (2022, p. 136) emphasize, it is vital to ensure that the code makes 
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sense outside its original context. Therefore, a code can include entire paragraphs or 

even encompass the interview question. The coding guideline was adapted with 

application examples from the text segments. The complete coding guideline, which 

provides a comprehensive description and list of all codes can be found in Appendix B. 

Table 3 offers a detailed illustration of the code “staff behavior", accompanied by a 

concrete example. 

Name of the category  Staff behavior  

Description The image projected by employees from 

the participants' perspective. 

 

Example  I think when the staff is really friendly, I 

already feel very welcome. 

 
Table 3: Example of the coding guideline. 
Source: Table created by the author. 

In the fourth phase of the analysis, subcategories were formed inductively (Kuckartz & 

Rädiker, 2022, p. 138). Each major category was analyzed with its coded segments. 

The research question was kept in mind as new subcategories were created. New 

subcategories were then listed, described, and illustrated with text examples within the 

coding guideline. In addition, the main category of "new aspects" was analyzed and 

then split into new main categories that were found to have an impact on consumer-

based brand equity in the hostel industry. Lastly, the guideline was systematically listed 

where similar main categories were grouped and divided by confirmed and added 

themes following the approach from Yukhymenko et al. (2014, p. 102) approach.  

The fifth step marks another intensive analytical phase, the secondary coding process 

(Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, p. 138). During this stage, the differentiated subcategories 

were systematically assigned to textual elements previously coded under primary 

categories. This constitutes a recursive coding procedure wherein previously 
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categorized material undergoes subsequent analytical classification, allowing for a 

more detailed examination of the data. The coded segments that were previously 

marked with the main categories within MAXQDA were replaced by the subcategories. 

An additional step suggested by Kuckartz and Rädiker (2022, p. 143) was then 

considered before starting phase six: creating thematic summaries based on original 

statements, where the data are condensed and analyzed for relevance to the research 

question. Phase six, the analysis of the data, and phase seven, the interpretation of the 

results, go hand in hand (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, p. 154). In phase six, the emphasis 

is on preparing the results and analyzing each main category. The final phase seven, 

the presentation of the results, will be presented in the next chapter. 
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4. Results  

This chapter discusses the results of the content qualitative analysis along the main 

categories. The components that have been analyzed will be presented in an order that 

begins with the theory of Aaker (1991), followed by the work of Nam et al. (2011) and 

Berry (2000). Lastly, the two newly found components will be presented. In the next 

chapter, the relation to the research question will be answered.  

 General information   

In total, twelve participants were interviewed and found through networking and 

snowball sampling. They are of various nationalities, predominantly German, along with 

participants from Austria, France, Italy, the UK, and the US. Their ages vary from 23 to 

33 years. Their occupations include mostly students, a copywriter, a carpenter, a 

teacher, a social worker, and a social media manager. The time that has passed since 

their last stay in a hostel varies, ranging from one week to two years, and the 

experiences of the participants vary considerably, from as few as six to over 100 hostel 

stays. The participants all have extensive travel experience. The destination with being 

the most common hostel destination is Europe, followed by Southeast Asia, Oceania, 

and North America. Some have also stayed in hostels in South America and Australia. 

The main motivation for choosing hostels is travel, although one individual named work-

related purposes. 

  Aaker  

 Brand loyalty  

Aaker (1992, p. 34) defines brand loyalty as the emotional connection that consumers 

have with a particular brand. This concept can be further categorized into behavioral 

loyalty, indicating the repeated purchase of a brand by a customer, and attitudinal 

loyalty, which encompasses the intention to return to or recommend a brand (Chahal 

& Bala, 2010, p. 2). 

The responses indicate that seven out of 12 participants did not return to the same 

hostel, primarily because they did not travel to the same location again. Participant 4 
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stated for instance “No. I mean I was traveling around so I didn't go to the city again” 

while participant 5 said, “No, no, never. Because I only traveled to that location once 

and then never again”. Therefore, travel patterns are the prevention of return, as 

participants like to discover new areas. However, when asked hypothetically whether 

they would return to a hostel where they'd had an excellent experience if they ended 

up in the same location again, almost all participants who did not return to a hostel 

expressed a desire to do so. Participant 5 said “Yes, I would think so. When I had a 

good experience, I would go back. Because then I can focus on other stuff. Like, I don't 

know, going on trips or something. I think if I made a good experience in a hostel, I 

don't necessarily need to try a new one”. The five people who returned to a hostel were 

influenced by firstly practical reasons such as geographical constraints, logistics, or 

retrieving forgotten items. Especially in places where travel routes required passing 

through the same location multiple times. Participant 9 said “I returned quite a lot 

actually. And that also depends, I think, on the geography of a country. For instance, in 

Vietnam, you generally just go one way up because it's a very thin country”. Secondly, 

participants returned because of an excellent stay as participant 11 said “I returned 

twice, so once in Darwin in northern Australia and once in Melbourne. Because I 

particularly had liked an excellent stay and wanted to return”. Therefore, it can be said 

the behavioral loyalty of the hostel brand is quite low.  

On the other hand, attitudinal loyalty is significantly high, as all the participants who did 

not return to the hostel have a potential willingness to return if they had a good 

experience, even if their travel habits do not include revisiting a place. In addition, their 

motivation to share their good experience is high. Nine out of 12 respondents write 

online reviews when they have had a good time, to express their appreciation to the 

staff, but also to help other travelers, as participant 5 stated “I actually did that for every 

hostel when I've been to my big Southeast Asia trip. Because I was so happy about the 

reviews. Because they were so helpful for me. So, I thought, like, if I can share 

something as well, then I should do that. Because they were so helpful for me”. 

However, writing reviews is not habitual for all the participants, some forget, and would 

like to write more while others admit to being lazy about it. Moreover, people are more 

likely to share positive experiences, while negative ones are either left out or they'll tell 
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the hostel directly instead of posting about it online, as participant 2 said "I only write 

reviews when I'm really really, really, really happy or I like the people the owners or the 

staff or anything so maybe to be kind to them because I'm very lazy I can't write reviews, 

but I do recommend hostels definitely. I've done this a lot of times". Word-of-mouth 

recommendations are the most common in the hostel industry, 11 out of 12 participants 

share their positive experience about the hostel with others. Lots of travelers tend to 

recommend hostels to their friends, family, and other travelers, especially when they're 

talking about places they've been. Participant 9 said, “Anyone who tells me that they're 

going to a specific place and I say, Oh, I've been to this hostel, you should stay there”. 

Some people keep their lists of favorite hostels and are happy to share them when 

asked. It's also worth noting that some people warn others about hostels they've had 

bad experiences with, which is another way that word-of-mouth can shape a hostel's 

reputation. Just two people shared their hostel experience on social media. One 

interviewee is always posting about solo travel and authentic places and recommends 

hostels through their platforms and personal networks. The other person only posts 

about exceptional hostels on their story but prefers to recommend them directly to 

friends. 

 Brand awareness  

Aaker (1991, p. 61) defines awareness as "the ability of a potential buyer to recognize 

or recall that a brand is a member of a particular product category”. Participants 

discovered hostels mainly through online platforms, with Hostelworld being the most 

often named by eleven participants. As participant 11 said, “I usually use Hostelworld 

to find them”. In addition to online research, travel recommendations played a crucial 

role in the decision-making process. Many participants placed significant value on 

word-of-mouth suggestions from fellow travelers, friends, or family, particularly if they 

had similar travel styles. As participant 1 describes her process of discovering hostels 

“I think so. Like if I, if I've been backpacking for a while and I think you often meet 

people that do a similar travel route and then they talk about how they stayed at that 

town that you're planning on going to. And yeah, oftentimes I also specifically ask like, 

what hostel did you stay at and did you like it? And then sometimes I just noted it down 

on my phone”. The combination of the platform Hostelworld and word-of-mouth 
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recommendation was named many times as a combination as participant 10 said: “I 

would say that I use mostly Hostelworld to discover places or through word-of-mouth”. 

