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Abstract

Purpose –Building on tourism crisis studies and behavioral economics, this study describes a national survey
conducted among 439 Aruban tourism and nontourism employees.
Design/methodology/approach – Regression analysis was subsequently conducted to analyze the
relationship between experienced well-being, crisis duration and tourism and nontourism employee
sentiments.
Findings – The findings indicate that tourism employee sentiments are generally, and significantly, more
negative and their concerns about the future are significantly more pessimistic than nontourism employees.
The results show that the experienced well-being and expected duration of the COVID-19 crisis have a
significant negative effect on tourism employees’ sentiments. The paper provides several policies and industry
recommendations for strengthening tourism employee well-being and economic resilience. Several avenues for
future research are presented.
Originality/value –The current study contributes to this literature by showing that the increased pessimism
and negativity of the tourism employees as compared to nontourism employees during the current pandemic
influence their thoughts about future income and earnings as well as future purchases.
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1. Introduction
It is a truism that international tourism is facing its largest crisis since the inception of
modern-day travel over the past century (Hunt, 2020). Amidst the health pandemic and
economic fallout due to COVID-19, tourism and hospitality industries are one of the hardest
struck due to several interrelated factors, including travel restrictions, national lockdowns,
business closures and the subsequent impact on lives and livelihoods. The UNWTO (2020)
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estimates that the COVID-19 pandemic caused a 22% drop in international tourist arrivals
during the first quarter of 2020 and that the crisis could deteriorate to a further decline of at
least 60% in 2020. Several industry reports and studies confirm that accommodations, food
services and entertainment businesses are especially affected and vulnerable (Cummings,
2020; Emen, 2020; ILO, 2020; McKinsey and Company, 2020; OECD, 2020; UNWTO, 2020;
WTTC, 2020). In less than one month, the accelerating COVID-19 pandemic disrupted
millions of jobs and households that rely on tourism and hospitality for their livelihoods and
well-being (UNWTO, 2020).

Nowhere is this global crippling effect clearer and more present than in small island
tourism economies (SITE) where tourism and hospitality are the mainstay of the economy
and employment. According to the recent World Economic Outlook (International Monetary
Fund, 2020), tourism-dependent island economies are likely to face significant economic
contraction in 2020 with lingering recessionary effects throughout 2021. In the case of the
Caribbean, several tourism-dependent island economies stand out in terms of tourism’s
contribution to the economy (as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP)), and
consequently, their economic and employment vulnerabilities are evident as well. These
include, for example, Aruba (86%), Antigua and Barbuda (52%), Bahamas (47%), St. Lucia
(42%) and Barbados (41%) (WTTC, 2019). Likewise, the total contribution of tourism and
hospitality to employment in these SITE locations averages 56% with Aruba ranked as the
most labor-intense in tourism (87%) (WTTC, 2019).

The SITE of Aruba represents a special case in many ways. Aruba is a subnational island
jurisdiction (“Status Aparte”) within the Kingdom of the Netherlands and part of the Dutch
Caribbean. Aruba is geographically located in the Southern Caribbean Sea on the peripheral
of the Caribbean Hurricane belt. Aruba is a mature small island tourism economy with over
70 years of experience with tourism. The Aruban economy is almost exclusively dependent
on international tourism as its main economic activity and income, with more than 80% of
GDP generated directly and indirectly from tourism services. Annually, the mature and
highly tourism-dependent economy generates an estimated US $2bn from more than two (2)
million stay-over and cruise visitors, with one of the highest tourism intensity and density
ratios in the Caribbean (Peterson, 2019). Close to 80% of visitors originate from North
America, particularly the USA. The tourism industry directly employs well over one-third of
the total workforce and is a significant source of tax revenues. According to theWorld Travel
and Tourism Council (WTTC) in 2019, visitor expenditures supported over 15,000 jobs
directly and generated more than 84.3% of jobs both directly and indirectly on the island
(WTTC, 2020).

The combination of high economic dependency on and high employment concentration in
tourismmakes Aruba extremely vulnerable to external shocks (Peterson, 2019), including the
unfolding COVID-19 pandemic and the international travel and tourism lockdown that
followed in its wake. For 2020, the Government of Aruba estimates a 70% drop in
international tourism arrivals with at least 40% of total employment and jobs at risk (GoA,
2020). According to the local Aruba Hotel & Tourism Association (AHATA), occupied room
nights dropped by 37% points in the month of April 2020 (Aruba Hotel and Tourism
Association, 2020). A further aggravating (prepandemic) condition in Caribbean SITEs is the
low levels of tourism labor productivity and flexibility, which stem from several interrelated
factors, including relatively rigid labor market regulations and low-skilled and low-waged
labor, especially among female and young(er) employees (Peterson, 2019).

