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Abstract

The female solo travel trend is getting very popular glob-
ally, but females often face challenges related to their safety
and security during their travel. The current study aims to
identify the association among electronic word-of-mouth (e-
WoM), brand reputation, brand engagement, attitude towards
the brand and Indian solo female travellers’ hotel book-
ing intention with the moderating role of perceived risk by
incorporating the Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) the-
ory. A survey was conducted with 218 Indian solo female
travellers to meet the study’s objectives. Findings revealed
that e-WoM positively impacts the hotel brand reputation,
brand engagement, attitude of respondents towards the hotel
brand and hotel booking intention. Moreover, brand repu-
tation and brand engagement influence the hotel booking
intention. However, no association is found between attitude
towards hotel brands and hotel booking intention. Perceived
risk moderates the association between e-WoM and Indian
solo female travellers’ hotel booking intention. In addition,
theoretically, a research framework is developed by extend-
ing the S-O-R theory with perceived risk as a moderating
factor. Moreover, this study contributes numerous practical
implications for the stakeholders of the Indian hospitality
industry.

Solo travel is becoming popular globally, and females are also significantly participating. While trav-
elling solo, these females often face challenges related to their safety (Saigal et al., 2023; Yang, 2021).
To overcome these challenges, female travellers often research the destination to stay self-conscious
and alert about their safety (Nguyen & Hsu, 2022; Thomas & Mura, 2019). According to Solo Female
Travelers (2022), various factors like safety, convenience and comfort impact their choice of destina-
tions. As solo female travel contributes to an essential segment in tourism, their travel behaviour needs

to be studied.
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India is famous for its rich heritage, ancient culture, spiritual experiences and myriad attractions
as the world’s seventh-largest country. With its rich tourism attractions and unique characteristics,
India is becoming an increasingly attractive destination for fearless female travellers (Nguyen & Hsu,
2022; Singh & Sharma, 2023; Thomas & Mura, 2019). However, women’s safety is a key concern
of the country. A United Nations study in Delhi found a pervasive safety concern for women, with
a staggering 95% feeling unsafe in public spaces and nearly 73% feeling unsafe even in their sur-
roundings (UN Women, 2013). The Georgetown Institute’s 2023 Women Peace and Security Index
ranked India 128th out of 177 countries, with a score of 0.595. The report also noted a decline
in the percentage of Indian women feeling safe from 65.5% in 2017 to 58% in 2023 (Georgetown
Institute for Women, Peace, & Security, 2023). Thomas and Mura (2019) highlighted the preva-
lent issues of physical and sexual violence against women in India, which significantly impact the
travel experiences of solo female travellers. The Government of India has taken several initiatives
to ensure the safety of women travellers (The Economic Times, 2024). Meanwhile, Nguyen and
Hsu (2022) emphasised the importance of leveraging electronic word-of-mouth (e-WoM) to miti-
gate perceived risks and enhance travel intentions among solo female travellers. However, there is a
scarcity of research on e-WoM, perceived risk factors and the behavioural aspects of Indian solo female
travellers.

Travellers always try to find accommodation during their trips, and e-WoM has become a vital
source of hotel information. Before hotel booking, travellers often rely on accounts of other trav-
ellers where they share their first-hand experiences through online platforms (e-WoM), including
review websites and social media channels (Yang et al., 2023). E-WoM further influences perceived
brand reputation, as online conversations and reviews shape public perceptions, trust and consumer
decisions.

Perceived brand reputation is the subjective opinions, beliefs and impressions of consumers and the
general public about a brand, mainly based on their experiences, interactions and information received
through various channels like marketing efforts, word-of-mouth and so on (Mirzai et al., 2016). It has
a substantial impact on traveller’s views and decisions. A positive brand reputation fosters increased
brand engagement, as customers are likelier to interact, trust and align with a brand they favourably
perceive (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2016). Hollebeek (2011) defined brand engagement as the emotional
connection a person establishes with a brand. If e-WoM highlights the hotel’s commitment to security
and safety and provides a hospitable ambience, it can boost engagement for that hotel brand. This
brand engagement has the potential to develop a positive attitude towards the hotel brand, which can
encourage long-term customer loyalty. In addition, according to Sekhon et al. (2015), attitude towards
a brand is the opinion about a particular brand, which may include the sum of individuals’ experiences
and perceptions about that brand. Positive e-WoM encountered by customers has the potential to shape
and build a positive attitude towards the hotel brand and vice versa (Elseidi & El-Baz, 2016). If females
travelling alone encounter favourable e-WoM about hotels, they develop a positive attitude toward the
brand.