In addition to Hostelworld, other online platforms were also mentioned. Google was 

used by four respondents. Some participants used Google Maps to search for hostels 

in specific locations. They also checked reviews on Google to compare with those on 

Hostelworld. Booking.com was also mentioned by four participants to discover and 

book hostels, also often comparing it with Hostelworld to find the best prices. Social 

media platforms were rarely mentioned. One respondent noted that she found hostels 

through influencers "I think usually it's more travel influencers that create content for 

that hostel. I think so yeah, that's how I hear about new places or places I would like to 

visit when I'm traveling to that one country so”. When using the platforms to discover 

new hostels specific criteria were taken into consideration for the hostel selection 

process. Here the ratings played an important role, as many participants stated that 

they trusted fellow travelers to provide honest feedback. Participant 11 for instance 

starts the search on Hostelworld by entering a certain number of stars “I only want I 

think eight stars or better if possible”.  

Price and location are frequently identified as key selection criteria for hostels on these 

platforms, underscoring participants' high value on these factors. These criteria are 

prioritized as added main components of customer brand equity and will be further 

explored in this chapter. Price emerges as a predominant selection criterion for hostel 

stays, with some participants using it as initial filter searches. Location emerged 

additionally as an important factor in the selection of hostels, with participants having 

emphasized the significance of being either centrally located for convenient access to 

attractions or expressed a preference for hostels in scenic areas. Others prioritized 

ease of access to transportation, ensuring convenience. 

The company's presented brand plays a significant role in the decision-making process, 

as participants highlighted the importance of visual elements, particularly photos of the 

hostel. These images serve as a primary source of information, facilitating travelers' 

assessments to confirm associations. Many individuals rely on photos to determine 

whether a hostel feels aesthetically welcoming, cozy, and well-maintained, often 
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making booking decisions based on visual presentation. Participant 2 said for instance 

“I don't know most times the Hostelworld images are enough to convince me”, while 

participant 8 said, “Yes, well, I get this feeling from the photos I see”.  

 

Furthermore, they look for social cues within the information stated. Travelers also 

assess the general ambiance and social atmosphere of a hostel. A significant aspect 

of this evaluation is the consideration of whether the hostel fosters a sense of 

community through events such as family dinners, group activities, or shared 

experiences. Social elements, including organized outings or a welcoming 

environment, can play a pivotal role in the decision-making process, particularly for solo 

travelers seeking opportunities for social interaction and connections. 

 

For three participants internal communication with the hostel itself is important for the 

selection criteria as participant 12 describes “I mean, I think also internal 

communication like if they're really easy to message, and like if I make a request for 

the bunk bed at the lower bunk and they reply and I know it's them like, oh, we got it for 

you. I always think that's nice when it's quite personal”. The participants expressed 

appreciation for hostels that were receptive to messages, responded personally to 

requests, and provided clear, friendly information. Receiving engaging messages, 

contributed to a positive perception of the hostel and reinforced a sense of reliability. 

 

This indicates that brand awareness of hostels remained quite low as hostels were 

preliminarily discovered through the platform Hostelworld entailing certain 

characteristics or chosen because of word-of-mouth recommendations.  

When asked for brand recalls for hostel brands the majority could not recall any. Unique 

or intriguing names, such as "Banana House" or "The Pickled Frog", were more 

memorable, particularly when paired with a strong experience and when participants 

stayed for a longer time.  
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 Perceived quality  

Aaker (1992, p. 35) and Zeithaml (1988, p. 5) explain perceived quality as the 

perception of the excellence of a product. Following that, the participants were asked 

what they thought a quality hostel was. Perceived quality will subsequently be 

described within the dimension of Nam et al. (2011) once more, as they differentiate 

perceived quality into staff behavior and physical quality in greater detail. When 

generally asked what an excellent hostel and good quality hostel needs to have the 

participants mentioned the following criteria. 

Cleanliness is a crucial aspect of perceived hostel quality and is named by almost every 

participant, as participant 11 said “I mean from like the physical standpoint definitely 

clean“. It was noted by many that a clean environment is essential for comfort and 

overall satisfaction, with a significant number stating that it is their top priority. High 

standards of cleanliness were found to be linked to nice facilities.   

Participants ranked staff as the second most significant factor in perceived hostel 

quality. They emphasized the importance of friendly, kind, and welcoming staff, noting 

that a caring attitude significantly enhances the guest experience. Overall, a positive 

interaction with staff was regarded as essential for a satisfactory hostel stay. A more 

detailed description of the staff follows in the section on staff behavior.  

Participants identified spaciousness as the third key factor in perceived hostel quality, 

emphasizing the importance of providing both social and private spaces. The guest 

needs to have space to interact while also having the room to relax alone and to enjoy 

some privacy. A cozy and inviting community room was identified as a strong indicator 

of quality. The overall capacity of the hostel was also mentioned, with smaller, well-

managed hostels being preferred overcrowded ones. Furthermore, the dimensions of 

the sleeping dorms were considered important, with smaller dormitories, comprising 

four to six beds, being regarded as offering enhanced comfort. Therefore, the concept 

of spaciousness was named as an important factor in achieving an optimal balance 

between social interaction, comfort, and privacy, thereby contributing to the overall 

quality of the hostel. 
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The fourth subcategory, community events, was identified as a key factor in perceived 

hostel quality. Hostel guests are looking for organized activities that enhance social 

connections. Events such as pub crawls, thematic gatherings, and city activities were 

regarded as valuable opportunities to meet new people, especially for solo travelers, 

fostering a strong social atmosphere. The ability to engage with others and form 

friendships was considered a crucial aspect of a high-quality hostel experience. 

Participants identified certain facilities as a component in determining the quality of a 

hostel. They emphasized that well-equipped, comfortable, and functional facilities play 

a crucial role in defining an excellent hostel. The specific items of physical quality will 

be further defined in sections below. 

Two participants named safety as a factor in the quality of a hostel. They emphasized 

the importance of secure access, such as the supply of keys for dormitory doors or 

lockers and the overall feeling of safety while staying among strangers.Furthermore, 

two participants emphasized the significance of organization in determining the 

perceived quality of the hostel. They noted that a well-organized hostel provides reliable 

information about check-in times and available facilities, contributing to a positive 

overall experience. They underscored the importance of clear communication and ease 

of stay, such as having secure options for valuables and the ability to extend their stay 

without complications. 

 Brand associations and brand meaning  

According to Berry (2000, p. 129), brand meaning is defined as the immediate 

associations and impressions that form in a customer's mind when they encounter a 

brand. The participants were asked to name associations that they have when thinking 

about their positive hostel experiences and hostel brands. The following brand 

associations were mentioned by the participants when explicitly asked to provide the 

word that comes to mind when thinking about a hostel brand that they like. The word 

cloud in Figure 3 demonstrates that the category of sociability was selected by 11 

participants, representing the most frequently occurring word in the cloud. Friendliness 

and coziness were also named by multiple participants. 
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Figure 3: Brand association of hostel brands. 
Source: Figure created by the author. 
  

 Nam et al.  

 Physical quality  

The concept of physical quality, as defined by Nam et al. (2011, p. 1013), refers to the 

image created by tangible elements. This construct was developed explicitly for service 

brands and can be categorized with perceived quality. The other construct, staff 

behavior, is discussed in the next section. When asked to define physical quality, 

participants highlighted specific facilities and also pointed to cleanliness and 

maintenance. 

As already mentioned earlier, the importance of cleanliness as a key physical quality 

factor was highlighted by 11 out of 12 participants. This concern was expressed across 

various hostel areas, including dorm rooms, bathrooms, and common spaces. 