Considering the significant economic and labor contribution of tourism in small island
Caribbean economies aswell as the size and scope of the COVID-19 crisis, this paper describes
an exploratory study on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the perceptions and
sentiments of tourism employees in Aruba. The purpose of this study is to assess the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic and unfolding economic crisis on the experienced well-being of
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tourism employees. Specifically, the research objectives are to describe the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the (domestic) tourism labor market and tourism employee
sentiments and subsequently, to identify how the perceptions and sentiments of tourism
employees and nontourism employees are affected in terms of their current economic
conditions and future job expectations.

Based on previous tourism research (Emen, 2020; Evans andElphick, 2005; Hajibaba et al.,
2015; Santana et al., 2003; Vargas-Sanchez, 2018), recent COVID-related studies (Carnevale
and Hatak, 2020; Martins et al., 2020; Ozdimir, 2020; Sharma et al., 2021; Sigala, 2020), and
postmodern behavioral economic theory (Ackerlof and Shiller, 2009; Kahneman, 2011;
Katona, 1975; Manolis et al., 2001), this study proposes that the well-being of tourism
employees, that is, the self-perception and sentiments of tourism employees, is
disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 crisis as compared to nontourism employees.
This study hypothesizes that the experienced well-being of tourism employees, in
comparison to nontourism employees, is significantly more negatively affected by the
COVID-19 crisis.

Consequently, at the end of the first quarter of 2020 (March), a national survey was
conducted in Aruba among 439 citizens, including tourism (n 5 193) and nontourism
(n5 246) employees, to explore if, and how, tourism employees have distinct sentiments and
perceptions of their personal and economic conditions and future expectations as compared
to nontourism employees on the island. Subsequently, regression analysis was conducted to
explore the association between the experienced well-being and expected duration of the
COVID-19 crisis and the effect on tourism employees’ sentiments. In support of previous
studies, the findings shed relevant insights on the sentiments and experienced well-being of
tourism employees and underscore the importance of acknowledging and addressing the
perceptions and motivations of tourism employees proactively, especially in a postpandemic
tourism economy recovery.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In section 2, the theoretical
background of the study is described, followed by a presentation of the researchmethodology
in section 3. The results of the survey are presented in section 4, followed by a discussion of
the main findings in section 5. The paper concludes in section 6 with a discussion of
theoretical and business implications and directions for future research.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Tourism employees in postmodern perspective
International tourism and the hospitality industry are a significant engine of job creation as
well as a driving force for economic growth and development (UNWTO, 2020). As an
economic activity, tourism has a direct and indirect impact on the economy (e.g. tourism
foreign exchange earnings, tourism service exports and tourism capital investments) and
employment (e.g. jobs in the domestic tourism and hospitality industry and related ancillary
sectors). An essential tourism employment transmission mechanism is the indirect effect on
domestic consumption, that is, household consumption by tourism employment and
purchases of domestic goods and services by different local tourism and hospitality
businesses (WTTC, 2019). Consumer spending accounts for close to two-thirds of all
spending in small island tourism economies (Peterson, 2019); thus, even minor changes in the
experiences and expenditures of tourism-dependent households have a major impact on the
small domestic economy. From a postmodern perspective, (Bowers et al., 1990; Manolis et al.,
2001) contend that (tourism) service employees are also consumers and assumemultiple roles
simultaneously as both producer and consumer in society. Likewise, Michelotti et al. (2017)
indicate that employees incorporate a “consumer identity”, that is, employee and consumer
identities interact and shape both employee and consumer behaviors. Moreover, employee
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sentiments and experiences are influenced by and subsequently affect (their) consumer (self-)
identity, roles and behaviors (Manolis et al., 2001; Michelloti et al., 2017; Muster, 2011).
Thus, tourism employment and the consumption behaviors of tourism-dependent households
are intertwined (Martin et al., 2020) and critical to the recovery of tourism economies
post-COVID-19 (Sharma et al., 2021).

The tourism and hospitality service industries depend on the work and well-being of their
employees in order to build a connection with their visitors and guests. It is important to
ensure that these employees are healthy, motivated and positive in their jobs. Whether the
crisis is natural, driven by terrorism or in the current-day situation a pandemic that engulfs
the entire global tourism industry, hospitality and tourism businesses are reliant on
committed employees. Their emotionally demanding jobs are often challenging as tourism is
one of the most vulnerable industries during crisis times (Santana, et al., 2003; Vargas-
Sanchez, 2018). Even during the best of times, the tourism and hospitality industries are not
guaranteed to be successful or easy for the employees that work in them (Emen, 2020).

