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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to investigate the determinants of value co-creation in desert camps in
Oman from both the customers’ and the camp managers’ perspectives. The concept of value
co-creation in the hospitality and tourism industry has been investigated in a range of ways to
explore its aspects in different domains. These investigations, however, have limited coverage
of the process of value co-creation in Oman desert camps. Therefore, the current understanding
of the value co-creation concept needs to be expanded to cover value co-creation within the
context of this study. To do so, the research adapts an existing model and identifies 5
fundamental aspects of the value co-creation which are then explored both quantitatively and
qualitatively. The findings of the study indicate that within the context of desert camps, value
co-creation is influenced by authenticity, engagement, place attachment, social media use and
marketing though the value-in-use concept. However, the level of this influence varies between
the customers and the camp managers. Finally, findings are discussed in the light of this
variance to identify and provide recommendations that enhance value co-creation in the desert

camps of Oman.

KEYWORDS: wvalue co-creation, value-in-use, engagement, tourism development,

authenticity, place attachment
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INTRODUCTION

Recognised in recent years as the key to success in a competitive market environment
(Gouillart and Ramaswamy, 2014; Pappas and Michopoulou, 2019), the value co-creation
concept has been applied in many areas of the tourism and hospitality industry (Buhalis and
Foerste, 2015). The importance of embracing the value co-creation concept in the hospitality
and service industry arises from the fact that customers view service as means to facilitate the
creation of their own experiences (Gronroos, Fisk and Sheth, 2013). In this context, Bimonte
and Punzo (2016) argue that the development of tourism services and products requires
adopting a strategy where the different parties are involved in the process of co-creating value
(Prebensen, Chen and Uysal, 2016). In fact, value co-creation is based on the notion that
business organisations are no longer the only arbiters of value and that customers should not
be passive actors (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Prebensen and Xie, 2017), but operant
resources in the value co-creation process (Vargo and Lusch, 2014). As such, value co-creation
helps service providers to better understand their customers’ increasing sophistication through
allowing them to shape aspects of the products and services (Ketonen-Oksi, Jussila and
Karkkéinen, 2016). While there is considerable knowledge of the value co-creation concept in
general, little is known about how this concept can be practised within the context of unique

destination configurations such as desert camps (Mesoudi, Brookes and Fitch, 2018).
Context of the study

The tourism sector in Oman has recently witnessed significant growth (MTO, 2018).
According to the report of the World Economic Forum, Oman is among the top ten fastest
growing destinations in the world for leisure-travel spending between 2016 and 2026 (WEEF,
2018). Moreover, in 2016, Oman adopted a strategy to boost its tourism sector to reach 11
million tourists by 2040 (FSG, 2018). Oman's history, culture and heritage constitute some of
the major tourist attractions in Oman (Henderson, 2015), but its environment and, more
specifically its desert, constitute the main tourism resources (MTO, 2018). However, desert
tourism (Cooke, 2010) and its development strategies in Oman (Mesoudi, Brookes and Fitch
(2018) have received relatively little attention in the literature compared to other forms of
tourism. Based on this, the study contributes to the growing need to investigate various aspects
of the tourism sector in Oman through analysing the concept of value co-creation in the desert
camps. To do so, this study explored and reviewed several models of value co-creation

(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Gronroos, 2011; Galvagno and Dalli, 2014), and identified
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the most appropriate to subsequently provide solutions for the critical issues which limit value
co-creation in the Omani desert camps. The study uncovers the role of customers and the desert
camp managers in the process of value co-creation and provides camp managers with
guidelines to enhance their services through identifying the dominant factors in value co-

creation from the customer’s perspective.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Value and Value Co-Creation in Tourism

The literature shows that the concepts of creating products and services with values for
customers have recently witnessed radical changes (Prebensen and Xie, 2017). In this context,
Gilmore and Pine (2015) argue that the process of production has been shifted towards the
customisation process, where customers become more engaged in the process of creating and
enhancing their experiences. According to Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004)'s view, companies
can gain advantages in a competitive market environment, if they move towards a value-centric
approach that allows for the co-creation of values with customers.