While booking online, solo female travellers consider the ‘risk factor’ associated with the purchase
before making any purchase decision. Park and Tussyadiah (2017) stated that perceived risk is the
possible repercussions or dilemmas when customers consider online hotel booking. These females
are conscious about their stay at unfamiliar properties at unknown destinations because of significant
concerns related to safety and security and doubts about the accuracy of information through online
channels like e-WoM (Chandrakala et al., 2024; Kour & Manhas, 2018; Wilson & Little, 2008).
These concerns often increase perceived risk and impact the booking intention of solo female trav-
ellers (Karagoz et al., 2021). This article investigates the relationship among e-WoM, perceived brand
reputation, perceived risk and booking intentions that will provide insights into the decision-making
processes of solo female travellers. The remaining sections of this article will include the literature
review and relevant theoretical background. Following this, the methodology, results and findings
will be presented. The final section will provide conclusive remarks, including a brief discussion,
implications, limitations and directions for future research.
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2 | LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 | Solo female travellers, hotel booking intention and
Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory

Solo female travellers always seek hotels that value female customers’ comfort and safety. While
checking out hotel options, when they encounter e-WoM shared by other female travellers, which
highlights a hotel’s safety and security initiatives, trust is developed towards that hotel brand (Serra-
Cantallops et al., 2020). Many researchers have found that in addition to e-WoM, several other factors
like brand engagement, reputation, attitude toward the brand and perceived risk also impact solo
female travellers’ hotel booking intention (Garg & Kumar, 2017; Hussain & Kumar, 2015; Kumar
et al., 2017; Kumari & Sangeetha, 2022). The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory explains
the relationship between e-WoM and the intention of solo female travellers to book hotels. As pro-
posed by Mehrabian and Russell (1974), the theory states environmental stimuli (S) elicit emotional
responses (O), consequently resulting in an individual’s behavioural responses (R). The S-O-R theory
suggests that interaction with external stimuli results in an organism’s physiological changes, which
trigger behavioural responses (Zhu et al., 2020). In the present study, e-WoM is the environmental
stimuli that generate individual perceptions of brand reputation, engagement and attitude, subse-
quently triggering hotel booking intention for solo female travellers. When individuals come across
the e-WoM (online reviews) regarding any hotel brand, they build a perception of the brand’s repu-
tation, become emotionally engaged with the brand, generate positive/negative attitudes and finally
trigger their intention to book the hotel (Hu & Kim, 2018). However, there was no moderating factor
associated with the S-O-R theory. In addition, Handoyo (2024) indicated perceived risk as an impor-
tant factor in online purchasing through E-WoM. When consumers perceive a high degree of risk, trust
becomes even more influential in their purchasing decisions, mitigating concerns related to financial
loss, product performance and personal information security. The perceived risk factor is a significant
factor that moderates the individual inclination to book a hotel (Biswas, 2023), based explicitly on
e-WoM due to the intangible characteristics of hospitality and tourism products. Therefore, this study
will assess the moderating effect of perceived risk between e-WoM and hotel booking intention.

2.2 | E-WoM and booking intention

Online reviews, a form of e-WoM, differ from online ratings and are helpful in comprehensive service
assessment (Duverger, 2013). Various travellers produce online reviews that present information about
the hotel features that aid prospective travellers. These reviews impact bookings, observing that posi-
tive reviews about a hotel boost reservations and room sales (Badilla & Castro, 2023). A prospective
customer’s likelihood of making a hotel reservation increases with the prevalence of positive reviews;
conversely, a higher prevalence of negative reviews has the reverse effect. Garbariono and Strahilevitz
(2004) denoted that e-WoM influences females’ online purchasing decisions more than males. More-
over, several studies found that e-WoM impacts hotel booking intention (Azhar et al., 2023; Shukla &
Mishra, 2023). Thus, this study hypothesises that

H1. E-WoM positively influences booking intention.