2.2 Consumption behaviors and sentiments of employees
From a conceptual perspective, the importance of sentiments and confidence in economic
behaviors, especially in situations of uncertainty and ambiguity, is long-standing in the
literature (Farmer and Guo, 1994). From the earliest writings by Adam Smith on the role of
moral sentiments and psychological explanations of individual behaviors (Brown and
Fleischacker, 2010) and the animal spirits of Keynes (Ackerlof and Shiller, 2009), to the more
recent conceptualizations of consumer sentiments (Katona, 1975) and experienced well-being
(Kahneman, 2011), there is a growing acknowledgement of the role and relevance of cognitive
and noncognitive (affective) factors, in addition to demographics, in describing and
explaining economic behaviors, particularly during episodes of economic shocks and crisis.
From a postmodern perspective, employee and consumer identities are synergistic in shaping
economic behaviors. Consumer sentiments are thus not solely designated to service receptors,
but are integral to “employees as consumers” (Manolis et al., 2001; Michelotti et al., 2017;
Muster, 2011; Sharma et al., 2021) In terms of consumer sentiments, Katona (1975) focuses on
the perceptions and expectations that drive discretionary purchases, which are shaped by the
(un)certainty of current employment and income levels and the (un)certainty of future
employment and income prospects. An increase in discretionary spending is indicative of
optimism, whereas precautionary savings signal pessimism. According to Katona (1975), it is
the affective component that propels collectivewaves of optimism and pessimism in a society,
which influences spending habits of consumers.

The collective work of Katona (1975) forms the theoretical foundation of the consumer
sentiments surveys that have been conducted by the University of Michigan over the past 60
years in the USA, which is based on comprehensive empirical support for the consumer
sentiment construct. Moreover, consumer sentiments surveys in at least 45 other countries
also provide strong empirical validation of the conceptualization and measurement of
consumer sentiments as developed by Katona (1975) and surveyed by the University of
Michigan (Curtin, 2007), although new indicators are called for in light of an increasing global
and digital economy.

2.3 The role of experienced well-being
Building forth on the cognitive and affective components of economic behaviors, Kahneman
(2011) discusses the notion of experienced well-being. According to Kahneman and Krueger
(2006), although experienced well-being is part of the broader concept of subjective well-
being, it is focused on the momentary affective states and the way people feel about specific
experiences. This includes how people experience and evaluate certain episodes or events in
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their lives and may span several domains simultaneously, including, personal, financial,
health and work (Diener, 2009; Fleche and Smith, 2017; Kahneman and Krueger, 2006; Miret
et al., 2017).

Previous studies indicate that health and income are significantly related to experienced
well-being (Killingsworth, 2021; Miret et al., 2017; Wolf et al., 2019). Recent COVID impact
studies suggest that the loss of income, unemployment and increasing COVID health
concerns have a profound impact on experienced well-being of tourism employees (Carnevale
and Hatak, 2020; Mcguire et al., 2021; Ozdemir, 2020) and their consumption sentiments and
habits (Martin et al., 2020).

Unlike subjective well-being that includes general life satisfaction, experienced well-being
is narrowed to a specific referenced period, for example, a traumatic event and posttraumatic
cognitive and emotional responses. Thus, experienced well-being is measured through
momentary assessments of affect to episodical assessments over a specific time frame
(Diener, 2009; Fleche and Smith, 2017; Kahneman and Krueger, 2006). Research suggests that
negative episodes and related affective states may have a larger impact than positive events
and feelings of optimism, which ultimately could affect general life satisfaction and societal
well-being (Miret et al., 2017; Sharma et al., 2021).

Within the context of work and employment, research indicates that experienced well-
being is strongly related to the immediate work environment, including job responsibility,
personal enrichment, fringe benefits, work stress, employment image, health conditions and
exposure to work hazards (Diener, 2009; Kahneman and Krueger, 2006; Mcguire et al., 2021).
These factors are akin to Herzberg’s two-factor theory of motivation, which include both
intrinsic and extrinsic components that change the way that work is perceived (Herzberg
et al., 2005; Lundberg et al., 2009). Within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
subsequent tourism fallout, the loss of income or unemployment – financial and job
uncertainty – aswell as the exposure to virus contagion and illness – health threat and risks –
can influence experienced well-being and sentiments of tourism employees relatively more
compared to nontourism employees.

Proposition 1. The experienced well-being of tourism employees is disproportionately
affected by the COVID-19 crisis in comparison to nontourism employees.

