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Problem Discussion
In recent years, scholars and hotel and hospitality practitioners are increasingly becoming cognizant of the value of providing unique customer experiences to keep afloat in the increasingly competitive and ever-shifting business environment. To expand this line of thought, Walls, Okumus, Wang, and Kwun (2011) have argued that service providers who develop unique customer experiences stand a better chance to not only establish long-lasting relationships with existing customers while attracting new ones but also to engender customer trust, satisfaction, and loyalty as part of the customer experience. Indeed, consecutive research studies have associated unique customer experiences with an increase in customer satisfaction and a corresponding increase in the entity’s competitiveness and profitability (Ali & Amin, 2014). However, as demonstrated by Kandampully, Zhang and Jaakkola (2018), only a few research studies address the topic of creating unique customer experiences. The minimal scholarship addressing this topic is highly fragmented and appears to focus more on big establishments at the expense of small and mid-sized hotel entities. There is, therefore, a need to focus on customer experience management (CEM) targeting small and mid-sized hotels to develop an evidence base that could be used in service settings to engender positive customer experiences in the increasingly competitive hotel and hospitality industry. 
Justification for the Study
Small and mid-sized hotel establishments are finding it increasingly difficult to break even in a market whereby consumers are not only becoming more sophisticated and refined but are also showing more awareness of and familiarity with the existing service and product offering. The consequence of this reality embeds in the fact that small and mid-sized hotel entities can no longer afford to depend on competitive pricing or low-cost strategies to survive in the harsh business environment (Ali, 2016). The entrepreneurs and managers of these establishments need to think “outside the box” to develop and implement customer service experience facilitators that will provide adequate leverage in attaining high customer satisfaction, loyalty, and return behavior scores. 
The justification for the proposed study, therefore, anchors on attempting to empirically investigate the antecedents or precursors of unique customer experiences for implementation in small and mid-sized hotel establishments with the view to enhancing customer satisfaction while increasing the performance and competitiveness of these establishments. The proposed research is also justified based on the fact that it will assist entrepreneurs and managers of these hotel establishments to use CEM as a competitive strategy geared towards sustaining and increasing the market share since satisfied customers are more likely to return for additional fun-filled experiences (Kandampully et al., 2018). Lastly, the proposed study is justified based on its target of providing an evidence base that could be used by the entrepreneurs and managers of small and mid-sized hotel establishments to increase customer satisfaction and loyalty by providing unique service and product experiences.  
Purpose Statement

The proposed research study aims to use a quantitative research approach and a descriptive survey research design to identify the most important factors that could be applied in small and mid-sized hotel establishments to guarantee unique customer experiences from the customer’s perspective. The available scholarship demonstrates that some of the most critical customer experience facilitators used in large hospitality establishments such as five-star hotels and resorts include “aesthetics, ambience, lighting, service quality, layout, and customer-to-customer interactions” (Kandampully et al., 2018, p. 3). The proposed research study aims to empirically investigate if these factors hold much appeal in triggering positive customer experiences in the context of small and mid-sized hotel establishments.         
Research Questions

Based on the research problem and the purpose statement, the proposed research study aims to provide responses to the following research questions: 
RQ1: 
What is the impact of aesthetics on customer service experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?

RQ2: 
What is the impact of ambiance on customer service experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?

RQ3:
 What is the impact of lighting on customer service experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?

RQ4: 
What is the impact of service quality on customer experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?

RQ5: 
What is the impact of layout on customer service experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?

RQ6:
 What is the impact of customer-to-customer interactions on customer service experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments?   
Hypotheses

Drawing from the identified research problem and purpose statement, the proposed research study aims to examine the following set of hypotheses: 

H1: 
Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate aesthetics into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably. 

H2: 
Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate ambiance into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably.

H3: 
Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate lighting into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably. 

H4:
 Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate service quality into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably. 

H5:  
Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate layout into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably. 

H6: 
 Small and mid-sized hotel establishments that incorporate customer-to-customer interactions into their service offerings impact customer experiences considerably.
Research Approach

