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of Similarity between Virtual and Real Experience

Abstract
Purpose - This research aims to examine the impact of metaverse experiences on customers’
offline behavioral intentions: How do customers’ visits to a hospitality business’s virtual
property in the metaverse affect their intentions to visit the physical property in the real
world?
Design/methodology/approach - Based on the general learning model and social cognitive
theory, this research hypothesizes the positive impact of metaverse experiences on customers’
visit intentions and explores two boundary conditions for positive impact: user—avatar
resemblance and servicescape similarity. Two experimental studies were conducted.
Findings - Metaverse experience has a significant impact on customers’ visit intentions, and
this impact is moderated by user—avatar resemblance and servicescape similarity.
Research implications — This research addresses the call for empirical studies regarding the
effects of metaverse experience on people’s behavioral intention.
Originality - As one of the earliest empirical studies on the marketing effects of the
metaverse, this research provides a basis for future metaverse studies in the hospitality field.

Article classification: Research paper

Keywords: Metaverse; general learning model; social cognitive theory; avatar; servicescape.
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1. Introduction

Many hospitality businesses are adopting the metaverse trend for marketing purposes
(Ghare, 2022). Some leading brands have already established plans for metaverse marketing
campaigns (Wood, 2022): restaurants (McDonald's), hotels (Ritz Carlton), entertainment
(Walt Disney), and more. After being selected as one of the top trends that will reshape the
hospitality industry, metaverse marketing is rapidly growing in popularity in the industry
(EHL Insights, 2022). The recent COVID-19 pandemic has encouraged people to pay
attention to virtual experiences in the metaverse to satisfy their wanderlust. According to
Gartner’s report (2021), about one in three people is expected to spend over two hours a day
in the metaverse for entertainment by 2027. The potential business benefits of metaverse
marketing are being actively discussed in the hospitality industry (Gursoy et al., 2022).

The metaverse is defined as a virtual world where our avatars and those of other
people in the world come together for various purposes, such as working, shopping, attending
classes or events, and travelling (Koo et al., 2022). As an alternate reality, the metaverse
incorporates a range of technologies to parallel the real world (e.g., a 5G network for real-
time interaction, augmented or virtual reality for multisensory interaction, and non-fungible
tokens for the transaction of digital and physical assets) (Hollensen et al., 2022). As it blurs
the line between the virtual and real worlds, it is expected that what we do in the metaverse
does not end in the virtual world but affects how we behave in the real world (Buhalis et al.,
2023). The expectation that the metaverse experience affects visitors’ offline behavior is
leading hospitality businesses to adopt specific strategies for metaverse marketing.

By building a digital twin of its property in the metaverse, a hospitality business
enables people to virtually experience the service that they can be offered when they visit the
business’s physical property. With such a strategy, a hospitality business encourages virtual

customers to be actual customers in the real world. Specifically, a hospitality business allows
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people to undertake a range of activities on its virtual property that are feasible in the real
world, to induce them to visit the physical property (Lee and Kim, 2022). A restaurant
encourages guests to order food in the business’s virtual branch in the metaverse and receive
it in its physical branch in the real world (Ampountolas et al., 2023). By allowing customers
to enjoy a rooftop lounge on its virtual property, a hotel hopes to boost their desire to visit its
physical property to enjoy the amenities (Kilburn, 2022). When hosting a concert in the
metaverse, the organizer allows people to see an artist very closely or take pictures with the
artist to ensure the virtual attendees have an increased intention to visit the artist’s actual
concert in the real world (Savage, 2021).

Although a hospitality business strives to influence customers’ offline behavioral
intentions through the metaverse experience, the precise impact of this experience remains
uncertain. Recent marketing studies, spanning beyond the hospitality sector, have emphasized
the need to explore the connection between the metaverse experience and customers’ offline
behavioral intentions (Hollensen et al., 2022; Kim, 2021; Wiederhold, 2022). However,
existing hospitality and tourism research primarily discusses the metaverse's impact on
customers’ real-world behavior in a conceptual manner (Buhalis et al., 2023; Go and Kang,
2023; Gursoy et al., 2022; Koo et al., 2022; Mladenovi¢ et al., 2023). Although empirical
studies on the metaverse experience in various contexts, such as retail shopping and
promoting pro-environmental attitudes, have been conducted (Chan ef al., 2023; Jafar et al.,
2023; Kim et al., 2023; Xi et al., 2023), the majority of studies have focused on individuals’
attitudes or behavioral intentions within the metaverse. Despite the metaverse’s rising
popularity as the next paradigm in the hospitality industry, its implications for marketing
remain unknown (Cai et al., 2024; Hazan et al., 2022; Zaman et al., 2024).

This research aims to investigate the impact of the metaverse experience on

customers’ offline behavioral intentions in the hospitality context. Considering the metaverse
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marketing strategies employed by hospitality businesses, the research addresses the following
question: How does a customer’s visit to a hospitality business’s virtual property in the
metaverse influence their intention to visit its physical property in the real world?
Additionally, the research explores two potential boundary conditions for the relationship
between the metaverse experience and behavioral intention: Is the impact of the metaverse
experience on customers’ offline behavioral intentions moderated by the extent to which an
avatar resembles the customer, and by the similarity between a business’s virtual property
and the physical one in terms of servicescape?