Experienced well-being underscores the importance of the subjective construction of social
realities (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) and is integral to employee engagement, which is one
of the key determinants of service quality and customer value in the tourism industry
(Heskett et al., 2008). Previous studies indicate that in addition to age and income, economic
shocks and crisis have a significant negative effect on experienced well-being, although a
rebound in prospects and future expectations is also present (Deaton, 2012; Kahneman and
Deaton, 2010; Marin et al., 2020; Mcguire et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2021; Sigala, 2020; Stone
et al., 2010; UNTWO, 2020).

Much research has been done in the area of dealingwith crises in the tourism industry, but
these crises have primarily been focused on terrorist attacks and financial crisis. The scope
and size of these crises have been, however, relatively more regionalized with less systemic
impacts for tourism (Evans and Elphick, 2005; Hajibaba et al., 2015). The COVID-19 pandemic
is indeed unprecedented. Nonetheless, several lessons can be learned from previous episodes
of economic shocks and tourism crises despite the fact that these situations have not
previously had the global and long-lasting impacts that COVID-19 is having.

According to the UNWTO (2020), past crises have shown tourism’s capacity to rebound
strongly and quickly after external shocks. This resilience underscores the importance of
adaptive capacities in tourism’s internal business operations and service delivery system.
Value is created by satisfied, loyal and productive employees (Heskett et al., 2008). Employee
engagement stems largely from high-quality support services, learning capabilities and
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transformational leadership that empower employees to provide quality experiences to
guests. Including employees in decision-making, providing them with (continuous) learning
and advancement opportunities, as well as workplace redesign and lateral communication
are essential in nurturing a healthy work environment. With reference to the COVID-19
pandemic, it is important to acknowledge the health and safety concerns that tourism
employees may have and subsequently implement suitable health policies and practices in
the workplace. Employee well-being and engagement will become even more important in a
postpandemic tourism economy of shifting tourism demands and visitor (health quality)
needs (Martin et al., 2020; Mcguire et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2021; Sigala, 2020;
UNWTO, 2020).

During crisis situations, it is important to ensure communication and flexibility in
strategy in order to keep employees and other stakeholders abreast of situations and to keep
them feeling safe and secure (Evans and Elphick, 2005). In order to assure that tourism
businesses will survive in the long term, the ability to communicate to internal stakeholders
(employees) and external stakeholders (customers) is critical. Even when communicated to,
the tourism employees play such a big role in the success or consequential failure of a
business that it is critical to explicitly consider and include their perceptions, sentiments and
concerns.

Considering the systemic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on both tourists and
employees – and their local communities –, it is essential that information is provided and that
employees are reassured that the crisis will be overcome. Employees require a certain level of
confidence and encouragement that the situation will eventually normalize postcrisis,
although the defining characteristics of this “new tourism normal” may be different.

Employees in the tourism industry face a certain level of work stress in their jobs
regardless of any external crisis. This stress can cause employees a certain amount of
personal stress in their home life as well as organizational distress and turnover (Deery and
Jago, 2009; Ross, 2005). The tourism jobs are transitory in many places in the world and
people do not tend to stay in them for lifetimes or even long term in many cases. Part of the
reason for this is the long hours, less than desirable working conditions, emotional labor and
exhaustion among employees. Organizations that communicate effectively with employees
tend to eliminate some stress in the workplace as they help employees’well-being (Deery and
Jago, 2009; Ross, 2005). Employees tend to assess the organizational justice in their
workplace, and when they perceive the workplace to be fair and just, they do not feel as much
stress (Deery and Jago, 2009; Ross, 2005). The communication and reduction in stress for
employees by their organization can help them feel more able to handle things appropriately
when they return to work and also may help them to tolerate some of the unknowns in their
jobs and in the future in general.

In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, experienced well-being by tourism employees is,
thus, not only shaped by financial and economic conditions, but also by personal and health
concerns. Moreover, although shelter-in-place and social distancing measures are in effect
across many tourism destinations, it is critical for tourism and hospitality and tourism
businesses to (re-)engage their employees during and after the economic crisis, in order to
accelerate the recovery to safeguard high-quality services and experiences to guests, who
may be equally concerned about their health and well-being while on vacation.

Proposition 2. Tourism employee sentiments are negatively affected by the expected
duration and experienced well-being during the COVID-19 crisis.

3. Methodology
The current study was conducted within the small island tourism context of Aruba during
the months of March and April 2020. Consequently, the results of this study cannot be
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generalized to other SITE and the limitations of a single-time measurement are
acknowledged.