2.3 | E-WoM and perceived brand reputation

To shop safely online, customers depend on ‘unbiased’ third-party reviews and recommendations
(Athapaththu & Kulathunga, 2018). Customers increasingly rely on online hotel ratings provided
by travellers who booked these hotels earlier (Cho et al., 2024) and consider them as sources of
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information to derive the quality of the hotel (Ananthakrishnan et al., 2023). These online reviews,
also known as e-WoM, have a significant impact on consumers’ decision-making process when it
comes to booking hotels online. Solo female travellers can be reassured and find female-friendly
hotels that address concerns related to safety and security by going through e-WoM (Sanchez-Franco
& Alonso-Dos-Santos, 2021). Their interaction with positive e-WoM establishes a favourable image
of the hotel brand, and they find the hotel trustworthy and reliable. Previous studies revealed that e-
WoM impacts perceived brand reputation (Mathews et al., 2022; Wang & McCarthy, 2023). Thus, this
study hypothesises that

H2. E-WoM positively influences perceived brand reputation.

2.4 | E-WoM and perceived brand engagement

Customers use social media to engage with brands in today’s digital era. Customers can use e-WoM
to engage with selected brands by actively participating in content creation (Srivastava et al., 2023).
They can share their experiences with the brand through exciting stories. Customers can also look for
recommendations and exchange product information through social media. Labrecque et al. (2013)
investigated the role of social media and found that customers can observe, participate, interact and
even create with other brands and customers. Abuhjeeleh et al. (2023) suggested that positive e-WoM
is crucial for maintaining brand engagement and customer choices. They also found that positive e-
WoM can boost trust, brand loyalty and brand engagement in the context of hotels. Their previous
studies indicated that e-WoM impacts brand engagement (Srivastava et al., 2023; Wang & McCarthy,
2023). Thus, this study hypothesises that

H3. E-WoM positively influences perceived brand engagement.

2.5 | E-WoM and attitude towards brand

Customers can access information about services and products of any brand through e-WoM. These
may be through reviews on social media, personal blogs or brands’ websites. These social media
reviews and other e-WoM often shape attitudes towards a particular brand (Wang & McCarthy, 2023).
A highly credible e-WoM develops a positive attitude towards a brand, whereas a less credible e-WoM
will develop a negative attitude towards a brand (Chaihanchanchai et al., 2024). E-WoM about a partic-
ular hotel can impact travellers’ sentiments, booking decisions and long-term loyalty. Hotel brands can
shape a positive attitude among their target audience by actively engaging with e-WoM, responding
to comments and promoting positive online interactions (Salah et al., 2023). Previous studies revealed
that e-WoM impacts attitudes toward hotel brands (Kudeshia & Kumar, 2017; Sharipudin et al., 2023).
Thus, this study hypothesises that

H4. E-WoM positively influences attitude towards brand.

2.6 | Perceived brand reputation and booking intention

Travellers are more likely to make purchase decisions if they perceive that a hotel has a good brand
reputation. A hotel’s brand reputation can be shaped by its service quality and the traveller’s sat-
isfactory experience. They can even establish an emotional connection with hotels they perceive to
have a favourable brand reputation (Dalimunthe, 2021). This connection may lead them to increased
intention to make a purchase. They will be more inclined to select a hotel they perceive to pos-
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sess a positive brand reputation (Hu & Yang, 2020). Moreover, solo female travellers will always
find a hotel with a trustworthy brand reputation, eventually influencing their intention to book a
hotel rather than its rivals. Previous studies indicated that brand reputation impacts hotel booking
intentions (Chakraborty & Biswal, 2020; Shukla & Mishra, 2023). Thus, this study hypothesises
that

HS. Perceived brand reputation positively influences booking intention.

2.7 | Perceived brand engagement and booking intention

Better brand engagement makes customers purchase the products (Hollebeek et al., 2014). Female
travellers engage with hotel brands often through online channels. Hotels may use narratives, social
media platforms, reviews and so on, to increase brand engagement. Better brand engagement can
foster reliability and trust among solo females seeking to book hotels (Japutra et al., 2023), and they
may prefer such hotels over others. A hotel’s efficient branding and marketing efforts can engage solo
female travellers, influencing immediate booking choices and building long-term loyalty. Previous
studies highlighted that brand engagement significantly influences hotel booking intentions (Touni
et al., 2022; Vayghan et al., 2023). Thus, this study hypothesises that

H7. Perceived brand engagement positively influences booking intention.