Participants expressed for instance a clear discomfort with the potential presence of 
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bed bugs. Specific facilities that a hostel should have were also identified and described 

as important aspects of physical quality. 

The kitchen emerged as the most frequently mentioned facility, with nine out of twelve 

participants highlighting the great importance of its presence. However, participants 

also emphasized several key aspects of the hostel kitchen. They serve a dual purpose 

as kitchens in hostels were identified as a practical necessity to cook but also identified 

as social spaces where guests can interact and cook for instance together. They also 

wished that the kitchen would offer adequate space to accommodate multiple guests 

while also offering sufficient and enough cooking equipment. If that is not the case, 

kitchens can turn into potentially stressful environments. 

The second most frequently mentioned essential facility among participants was 

communal spaces that they connected with living rooms. These spaces were noted as 

gathering points for social interaction. Participants pointed out that an attractive and 

well-designed communal space furnished with couches significantly enhances the 

hostel experience. The aesthetic appeal of these areas was also repeated by 

participants. Participant 3 valued for instance a colorful environment “Like I think 

colorful and so on. Lots of plants”. In addition, they expressed appreciation for 

communal areas equipped with entertainment options such as board games. Several 

responses stressed the contribution of spacious communal areas, as participant 8 said 

“giving room for people to breathe and not feeling it like a place where animals would 

stay, like, you know, like a farm”. This finding suggests that the presence of well-

planned communal spaces is a central aspect of enhancing guest comfort and adapting 

to social needs. 

 

Another important aspect of physical quality was the layout of the dormitories and 

whether they provided enough privacy. Therefore, they highlighted this component 

again, saying that they wanted beds with enough space between them and also with 

curtains to provide some privacy. Regarding privacy reasons, they also mentioned that 

they wished for a particular dorm size with a few beds. Six beds per room were most 

mentioned as the preferred maximum. Also, four participants said that the comforts of 
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the beds next to the positioning are important and that guests have the option of 

choosing the bottom bunk bed over the top bunk bed. Additionally, four participants 

commented on bathroom facilities, with a great preference for bathrooms located 

outside the dormitory rooms rather than in the room. The primary concern with the 

bathrooms was poor ventilation. However, having enough bathroom facilities for 

everyone was emphasized, as participants do not want to lose time on vacation. 

Facilities that were mentioned by a few participants were outdoor areas, gender-

specific dorms, special security features as for instance lockers, Wi-Fi, and the 

presence of a bar or restaurant. The participants stated that they asses physical quality 

already during their booking process as they use the presented photos on the booking 

platforms to evaluate the dorm and common rooms.  

 Staff behavior  

Staff behavior is also a more detailed component of perceived quality for the service 

brand and the additional component of physical quality. The component encompasses 

the image projected through the working employees (Nam. et al, 2011, p. 1013). 

Staff behavior plays a vital role in shaping guests' experiences and perceptions of a 

hostel. Nine out of twelve interview participants pointed out that it is important for them 

when the staff creates a welcoming and positive atmosphere upon arrival. Besides, 

they named the characteristics of friendliness, attentiveness, and engagement that they 

consider when evaluating staff. Many respondents emphasized the importance of staff 

actively making guests feel welcome, showing genuine interest in them, and helping 

address their needs. Furthermore, fostering a sense of belonging within the hostel 

community was identified as a key factor in enhancing the overall experience. However, 

three participants stated that staff had little impact on their hostel stay. 

Hostel guests wish for a welcoming reception. Therefore, the hostel staff plays an 

important role in shaping guest's first impressions of the hostel. Also, they are often the 

first people that the guests meet. Eight participants emphasized that having welcoming 

staff can make a significant difference. A positive first interaction, where staff take the 

time to introduce guests to the hostel, point out facilities, and inform them about 
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upcoming events, helps also to create a sense of comfort and belonging. An inviting 

atmosphere can make the hostel feel like a warm and friendly place. Additionally, some 

participants noted that feeling welcome influences how they interact within the hostel 

environment. 

A highly valued quality of hostel staff is friendliness. Most of the participants stressed 

that having friendly staff who engage with guests and provide useful information about 

the area significantly enhances the overall experience. Guests can feel more at ease 

through the interactions of the staff as they can foster a positive atmosphere.  

Several participants said that they wish for staff who take an interest in their travel 

experience and stay. They suggested that activities be provided that would be relevant 

to them, or that staff members engage with them in a way that creates a sense of 

connection and belonging. One key aspect of showing interest is staff involvement in 

organizing activities such as group outings, pub crawls, or walking tours. Many 

interviewees also expressed their gratitude for staff members who provided information 

about local attractions and actively participated in activities. Additionally, participants 

highlighted the impact of small gestures, such as remembering personal details or 

assisting with bookings, which can leave a lasting impression. 

Helpfulness was also named as a characteristic that staff should embrace which is 

closely related to the interest component. The staff's willingness to assist with practical 

needs was a recurring theme in the participants' answers. Furthermore, the staff's 

ability to provide reliable information, offering guidance on local attractions, 

transportation, and general travel tips, was highly appreciated. 

While most participants mentioned the importance of staff with the previously 

mentioned characteristic in shaping the hostel experience, three interviewees 

expressed that staff interactions played a minimal role in their overall stay and 

influencing their experience. These participants recognized that staff contributed to first 

impressions, but their presence was not a defining factor in their memories of a hostel. 

One respondent noted that while positive or negative staff interactions might stand out 

briefly, they did not have a lasting impact on their experience. For some guests, the 
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social atmosphere and connections with other travelers were more significant than staff 

interactions. While friendly and involved staff were seen as a bonus, they were not 

considered essential for a satisfying hostel experience. 

 Ideal self-congruence 

In destination and hospitality marketing studies, academics have reported that 

consumers articulate their ideal personal identity through their consumption experience 

(Ekinci et al., 2008, p. 58; Nam et al., 2011, p. 116). Self-congruence describes the 

match between a consumer's self-perception, either their current or desired identity, 

and the perceived image of a particular brand (Sirgy, 1982, p. 289). When asked how 

well different hostel brands match their ideal self-image, all participantsall participants 

first had to think about the question for a while.  

Only a few participants described a feeling of a sense of belonging in hostels that aligns 

with their self-image, stating that their choices represent the kind of person they are. 

Most participants are just looking for the social aspects, which is the significant driver 

for the hostel industry. Within the hostel industry, consumers indicated that social 

connection is a key factor in choosing a hostel that aligns with their ideal self. Participant 

1 said for instance “this is really what I'm looking for and like how I can identify myself, 

it is really the social aspect”. This means that participant 1 is actively seeking social 

connections. They prefer an interactive atmosphere with organized activities to facilitate 

socialization. Participants mentioned a wish for openness and exchange. Participant 6 

said, “I would consider myself as someone pretty social, and open-minded, and looking 

to spend time with humans, so I think here in general, this is what I would look for”. 

 

Some respondents mentioned aspects that are seen as personal preferences. A few 

participants expressed that the atmosphere and aesthetics of a hostel played a role in 

their decision, as they prefer places that reflect how they see themselves. Two 

participants mentioned that they actively try to stay in hostels that do not perfectly match 

their identity, as it gives them the chance to meet different people and explore new 

perspectives. For some, hostel stays are about cultural immersion rather than personal 

alignment. 
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 Band identification  

According to theory, people tend to adopt brands that reflect how they see themselves 

socially, making these brands part of their personal identity (Ekinci et al., 2022, p. 

1262). Additionally, it is emphasized that consumers can develop an affinity with a 

brand (Del Río et al., 2001, p. 214). 

Within the hostel industry, the findings indicate that brand identity is not distinctive, as 

11 out of 12 participants did not have an affective attachment to a hostel brand. Most 

travelers viewed hostels as temporary stays rather than long-term affiliations. 

Participants expressed little interest in following hostels on social media or keeping 

track of awards, recognitions, or negative reviews. As one participant stated: “So even 

if there would have been an incident, I think I wouldn't necessarily know”. 