Drawing on the general learning model (GLM) (Buckley and Anderson, 2012) and
social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977), this research hypothesizes that (1) the metaverse
experience increases customers’ intentions to visit a hospitality business’s physical property
in the real world, and (2) the effect of the metaverse experience becomes more pronounced
when the experience is similar to the real situation (i.e., when customers use avatars
resembling their own appearance and when virtual properties have the same servicescape as

physical ones). To achieve these objectives, two studies were conducted in a café context.

2. Research Background

Although the metaverse is not yet clearly defined, it generally refers to a parallel
reality where people, as avatars, can work, play, communicate, and “live” (Needleman,
2021). The term, a combination of the words “meta” and universe, was first coined in a piece
of science fiction written by Neal Stevenson, Snow Crash, in 1992. The virtual world concept
has been realized and developed through four major transitions from text-based interactive
games (e.g., AberMud, DikuMud) to virtual open worlds (e.g., Active World, Onlive
Traveler), massive multiplayer online games (e.g., Second Life, Minecraft), and immersive

virtual environments on smart mobiles and wearables (e.g., Pokémon GO, VRChat) (Duan et
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1

2

2 97  al.,2021). Every transition was driven by the advent of enabling technologies (e.g., Internet,
5 . . . .

6 98 3D graphics, extended reality, blockchain, and so on) (Wiederhold, 2022), and now several
7

8 99 metaverse platforms are considered to almost realize Stevenson’s imaginings (e.g.,

9

10100 Decentraland, Sandbox, Roblox, and Zepeto) (Dwivedi et al., 2022).

101 The metaverse has several characteristics that distinguish it from video games that

15 102  closely imitate the real world, platforms that leverage virtual environments, and other related
17103  concepts (Go et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2021). First, people can make digital creations inside the
104  metaverse, ranging from a piece of textual content to a virtual item, an event, a building, or a
52 105  city. Also, people can interact with objects, places, and others in various ways (e.g.,

24 106 purchasing or selling an artwork, taking a selfie at a popular spot in a city, and travelling with
26 107  friends) (Go et al., 2021). These differentiate the metaverse from social virtual reality

20 108  platforms, which limit the ability to make digital creations and provide limited options for

31 109 interactions (Lee et al., 2021). Second, the metaverse is a perpetual space. Even when you log
33 110  out of the metaverse, the virtual world keeps changing based on others’ activities or

111  interactions (e.g., launching a new event, building a new store, selling a real estate asset)

38 112 (Goldston et al., 2022). As a sustained and persistent virtual world, the metaverse does not

40 113  vanish, regardless of whether you log into the world or not. This differentiates the metaverse
114  from the virtual spaces for games, events, classes, and so on, which disappear after the focal
45 115  activities (Lee et al., 2021). Last, the metaverse coexists and interoperates with the real

47 116  world. The metaverse comprises digital twins of their physical counterparts, including people
4% 117  and their motions or behaviors, objects and their functions, business properties, and even

5o 118 cities (Lv et al., 2022). The digital copy of the physical environment operates based on social
54 119 norms, economies, and laws, which are analogous to the real world’s existing systems (Kicks,
56 120  2021). In a parallel reality, people have a daily life as they do in the real world, and their

121  activities in the metaverse affect their behavior in the real world (Go et al., 2021). This
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differentiates the metaverse from almost all other virtual platforms, which have lower levels
of extension of reality (Lee et al., 2021).

The last characteristic of the metaverse drives hospitality businesses to expect an
impact of virtual experiences on people’s offline behavior and, further, to adopt specific
strategies for metaverse marketing. A hospitality business offers replication of real service
experiences to people in the metaverse in order to increase their likelihood of visiting the
business’s physical property for real experiences (Lee and Kim, 2022). Domino’s Pizza
enables customers to order pizza through the digital twin of its ordering kiosk in
Decentraland and encourages them to visit its physical branch as a result of the virtual order
experience (Canter, 2022). An emerging hotel brand in the United Kingdom, LEVEN, plans
to launch virtual fitness and meditation sessions at its virtual property in the metaverse, which
are linked to the sessions taking place at its physical property in the real world, to transform
virtual guests into actual ones (Kilburn, 2022). When hosting a virtual concert in Roblox, the
management agency for pop star Zara Larsson sold the outfits, hairstyles, and dance moves of
the artist to make virtual attendees feel more connected to the artist and, subsequently,
increase their intention to attend a real concert in the future (Savage, 2021). With a similar
objective, the management agency of Blackpink, a South Korean girl group, hosted a virtual
fansign in Zepeto and allowed virtual attendees to connect with each member of the group via
avatars in various ways (e.g., getting an autograph or taking a selfie together) (Song, 2021).