The proposed research employs a quantitative research approach to examine the most important factors that could be applied to small and mid-sized hotel contexts to increase unique customer experiences. The quantitative research approach is described in the literature “as research that explains phenomena according to numerical data which are analyzed by mathematically-based methods, especially statistics” (Yilmaz, 2013, p. 311). The quantitative research approach embeds in objectivist epistemology, which in turn provides it with the capacity to statistically measure causal relationships between distinct variables of interest to the study. As the most popular typology of social science inquiry, the quantitative research approach is guided by several standards and protocols, which include objectivity, elimination of researcher bias, emotional detachment and noninvolvement with phenomena of interest to the study, capacity to empirically examine the stated set of hypotheses, and capacity to utilize a pre-developed instrument to collect participant attitudes, values, and beliefs (Creswell, 2014).
The justifications for selecting this research approach over the qualitative and mixed-methods research approaches are manifold. First, the quantitative research approach provides the researcher with an enabling environment to reduce the independent variables (aesthetics, customer-to-customer interactions, ambiance, service quality, lighting, and layout) and the dependent variable (unique customer experiences) to numerical values or numbers that can be computed to examine the most important factors that could be applied to small and mid-sized hotel contexts to increase unique customer experiences (Gelo, Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008). Second, the proposed quantitative research approach will allow the researcher “to measure the responses of a number of participants to a limited set of questions, thereby facilitating comparison and statistical aggregation of the data” (Yilmaz, 2013, p. 313). Third, the research approach is justified for use in the proposed research study since the data analyzed from the closed-ended questionnaire instrument will assist the researcher to establish a broad-based pattern of participant responses to the issues of interest to this study.          
Research Design

The proposed research study intends to use a descriptive survey research design to investigate the most significant factors that could be implemented in small and mid-sized hotels to enhance the provision of unique customer experiences. Descriptive surveys are non-experimental and entail a focused pre-determination of important components of the research process, including the study design, the population of interest to the study, the strategy used to develop a suitable sample for the study, preference for instrumentation, classification of independent and dependent variables, as well as the identification of the data analysis techniques and strategies (Welford, Murphy, & Casey, 2012). The preferred research design is objective since it allows for the observation and descriptions of participant behaviors, attitudes, trends, and opinions without influencing or controlling them in any way.  
The main justification for using the descriptive survey lies in its capacity to enable the researcher to utilize questionnaires to gather field data and information about the targeted population. Additionally, descriptive survey research is justified for use in the proposed study due to its capacity to provide the researcher with an enabling environment to collect important data associated with the attitudes and opinions of the sampled participants with regard to the factors that contribute substantially to an increase in unique customer experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments (Creswell, 2014). Moreover, unlike the longitudinal survey design that takes a long time to complete due to the requirement of administering the questionnaire severally throughout the research process, the descriptive survey research design takes less time to complete and is less costly as it collects data at a single point in time. Finally, the descriptive survey research design will provide the researcher with an enabling environment to generate numeric descriptions of the participants’ attitudes and perceptions of the issues they consider important in expanding and reinforcing their service and product experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016).           
Population and Sampling

The population targeted for the proposed study consists of customers who frequent small and mid-sized hotel establishments in the rank of one- and two-star hotels with an employee base of 50 and 100 for small establishments and mid-sized hotel establishments, respectively. Previous researchers have also focused attention on exploring this group in contexts that require the measurement of customer satisfaction scores (Dominici & Guzzon, 2010), customer loyalty (Kandampully & Suhartanto, 2000), and customer repeat behavior intentions (Palanivelrajan & Kannan, 2015). Moreover, a number of scholars have focused their work on factors that trigger unique customer experiences in large hotel establishments, resorts, and tourist facilities (Olsson, Friman, Pariegis, & Edvardsson, 2012). However, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, no scholars have focused their work on identifying the factors that trigger or reinforce unique customer experiences among the population of customers who frequent small and mid-sized hotel establishments in the United States study context.  
The proposed research study intends to use the convenience sampling strategy to develop a sample of 620 participants sourced from six hotel establishments operating in Miami-Dade County, Florida (three small hotel establishments and three mid-sized hotel establishments). This means that 310 participants will be conveniently recruited from three small hotel establishments operating in Miami-Dade County, while the rest will be recruited from three mid-sized hotel establishments operating in the same area.  Since approximately 10,000 customers visit these hotel establishments on a weekly basis, a sample of 620 participants is needed when the confidence level is 99%, and the margin of error is 5% (Taherdoost, 2017). The convenience sampling strategy is justified for this type of study due to its capacity to recruit respondents based on their availability to take part in the study since customer experiences of particular product and service offerings are not homogenous. The convenience sampling strategy is also selected due to its ease of use and capability to collect pertinent data that other probability-based sampling strategies may be unable to collect (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016).      
Instrumentation
A standardized questionnaire will be used in the proposed research study as the main instrument for collecting data from the sampled participants. In the development of the questionnaire instrument, a welcome statement will be incorporated to demonstrate the intended purpose or objective of the proposed research study and also to motivate participants to respond to the questions contained in the instrument. The effectiveness of the data collection instrument will be ensured by, among other things, “providing a defined objective for each question, eliminating any unnecessary questions, paying close attention to question-wording to avoid double-barred questions, and evaluating the instrument prior to administration through piloting” (Birmingham & Wilkinson, 2003, p. 103). Moreover, the instrument will be developed around closed-ended questions with the view to ensuring that the responses provided by customers are effortlessly standardized and analyzed using various statistical techniques and approaches. 