When asked about awards received by hostels where they had a positive stay, some 

participants acknowledged seeing them displayed but did not actively seek them out or 

consider them a deciding factor in their choice of accommodation. However, awards 

contributed to a perception of legitimacy, as they created a sense of validation when 

participants had a positive experience. Only one participant expressed a strong 

attachment to a hostel brand, as he had lived and worked there for an extended period. 

This experience played a significant role in their personal growth and social life. 

 Lifestyle-congruence  

Nam et al. (2011, p. 1016) define lifestyle-congruence as the extent to which a brand 

matches consumer values and habits. There are two significant criteria that participants 

look for regarding lifestyle-congruence within the hostel industry. 

The most outstanding lifestyle-congruence factor, mentioned by seven participants, 

was the desire for communal belonging and social connections. This reflects how 

travelers look for hostels that value the community. Participants indicated that travel 

circumstances influenced their priorities, with solo travelers particularly valuing social 

environments. Participant 1 said “If I'm traveling by myself, I think I mostly look for like 

social hostels”. They therefore appreciate hostels offering activities to meet people. 
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Several respondents pointed out finding 'like-minded people', suggesting that lifestyle-

congruence extends to the community of guests a hostel attracts. 

The second facet that was mentioned by many hostel guests, was the distinction 

between party hostels and calmer hostels. Participants differentiated between different 

hostel atmospheres. Many interviewed participants expressed a preference for social 

hostels that aren't too party based. For participant 7 it is an important factor when 

booking as she states, “I make sure that it's not like a party hostel, so that is something 

really important for me more than amenities”. This distinction between "party and non-

party" environments appears to be a fundamental lifestyle-congruence factor that 

guests actively consider when assessing whether a hostel's offerings support their 

preferred way of traveling and when connecting with like-minded people. They also 

expressed an aversion to large hostels in favor of smaller accommodations, as they 

are looking for a more homely environment that is more in line with their travel style. 

 Berry   

The main components of Berry's (2000) model, brand awareness and brand meaning, 

were discussed earlier in this chapter. 

 Newly identified components 

In this section, the subsequent two components that were identified in the research 

specific to the hostel industry will be discussed. 

 Location  

The location appears as a significant component distinctive to consumer-based brand 

equity within the hostel industry. However, this component was interpreted differently 

by participants.  

Based on participant's responses the hostel location was evaluated based on two 

criteria. First, the component influences the consideration for the hostel selection 

process. Many valued the aspect that the hostel should have a central location as 

participant 5 mentioned “I just like to be in the center when I experience new locations”. 
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Participant 11 said that they would like to be close to the active happenings within the 

city mentioning “Good location, close to where most of the exciting stuff happens would 

also be an important feature definitely”. Others described their ideal location for hostels 

within a beautiful place and therefore central does not apply here as participant 10 said 

“I'm looking for a nice hostel experience I'm really drawn to hostels that are in a beautiful 

place”.  

However, the location of the hostel is also impacting consumer-based brand equity in 

the sense that it is a barrier to customer loyalty. Seven out of twelve participants 

reported not returning to hostels despite positive experiences, primarily because their 

travel patterns didn't bring them back to the same locations as participant 12 said ”I 

don't think so, because I haven't like gone back to the same places”. Participant 10 

said, “there would be hostels where I would definitely, if I would be in that area again, 

that I would go back to”. However, the willingness to share their positive experiences is 

quite high, with nine out of twelve participants writing online reviews and eleven out of 

twelve participants sharing their experiences by word-of-mouth. This indicates that 

location is a factor that influences behavioral loyalty regardless of satisfaction. 

 Price  

Price is identified as a component of the model, influencing both brand perception and 

selection. The findings indicate that price serves as an initial filtration criterion when 

consumers search for hostels, reinforcing its importance in the consideration stage. 

The budget-conscious nature of hostel travelers is confirmed in this study, while the 

target audience wants to try to have cheaper accommodations when traveling for longer 

periods. Participant 6 mentioned immediately rearranging filters when finding a hostel 

priced at "70 euros a night", showing a price sensitivity. When hostels fell within similar 

price ranges, participants then evaluated additional factors, for instance, reviews, vibe, 

and physical quality. Participant 3 said, "let's say I have like kind of the same cheap 

options in front of me, then I would rather go for the more cozy, colorful looking one". 

This suggests that price becomes a comparative factor within which other brand 

attributes become differentiators. 
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5. Discussion and conclusion  

In the context of the present chapter, the findings of the research study are 

contextualized to the fundamental research question: Which of the key components of 

consumer-based brand equity are distinctive to the hostel industry and how do 

consumers perceive and interpret these elements? 

Finally, an extended consumer-based brand equity model for the hostel industry is 

presented, with substantial input from the existing literature, particularly the work of 

Aaker (1991), Berry (2000), and Nam et al. (2011). 

 Brand loyalty 

The findings can be distinguished between behavioral and attitudinal brand loyalty in 

the context of the hostel industry, as one is distinctive, and the other is not. The results 

indicate that behavioral loyalty, characterized by repeat visits to the same hostel, is not 

a significant factor among consumers. However, attitudinal loyalty is reflected in the 

intention to recommend a hostel through word-of-mouth, post-stay reviews, and the 

willingness to return if the participants end up in the same location again and are 

therefore remarkably strong. Participants consistently share their positive hostel 

experiences, reinforcing the emphasis on recommendations. Based on these results, it 

is recommended that hostel managers, as well as the staff actively encourage guests 

to leave reviews, as writing reviews is not a habitual practice for all travelers and can 

be forgotten. This study confirms the findings of Barreda and Bilgihan (2013, p. 275) as 

they also state that reviews and recommendations play an important role in influencing 

potential customers in the hospitality industry. Thus, hostel managers should monitor 

reviews and comments on the booking platforms to increase customer satisfaction and 

brand equity. The research indicates that consumers of hostels place significant value 

on recommendations from fellow travelers, friends, and family, as well as written online 

reviews. These factors strongly impact their decisions regarding hostel selection. 

Consequently, when choosing a hostel in a given location, consumers tend to prioritize 

those that have been recommended to them. 



 

50 

 Brand awareness 

Unlike the brand equity models from the researchers Aaker (1991) and Berry (2000) 

included in their brand equity model, referring to the hostel industry, brand awareness 

was not that important. Therefore, the component brand awareness is not distinctive 

for consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry and remains relatively low.  

Berry (2000, p. 258) states that the main driver of brand awareness is through 

controlled communications channels including advertising, service facilities, the 

appearance of service providers, the company name, and logo. Based on these results, 

communication channels and social media are not relevant. This confirms the findings 

of So and King (2009, p. 605) which state that brand awareness is not significant for 

the hotel industry, as the perception of the brand is influenced by the customer's 

experience with the hotel rather than the brand name. Hostels are primarily discovered 

through booking platforms with Hostelworld being the most known, where selection is 

driven by specific characteristics such as ratings, price, and location, rather than brand 

recognition. Social media marketing activities were not considered relevant for brand 

awareness and only played a role regarding word-of-mouth recommendations as they 

often influenced travelers choices. In response to the question regarding brand recall 

of hostels, many participants were unable to provide specific brand names. However, 

names that were considered unique, were found to be more memorable, particularly 

when associated with a positive experience or an extended stay. This suggests that, 

while hostels may face challenges in traditional brand awareness, hostels should focus 

on strengthening their presence in online booking platforms, ensuring positive reviews, 

incorporating their brand associations, and fostering word-of-mouth recommendations.  
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 Perceived quality  

The findings highlight that perceived quality in hostels is shaped by a combination of 

physical attributes, staff behavior, and overall experience-related elements. Therefore, 

this component is distinctive and can also be found in Nam et al.’s (2011) and Aaker’s 

Model (1991).  