The potential influence of metaverse experiences on customers’ behavioral intentions
in the real world finds support in the GLM proposed by Buckley and Anderson (2012). An
extension of the general aggression model, which explains the impact of a violent stimulus on
an individual’s antisocial behavior (Bushman and Anderson, 2002), the GLM posits that all
information in the surrounding environment can serve as a learning opportunity, influencing

an individual’s present internal state (comprising cognition, affect, and arousal) and guiding
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1

2

2 147  behavioral responses (Buckley and Anderson, 2012). According to GLM’s assumptions,
6 148  various stimuli, such as media or games, can trigger individual behavior by affecting their
7

8 149  internal state (Buckley and Anderson, 2012). For instance, GLM suggests that consuming
9

10 150  media content offers significant learning opportunities. Studies have explored the impact of
151  media content consumption on behavior, showing that engaging with prosocial content in

15 152 books, music, and TV programs increases individuals’ intention to engage in prosocial
17153  behavior (Hahn ef al., 2022; Ruth, 2017; Zhang, 2021). GLM has also been applied to virtual
154  experiences, such as specific activities conducted through avatars in virtual games. Research
52 155 indicates that playing violent games results in corresponding real-world behavior, while

24 156 engaging in healthy activities through avatars positively influences players’ health-related

26 157  behavior in the real world (Rheu et al., 2020; Wu et al., 2023).

29 158 A crucial theoretical component of GLM, social cognitive theory, further elaborates

31 159  on the impact of learning experiences on individual behavior. The theory introduces three

33 160  boundary conditions that enhance the influence of learning experiences on behavioral

161  reactions: the extent to which an individual is rewarded for the learned behavior (i.e.,

38 162  reinforcement); the extent to which an individual has the ability to do the learned behavior

40 163 (i.e., self-efficacy); and the extent to which the role models are similar to an individual in

164  terms of appearance (i.e., identification) (Bandura, 1977). Focusing on the moderating role of
45 165  identification in virtual experiences, the theory argues that individuals are more likely to

47 166  replicate learned behaviors when their virtual representation (e.g., avatar) resembles them and
4% 167  when the virtual space mirrors their surroundings. Given that the metaverse experience shares
5o 168  similarities with virtual experiences, involving the use of avatars for various activities in a

54 169 virtual environment, we anticipate that GLM and social cognitive theory arguments are

56 170  applicable. Engaging in specific activities in the metaverse is expected to lead individuals to
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replicate similar activities in the real world, with the impact being more pronounced when the
individual’s avatar resembles them and their surroundings.

Many hospitality businesses have either implemented or plan to adopt metaverse
marketing, expecting the virtual experience to alter customers’ behavior in the real world
(Lee and Kim, 2022). Also, recent conceptual research on metaverse marketing has proposed
the use of metaverse experiences to modify customers’ attitudes and behaviors in the real
world (Buhalis ef al., 2023; Gursoy et al., 2022; Kim, 2021; Koo et al., 2022). However, the
potential impact of metaverse experiences on customers’ offline behavioral intentions has not
been tested, and thus, empirical research investigating the impact is being called for by both
researchers and practitioners (Hazan et al., 2022; Hollensen et al., 2022; Wiederhold, 2022).
Numerous empirical studies have explored the effects of virtual travel experiences on
customers’ behavioral reactions, offering insights that can be applied to discussions on
metaverse experiences (Kim et al., 2020a). However, the vast majority of these studies
focused on experiences mediated by virtual reality. Consequently, their findings may present
challenges in directly extrapolating implications for the relationship between metaverse
experiences and customers’ behavioral intentions. Given this background, this research aimed
to address the knowledge gap by examining the impact of metaverse experience on
customers’ offline behavioral intentions in the hospitality context. Specifically, this research
tests how customers’ visits to a hospitality business’s virtual property in the metaverse affect
their intention to visit its physical property in the real world. Furthermore, to further
understand the relationship between the metaverse experience and behavioral intentions, this
research explored two potential boundary conditions for the relationship: the extent to which
an avatar resembles its user in terms of appearance and the extent to which the servicescape

of a virtual property is similar to that of a physical one.
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1

2

z 196 3. Research Model and Hypotheses Development

5 . . ..

6 197 Drawing on the GLM (Buckley and Anderson, 2012) and social cognitive theory

7

8 198  (Bandura, 1977), we developed the conceptual framework and research hypotheses (Figure
9

10 199  1). The GLM posits that virtual experiences, such as playing a virtual game, serve as learning
200  opportunities that can influence an individual’s internal state and behavior (Buckley and

15 201  Anderson, 2012). Consequently, the GLM is frequently employed to investigate the impact of
17202  virtual experiences on individual behavioral reactions. According to the GLM, virtual

203  experiences lead individuals to perceive their virtualized representation (e.g., avatars) as

52 204  themselves and integrate into the environment where they are engaged (Bailey and Bailenson,
24 205 2017). This sense of presence primes individuals with the actions performed during the

26 706 virtual experience, influencing them to replicate similar behaviors in the real world (Bushman
29 207  and Anderson, 2002).

31 208 [Figure 1]

33 209 In a study by Yin et al. (2022), a prosocial virtual game was considered a learning

210  stimulus based on the GLM, revealing that individuals tended to use prosocial words more

38 211  frequently after playing the game. Conversely, Wu et al. (2023) focused on unethical

40 212  behavior in a virtual game, demonstrating that engaging in such behavior in the game

213  increased the likelihood of individuals engaging in similar behavior in the real world.