2.8 | Attitude towards brand and booking intention

A positive attitude towards a brand leads customers to purchase the product or service, even if they
have to pay a hefty amount (Keller & Lehmann, 2006). For hotels, a favourable attitude towards
the brand can be developed by providing various facilities, such as service quality, safety, security
protocols and brand reputation. Travellers, specifically solo females, trust reputed brands. If they find
hotels trustworthy and reliable, they are supposed to make booking decisions (Lien et al., 2015). A
strong and reputable hotel brand can assure safety and security and build trust and a favourable attitude
towards the hotel, ultimately influencing their booking intention. Therefore, prior studies confirmed
that attitude towards the brand impacts booking intention (Ladhari & Michaud, 2015; Wen et al.,
2021). Thus, this study hypothesises that

H6. Attitude toward brand positively influences booking intention.

2.9 | Moderating role of perceived risk

How customers perceive and react to e-WoM depends on their perceived risk associated with the
product and service. Perceived risk is customers’ ambiguity when purchasing because they cannot
predict their choice (Crespo et al., 2009). In e-commerce, individuals’ perceptions of risk determine
whether they will make a purchase, as customers with high-risk perceptions will distrust sellers and
customers with low-risk perceptions will do the opposite (Amarullah, 2023). They may seek the help
of e-WoM. However, their perceived risks determine individuals’ behaviour and readiness to accept
information online (Guoyin et al., 2021). Media stories about inadequacies and fraud incidents fuel
the risk perception of online purchasing (Lin et al., 2009). For instance, if individuals perceive a high
risk associated with a product or service, they may consider the related e-WoM unreliable and avoid
purchase (Amarullah et al., 2022). On the other hand, when they perceive a low risk associated with
a particular product or service, they trust the e-WoM regarding it and show interest in purchase (Liao
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FIGURE 1 Conceptual research framework.

et al., 2021). In the tourism and hospitality industry, concerns about security and privacy are signif-
icant deterrents to booking trips online (San-Martin et al., 2020). Nguyen and Hsu (2022) identified
that perceived risk significantly impacts the destination image, with solo female travellers associating
the destination with high gender-specific risks, including unwanted attention and sexual harassment.
If a solo female traveller has a high-risk perception, she might find the e-WoM about the hotel unre-
liable and will be less intended to book hotels online and vice versa. Thus, this study hypothesises
that

HS. Perceived risk positively moderates the relationship between e-WoM and booking intention.

Based on the theoretical background and development of hypotheses, the authors propose the
conceptual framework, illustrated in Figure 1.

3 | METHODOLOGY
3.1 | Measures

This study aimed to identify the relationship among e-WoM, brand reputation, brand engagement, atti-
tude towards the brand and Indian solo female travellers’ hotel booking intention with the moderating
role of perceived risk. Therefore, a quantitative survey-based study seemed appropriate. All the mea-
surement items were adapted from the previously published literature (see Table 2). For instance, four
measurement items for e-WoM were adapted from Nguyen and Hsu (2022). Three mediating variables,
perceived brand reputation, perceived brand engagement and attitude towards the brand, were mea-
sured using three items, respectively. Measurement items of perceived brand reputation and perceived
brand engagement were adapted from Rather et al. (2024), and attitude toward brand was adapted
from Ladhari and Michaud (2015). The moderating variable perceived risk was measured through
three measurement items adapted from Nguyen and Hsu (2022), and three measurement items were
utilised to measure the dependent variable booking intention, adapted from Garg and Pandey (2020).
A 5-point Likert scale (5 — Strongly Agree and 1 — Strongly Disagree) was used to measure all the
measurement items.
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TABLE 1 Respondents’ demographic profile.