Hostels are evaluated on a more dynamic set of criteria that emphasizes social 

experience, atmosphere, and community life. One of the most distinctive aspects of 

perceived hostel quality is the strong emphasis on community and social engagement. 

Many participants highlighted that a quality hostel is an environment where travelers 

can connect, share experiences, and feel a sense of belonging. Features such as 

communal areas, organized events, and opportunities for guest interaction were 

frequently identified as key elements contributing to a positive hostel experience. 

In addition to experience-related elements, physical quality emerged as a highly 

distinctive factor for perceived quality and the consumer-based brand equity model, as 

the shared facilities contribute to a social environment. Cleanliness was a top concern, 

with almost all participants stressing its importance in all facilities. In the context of 

communal areas, organization proved to be a particularly relevant factor, with kitchens 

and common rooms playing an important role in the hostel experience. An organized 

well-equipped kitchen was valued as a key facility. Similarly, the importance of other 

communal spaces in creating social connections was emphasized, with participants 

expressing recognition for comfortable furnishings, entertainment options, and 

aesthetically pleasing environments. 

Privacy and safety were closely linked in participant's perceptions of physical quality, 

with many guests valuing dorm arrangements that provided enough personal space, 

such as beds with curtains, enough spacing, and smaller dorm sizes with a maximum 

size of six beds. A sense of privacy within shared accommodations was seen as 

essential for comfort. At the same time, safety features like lockers and gender-specific 

dorms were stated. Beyond these core aspects, additional features such as outdoor 

spaces, enough bathroom facilities, Wi-Fi access, and even small design choices like 
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natural light and plants contributed to the perception of an excellent hostel. 

Furthermore, participants emphasized that visual representations, such as photos on 

online booking platforms, play a key role in their booking decisions when trying to 

assess the physical quality. For hostel managers, this highlights the need for consistent 

maintenance, strategic investment in facilities, and transparent online representation to 

improve perceived quality and strengthen their brand. 

Alongside physical quality, staff behavior emerged as a distinctive factor of perceived 

quality in the consumer-based brand equity model. The findings highlight that staff 

plays a key role in shaping hostel consumer's experiences through friendliness, 

interest, and helpfulness reinforcing emotional connections with the brand. This also 

supports the conclusion of Piriyakul et al. (2024, p. 2), who state that service providers 

need to actively interact with their customers to create a meaningful experience. In 

addition, hostel managers need to focus on the importance of service staff, as the 

delivery of a successful hotel brand is largely dependent on them. This underscores 

the importance of training staff to maintain good relationships with the consumers and 

to create an inviting atmosphere. 
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 Brand associations and brand meaning  

Brand associations and the meaning of a brand are distinctive for the hostel industry 

as the participants are looking for certain attributes within their hostel experience. Given 

the results, as brand awareness is not significant, participants indicated that they look 

for specific brand associations in hostel brands. As Boo et al. (2008, p. 227) state that 

brands should reflect certain characteristics to differentiate themselves from 

competitors, hostel managers should consider whether the brand associations found 

to match their hostel brand. Besides hostel consumers shape their brand meaning 

through personal hostel experiences. This confirms Berry’s (2000, p. 136) conclusion 

that “marketing and external communication help the brand, but nothing is more 

powerful than the customer's actual experience with the service”. 

Hostels derive their meaning from the community atmosphere they foster. Therefore, 

hostel managers need to be aware of the social environment in their branding and 

communications to meet guests' needs. Friendliness and coziness are also frequently 

mentioned associations. Hostel managers need to ensure that their staff are friendly 

and welcoming and consider creating a comfortable environment for guests to reinforce 

positive brand perceptions and align their hostel brand with consumers' desired brand 

meaning. 

 Brand identification  

The component brand identification that Nam et al. (2011) included in their consumer-

based brand equity model for hotels and restaurants is not a distinctive component of 

consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry. The results show that 11 out of 12 

participants did not develop an emotional attachment to a hostel brand, viewing their 

stay as a temporary experience rather than a long-term affiliation. Participants showed 

no strong emotional reactions to brand-related information. Negative reviews did not 

considerably affect their perception, nor did awards create a deep sense of loyalty or 

excitement. While some acknowledged that awards contributed to a sense of 

legitimacy, they did not actively seek them out or use them as a deciding factor when 
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booking. This further supports the idea that brand identification is not a key driver of 

consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry. 

 Lifestyle-congruence  

Lifestyle-congruence is seen as a symbolic aspect that a brand supports the lifestyle of 

its customers and is distinctive for the hotel and restaurant industry (Nam et al., 2011, 

p. 1023). Lifestyle-congruence is also a key component for the hostel industry, as 

hostels function not only as accommodations but also as social spaces. The findings 

indicate that many participants seek hostels where they can make new connections 

with like-minded individuals while traveling. Therefore, hostel managers should actively 

foster social activities that promote these connections and effectively communicate 

them to guests on the booking platforms as well as on side, within the hostel itself. 

Additionally, participants distinguish between party hostels and calmer, social 

environments. Consequently, hostel managers must clearly communicate their lifestyle 

and describe their atmosphere to attract guests whose travel preferences match their 

offer. 

 Ideal self-congruence  

While lifestyle-congruence is a distinctive factor in the consumer-based brand equity 

model for hostels, ideal self-congruence is not. The findings are not in line with Nam et 

al. (2011) research, as they detected ideal self-congruence as important for hotels and 

restaurants. The irrelevance of ideal self-congruence can be explained by the fact that 

participants did not actively choose hostels based on alignment with their aspirational 

identity; rather, they were primarily driven by social aspects, prioritizing interaction and 

community. A small number of participants mentioned that atmosphere and aesthetics 

played a role in their choice, as they preferred hostels that reflected how they saw 

themselves. Others, however, intentionally chose hostels that did not match their 

identity, valuing cultural immersion and exposure to different perspectives over 

personal alignment. This suggests that hostels should focus on fostering social 

connections rather than branding themselves around an aspirational specific identity. 
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 Location  

In the context of the hostel industry, this study explores the importance of the hostel 

location as a component of consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry. The 

location has a meaningful influence on the selection process of a hostel as well as the 

component loyalty. Location was considered as a component as it was often mentioned 

as a criterion when choosing a hostel. The research reveals that there is diversity in 

customer preferences regarding location. Whilst some participants expressed a 

preference for a central location for the hostel due to convenience, others expressed a 

preference for a location in a beautiful natural setting. The multifaceted nature of 

location requires strategic decision-making by hostel owners.  

The study also uncovers a contradictory aspect of location. The component is also seen 

as a barrier to behavioral loyalty. This is evidenced by the fact, that most participants 

are not returning to the same hostel due to different travel patterns and routes. Despite 

their satisfaction, guests are unlikely to return to the same destination. However, the 

research shows that they express attitudinal loyalty through reviews and word-of-mouth 

recommendations. It is therefore important for hostel managers to emphasize the 

benefits of location in their marketing and branding, highlighting aspects such as central 

accessibility and unique settings, to attract the target audience.  

 Price  

Price was identified as an added and distinctive component of the consumer-based 

brand equity model for the hostel industry. When the participants were asked about 

how they discovered hostels, value, and selection criteria, price was mentioned by all 

participants. The answers of the consumers highlighted how price influenced factors 

such as hostel selection and the perception of the brand. Price consistently emerged 

as an initial filtering criterion in the hostel discovery and selection process when 

searching for accommodation on online platforms. This finding suggests that price is 

an important factor in the consideration set by consumers before other brand attributes. 

This confirms the findings by Bunda (2014, p. 18), as she indicates as well that the 

price is always compared when choosing a hostel. Since price is one of the first factors 
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consumers assess, it is crucial for hostel brands to strategically position themselves 

within price filters on booking platforms while ensuring that other brand attributes stand 

out in comparative evaluations. Yet, it is important to note that merely competing on 

low prices is not sufficient for hostels. They must ensure that their pricing reflects their 

unique offerings and effectively communicates value beyond affordability. 