45 214 Applying the GLM argument within the context of virtual experiences, we anticipate that the
47 215 metaverse experience will influence customers’ behavioral intentions. Specifically, we

4% 216  hypothesize that customers’ visits to the virtual property of a hospitality business in the

5o 217 metaverse will heighten their intention to visit the business’s physical property in the real

54 218  world.

56 219
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Hypothesis 1: The experience of visiting a hospitality business’s virtual property in the
metaverse increases a customer’s intention to visit the business’s physical

property in the real world.

The social cognitive theory delineates how the impact of virtual experience on an
individual’s behavior can be nuanced by factors such as reinforcement, self-efficacy, and
identification (Bandura, 1977). According to the GLM, virtual experience influences people’s
offline behavior by immersing them in a virtualized scenario (Bushman and Anderson, 2002).
The social cognitive theory further posits that this immersion is more likely under specific
conditions, enhancing the impact of virtual experience on individuals’ offline behavior
(Bandura, 1977). These conditions include situations where individuals’ behavior in the
virtualized setting is rewarded (Hahn, 2022), when they perceive virtual actions as easy to
replicate in the real world (Alvarez-Risco et al., 2022), and when their virtualized
representation (e.g., avatars) closely resembles their actual selves (Rheu et al., 2020).

Among these conditions, identification holds particular relevance in the literature
when virtual experience is used as a learning stimulus, given the central role of avatars in the
experience (Kim, 2021). The increased impact of virtual experiences on individuals’ offline
behavior due to the greater similarity between avatars and users’ appearances has been
explored in various contexts. For instance, Navarro ef al. (2022) observed that participants
exposed to avatars wearing sports clothes with their faces had higher cardiac frequency than
those exposed to stranger faces. Similarly, Koulouris et al. (2020) conducted experiments
where participants engaging in exercise via a virtual reality game using avatars customized to
resemble themselves were more inclined to exercise regularly than those using non-
customized avatars. Applying the identification aspect of social cognitive theory to the

current research, the experience of visiting a hospitality business’s virtual property in the

10
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1

2

2 245  metaverse is expected to significantly increase customers’ intentions to visit its physical
5 . .

6 246  property when people use avatars customized to resemble themselves. Specifically, we
7

8 247  hypothesize that customers’ visits to the virtual property of a hospitality business in the
9

10 248  metaverse will more substantially boost their intention to visit the business’s physical

12 . . .

13 249 property in the real world when there is a high level of user—avatar resemblance.
14

15 250

16

17 251 Hypothesis 2: Customers’ intentions to visit a business’s physical property after a metaverse
252 experience will be higher when a customer uses an avatar customized to

5 253 resemble themselves.

24 254

26 755 Several recent studies grounded in social cognitive theory have expanded the concept
29 256  of identification to include the similarity between the environment in a learning stimulus and
31 257  anindividual’s surroundings. It is argued that a learning stimulus exerts a greater impact on
33 258  an individual’s behavioral reaction when they find themselves in a situation similar to that
259  depicted in the stimulus (Scavarelli et al., 2021). Discussing the potential of virtual reality in
38 260 education, Hernandez-Pozas and Carreon-Flores (2019) advocated for a virtual space that

40 261  mirrors the students’ study environment, emphasizing the importance of such similarity for
262  enhancing the learning effect. Similar arguments were supported in the work of Behnamnia et
45 263 al (2020), who demonstrated that a digital game-based learning program for preschool

47 264  children led to the repetition of virtualized learning in the real world by creating a similarity
4% 265  between the virtual and usual learning spaces. Building upon this empirical evidence, we

5o 266 hypothesize that the impact of the metaverse experience on customers’ visit intentions is

54 267 moderated by the similarity between a hospitality business’s virtual property and the physical
56 268  one in terms of servicescape (servicescape similarity hereafter). Specifically, we propose that

269  customers’ visits to the virtual property of a hospitality business in the metaverse will

11
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significantly increase their intention to visit the business’s physical property in the real world

when there is a high level of servicescape similarity.

Hypothesis 3: Customers’ intentions to visit a business’s physical property after a metaverse
experience will be higher when the virtual property has the same servicescape

as the physical property.

We further predicted an interaction effect between user—avatar resemblance and
servicescape similarity in the metaverse experience on customers’ visit intentions.
Considering that identification through user—avatar resemblance is more obvious for the
metaverse experience, the effect of servicescape similarity on customers’ visit intentions was
expected to be stronger only when a customer uses an avatar customized to resemble
themselves. When the avatar in the virtual world is different from the customer’s actual
appearance, the metaverse experience is expected to be very low in terms of mental

simulation and meaningful engagement (Hilken ef al., 2022).

Hypothesis 3a: The main effect of servicescape similarity on customers’ visit intentions will
be stronger when a customer uses an avatar customized to resemble
themselves. Conversely, the main effect of servicescape similarity on
customers’ visit intentions will be weaker when a customer uses an avatar

customized to be dissimilar themselves.