3.1 Operationalization and data collection
Based on the constructs of consumer sentiments and experienced well-being, a standardized
questionnaire was designed consisting of multiple items using a standard five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (none/not at all) to 5 (completely/totally), including 0 (do not know) To
measure tourism employee sentiments, use was made of existing items for measuring the
following dimensions (Katona, 1975; Curtin, 2007): financial situation, economic conditions,
government finance, job opportunities, discretionary spending, saving propensity,
purchasing channel and income sufficiency. For each dimension, both the current situation
and the future expectation (within 6 months) were queried (see Table 1 for a complete list of
indicators and questionnaire items).

Indicators and questionnaire
items

Tourism employees
(n 5 193)

Nontourism employees
(n 5 246)

t-test
value Significance

Experienced well-being of COVID-19 crisis
Troublemeeting current needs 0.37 0.35 �0.30 NS
Expect to have trouble
meeting basic needs

1.02 0.94 �1.11 NS

Threat to my personal health 0.93 0.84 �1.69 *
Negatively affect my
household finance

3.07 3.05 �0.22 NS

Duration of COVID-19 crisis
Expected months 9–12 months 6–9 months �1.34 *

Tourism employee sentiments
Financial conditions now 2.54 2.47 �0.97 NS
Financial conditions in the
future

1.87 2.13 3.53 ***

Economic conditions now 2.19 2.04 �3.14 ***
Economic conditions in the
future

2.07 2.33 3.29 ***

Government finance now 2.18 2.12 �1.04 NS
Government finance in the
future

2.03 2.05 0.37 NS

Job opportunities now 2.07 2.04 �0.74 NS
Job opportunities in the future 2.07 2.15 1.03 NS
Buying a car now 1.09 1.11 0.70 NS
Going on vacation now 1.05 1.13 2.26 **
Taking out a loan now 1.19 1.35 2.82 **
Income increase in the future 0.05 0.11 2.05 **
Save more now 2.22 2.38 1.61 *
Usage of credit card 3.50 3.05 �4.02 ***
Mobile banking 3.29 2.86 �2.59 **

Demographics
Age (median) 42 years 45 years 0.61 NS
Education (median) High school/college University (bachelor/

master)
3.29 ***

Monthly income (median) US$ 1,700 US$ 2,800 3.12 ***
Female gender (percent) 73 57 3.58 ***

Note(s): ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.10; NS, Non-Significant

Table 1.
Stylized descriptive
statistics, items and
significant differences
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Demographic measures included age, level of education, job industry and income level.
The survey was conducted during the last week of March and the first week of April 2020.

The execution of the study followed two weeks after the tourism lockdown, and curfew
measures were taken by Government authorities on March 13, 2020. In total, 2,500 digital
surveys were distributed digitally, of which 439 complete responses were received (18%
response rate). Of the total respondents, 193 (44%) were directly employed in the tourism
industry, whereas 246 (56%) were employed in other (nontourism) sectors.

Based on the respondents’ data, factor analysis and reliability analysis were conducted to
assess construct validity and internal consistency (Bornstedt, 1977; Costello and Osborne,
2005; Ratray and Jones, 2007). The results of the factor analysis with Varimax rotation and
Kaiser normalization produced two components along this temporal dimension, that is,
current impact and future expectation (factor loadings >0.70 and Cronbach α > 0.65), with a
sampling adequacy (KMO measure) of 0.82, an acceptable model fit for exploratory research
(χ2 (28) 5 319.122, 28, p 5 0.000) and a cumulative variance explained of 57%.

3.2 Data analysis
An independent sample t-test was conducted to analyze the significant differences in
sentiments between tourism and nontourism employees.

To measure the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on experienced well-being, use was made of
four items covering (Diener, 2009; ILO, 2020; Kahneman and Kreuger, 2006; Kahneman and
Deaton, 2010): trouble meeting current needs, expected trouble meeting basic needs, threat to
personal health and effect on household income. Factor analysis with Varimax rotation and
Kaiser normalization yielded a single component explaining 40% of the cumulative variance
for experienced well-being (factor loadings >0.70 and internal consistency >0.60). To
measure the expected duration of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the survey included
a single measure on the expected number of months the economic crisis would last ranging
from 3 months to over 12 months (UNWTO, 2020). Regression analysis was subsequently
conducted to analyze the relationship between experienced well-being, crisis duration and
tourism and nontourism employee sentiments.

4. Results
In terms of participant demographics, 65% were females and 35% were males. The median
age ranged between 45 and 49 years, and the majority of respondents had enjoyed either a
secondary level education (39%) or a tertiary level education (57%). The median monthly
income reported by respondents was US$ 2,200 and ranged between US$ 970 (6.5%) and US$
6,700 (7.9%).