In the context of designing the data collection instrument, the researcher will make use of categorical-type questioning not only to gather pertinent demographic information concerning the participants but also to collect conceptual information needed to respond to main issues of interest to the research study. Moreover, Likert-type questions using the rank order categorizations of “strongly disagree = 1” to “strongly agree = 5” will be employed in the proposed study to collect the attitudes, opinions, and perceptions of the sampled participants with regard to the factors they consider most important in triggering and reinforcing positive customer experiences in small and mid-sized hotel establishments. The available documentation is clear that “categorical-type questions assist the researcher to collect data where the respondent belongs to only one of a set of possible categories, while Likert-type questions help the researcher to measure attitudes and perceptions using numerical rank options” (Birmingham & Wilkinson, 2003, p. 106). Overall, the use of a standardized questionnaire as the primary means to collect data from the field is justified in the proposed research context since the instrument is not only time- and cost-effective but has the capacity to reduce researcher bias, reach a wide geographical area, and ensure a high level of participant anonymity in situations whereby the participants engage in the self-administration of the instrument (Fowler, 2008; Polonsky & Waller, 2010).        
Overview of Data Collection Process

The researcher intends to liaise with the human resource departments of the small and mid-sized hotel establishments to request for permission and assistance in distributing the questionnaires to customers who visit the premises on a convenience basis. The process of collecting data will include identifying the participant through the convenience sampling strategy, sharing information about the nature and scope of the proposed research study, leaving the questionnaire with the customer for completion through the self-administration strategy as they enjoy their meals or drinks, and collecting the duly-filled questions as customers leave the establishments. Customers who may require additional time to complete the questionnaire will be allowed to leave with the instrument and instructed on where to drop them once they return to the hotel establishments. It is important to note that the researcher will conduct a comprehensive literature search with the view to operationalizing the concepts and variables of interest to this study for the sole reason of ensuring an effortless and seamless data collection exercise (Fowler, 2008). The concepts that need to be operationalized include unique customer experiences, aesthetics, ambiance, customer-to-customer interactions, lighting, service quality, and layout. 

Quantitative research studies often experience several challenges during the data collection phase. Some of the challenges envisioned by this researcher include low response rates, missing responses, and difficulties in getting the customers to accept to fill the questionnaire. Other challenges include cognitive limitations on the part of the participants, bias arising from researcher-participant relationships, as well as logistical issues, travel distances between the researcher’s home environment and the study sites, and the compensation of participants during the data collection phase (Holden, Scott, Hoonakker, Hundt, & Carayon, 2015). Finally, language difficulties may impede successful data collection since the process of collecting data from the study settings will be done in English and some of the customers who frequent the hotel establishments may not be conversant with the language. A pilot study will be conducted prior to the main study to identify ways in which some of the anticipated challenges could be successfully addressed.       

Data Analysis
Quantitative data derived from the field will be cleaned for any missing values or wrongly entered values, coded, and entered in the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (IBM SPSS, version 22) for analysis and interpretation. Descriptive statistics in the contexts of mean and median scores, mode, and standard deviations will be used to describe, show, organize and summarize categorical data and demographic information with the view to demonstrating meaningful patterns that could be used to respond to the main issues of interest to the test. Descriptive frequencies and cross-tabulations will be used not only to present the findings numerically in terms of percentages for ease of understanding but also to compare the frequencies across the two distinct categorizations of small hotel establishments and mid-sized hotel establishments. The justification for using descriptive statistical analysis embeds in its ease of application and interpretation, it has capacity to describe the phenomena under investigation using numbers and percentages, its objectivity and neutrality, as well as its orientation to effortlessly analyze huge volumes of data from a comparatively large number of study participants (Creswell, 2014).