4. Methodology
The four hypotheses were examined through two studies employing an experimental

design within a café context. Study 1 was executed to assess H1, aiming to determine

12

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm



Page 13 of 39 International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management

1

2

2 295  whether participants who virtually experienced a café through the metaverse exhibited a

6 296  higher intention to visit the actual café compared to those who did not undergo such an

7

8 297  experience. Study 2 was conducted to investigate H2, H3, and H4, all within the same café
9

10 298  context. We tested H2 by examining whether the participants who visited a café’s virtual

299  property using avatars that resembled their appearance had a higher intention to visit the

15 300 café’s real property than those who visited the same virtual property using avatars that do not
17 301 resemble their appearance. On the other hand, we targeted three cafés that are different in
302 terms of servicescape similarity: 1) a café whose virtual property’s servicescape is similar to
52 303  real property’s; 2) a café whose virtual property’s servicescape is better than real property’s;
24 304 and 3) a café whose virtual property’s servicescape is worse than physical property’s. The

26 305  participants visited the virtual property of one of the three cafés. To test H3, we compared the
29 306  three groups in terms of the intention to visit the focal café’s real property. Finally, we

31 307 investigated the interaction between two factors in H4 as well.

33 308 Of the several world-famous metaverse platforms, Zepeto was used in this research
309 for several reasons, which is the biggest metaverse platform in Asia in terms of the number of
38 310 users (O1, 2021). First, Zepeto is famous for its avatar-editing function, which enables users
40 311  to customize their avatars (Davies and Junga, 2022). Although it is difficult to customize

312  avatars to reflect users’ appearances in detail on other metaverse platforms due to the semi-
45 313  standardized avatar system, Zepeto provides a higher degree of freedom in customizing

47 314  avatars (Park and Kim, 2022) (Figure 2). This allowed us to examine the moderating impact
4% 315  of user—avatar resemblance on the relationship between metaverse experience and customers’
5o 316  offline behavioral intentions.

54 317 [Figure 2]

56 318 Lastly, both high and low servicescape similarity are available on Zepeto. Although

319  most hospitality brands’ virtual properties are designed differently from their physical
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properties on other metaverse platforms, both differently and similarly designed virtual
properties are available on Zepeto (Park, 2022) (Figure 3). This allowed us to examine the
moderating effect of servicescape similarity on the relationship between metaverse
experience and customers’ offline behavioral intentions.

[Figure 3]

5. Study 1

We tested H1 by investigating the influence of metaverse experience on customers’
offline behavioral intentions within the context of a café. The experiment involved comparing
participants who virtually experienced a specific café in the metaverse with those who did

not, with a focus on their intention to visit the café in the real world.

5.1. Design, procedure, and stimuli

Participants were randomly assigned to either the without-metaverse or with-
metaverse experience conditions in a between-subjects design. Those in the without-
metaverse condition watched a short video showcasing the café, whereas those in the with-
metaverse condition watched the same video and additionally visited the virtual version of
the café on Zepeto. Subsequently, both groups completed a survey.

We selected a café in South Korea, SameFE, which had established a virtual property
on Zepeto. The virtual property shared the same name as the physical one, and its
servicescape, encompassing exterior, interior, food and beverage, and goods, closely
resembled that of the physical property (Figure 3). Participants in the with-metaverse
experience condition virtually explored SameFE through Zepeto for approximately 5 minutes
using their smart devices, under the guidance and observation of a research assistant. To

ensure comparability in exposure time to content about SamekE, we presented the 5-minute
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video to the without-metaverse experience group and the shortened 1-minute version to the
with-metaverse group. A total of 120 undergraduate and graduate students in Hong Kong
participated, receiving bonus points of coffee as compensation.

Data cleaning involved removing responses from participants who had previously
watched the video and those who had visited SameE before. Additionally, participants who
did not watch the given video were filtered out based on the time spent watching and a
validity check question. Consequently, 107 participants (53 in the without-metaverse and 54
in the with-metaverse groups) were included for further analysis. A power analysis using the
G*Power program (w = 0.25, power (1 — ) = 0.8, a = 0.05) confirmed that our sample size
exceeded the minimum required for analysis (minimum sample size = 51 per condition).

Thus, our sample was deemed sufficiently large for subsequent analysis (Faul ez al., 2007).

5.2. Measures and analysis

Customers’ offline behavioral intentions were measured with four items drawn from
An et al. (2021). All measures used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = definitely not, 5 = absolutely).
The four items were highly correlated (o = 0.85), and their mean scores were used for further
analyses. As participants watched a video about SameFE, their intention to visit the café might
be influenced by their perceptions of the video. Additionally, their preferences or evaluations
of the café could introduce confounding factors. To address this, we measured participants’
perceptions of the video, preferences, and evaluations of the café, employing measurement
items derived from relevant previous research (Byun and Jang, 2015; Das, 2014). The
measurement items exhibited high correlations (o = 0.79 for video perception, o= 0.75 for café
preference, and o = 0.77 for café evaluation). The mean scores of these items were utilized as

three control variables in subsequent analyses to mitigate the confounding impact of
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participants’ perceptions on their visit intention. With the above-mentioned measures, we

conducted a one-way between-subjects ANOVA with a covariate.