Within the service industry specifically, value for customers is a positive feeling that
can be obtained when using a certain product or service (Gronroos, 2011; Gronroos, Fisk and
Sheth, 2013). Gronroos (2011) also forwards the perception of service as a concept based on
creating value, rather than a type of market offering. Value creation is therefore come to be
considered as the core of the service industry in the current marketplace (Boksberger and
Melsen, 2011).

Value co-creation is derived from the service-dominant logic concept which is based on
an exchange of resources and services between parties to create a shared value (Vargo and
Lusch, 2014), based on the social, cultural, economic, an environmental mechanisms of all
actors (Cannas, 2018). Revolving around the idea that it contributes to bring multiple
stakeholders together onto a single platform (Lugosi 2014), value co-creation is also defined
as an organisation's ability to embrace active contributions from consumers during the process
of creating value-added products and services (Hsiao, Lee and Chen, 2015).

The emergence of value co-creation was influenced by changing aspects of the
marketplace, in particular by technology and by the customers’ changing expectations

(Chathoth et al., 2016). Arguably, the incorporation of customers' needs and expectations
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across the value chain and the subsequent emergence of the value co-creation concept (Im and
Qu, 2017) was facilitated through IT-innovation (Franke and Schreier, 2010). Also, the
increasing desire of a guest to capture a value from using services in the hospitality industry
has encouraged them to take an active role in designing their experience (Munar and Jacobsen,
2014).

Also, the concept of loyalty has changed from customers being loyal to certain
organisations to customers becoming loyal to values (Gilmore and Pine, 2015). In fact, studies
prove that the guests’ loyalty and satisfaction in the tourism and hospitality industry are linked
to their ability to influence the value creation process so that it meets their needs, wants and
expectations (Luo, Zhang and Liu 2015, Mathis et al., 2016). Businesses operating in the
tourism industry should therefore view value co-creation as a mechanism which can help
gaining advantage in the competition process (Chesbrough, 2010), as it identifies and specifies
the target market's segments and constructs a reliable structure for the value chain (Hsiao, Lee
and Chen, 2015). As value co-creation attempts to create experiences for customers that
truthfully fulfil their needs and wants (Gilmore and Pine, 2015), it is argued that organisations
should design their attractions in ways that enable customers to co-create their experiences

(Grayson and Martinec, 2004).

Aspects of value co-creation

The growing body of literature on the concept of value co-creation has generated
considerable knowledge (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014), and it has been approached through
various perspectives and models (Skarzauskaité, 2013). These models share common trends
and can be divided into three categories: Value co-creation as a service science; Value co-
creation as technology and innovation development and Value co-creation as a form of
collaborating between the customer and the business (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014).

For instance, one of the most prevalent models that views value co-creation as a form
of collaborating between customers and businesses is the DART model (Galvagno and Dalli,
2014). Developed by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004), it entails as its main components
Dialogue, Access, Risk-benefit and Transparency and proposes that these constitute the main
elements of value co-creation between a firm and its customer (Leavy, 2012). While the DART
model provides a solid basement for the value co-creation process, it needs additional layers to
embrace other concepts within the service industry (Mazur and Zaborek, 2014). Alternatively,
New Product Development (NPD) model often embraces value co-creation as a technology

and innovation development (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014), by identifying four styles of value
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co-creation: Tinkering, Submitting, Co-designing and Collaborating (Agrawal and Rahman,
2015). Each of these styles suits a certain business situation in order to co-create valuable
products and services for consumers (Vaisnore and Petraite, 2011). However, this model is
challenged by the contradictions caused by the increasing complexity of customer interactions
(Altun, Dereli and Baykasoglu, 2013). With regards to of value co-creation as a service science,
the Joint Sphere Model is based on the value-in-use concept, which refers to a value created
while consuming and using products and services (Chathoth et al., 2016; Galvagno and Dalli,
2014). Value-in-use does not refer to the benefits obtained during the time of consuming the
service only, but it extends further to include other dimensions of consumption (Grénroos, Fisk
and Sheth, 2013). These dimensions can be summarised into four types of value-in-use:
physical usage (Gronroos, 2011), the mental usage (Payne et al., 2018), the virtual usage
(Gronroos, 2011; Gronroos, Fisk and Sheth, 2013) and the possessive usage (Prebensen and
Xie, 2017).