Variables Category Frequency Percentage
Age group 18-24 67 30.73
25-34 113 51.84
35-44 29 13.30
44 and above 09 4.13
Area of residence Urban 111 5091
Rural 26 11.92
Sub-urban 81 37.16
Education level Higher secondary 06 2.75
Undergraduate 99 45.41
Postgraduate 101 46.33
Others 12 5.50
Solo travelling frequency Less than 2 times 61 27.98
2-4 times 94 43.12
5-7 times 43 19.73
More than 7 times 20 9.17
Preferred accommodation type Luxury hotels 23 10.55
Budget hotels 162 74.31
Homestays 16 7.34
Others 17 7.80
3.2 | Data collection

An online structured questionnaire was employed for data collection from Indian female solo trav-
ellers. Among the two-part questionnaire, the first part consisted of the demographic profile of the
respondents, whereas the second part consisted of the questions to meet the aim of the study. Initially, a
committee of three academic experts pre-tested the questionnaire to check the accuracy of the content,
and the authors modified the questionnaire according to the recommendations. Later, 38 solo female
travellers participated in the pilot study to assess the reliability and readability of the questionnaire.
A minor modification was carried out based on the outcome of the pilot study. The questionnaire dis-
tribution was initiated to collect data through social media platforms (e.g. WhatsApp and Facebook).
The research population of this study was Indian female travellers who had experienced solo trips
within India and booked hotels during their trips. A purposive sampling technique was employed to
collect data from the research population. Two screening questions were asked before initiating the
survey (QI: Are you a woman who resides in India and has experience of solo travelling within the
country? Q2: Have you ever booked accommodation during your solo trips?). Positive answers to all
the questions allowed the respondents to participate in the survey. More statistical literature is needed
on the number of solo female travellers in India; therefore, the G*power analysis was deemed appro-
priate for estimating the minimum sample size. A total of 132 minimum sample sizes were determined
through the G*power analysis (Faul et al., 2009). A total of 223 data were collected from 15 February
2024 to 31 March 2024. After excluding all the incomplete responses, 218 data were taken for further
analysis. Table | presents the respondents’ demographic profile.

The demographic profile of the respondents indicates that a majority were in the 25-34 age
range (51.84%). Most respondents were predominantly from urban areas (50.91%). Additionally, the
highest percentage of respondents had attained an educational level up to postgraduation (46.33%).
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Moreover, most respondents have experienced solo travelling 2—4 times (43.12%), claiming that they
prefer budget hotels as their accommodation mode (74.31%).

4 | RESULT AND FINDINGS

Harman’s single-factor tests and variance inflation factors (VIF) value were employed to examine the
existence of common method bias (CMB) in this study. Findings revealed no CMB issues in this study,
as one factor explained 48% of the total variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Moreover, Kock (2017)
recommended that a VIF greater than 3.3 indicates excessive convergence and potential influence by
CMB. Conversely, a VIF value of 3.3 or lower is considered free from CMB. The VIF values in
the present study were below 3.3, indicating no CMB issues in this study. In addition, all correlation
values between the constructs were below 0.9. PLS-SEM was employed to test the model as the dataset
did not have a multivariate normal distribution according to Mardia’s coefficients. The independent
t-test results also demonstrated no statistically significant difference across any measures, indicating
no existence of non-response bias (Sedgwick, 2010). The data analysis in this research was conducted
using the SmartPLS software version 4. The validity and reliability of each construct were assessed to
ensure the quality of the outer model. The findings of construct reliability and validity are shown in
Table 2.

The statistical outcome revealed good internal consistency and strong reliability as Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability values were found between 0.788—0.880 and 0.876-0.926, respec-
tively. The average variance extracted (AVE) values indicated an adequate convergent validity, ranging
between 0.683 and 0.808. The results confirm the construct reliability and validity of the measurement
model (see Table 2), as Hair et al. (2021) suggested.

Discriminant validity was determined through the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio of correlations
(HTMT) and the Fronell-Larcker criterion (see Table 3). The findings revealed no issues with dis-
criminant validity in the current study, as the HTMT values ranged between 0.512 and 0.850, less than
0.9, as recommended by Henseler et al. (2015). Moreover, the Fronell-Larcker criterion value also
confirmed the absence of a discriminant validity issue in the current study, as the square root of the
AVE for each pair of components exceeded the correlation between them (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Moreover, the measurement model results indicated no issues with the multicollinearity in the cur-
rent study, as the inner VIF value ranged between 1 and 2.599 (see Table 4). In addition, the f-square
value indicated the existence of small (E-WoM — BI; BR — BI; BE — BI; PR X E-WoM — BI),
medium (E-WoM — AB) and large (E-WoM — BR; E-WoM — BE) effects between the constructs,
as recommended by Cohen (2013) (see Table 4). At the same time, no effect was found between AB
and BI. The hypothesis was tested using the SmartPLS software, which used a bootstrapping approach
with 5000 re-samples. Table 3 illustrates the outcomes of the structural model. The hypotheses were
supported when the p-value was below 0.05, and the ¢ value was above 1.96, as recommended by
Hair et al. (2021). Therefore, except H7 (AB — BI), all the hypotheses were supported (Table 4 and
Figure 2).