The findings of the survey indicate that there are significant differences in sentiments and
experienced well-being between tourism and nontourism employees (see Table 1). In general,
the results show that tourism employee perceptions are significantly more negative and their
concerns about the future are significantly more pessimistic, thus lending support to
proposition 1. More specifically, in comparison to nontourism employees (24%), tourism
employees reported experiencing a significantly greater threat to their personal health due to
the COVID-19 pandemic (65%). This is likely explained due to their direct service encounters
with tourists prior to the tourism lockdown. No significant differences were found for
challenges in meeting needs and household finance between tourism employees and
nontourism employees. Across both groups of employees, between 40% and 45% of
respondents reported experiencing challenges and negative effects of the crisis. However, the
results indicate that tourism employees do expect the effects of the COVID-19 crisis to last
significantly longer, that is, 9–12 months. Nontourism employees reported a significantly
shorter period of 6–9 months.
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In terms of sentiments, the findings show that tourism employees are significantly more
pessimistic, especially in terms of financial and economic conditions and outlook. In terms of
financial expectations, 55%of tourism employees expect to beworse off in 6months, whereas
24% of nontourism employees expect to be financially worse off in the near future. Likewise,
83% of tourism employees report worse economic conditions and worsening expectations.
With reference to government financial situation and job opportunities, no significant
differences were found between tourism and nontourism employees; both expect
(respectively, 76% and 78%) that the financial situation of the government and job
opportunities are bad and will worsen in the coming 6 months.

Regarding purchasing habits, in comparison to nontourism employees, tourism
employees report that they are significantly less likely to go on vacation or take out a loan
(respectively, 92%and 83%). There is no significant difference for intention to purchase a car,
as both groups indicate that this is not likely.

In terms of expecting a future increase in income and current saving habits, relative to
nontourism employees, tourism employees are significantly less optimistic about a future
wage increase (respectively, 92% and 82%) and are significantly less likely to save more now
(respectively, 29% and 26%). The findings indicate, however, that both groups are relatively
pessimistic with reference to future income increase and saving more now.

With reference to usage of credit cards and mobile banking, tourism employees report
making significantly more use of their credit card (respectively, 50% vs 43%) and mobile
banking (respectively, 45% vs 39%). These findings reiterate the financial concerns of
tourism employees who are at risk of losing current and future income and their jobs.

Demographically, there are significant differences between tourism employees and
nontourism employees. In general, tourism employees tend to be relatively, but not
significantly younger. Tourism employees are, however, characterized by significantly lower
education attainment levels (high school and college level education vs university level
education), significantly lowermonthly income (US$ 1,700 vs US$ 2,800) and are significantly
more represented by the female gender (73% vs 57%).

To explore the relationship between, respectively, the impact on experienced well-being
and the expected duration of the COVID-19 pandemic and the sentiments of tourism
employees, a regression analysis was conducted to determine the direction and significance
of the proposed associations. Two regressionmodels were run, including (1) a completemodel
consisting of a univariate tourism employee sentiment measure and (2) a bivariate tourism
employee sentiment measure distinguishing between current conditions and future
expectations. Both regression models controlled for the effect of demographic variables.

The results of the regression analysis (see Table 2) indicate that under the assumption of
univariate tourism employee sentiments, both the depth (i.e. the impact on experienced well-
being) and the duration (i.e. length of time) of the COVID-19 pandemic have a significant
negative effect on tourism employee sentiments. The impact on the experiencedwell-being of

Independent variables

Dependent variables and main regression models
Univariate tourism employee
sentiments (complete model)

Tourism employee
current sentiments

Tourism employees
future sentiments

Expected duration of
COVID-19 crisis

β5�0.13 t5�2.58, p< 0.001 β 5 �0.03 t 5 �0.62,
p > 0.05

β 5 �0.16 t 5 �3.18,
p < 0.001

Experienced well-being
of COVID-19 crisis

β5�0.23 t5�4.84, p< 0.001 β 5 �0.17 t 5 �3.49,
p < 0.001

β 5 �0.19 t 5 �3.83,
p < 0.001

F-test (significance) 15.06 (p < 0.001) 6.29 (p < 0.001) 12.44 (p < 0.001)
Adjusted R2 0.27 0.18 0.24

Table 2.
Results of regression
analysis
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the COVID-19 pandemic has a significant negative impact on general tourism employee
sentiments (β 5 �0.23, t-test 5 �4.84, p < 0.001). Likewise, the expected duration of the
COVID-19 crisis is negatively associated with general tourism employee sentiments
(β5�0.13, t-test5�2.58, p < 0.001). In controlling for the effect of the COVID-19 duration
and demographic, further regression analysis shows that the threat to personal
health (β 5 �0.13, t-test 5 �2.57, p < 0.01), the challenges in meeting future needs
(β5�0.14, t-test5�2.83, p<0.01) and the overall impact on household finances (β5�0.11,
t-test5�2.09, p < 0.05) have a significant negative effect on tourism employee sentiments.