The above models, which attempt to explain the value co-creation process, are applied
in different fields as well as in the tourism and service sectors (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014). This
study adopts Gronroos’s joint sphere model (2011) to develop a better understanding of how
value can be co-created within the desert camps of Oman. Arguably, based on the fact that the
value-in-use concept is designed to gain insights into customer experience and how it can be
co-created (Prebensen and Xie, 2017), the joint sphere model enables service providers to
capture different moments of the customers’ consumption and shed light on the space in which
value co-creation takes place (Groonroos, Fisk and Sheth, 2013). As a result, the joint sphere
model of value co-creation can provide firms with a better understanding of the service sector
(Gronroos, 2011). In this study specifically, the model was adapted to incorporate the five key
constructs of interest: marketing through the value in use concept (Gronroos, Fisk and Sheth,
2013); engagement (Eloranta and Matveinen, 2014), social media (Eloranta and Matveinen,
2014); authenticity (Counts, 2009) and place attachment (Suntikul and Jachna, 2016). The
following diagram illustrates the conceptual framework of the study which was guided by the

joint-sphere model of value co-creation.
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Value-in-use

While viewed in an individual manner due to the customers' different perceptions of
value (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), the concept of value-in-use is not isolated in customers’
ecosystems, but is part of a dynamic system that links service providers and customers
(Chandler and Vargo, 2011). Therefore, there is a need to establish a network that links
customers’ internal systems of creating value with the system of supplying the services (Vargo
and Lusch, 2012; Chandler and Vargo, 2011). This network can be implemented through

various methods including utilising social media platforms (Eloranta and Matveinen, 2014).

Since the role of hospitality organisations is to facilitate the creation of value through the
process of obtaining feedback from their clients throughout the different phases of service
consumption (Prebensen and Xie, 2017), opportunities of collaborating with customers should
be identified and seized upon through marketing processes (Buhalis and Foerste, 2015).

Businesses should adopt a marketing strategy which allows customers to re-design and
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customise the final output (Rozenes and Cohen, 2010). On this regard, value- in-use ensures a
maximum level of confirming the customer's expectations after using certain products or
services (Payne et al., 2018), and it extends further to create a memorable experience afterwards

(Heinonen and Strandvik, 2009).

Value co-creation through social media use

Social media are platforms which enable users to generate content based on their
experiences and perspectives (Albarran, 2013). In the tourism sectors especially, technology
and social media platforms have changed aspects of the marketplace through marking a new
role for the customer in the process of creating value (Albarran, 2013; Gouillart and
Ramaswamy, 2014; Fotis, Buhalis and Rossides, 2011; Yang et al., 2016). In today's
marketplace, social media are viewed as tools to obtain feedback and enhance the quality of
the company's services and products based on the user’s role in feeding the evaluation process
(Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010), and in articulating perceived values that can be captured to have
a better understanding of their needs (Chesbrough, 2011). Customers’ posts in social media
platforms form a base for the ties and relationships between customers and organisations
(Sorensen, Andrews and Drennan, 2017), and provide both parties with direct and accessible
communication (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014). Therefore, technological interconnectivity has
played a major role in improving and enhancing the tourist experience (Neuhofer, Buhalis and
Ladkin, 2013).

When assessing the role of social media, it is also worth noting that tourists conduct
many searches before travelling, therefore the communication circle starts with customers
revising other visitors’ experiences before conducting their own experience. It then continues
during the time of service and ends with the customers expressing their own views (Neuhofer,
Buhalis and Ladkin, 2013). Hence, firms adopting social media as a tool for value co-creation
should assess to what extent they understand their customers' requirements through increasing
their level of engagement with them (Michopoulou, and Moisa, 2018; Neuhofer, Buhalis and
Ladkin, 2013).