S | DISCUSSION

Female solo travelers go on trips without companions, relatives, or acquaintances, seeking thrills and
interactions with others. They get the opportunity to develop knowledge and personal growth, while
possessing a strong sense of self-assurance. It is always important for female solo travellers to choose
suitable accommodations to stay during their trip. e-WoM is a significant source for collecting infor-
mation regarding the accommodation before booking. This study identified the influence of e-WoM on
Indian female solo travellers’ hotel booking intention with the mediating factor of perceived brand rep-
utation, perceived brand engagement, perceived attitude towards the brand and the moderating impact
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TABLE 3 Discriminant validity.

Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT)

Constructs AB BE BI BR E-WoM PR
BE 0.756

BI 0.534 0.512

BR 0.850 0.793 0.697

E-WoM 0.551 0.754 0.665 0.673

PR 0.581 0.712 0.707 0.708 0.755

PR x E-WoM 0.543 0.540 0.615 0.634 0.611 0.655

Fronell-Larcker criterion

AB 0.898

BE 0.663 0.899

BI 0.457 0.441 0.851

BR 0.711 0.662 0.565 0.837

E-WoM 0.480 0.655 0.564 0.555 0.826

PR 0.511 0.627 0.600 0.596 0.655 0.898

Abbreviations: AB, attitude towards brand; BE, brand engagement; BI, booking intention; BR, brand reputation; E-WoM, electronic word-of-
mouth; PR, perceived risk.

TABLE 4 Measurement model output with hypotheses test result.

Hypothesised

relationship Original sample ¢ Statistics p-Values  Result f-Square  Effectsize Inner VIF
H1: E-WoM — BI 0.238 2.59 0.010 Supported 0.049 Small 2.236

H2: E-WoM — BR  0.555 7.786 0.000 Supported 0.446 Large 1

H3: E-WoM — BE  0.655 11.99 0.000 Supported 0.753 Large 1

H4: E-WoM — AB 048 6.061 0.000 Supported 0.299 Medium 1

H5: BR — BI 0.251 3.175 0.002 Supported 0.047 Small 2.599

H6: BE — BI 0.174 2.139 0.032 Supported 0.022 Small 2.66

H7: AB — BI 0.054 0.65 0.516 Not supported  0.002 No effect 2.375

H8: 0.087 2.546 0.011 Supported 0.031 Small 1.894

PR x E-WoM — BI

Abbreviations: AB, attitude towards brand, BE, brand engagement; BI, booking intention; BR, brand reputation; E-WoM, electronic word-of-
mouth; VIF, variance inflation factors.

of perceived risk. The result indicated that individuals’ hotel booking intention is positively triggered
by e-WoM; therefore, the H1 was supported (¢ value — 2.59, p-value — 0.010). E-WoM may play a
significant role in facilitating individuals’ acquiring of intangible knowledge through shared feedback
and reviews and in enhancing the perceived convenience of purchasing hospitality products, as the
hospitality industry provides invisible or service-oriented products. E-WoM influences individuals’
behavioural intentions, and e-WoM assists individuals with less or no knowledge of the hotel brand
before booking.

The statistical outcome revealed that e-WoM has a positive relationship with a perceived brand
reputation (¢ value — 7.786, p-value — 0.000), perceived brand engagement (¢t value — 11.99, p-value —
0.000) and perceived attitude towards the brand (¢ value — 6.061, p-value — 0.000); therefore, H2, H3
and H4 have been supported. Hotel brand reputation is the perception individuals have of a particular
hotel brand. Findings revealed that e-WoM is a critical determinant that impacts solo female travellers’
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FIGURE 2 PLS-SEM output with p-value. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

perception towards the hotel brand’s reputation, relating to the findings of Bhatti and Alawad (2023).
A positive reputation fosters solo travellers’ trust, credibility and loyalty.