Regression analysis of the bivariatemodel indicates that whereas the expected duration of
the crisis has no significant (negative) effect (β5�0.03, t-test5�0.62, p > 0.05), the impact
on the experienced well-being is significantly negatively associated with the current
sentiments of tourism employees (β5�0.17, t-test5�3.49, p< 0.001). In terms of the future
sentiments of tourism employees, both the depth (β5�0.19, t-test5�3.83, p<0.001) and the
duration (β 5 �0.16, t-test 5 �3.18, p < 0.001) of the COVID-19 pandemic have significant
negative effects on tourism employee sentiments. Across the regression models and analysis,
experienced well-being has a relatively stronger (negative) association with tourism
employee sentiments in comparison to the expected duration of the health pandemic and
economic crisis, thus providing support for proposition 2.

5. Discussion of results
Based on previous tourism crisis studies and behavioral economics, the findings of the
national survey among tourism and nontourism employees in Aruba confirm that tourism
employees differ significantly in their perceptions, experiences and sentiments. The results of
the survey show that both the impact on experiencedwell-being of tourism employees and the
(expected) duration of the COVID-19 economic crisis have significant negative effects on
tourism employee sentiments (support for proposition 2).

In general, as frontline workers, tourism employees are generally more exposed to the
virus contagion and consequently experience a significantly greater threat to their personal
health and safety. In the wake of the tourism fallout and travel lockdown, tourism employees
are also more concerned about their employment, income and their household finances,
although not significantly different from nontourism employees. The findings suggest that in
the case of SITE with high and widespread labor intensity in tourism, the effects of economic
shocks and crisis rapidly spill over to all other nontourism service industries as these
oftentimes rely indirectly on the tourism industry. In effect, tourism shocks are of a systemic
nature in SITE. There are very few jobs that are not impacted in some way either directly or
indirectly when a crisis occurs that is so broad reaching as the COVID-19 pandemic and its
economic aftermath. In a small island economy that is so heavily dependent on tourism, even
nontourism jobs and employees are likely to be impacted in some way.

The findings indicate that tourism employee sentiments are significantlymore pessimistic
when compared to nontourism employees (support for proposition 1). In particular, their
negative outlook on financial and economic conditions aswell as discretionary purchases and
future income assurance were significantly more negative and pessimistic. Both tourism and
nontourism employees share similar negative sentiments with reference to the financial
situation of the government and job opportunities. The results also indicate that relatively
younger, less-educated, lower-paid and female tourism employees are significantly more
vulnerable.

6. Conclusions
The COVID-19 pandemic and the lingering economic crisis have left their mark on
international tourism and will continue to have implications moving into the near future,
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especially in small island communities that critically and almost exclusively depend on
tourism for their income and existence. For many Caribbean SITE, the health pandemic is an
existential threat, in terms of both lives and livelihoods. The objective of this study was to
explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the perceptions and sentiments of tourism
employees within the context of a Caribbean SITE. Thereto, this study has both theoretical
and practical implications, within the delimitations of the research.

6.1 Theoretical implications
The results of this study support previous studies on behavioral economics and the relevance
of experienced well-being, especially under conditions of crisis, stress and anxiety.
Theoretical implications related to behavioral economic theory (Ackerlof and Shiller, 2009;
Brown and Fleischacker, 2010; Kahneman, 2011; Katona, 1975) show that sentiments and
confidence explain behavior particularly during episodes of economic shocks and crisis. The
current study contributes to this literature by showing that the increased pessimism and
negativity of the tourism employees as compared to nontourism employees during the
current pandemic influence their thoughts about future income and earnings aswell as future
purchases. Furthermore, although an exploratory study, the findings yield preliminary
support for a postmodern perspective on the experienced well-being of tourism employees
and the relevance of “consumer identities” of tourism employees.

The tourism and hospitality service industries depend on the work andmotivation of their
employees in order to build a connection with their visitors and guests. It is important to
ensure that these employees are motivated and positive in their jobs. The current study
shows that tourism employees perceive a significantly higher personal health risk than
nontourism employees, which could impact their motivation now and in the future. In looking
at early motivation theory, personal health is a basic motivational need held by everyone.