 Final model   

The research identified several key dimensions that are important to consumers 

concerning the hostel industry. This finding reinforces the notion that the consumer-

based brand equity model is a multifaceted construct, which is open to a variety of 

interpretations when applied to different industries. The suggested model for the hostel 

industry entails the following components: attitudinal loyalty, perceived quality with staff 

behavior and physical quality, brand association, lifestyle-congruence, price, and 

location. Figure 4 depicts the new, extended consumer-based brand equity model 

based on the work of Aaker (1991), Berry (2000) and Nam et al. (2011). 
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Figure 4: Final consumer-based brand equity model for the hostel industry. 
Source: Figure created by the author. 
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6. Concluding remarks 

In the final chapter of this thesis theoretical contributions, managerial implications, 

limitations, and future research are addressed. 

 Theoretical contributions  

The study contributes to the growing body of consumer-based brand equity in the hostel 

industry. As brand equity for service brands is still a niche area, most research on brand 

equity for service brands has been conducted with hotels or restaurants using a 

quantitative research approach using traditional scales (Ishaq et al., 2014; Lorenza & 

Octafian, 2024; Nam et al., 2011; Priyo et al., 2019; Šeric et al., 2018). Other 

researchers only shed light on certain aspects of brand equity and its correlations within 

the hostel industry (Brochado et al., 2015; Chitty et al., 2007). While Brochado et al. 

(2015) focused on the importance of service quality in the hostel industry, Chitty et al. 

(2007) analyzed how satisfaction influenced loyalty to a specific Australian hostel chain. 

As O'Cass and Grace (2004, p. 97) stated that existing brand frameworks have only 

been created from the perspective of brand practitioners, neglecting the consumer 

perspective, this model is specifically designed and created from the perspective of the 

hostel consumer. Therefore, it fills the significant gap in current hostel literature through 

this exploratory research approach. The overall components that are relevant are 

attitudinal loyalty, perceived quality with staff behavior and physical quality, brand 

association, lifestyle-congruence, price, and location. 

 Managerial implications 

This thesis provides valuable insights and recommendations for hostel managers and 

owners. The findings of this study match with some findings of So and King (2009, p. 

602) as to maximize their brand equity, hotel managers must plan, develop, manage, 

and control their brand internally as well as externally. By employing strategies, thinking 

about travelers' core values, and aligning activities with travelers social identity, hostel 

managers can make a unique standpoint that resonates with the target audience (Priyo 

et al., 2019, p. 660). As the new model depicts the distinctive components of the hostel 
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industry, managers can develop a better understanding of the value that the customers 

hold and can manage their brand accordingly. Moreover, managers can use this theory 

and findings to implement effective strategies and position their brand better, to 

enhance consumer-based brand equity and form deeper relationships. As previous 

research in the hostel industry has only focused on parts of the multifaceted construct 

of brand equity, this research presents a qualitative approach that considers the 

perceptions of the target audience and analyses all distinctive components. Through 

this thesis, hostel brand managers will gain valuable insights to craft more effective 

strategies and distinguish themselves in a competitive market landscape as they are 

aware of the favorable associations and perceptions their target audience holds. 

 Limitations and future research 

The components of the hostel industry that have been identified as meaningful continue 

to raise several questions that must be addressed. Firstly, further quantitative research 

is required to identify to what extent specific dimensions contribute to the brand equity 

of hostels and the creation of value. Secondly, it is necessary to examine the inter-

relationships between the components and how they interact with each other to indicate 

a efficient direction in which hostel owners and managers should focus on. For 

example, the relationship between price and perceived quality can be considered. This 

means that the conceptual model needs to be tested empirically. To ensure the validity 

of the questionnaire and the items based on the distinctive components, marketing 

experts need to be interviewed. 

Consular coding ensures the quality of the coding process as two people code the text 

independently. The coding process and differences are then discussed, which ensures 

intercoder reliability (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2022, pp. 239, 242). As the process was 

carried out by a single researcher at a single time, intracoder reliability cannot be 

assessed. 

Another acknowledged limitation is the sample. First, the sample presents a narrow 

age range between 23-33 years, which is a very limited age frame. It is possible that 

older as well as younger hostel consumers might value different factors. Therefore, it 
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is advisable to interview candidates within the 16-40 age range. In addition, the sample 

is predominantly composed of European citizens. This geographical concentration 

potentially shows significant cultural bias in the research findings. Moreover, the 

sample indicating they use hostels mostly for travel purposes, a sample that uses 

hostels also for work purposes might influence the brand equity model, as they hold 

different associations and values.  

A further point to note is that all participants resided in hostels that are spread all over 

the world when sharing their experiences. In conducting future research to ascertain 

the extent to which these components contribute to brand equity, it would be advisable 

to focus on specific countries or entire continents, as social aspects and prices differ 

dramatically. 
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Appendix A – Interview guide 
 

Hello, thanks so much for taking the time to be part of my interview. I am conducting 

research as part of my master's thesis on the topic of consumer-based brand equity in 

the hostel industry. The research aims to examine the distinctive key components of 

consumer-based brand equity in the hostel industry and to analyze how consumers 

perceive and interpret these elements. Consumer-based brand equity is defined as the 

approach through the lens of the consumer, with a focus on understanding and 

responding to needs and preferences with tailored products and services, to create 

maximum value. 

In the next 30 to 40 minutes, we'll chat about your personal experiences with hostel 

brands. I'll ask you a few questions, and I'd love it if you could be as open and honest 

as possible. The interview will be recorded, typed up, and then looked at anonymously. 

I will show you the transcript as well to ensure the correctness of the information. Do 

you have any questions about the interview or the process? 

Interview 
process 

Questions  Theory  

Opening 1.  When was the last time you stayed in a 

hostel? 

2. How often did you approximately stay at 

hostels? 

3.  What was the continental distribution of 

the hostels?  

These questions 

have two main 

functions: Firstly, 

to act as an 

icebreaker and, 

secondly, to 

assess the 

candidate's 

suitability for the 

role.   
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 4. Tell me about your most memorable 

hostel experience. 

• What made it stand out? 

5. When you think of an excellent hostel, 

what do you think of it?  

6. What makes you choose one hostel 

brand over another? What is important 

to you when choosing a hostel? 

7. What aspects of a hostel experience 

have surprised you, for better or worse?  

The purpose of 

these questions 

is to facilitate the 

analysis of the 

potential 

emergence of 

new 

components and 

categories 

through their 

personal 

experience 

before the 

formulation of 

specific inquiries 

concerning the 

existing theory. 

Theoretical 

questions 

according to 

existing 

theory  

8. When you think about the physical 

quality (tangible elements) of hostels, 

what do you think about? 

• And how important is it to have those 

quality elements, are those elements 

necessary for you when staying at a 

hostel? 

9. How does staff interaction affect your 

hostel experience? 

• Eventually ask: Do you consider this as 

important?  

The following 

questions 

address the 

components of 

Nam et al. 

(2011): Physical 

quality, staff 

behavior, ideal 

self-congruence, 

brand 

identification, 

and lifestyle-

congruence. 
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• Eventually ask: What are you specifically 

looking or wish for?  

10. How well do different hostel brands 

match your ideal self-image? This is 

about how you see yourself and how you 

think about yourself. 

• Do you feel that some hostel brands 

represent that? Is this important to you? 

11. Do you feel that certain hostel brands 

suit your lifestyle?  

• If so, how?  

• Do you look for a specific lifestyle?  

12. How do you feel when a hostel brand 

that you like is criticized or celebrated? 

Have you ever encountered a situation 

like this?  

 

 13. Have you ever stayed at the same hostel 

more than once? 

• What would make you return to a 

particular hostel or hostel brand?  