The primary objective of the proposed research study is to examine the most important factors that could be used in small and midsized hotel establishments to spur and sustain unique customer experiences. In this light, the mean scores and the standard deviations of the Likert-type questions will be analyzed descriptively to demonstrate which factors have the highest means in the continuum of the rank order system “1 = strongly disagree” and “5 = strongly agree” to identify the most important factors (Creswell, 2014). In addition, the inferentially-oriented t-test will be administered to decide the likelihood of variation or difference between the factors that impact small hotel establishments and those that impact mid-sized hotel establishments. The available scholarship is clear that “a t-test is a type of inferential statistic used to determine if there is a significant difference between the means of two groups”, and hence its justification for use in the proposed study. Lastly, a chi-test analysis will be conducted for categorical data to determine the relationship between the main variables of interest to the study and if these variables are independent of each other, while Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient or Kendall’s correlation coefficient will be used in numerical data contexts to establish the nature of relationships between variables (Nayak & Hazra, 2011).         
Reliability and Validity
The validity, which is debatably the most significant criteria for ensuring the quality of the data collection instrument and the generalizability of the research findings to a wider context, generally “refers to whether or not the test measures what it claims to measure” (Heale & Twycross, 2015, p. 66).The validity of the proposed research study will be guaranteed by, among other things, recruiting hotel establishments using randomization strategies, developing an adequate sample size to facilitate generalization of the findings to the population, reducing researcher bias and other types of biases during the data collection phase, and undertaking a comprehensive review of associated literature to develop the questionnaire in order to ensure that the research items contained in the instrument are accurate, correct, consistent, applicable, as well as credible (Unite for Sight, 2015).       

On the other hand, reliability implies the consistency or reproducibility of a data collection instrument to a point of reaching similar conclusions each time the same instrument is used to collect data. Indeed, the available methodological scholarship defines reliability in the context of “the extent to which a research instrument consistently has the same results if it is used in the same situation on repeated occasions” (Heale & Twycross, 2015, p. 66). The reliability of the proposed research study will be ensured by developing relevant questions based on the available scholarship, ensuring that participants are interviewed in a favorable environment, ensuring that participants develop an in-depth comprehension of the data collection instrument, calculating the degree of inter-rater agreement, and developing two distinctive questions that share a common focus or background. 
Ethical Considerations

Permission to undertake the proposed study will be sought from the institution’s ethical review committee and also from the senior management of the six hotel establishments. The participants will be asked to complete consent forms attached to the main questionnaire instrument. The available scholarship is clear that consent letters not only provide adequate information regarding the demands for participating in a research study but also nurture an enabling environment for subjects to participate in the study on their own free will (Polonsky & Waller, 2010). Indeed, as demonstrated by Voltelen, Konradsen, and Ostergaard (2018), the researcher should always ensure that participants develop a wide-ranging comprehension of what participation implies for them and the demands for participation. 

In addition to consent forms, the researcher will take active steps aimed at ensuring the privacy and confidentiality of the participating customers by, for example, asking them not to include their names in the questionnaires, using codes to identify the information provided by individual customers, encrypting personally identifiable data or information, assigning codes to computerized records, and properly destroying the questionnaires upon use (Creswell, 2014). There is also a need for the researcher to ensure that the participating customers develop an in-depth awareness of their rights, which may include “the rights to be informed about the study, the right to freely decide whether to participate in a study, and the right to withdraw at any time without penalty” (Orb, Eisenhauer, & Wynaden, 2001, p. 95). The researcher will also ensure that they do not collect any personally identifiable information during the data collection phase to guarantee the anonymity of the participating customers. Finally, there is a need for the researcher to develop a high degree of trust with the participating customers and also to ensure fairness and justice during the data collection process.    
Limitations and Biases
One of the limitations relates to the fact that it may not be possible to establish the relationships between the variables of interest by using a descriptive survey research design. A correlational survey research design would have been more appropriate in providing the researcher with the capacity to compare the relationships and associations between the variables of interest (Creswell, 2014). The second limitation nests on the study’s focus on Miami-Dade County due to limited financial resources and time constraints, meaning that the findings of this particular study may not be generalizable to the whole population of United States customers who frequent  small and mid-sized hotel establishments. Third, it may prove difficult to operationalize the concept of unique customer experiences given the dearth of empirical research studies in this area. Indeed, the difficulty in operationalizing the concept of unique customer experiences is compounded by the fact that these experiences are time-specific and non-permanent, meaning that they may shift from one establishment to the other (Ali, 2016). The last limitation anchors on the fact that the proposed research study will be done in the American context, which differs from the Asian and European contexts in terms of what is meant by unique customer experiences and the threshold for measuring such experiences.

Some of the most common types of biases that may affect the proposed research study include researcher bias, participant bias, data analysis bias, and data collection bias. Researcher bias will be addressed by ensuring that the questionnaires are self-administered, which in turn limits the role of the researcher in the data collection process. Participant bias will be addressed by ensuring proper inclusion and exclusion criteria, while data analysis bias will be addressed by ensuring that the researcher does not overlook any type of data that may be inconsistent with their convictions and beliefs (Smith & Noble, 2014). Finally, data collection bias will be addressed by ensuring the personal beliefs and expectations of the researcher do not influence the way primary data will be collected from the field. Data collection bias will also be addressed by ensuring that the structured questionnaire passes the strict requirements of validity and reliability.             
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