The current study also contributed to the literature on experienced well-being, that is, how
people experience, socially construct and evaluate certain episodes or events in their lives and
assesses various areas simultaneously, including, personal, financial, health and work
(Diener, 2009; Fleche and Smith, 2017; Kahneman and Krueger, 2006; Miret et al., 2017).
Tourism employees perceived overall lower experienced well-being. Experienced well-being
also is related to employee engagement, and the current study shows that because of the
perceived experienced well-being, tourism employees are unlikely to be engaged due to
relatively high levels of uncertainty and pessimism. Moreover, employee engagement stems
largely from high-quality support services, learning capabilities and transformational
leadership that empower employees to provide quality experiences to guests. These will need
to be further explored and advanced in the postpandemic Aruban tourism economy.

6.2 Policy and business implications
The tourism industry, even when there is no global pandemic, creates an environment that is
associated with a wide range of risks (Chew and Jahari, 2014; Deery and Jago, 2009; Ross,
2005; Santana et al., 2003).Whereas tourism is usually associatedwith relaxation and positive
memories, crises, however, evoke negative thoughts, anxieties and fears for both tourists and
for employees. Tourism and hospitality organizations, tourism destinations and the
governments that help to provide the infrastructure and policies to promote these
destinations all require planning and preparation for these uncertain times and to ensure
the continuation of tourism income and employability (Santana et al., 2003). This requires
proactive management of the crisis, mitigation of the negative impacts, providing stimulus
and preparing for the future to bounce forward (UNWTO, 2020).

In line with the Sustainable Development Goals (UNSDG, 2018), future policy actions to
strengthen the economic resilience of SITE should be geared at enabling and fostering amore
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sustainable and socially responsible tourism industry as well as decent work in the sector.
Tourism destination policy actions should focus on strengthening the sector’s linkages with
related sectors in its supply chain while supporting an integrated approach and local
sourcing of people and products. Furthermore, income and social inequalities need to be
tackled and resolved in a structural manner in order to safeguard thewell-being of employees,
especially those of vulnerable groups including women and youth. The level of informal,
unregistered and underinsured labor in the tourism sector should also be mitigated by
concerted government policies and labor market regulatory enforcement as well as
programmatic actions in collaboration with the private sector. This would limit some of the
structural vulnerabilities of labor markets in SITE.

Likewise, concerted policy actions are recommended for investing in skills development
and reskilling of tourism employees. It is important that employees are trained in some of the
advanced skills that will be needed as changes to the tourism environment will play a more
critical role following crisis situations. Moreover, improving healthy working conditions and
addressing educational and income gaps in order to enhance tourism’s work image and
internal service quality are called for. Although these are prepandemic tourism industry
vulnerabilities, the recent crisis has brought these to the foreground. .

Moreover, the importance of employee engagement and transformational leadership is
primal to pivot toward recovery and resilience of the tourism industry. This will depend
squarely on the resilience of tourism employees and the qualities of a new-generation tourism
workforce. Herein lie many opportunities for executive and human resource managers to
create and reinvent the “servicescape”with due consideration for improving the experienced
well-being of employees, including the ethical engagement for ensuring health, emotional
stability, work safety and strengthening employee commitment and trust. Simply
acknowledging their emotional state and providing non-work-related support to
employees may well be a small, albeit significant differentiator.

The results of the study show that human resource practices in tourism and hospitality
organizations can be improved to help improve the positivity and sentiment of tourism
employees. Providing more open communication and professional development
opportunities would help employees feel more a part of the team and therefore be more
willing to work in these types of jobs. Providing improved benefits may increase optimism
during downturns in the economy, helping employees to save for a “rainy day” fund or
vacation time to mitigate the inevitable tough times in SITE uncertainty.

6.3 Future research
Considering the delimitations of this research, there are several avenues for future research.
These include extending the study to other countries and SITE to validate the findings
found in this investigation. In terms of measurements, a longitudinal analysis based on
several time intervals would provide a richer description and explanation of tourism
employee sentiments and experienced well-being. Moreover, employing structural equation
modeling and confirmatory factor analysis on a larger sample size would also be an
important avenue for future study. This would also provide a more robust analysis of
possible reverse causality, that is, the impact of tourism employee sentiments on
experienced well-being. Likewise, the inclusion of qualitative data collection by means of,
for example, in-depth employee interviews would provide considerable richness to the
social realities, experienced well-being and psychological frames of tourism employees.
Ultimately, the recovery and resilience of the tourism economywill be shaped by the quality
of experiences that tourism employees cocreate with guests and visitors, resulting in
memorable moments lasting a lifetime. Their health and happiness, thus, remain
fundamental to the future of tourism.
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