• What would make you recommend a 

hostel brand to others? 

14. How do you usually discover new hostel 

brands? How do you proceed?  

The following 

questions 

address the 

components of 

Aaker (1991): 

brand loyalty, 

brand 

awareness, 

perceived 

quality, brand 

meaning, and 
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• How do you consider the 

recommendations you received? 

15. Can you recall some hostel brands from 

the top of your mind?  

16. How do you define the good quality of a 

hostel?  

17. When you think about hostels you've 

stayed in what positive characteristics or 

images come to mind? Perhaps you 

could share some simple word 

associations you have with certain hostel 

brands. Do you look for those 

associations when booking a hostel? 

brand 

associations. 

 18. What influences your perception of 

different hostel brands, regarding the 

meaning of the brand?  

• Eventually, name; Personal, 

experiences, external factors (that are 

uncontrolled by the company), or internal 

factors (this is about how the hostel 

presents itself)? What about external 

factors? This is about the information 

customers absorb that is uncontrolled by 

the company. 

• Eventually name external factors 

reviews, media coverage, and word-of-

mouth. What about internal factors? This 

These questions 

address most of 

the components 

of Berry (2000): 

brand meaning, 

the presented 

brand, and 

external brand 

communications, 

as the previous 

aspects of brand 

awareness and 

customer 

experience have 

already been 

covered in 
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is about how the company presents 

itself. 

• Eventually name internal factors: 

website, ads, influencers, visual identity, 

Communication tone etc. 

19. Do you tend to look for specific values or 

qualities in a hostel brand? If so, what 

are they?  

• Eventually name a few:  

sustainability, social environment, 

adventure  

earlier 

questions. 

Closing and 

demographic 

information 

20. Please let me know if there is any other 

information you would like to add.  

21. To provide more detailed demographic 

information, I would like to ask you some 

questions:  

• How old are you?  

• Where are you from? 

• What is your job?  

• Do you use hostels for 

travel/holiday purposes or work? 

Thanks so much for your participation!  

Demographic 

questions 

Note. Table created by the author 
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Appendix B – Coding guideline 
 

Name of the 
Category  

Description Examples from the 
interviews 

Consumer 

demographics 

Demographic information about 

the participant  

 

Nationality  Origin of the participant. French  

Age  Age of the participant. 28 years old 

Job  The job of the participant. Student or journalist  

Basic information  General information about the 

participant's travel experience. 

 

Hostel stay 

purpose 

Hostel stay purpose describes 

the traveler's main reason for 

booking hostel accommodation, 

whether for leisure travel, work, 

or educational trips. 

I mean at least when I was 

using it, it was only for 

holiday purposes. 

Number of hostel 

stays 

A count of how many times a 

person has stayed at hostels. 

 

I think I've stayed in around 

15 to 20 hostels. 

 

Last hostel stay  Last time the participant stayed in 

a hostel. 

 

So the last time I stayed in 

a hostel was at the 

beginning of July 2024 in 

Copenhagen. 
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Continental 

distribution  

Continental distribution of the 

location of hostels. 

Only in Europe so far. But 

all over. 

Brand loyalty The connection that consumers 

develop toward a specific brand 

(1991, p.34). 

Yes once, twice no, twice, 

so once in Darwin in 

northern Australia and 

once in Melbourne. 

Because I particularly had 

like an excellent stay and 

wanted to return. 

Not returned The participant has not returned 

to a hostel. 

No, I don't think so. The 

reason was probably I 

didn't travel to that 

destination again 

Returned The participant has returned to a 

hostel. 

For example, I think the 

last incident was the hostel 

that I just talked about in 

Peru that I stayed at. I think 

I returned three times 

because I just really felt 

comfortable at the hostel. 

Openness to 

return 

Participant's openness to 

revisiting a hostel. 

Yeah, there would be 

hostels where I would 

definitely if I would be in 

that area again that I would 

go back to. 
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Hostel 

recommendations 

& reviews 

Participant's willingness to 

recommend hostels to others. 

 

Writing reviews  Participants write online reviews.  Yeah, if I have a good 

experience, I normally write 

a review online on Google 

Maps. 

Social media 

content 

Participants share their 

experiences on social media for 

instance Instagram.  

Yeah, also I'm creating 

content to help solo 

travelers to travel more and 

like more authentic places. 

Word-of-mouth Participants shared their 

experiences via word-of-mouth. 

I think I would, yeah, if 

someone is telling me that 

they're traveling to the 

specific country or town 

that I've been to and stayed 

at that hostel, I think I 

would just tell them and 

recommend the hostel to 

them. 

Brand 

associations 

Words and associations that were 

named by participants to relate to 

a positive hostel brand. 

Sociability, Coziness, etc. 

Sociability  Named association by 

participants. 

 

Coziness Named association by 

participants. 
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Friendliness Named association by 

participants. 

 

Cleanliness Named association by 

participants. 

 

Fun  Named association by 

participants. 

 

Colorful Named association by 

participants. 

 

Local Named association by 

participants. 

 

Cool Named association by 

participants. 

 

Cheap Named association by 

participants. 

 

Aesthetics Named association by 

participants. 

 

Recharging Named association by 

participants. 

 

Perceived quality Zeithaml (1988, p. 5) and Akker 

(1992, p. 85) explain perceived 

quality as the perception of the 

excellence of a product.   

 

Cleanliness Quality is defined by its level of 

cleanliness. 

The hostel quality is kind of 

defined by being clean. 
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Staff Hostel quality is defined by the 

competencies and vibes of the 

staff. 

The quality of the people 

working there. 

Spaciousness  Quality is defined by the 

availability of enough space. 

I think of like spaces where 

people can be together um 

for both like socializing but 

also to like relax so kind of 

like more active areas and 

also maybe more calm 

areas, so everybody can 

seek out what they feel 

like. 

Community 

events 

Appreciation for organized 

activities that facilitate social 

interaction and connections. 

 

And then the social side of 

it, do they have events if 

they have a lot of events 

that would be very high up 

on the list. 

 

Facilities The need for certain facilities.  That you have the facilities 

I mentioned.  

Social 

environment  

Quality is defined by its social 

atmosphere. 

To have like a nice 

common place where 

people can meet. 

Safety  The feeling of security and 

protection provided by the hostel.  

That it's safe. That you 

have like, I don't know, a 

door key for your dorm. 
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Organizational 

efficiency 

Hostel's ability to manage 

bookings and room access 

smoothly.  

I think when it comes to 

basic things like booking 

stuff. And when it says you 

can enter the room at 2 

p.m. So, you can rely on 

that, that you can enter 

your room at 2 p.m. 

Physical quality  The image is projected through 

the tangible elements of the 

hostel.  

Definitely a nice common 

room where everyone can 

chill on a couch. 

Cleanliness and 

maintenance 

Emphasis on overall cleanliness 

and good condition of the 

facilities.  

A good proper nicely clean 

organized kitchen. 

Facilities  Importance of certain facilities in 

the hostel.  

A kitchen with lots of 

equipment for cooking. 

Kitchen Participants mentioned aspects of 

a kitchen within a hostel.  

 

Communal space  Participants have certain wishes 

regarding the communal space.  

 

Privat space The hostel is spacious and gives 

travelers some privacy. 

 

Dorms & beds Certain characteristics about the 

beds and dorms. 

 

Separate 

bathrooms 

The bathrooms are not connected 

to the dorm room.  
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Outdoor space Appreciation for hostels that have 

a yard or camping areas. 

 

Single-sex dorms Options are available for 

choosing between mixed or 

female-only or male-only rooms. 

 

Locker The hostel has lockers.   

WI-FI The hostels have WI-FI.  

Light Preference for bright, natural 

lighting over artificial lighting. 

 

 

Bar The hostel has a bar.   

Staff behavior  The image projected by 

employees from the participants' 

perspective.  