5.3. Results and discussion

The demographic details of the participants are provided in the Appendix. The results
of a one-way between-subjects ANOVA with a covariate revealed that participants who
experienced the virtual version of SameE on Zepeto exhibited significantly higher visit
intentions compared to those who did not visit the virtual café (Myih-metaverse = 3-16, SD =
0.96 vs. Myjithout-metaverse = 2.46, SD = 0.93; F (1, 104) = 14.94, p < 0.001, n2 = 0.12) (Figure
4). Study 1 demonstrated a positive impact of visiting a virtual property in the metaverse on
the intention to visit the real property within a café context. Engaging in a virtual visit to a
café through the metaverse increased individuals’ willingness to visit the actual café, thereby
supporting H1. These findings align with prior research indicating that certain activities in
virtual environments can influence individuals' intentions to engage in similar behavior in the
real world (Wu et al., 2023; Yin et al., 2022). Moreover, these empirical results substantiate
the arguments made in conceptual hospitality research regarding the impact of metaverse
experiences on customers’ offline behavior (Buhalis et al., 2023; Gursoy et al., 2022; Koo et
al., 2022).

[Figure 4]

6. Study 2

We examined the main effects of user—avatar resemblance (H2) and servicescape
similarity (H3) as well as their interaction effect (H4) on the relationship between metaverse
experience and customers’ offline behavioral intentions in Study 2. We conducted an

experiment in a café context.
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6.1. Design, procedure, and stimuli

In this study, participants were randomly assigned to one of four experimental
conditions using a between-subjects design: 2 (user—avatar resemblance: high vs. low) x 2
(servicescape similarity: high vs. low). All participants were instructed to watch a brief video
showcasing a physical café and then to visit the virtual property of the same café on Zepeto.
Initially, we manipulated user—avatar resemblance, where participants used avatars
resembling their appearance (high resemblance) or avatars that did not resemble them (low
resemblance) based on their assigned condition. Subsequently, participants visited one of two
cafes that differed in servicescape similarity: 1) a café with a virtual property mirroring its
physical property’s servicescape, and 2) a café with a virtual property differing from its
physical property’s servicescape (e.g., distinct interior, presence or absence of
facilities/amenities in the virtual property compared to the physical property). As stimuli, we
selected two cafés in South Korea, SameFE and Café Blossom, both of which had virtual
properties on Zepeto. Although SameFE's virtual property closely resembled its physical
counterpart, the opposite was true for Café Blossom (refer to Figure 3). For each café, we
curated a YouTube video showcasing the servicescape, editing it into a presentation lasting
approximately 1 minute.

A total of 200 undergraduate and graduate students from Hong Kong participated in
the experiment, receiving bonus points as compensation. We utilized responses from 131
participants for further analysis, with 32 participants in the low user—avatar resemblance and
high servicescape similarity conditions, and 33 participants in each of the remaining three
conditions. To ensure our sample size was adequate, we performed a power analysis using the

G*Power program (w = 0.25, power (1 — B) = 0.8, a = 0.05) (Faul et al., 2007). The results
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indicated that a minimum of 32 samples were required for each experimental condition,

confirming the sufficiency of our sample for further analysis.

6.2. Measures and analysis

Customers’ offline behavioral intentions were assessed using the same four items
employed in Study 1. Additionally, participants’ video perception, café preferences, and café
evaluations, measured with the items from Study 1, were considered as control variables. A 2

x 2 ANOVA with a covariate was executed to examine the hypotheses H2, H3, and H4.

6.3. Results and discussion

The participant demographics are detailed in the Appendix. To ensure the successful
manipulation of user—avatar resemblance, a comparison of responses to the manipulation
check question indicated successful achievement (Mhpigh-resemblance = 4.22 VS. Migw-resemblance =
1.81,t=25.26, p <0.001). Additionally, the manipulation of servicescape similarity was
confirmed to be successful, with participants in the high similarity group perceiving a higher
servicescape similarity than those in the low similarity group (Mhigh-simitarity = 4-15 VS. Migy-
similarity = 2.00, t =20.01, p <0.001).

For the main analysis, employing ANCOVA for visit intention, a significant main
effect of user—avatar resemblance was observed (F (1, 130) =44.473, p <0.001, n2 = .266).
Specifically, participants using avatars resembling their appearance showed significantly
higher visit intentions than those using avatars that did not resemble them (My;gh-resemblance =
3.68, SD = .76 vs. Mjow-resemblance = 2.71, SD = 1.11). These results align with prior
observations that the impact of virtual experience on individuals’ offline behavior is
heightened when their virtual representation (e.g., avatars) resembles them in appearance

(Koulouris et al., 2020; Navarro et al., 2022), supporting H2.
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1

2

2 443 Furthermore, a main effect of servicescape similarity was found (F (1, 130) = 16.420,
6 444  p=0.001, 72 =.118), with higher visit intentions in the high servicescape similarity group

7

8 445  compared to the low servicescape similarity group (Mhigh-similarity = 348, SD = .99 vs. Moy

9

10 446 similarity = 2.92, SD = 1.06), supporting H3. These results are consistent with previous research
447  indicating that the impact of virtual experience on individuals’ offline behavior is accentuated
15 448  when the virtualized environment resembles their current surroundings (Behnamnia et al.,

17 449  2020; Hernandez-Pozas and Carreon-Flores, 2019). Additionally, these findings endorse the
450  notion that the identification concept of social cognitive theory can extend to the similarity

52 451  between role models’ appearance and their surrounding environment (Scavarelli et al., 2021).
24 452 Finally, a significant interaction effect was observed (F (1, 130) =9.721, p <0.001,

26 453 12 =.073). Notably, the impact of servicescape similarity on visit intention was significant

29 454  when user—avatar resemblance was high, supporting H3a. As illustrated in Figure 5, the
31 455  difference in visit intention between the high and low servicescape similarity groups was
33 456  more pronounced in the high user—avatar resemblance condition.