Moreover, e-WoM significantly impacts solo female travellers’ perceived engagement with hotel
brands, aligning with the previous study’s findings (Srivastava & Sivaramakrishnan, 2021). The
study’s findings indicated that e-WoM builds a positive relationship between the individuals and the
hotel brand. Based on the e-WoM on hotel brands, solo female travellers emotionally connect with the
brand. In addition, the attitude of solo female travellers toward the hotel brand is positively impacted
by e-WoM. These findings relate to the findings of Ladhari and Michaud (2015). A positive e-WoM
positively influences their positive attitude, whereas an adverse one can negatively impact travellers’
attitudes toward the hotel brands.

In addition, the study revealed that perceived brand reputation (¢ value — 3.175, p-value — 0.002) and
perceived brand engagement (¢ value — 2.139, p-value — 0.032) have a significant and positive relation-
ship with solo female travellers’ hotel booking intention. Brand reputation impacts the individuals’
perception that the hotel is reputable and trustworthy. Moreover, it assists solo female travellers in
feeling the hotel brand’s quality concerning the brand name. In the current study, brand reputation is
perceived as a significant determinant of respondents’ hotel booking intention. A hotel brand with a
high reputation triggers the intention of solo female travellers to book that hotel.

Moreover, brand engagement builds relationships with solo female travellers with the specific
brand. Brand engagement is a psychological factor, and in this study, hotel brand engagement is
derived from solo female travellers’ intention to book and stay in that hotel. However, attitude towards
the brand (¢ value — 0.650, p-value — 0.516) has no relationship with solo female travellers’ hotel
booking intention. However, this finding contradicts Garg and Pandey’s findings (2020). Although
a positive attitude towards the brand positively impacts individuals’ intentions, a negative attitude
negatively impacts individuals’ intentions.

Nevertheless, in the present study’s context, solo female travellers’ attitude towards the hotel brand
has no impact on their hotel booking intention. Moreover, perceived risk positively moderates the
relationship between e-WoM and solo female travellers’ hotel booking intention; therefore, H8 was
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supported (¢ value — 2.546, p-value — 0.011). Risk perception is a crucial determinant of hotel booking
due to the intangibility nature of hospitality products. This finding aligns with the study of Biswas
(2023). E-WoM risk perception and hotel booking are strongly associated, and Figure 3 also confirms
that the high-risk perception lessens the solo female travellers’ hotel booking intention. In contrast,
less risk perception enhances their booking intention.

5.1 | Theoretical implications of the study

By incorporating the S-O-R theory with a moderator such as perceived risk, the study significantly
strengthens the conceptual underpinnings of consumer behaviour and the decision-making process,
particularly in the hospitality industry. The incorporation of S-O-R theory here reflects its distinct
existence in the limited literature regarding Indian women travelling alone and their plans to book
hotels. This study thoroughly analyses the impact of positive and negative word-of-mouth on the
booking intentions of solo female travellers in India. The research incorporates variables such as
perceived brand reputation, brand engagement, attitude towards brand and perceived risk. These vari-
ables uncover intricate behavioural patterns within this demographic and provide a comprehensive
understanding of the factors influencing consumer decision-making in this group.

5.2 | Practical implications of the study
This study substantially contributes to hoteliers and policymakers by highlighting the significance

of perceived brand reputation and engagement in influencing hotel booking intention. Hoteliers
should prioritise efforts to enhance their brand reputation by delivering consistent quality service and
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showcasing positive guest experiences. Similarly, fostering meaningful brand engagement through
personalised interactions and tailored services can develop stronger emotional connections with Indian
solo female travellers, increasing their likelihood of booking.

Moreover, hotels should actively monitor and manage their online reputation through e-WoM
platforms. Encouraging satisfied guests to leave positive reviews can significantly influence the
decision-making process of solo female travellers. Implementing strategies to address and resolve
negative feedback promptly can mitigate potential reputational risks. Hotels can also leverage e-
WoM platforms to strengthen trust, credibility and loyalty among solo female travellers, ultimately
enhancing their booking intentions. Hotels can adopt nuanced marketing strategies to mitigate the risk
and encourage a positive attitude toward overall brand perception, brand reputation and engagement
in booking intentions among this demographic. Hotel authorities can conduct training programmes
for hotel staff to understand the specific needs and concerns of solo female travellers, which is
crucial. Providing sensitivity training on gender-related issues, customer service excellence and cri-
sis management can enhance the overall guest experience and contribute to positive word-of-mouth
recommendations.