I think when the staff is 

really friendly, then I 

already feel really 

welcome. 

Feeling welcome The staff makes the travelers feel 

welcome. 

Like I think it's really 

important like the first 

impression when you 

check in somewhere if you 

get like a vibe that people 

are welcoming and that 

they also point out some 

things that the hostel has I 

think that makes you feel 

instantly more like 

welcome. 
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Friendliness The staff conveys a feeling of 

warmth and friendliness. 

I would still appreciate 

definitely friendly staff who 

are interacting with you and 

kind of explaining you what 

you can do in the area or 

something like that. 

Interest The staff conveys a feeling of 

interest and integrates the 

traveler. 

I think that just really 

makes me feel at ease and 

just feel more positive 

about the whole stay. And 

yeah, other than the staff 

that just really doesn't care 

about me or my 

experience. 

Helpfulness The staff is considered helpful. The staff was most of the 

time very nice and helpful. 

Little impact  The overall impact of the staff 

behavior regarding the 

experiences has little impact. 

It's not necessary for me 

because I think I connect 

with the people there. 

Yeah, I was always 

focused on the people in 

my room or the people in 

the hostel community. 

Lifestyle-

congruence 

The extent to which a brand 

aligns with a consumer's values 

and habits (Nam et al., 2011, p. 

1016). 
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Communal 

belonging 

Participants are prioritizing a 

sense of community and like-

mindedness in hostel selection. 

I mean I usually traveled 

alone so I had the need to 

meet other people and 

make friends quite quickly. 

So I feel like that was 

probably one of the most 

important things up my list, 

looking at it from that 

standpoint to have like this 

community and everything. 

Party vs. calm 

distinction  

Consideration of the hostel's 

atmosphere if a party or cozy 

vibe. 

I make sure that it's not like 

a party hostel, so that is 

something really important 

for me. 

Brand awareness Aaker (1991, p. 61) defined 

awareness as "the ability of a 

potential buyer to recognize or 

recall that a brand is a member of 

a particular product category". 

 

Hostel brand 

recall 

Participant's ability to recall 

specific hostel brand names. 

No, not at all anymore. No, 

not a single one 

Hostel discovery Participants use a procedure to 

discover new hostels. 

I usually use Hostelworld to 

find them. 

The company’s 

presented brand  

Berry (2000) claims that the main 

driver of brand awareness is the 

brand presented by the company 
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through controlled communication 

channels.  

Holistic 

perception 

The integration of various 

sensory and social cues within 

information about the hostel, in 

order to form a comprehensive 

understanding of the hostel. 

And yeah, I think like just 

like the social aspect is 

something I really look for. 

Aesthetic 

evaluation 

The assessment of the hostel's 

visual and physical attributes. 

I like, oh, this hostel looks 

beautiful, and it looks like a 

cozy, welcoming 

environment. 

Photos The importance of hostel photos. Pictures are important. I 

find I always look through 

the picture. 

Internal 

communication 

Importance of easy and 

personalized communication with 

service providers. 

I think also internal 

communication like if 

they're really easy to 

message. 

Brand 

identification  

Participant's affinity towards a 

brand. 

 

 

Non affective 

attachment 

Participants are not emotionally 

invested in the hostels they like. 

I: Okay but how did it make 

you feel when you saw the 

awards for instance 

hanging on the walls? P: 

Usually good, when I 

already had a good feeling 
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about the hostel in general 

and then I saw them I was 

like oh yeah yeah I already 

knew that but it's nice to 

see. I don't think I 

particularly looked for 

them. 

Legitimacy 

perception 

Participants feel that hostels with 

awards seem more legitimate and 

impressive. 

I just think I like that other 

people also see that it's a 

nice or that they see that 

it's a nice place and it 

makes it feel more legit. 

Affective 

attachment 

The participant's emotional 

investment in the hostels they 

like. 

Yeah, it's a bit sad, 

because I mean, I grew a 

bit there as well, I was 

working there, I lived there. 

Ideal self-

congruence 

Ideal self-congruence refers to 

the alignment between a 

consumer's self-perception, 

desired identity, and perceived 

image of a specific brand (Sirgy 

1982, p. 289).  

 

Social 

connections 

Hostels that bring people 

together. 

I'm really personally looking 

for like a social hostel 

where I can meet people. 
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Resonance with 

Personal 

preferences 

The degree to which a hostel's 

offerings align with an individual's 

interests. 

I like cozy small spaces. I 

like personal contact and 

local stuff. So, I would say 

100 percent I'm like looking 

for that in a hostel 

experience. 

Openness to 

difference 

Willingness to step outside of 

personal comfort zone and 

experience difference. 

I really like to stay in the 

most authentic places so 

with local staff or people 

that that know the place so 

they can share knowledge 

with me. So, it's not 

necessarily a place that like 

it's so aesthetic or 

something that looks like 

my place I look I love to see 

different places. 

Thematic hostel 

offerings 

Participants looking for hostels 

with a specific theme or focus. 

For example, like nature 

hostels can really offer also 

experiences in nature and 

can bring people together 

that's like through activities 

and I think that really 

resonates with myself. 

News aspects  News components that were 

identified.  
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Price Participant's consideration of cost 

as a factor when choosing a 

hostel. 

Also, the price, because 

there are a few out there 

that are quite costly, so I try 

to avoid those. 

Location Participants considered of hostel 

location as a factor in their 

decision to stay. 

Located at a central spot. 

 

Note. Table created by the author. Categories are displayed in a hierarchy from the 

highest order main categories in the darkest color to the lowest order in the lightest 

color. 

Appendix C – Coding framework 
 

Name of the 
Category  

Frequency 

Consumer 

demographics 

0 

Nationality  12 

Age  12 

Job  12 

Basic information  0 

Hostel stay 

purpose 

12 

Number of hostel 

stays 

12 
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Last hostel stay  12 

Continental 

distribution  

12 

Brand loyalty 0 

Not returned 7 

Returned 5 

Openness to 

return 

6 

Hostel 

recommendations 

& reviews 

0 

Writing reviews  9 

Social media 

content 

2 

Word-of-mouth 11 

Brand 

associations 

0 

Sociability  11 

Coziness 7 

Friendliness 4 

Cleanliness 3 
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Fun  3 

Colorful 2 

Local 2 

Cool 2 

Cheap 2 

Aesthetics 2 

Recharging 1 

Perceived quality 0 

Cleanliness 12 

Staff 7 

Spaciousness  6 

Community 

events 

5 

Facilities 8 

Social 

environment  

5 

Safety  2 

Organizational 

efficiency 

2 

Physical quality  0 
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Cleanliness and 

maintenance 

14 

Facilities  0 

Kitchen 12 

Communal space  10 

Dorms & beds 10 

Privat space 5 

Separate 

bathrooms 

4 

Outdoor space 3 

Single-sex dorms 3 

Locker 3 

WI-FI 1 

Light 1 

Bar 1 

Staff behavior  0 

Feeling welcome 9 

Friendliness 7 

Interest 12 

Helpfulness 6 
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Little impact  3 

Lifestyle-

congruence 

0 

Party vs. calm 

distinction  

11 

Communal 

belonging 

7 

Brand awareness 0 

Hostel brand 

recall 

9 

Hostel discovery 51 

The company’s 

presented brand  

0 

Holistic 

perception 

7 

Aesthetic 

evaluation 

6 

Photos 13 

Internal 

communication 

3 

Brand 

identification  

0 
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Non affective 

attachment 

10 

Legitimacy 

perception 

4 

Affective 

attachment 

1 

Ideal self-

congruence 

0 

Social 

connections 

8 

Resonance with 

personal 

preferences 

6 

Thematic hostel 

offerings 

3 

Openness to 

difference 

2 

News aspects  0 

Price 17 

Location 12 

Note. Table created by the author. The categories and their frequencies are displayed. 

 