457 [Figure 5]

38 458

40 459 7. General Discussion and Conclusion

460  7.1. Conclusions

45 461 This study aimed to investigate the impact of metaverse experience on customers’
47 462  offline behavioral intentions in the hospitality context, while also exploring two potential
4% 463 influencing factors: user—avatar resemblance and servicescape similarity. Drawing on the
5o 464  GLM (Buckley and Anderson, 2012) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977), the

54 465 research hypothesized that a virtual visit to a hospitality business’s property in the metaverse

56 466  positively influences customers’ willingness to visit its physical counterpart.
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Conducting two experimental studies in a café setting, Study 1 provided empirical
evidence supporting the positive impact of metaverse experience on customers’ visit
intentions. This finding aligned with conceptual studies on metaverse marketing in the
hospitality and tourism industries (Gursoy et al., 2022). In Study 2, the research delved into
the effects of user—avatar resemblance and servicescape similarity on the relationship
between metaverse experience and customers’ visit intentions. The results were consistent
with prior research on the impact of virtual experiences on offline behavioral intentions,
indicating that the influence is contingent on the perceived similarity between avatars and
individuals (Koulouris ef al., 2020; Navarro ef al., 2022) and the perceived similarity
between the virtual environment and the individuals' surroundings (Behnamnia et al., 2020;
Hernandez-Pozas and Carreon-Flores, 2019; Scavarelli et al., 2021). Additionally, though not
the primary focus, supplementary analysis suggested a potential dependence of the effect of
servicescape similarity on the relationship between metaverse experience and customers’ visit

intentions on user—avatar resemblance.

7.2. Theoretical implications

This research holds several theoretical implications. Firstly, it stands as a pioneering
empirical study delving into the marketing effects of the metaverse within the hospitality and
tourism domains. Although conceptual discussions on the potential impact of metaverse
marketing have been prevalent (Gursoy et al., 2022; Kim, 2021; Koo ef al., 2022;
Mladenovi¢ et al., 2023), this research addresses the call for empirical studies in the field
(Buhalis et al., 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2022). By empirically examining how metaverse
experience influences tourists’ offline behavioral intentions in a café context, this research
establishes a crucial empirical baseline, aligning with observations from previous research on

the impact of virtual experiences on offline behavior (Wu et al., 2023; Yin et al., 2022).
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1

2

2 492 Secondly, this research expanded the horizons of studies on experience-simulating

5 . . . . . .

6 493  technologies by incorporating the metaverse into the discourse (Buhalis et al., 2022; Gursoy
7

8 494  etal.,2022; Koo et al., 2022). Previous research in hospitality and tourism predominantly

9

10 495  delved into various types of experience-simulating technologies, such as augmented reality
496  (Jiang et al., 2022) or virtual reality (Alyahya and McLean, 2022). Through an examination
15 497  of the metaverse’s impact on tourists’ behavioral intentions, this study posits the metaverse as
17 498  apromising context for exploration and suggests avenues for extending the literature on

499  virtual tourism experiences (Kim et al., 2020). Additionally, while prior research has

52 500 embraced diverse theoretical models to elucidate the effects of experience-simulating

24 501 technologies on tourists’ behavioral intentions, including the technology acceptance model,
26 502 the stimulus—organism—response model, and flow theory, this research introduces another

29 503 theoretical framework, the GLM and social cognitive theory, as a valuable addition to the

31 504  existing literature.

33 505 Thirdly, leveraging social cognitive theory, this study identified two key factors, user—
506  avatar resemblance and servicescape similarity, that moderate the impact of metaverse

38 507  experience on tourists’ intentions. Aligning with prior research that underscores the

40 508 substantial impact of virtual experiences on behavior through heightened identification

509 (Behnamnia ef al., 2020; Koulouris ef al., 2020; Navarro et al., 2022), this research

45 510  contributes to the literature on the effects of experience-simulating technologies on tourists’
47 511  behavioral intentions by introducing previously unexplored moderators. Although existing

4% 512 literature often considers individual characteristics, such as demographics or personal

5o 513 innovativeness, as moderators, this research highlights the significance of situational

54 514  characteristics as critical factors influencing the effects of experience-simulating technologies
56 515  on tourists’ behavioral intentions (Kang et al., 2022). Furthermore, despite not being the

516  primary focus, the examination of the interaction between user—avatar resemblance and
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servicescape similarity contributes to social cognitive theory by suggesting that different
types of boundary conditions that enhance the impact of learning experiences on individuals’
behavioral reactions may interplay with each other.

Fourthly, this study explored a café context, a domain seldom addressed in the
literature on the impacts of experience-simulating technologies on tourists’ behavioral
intentions. Although previous research has primarily focused on various contexts such as
cities, natural attractions or heritage sites, landmarks, and museums, numerous contexts
remain unexplored. By investigating the effects of experience-simulating technologies on
tourists' behavioral intentions within an uncharted context like cafés, this research

underscores the potential for further expansion of the literature in terms of diverse contexts.