Furthermore, policymakers should enforce safety regulations for accommodations catering to solo
female travellers. Implementing stringent standards and oversight can ensure a safe and secure envi-
ronment, enhancing hotel confidence. By prioritising safety in accommodations, the hotels can attract
more solo female travellers, boosting tourism and supporting economic growth. In addition, policy-
makers can also support economic growth by incentivising hotels to cater more effectively to solo
female travellers. This can include financial support for safety enhancements, promoting destination
marketing campaigns highlighting safe and welcoming environments for solo female travellers, and
facilitating partnerships between hotels and local tourism authorities.

6 | CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
DIRECTIONS

The phenomenon of solo female travel has gained popularity and become a trend, with an increasing
number of women participating. Although solo travel for women can lead to independence, safety
concerns and risks are associated with booking accommodations online. Travellers employ various
strategies to minimise such inconveniences, including researching online reviews, booking reliable
accommodations and keeping a close eye on the trip. The travel patterns of independent female
travellers are crucial, as their contribution to the tourist industry is evident.

E-WoM significantly impacts the hotel booking decisions of solo female travellers planning trips
to their desired destinations. The impact of e-WoM is predominantly evident when solo female trav-
ellers make reservations for their desired destinations. Through online platforms, tourists usually rely
on first-hand reviews from fellow travellers who have previously been in the same accommodations
to assess a destination’s safety, security and quality. Travellers frequently depend on e-WoM for rec-
ommendations. Consequently, the positive e-WoM significantly impacts brand reputation through the
engagement and attitudes of female solo travellers towards specific hotel brands.

This study investigates the relationship between e-WoM, the perceived reputation of a brand and the
level of engagement with the brand. It also explores the impact of these factors on attitudes towards
the brand and the likelihood of booking a hotel. The study applies the S-O-R model to determine the
associations between these variables. Furthermore, it examines how risk factors affect the association
in a way that changes or influences it. Research findings indicate that e-WoM promotes the previously
discussed indicators. However, when it comes to the purpose of solo female travellers in India to book
hotels, the attitude towards the brand is of no significance in this process.

The impact of brand reputation and engagement on hotel booking intention emphasises the impor-
tance of maintaining a positive online reputation and effective customer relationship management.
Afterwards, how individuals perceive risk influences how e-WoM affects their intention to book
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a hotel, emphasising the significance of safety perceptions in consumers’ decision-making process
regarding travel. The research strongly suggests that addressing safety concerns and leveraging pos-
itive e-WoM are essential in satisfying the requirements of Indian female solo travellers. As a result,
the sector becomes more receptive and dynamic, leading to a more inclusive and dynamic tourism
business.

Similar to other studies, this research also has some limitations; first, the sampling technique
employed may introduce sampling bias, as data were collected from a specific sample of Indian female
solo travellers, potentially limiting the generalisability of the findings. Future research could address
this limitation by employing a more diverse sampling strategy to ensure broader representation across
different demographics and cultural backgrounds. Moreover, although the research employed well-
established measurement scales, improving the validity of the constructs might be achieved through
qualitative validation techniques like cognitive interviews or expert evaluations. Additionally, integrat-
ing qualitative research methods (e.g. interviews or focus groups) with quantitative findings could offer
a detailed insight into the experiences, preferences and decision-making factors of Indian solo female
travellers. Further, the current study included perceived risk as a moderator, which has inherent sub-
jectivity and variability across individuals. Risk perception can differ significantly based on personal
experiences, cultural backgrounds and individual characteristics, making it challenging to standardise
measurement and interpretation in moderation analyses. Future researchers could explore alternative
moderator variables that may provide more consistent and objective measures, such as personality
traits, decision-making styles or environmental factors. These variables may offer deeper insights into
the moderating effects on relationships between variables without the inherent subjectivity associated
with risk perception.
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