7.3. Practical implications

First, the findings of this research can help hospitality businesses have clear
expectations regarding their metaverse marketing campaigns: building a virtual property in
the metaverse is effective in increasing customers’ intentions to visit the physical property.
Although many hospitality businesses have considered building virtual properties in the
metaverse, most of them are not sure about the actual benefits of such a marketing strategy
(Gutt et al., 2022). Such a lack of knowledge makes it difficult for a hospitality business to
decide whether to invest its resources in metaverse marketing. This research may provide
insight into this issue. The findings of Study 1 show the actual impact of metaverse
experience on tourists’ behavioral intention and could help a hospitality business assess
whether the investment in building a virtual property in the metaverse is worthwhile. At the
same time, our findings can help hospitality businesses whose goals are not related to
customers’ actual visits in implementing metaverse marketing. For example, takeaway- or

delivery-oriented cafés, which do not aim to increase customers’ actual visits, could avoid
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using their limited resources for building virtual properties in the metaverse as it would not fit
with such businesses’ situations or goals.

Second, the findings of this research provide insights into what factors a hospitality
business should consider when choosing a metaverse platform for its marketing. Since a list
of metaverse platforms is now available (e.g., Roblox, Sandbox, Decentraland, and so on), a
hospitality business needs to target a specific platform for metaverse marketing (Park and
Kim, 2022). Although various factors should be taken into account in choosing a target
platform (e.g., user statistics or how game-oriented a platform is), a hospitality business can
consider other factors based on the findings of Study 2, such as whether a platform enables
users to customize their avatars. As mentioned in the methodology section, the currently
available metaverse platforms are different in terms of the extent to which the avatars can be
customized (Dwivedi ef al., 2022). The results of Study 2 indicate that a hospitality business
should target a metaverse platform that allows users to customize their avatars if the business
aims to encourage users to follow up on their virtual visit in the real world.

Third, the insights derived from this research offer valuable guidance to hospitality
businesses regarding the design of their virtual properties in the metaverse. As indicated by
the results of Study 2, the creation of a virtual property with a servicescape similar to its
physical counterpart proves to be a more effective strategy in encouraging virtual visitors to
transition into real visitors. Despite this evidence, some hospitality businesses, such as
Singapore’s Millennium Hotels and Resorts, continue to adopt less effective approaches,
featuring virtual properties with exteriors and interiors that differ from their physical
establishments (Cho, 2022). For those hospitality businesses unaware of the most impactful
design approach for their metaverse properties, our findings serve as empirical references to
inform their strategies. Furthermore, taking into account the results of the additional analysis

(i.e., weakened effect of servicescape similarity when user—avatar resemblance is low),
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businesses can tailor their approaches based on the metaverse platforms they target. In
instances where users cannot customize their avatars to resemble their appearance, the
decision of whether to align the servicescape of the virtual property with the physical
property may not be a critical consideration.

Finally, different design strategies can be developed according to the features of
metaverse platforms using the results of the interaction effects between user—avatar
resemblance and servicescape similarity. Study 2 found that servicescape similarity was
important in increasing people’s visit intention when user—avatar resemblance was high, but
not as critical when it was low. These findings suggest that a hospitality business should be
more cautious about making its virtual property similar to its physical one when targeting
metaverse platforms that allow avatar customization. Conversely, if the targeted metaverse
platforms do not allow avatar customization, a hospitality business could focus their efforts

on aspects other than servicescape similarity.

7.4. Limitations and future research directions

This research has several limitations that can guide future research directions. Firstly,
the exclusive participation of Hong Kong students in this study diminishes the
generalizability of our findings. To enhance the external validity, future research could aim to
diversify participant samples by including individuals from various demographics and
cultural backgrounds. Secondly, despite controlling for various factors that could influence
customers’ visit intentions, there may still be unaccounted confounding variables. Although
we addressed potential confounders such as participants’ perceptions of the videos and cafés,
their prior visits, familiarity with a given place, and knowledge about the metaverse, there
might be additional uncontrolled factors that could be explored in future studies. Future

research could provide more robust findings by considering a wider range of control factors.
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1

2

2 592  Lastly, several aspects of the metaverse remain unexplored. This research focused on two

5 . . . .

6 593  aspects of the metaverse among various factors that could affect users’ behavioral intentions,
7

8 594  such as interaction with other users or transactions via NFTs. By investigating the unexplored
9

10 595  aspects of the metaverse, future research could complement this study by examining the

596 interrelationships between additional aspects.
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788 Appendix
789 Participants’ demographics
Demographic variables Study 1 Study 2
Freq. % Freq. %
Sex Male 23 21.2 26 19.4
Female 84 78.8 106 80.6
Age 20-29 103 96.1 116 88.4
30-39 4 3.9 15 11.6
Education 4-year degree 96 89.7 125 95.4
Postgraduate 11 10.3 6 4.6
Occupation  Students 107 100.0 131 100.0
Annual income Less than 10 million 92 85.8 122 93.1
(KRW) 10-30 million 15 14.2 9 6.9
Total 107 100.0 131 100

790  Note. Categories of zero value in both groups were excluded.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework
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