Value co-creation through engagement

Engagement refers to the online and offline interactions between customers and

organisations (Brodie et al., 2011). The recognition of the importance of the engagement
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process is based on the effective results obtained from the active participation of the customers
through the value co-creation process (Brodie et al., 2011, Singh and Sonnenburg, 2012,
Chathoth et al., 2016).

Gouillart and Ramaswamy (2014) state that value co-creation depends on the
opportunities of interactions and engagement between customers and firms. Arguably, the
development of technology and its accessibility through mobile devices has empowered
customers to have an essential means of communication with the business (Luo, Zhang and
Liu, 2015). More precisely, the accessibility of information in the value co-creation process has
become easier through the use of social media platforms (Gouillart and Ramaswamy, 2014).
Therefore, businesses are investing on technology to increase customer engagement and to co-
create value, as technology comes to be viewed as a tool to expand the range of the potential
market in the short and in the long term (Gouillart and Ramaswamy, 2014; Eccleston, Hardy
and Hylop, 2020).

Customer engagement does not only rely on their interactions with businesses, but it
extends further to exclude the firm from the equation in some situations. This is known as
customer to customer value co-creation (Rihova et al., 2018), where co-creation takes place
between the customers in their own ecosystem. The visibility of these interactions becomes
more obvious to service providers when customers share their experiences and opinions on
social media platforms (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014), where the value outcomes formed through

customer to customer co-creation contribute to shape a collective social value (Cheng, 2016).

Value co-creation through authenticity

Authenticity describes a perspective which is characterised by genuine and true aspects
(Dieke, Heitmann and Robinson, 2015). MacCannel (1973) argued that the continuous desire
of customers to have a genuine experience has created a strong quest for authenticity in tourism
and hospitality industries. In tourism studies, the literature shows different perceptions of the
concept of authenticity (Dieke, Heitmann and Robinson, 2015; Elomba and Yun, 2018).

Object-based authenticity emerged from a museum background, where there is a need
for experts to determine the originality of items and objects (Castéran and Roederer, 2013).
This means that judgements of what is authentic are produced by experts based on a standard
and static concept without involving tourists’ opinions and experiences (Steiner and Reisinger,

2006; Checa-Dismero, 2018; Tibeghien, 2019). Such concept has been challenged by scholars
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like Kolar and Zabkar (2010) who argued that authenticity should be understood within its
context and the perceptions of its receivers and their experiences.

Consequently, the concept of constructive authenticity was introduced, where
authenticity is formed by the development of the social perspectives of the customers. (Olsen,
2002). This also disproves the static concept of authenticity mentioned above, as it suggests
that authenticity is socially constructed over time (Olsen, 2002; Steiner and Reisinger, 2006).
Wang (2010) has extended the idea of authenticity further by including the sphere of customer
experience and arguing that in the hospitality industry authenticity is linked to the experiences
of people, as confirmed by other studies (Castéran and Roederer, 2013; Checa-Dismero, 2018;
Tiberghien, 2019). This is in alignment with the view of Counts (2009), who states that the
authenticity of experiences provides opportunities for co-production as it allows the customers
to be active co-creators of their own experiences. Wang also developed a concept to
differentiate between the authenticity of objects and the authenticity of experience, which has
led to the concept of existential authenticity (Wang, 2010). This concept suggests that as the
perception of authenticity is based on experience, it is linked to intrapersonal sources
depending on the tourists' feelings.

As managers encounter difficulty in harmonising the different and contradictory types of
authenticity (Kolar and Zabkar, 2010), businesses should adopt a strategy that originates from
the customers’ point of view of authenticity (Gilmore and Pine, 2015). However, in order to do
so, managers should be aware of the main factors that affect the concept of authenticity in the

modern market (Kolar and Zabkar, 2010; Andriotis, 2011).

Value co-creation and place attachment
The process of value co-creation in the tourism and hospitality industry is also related
to the customers’ relationship with the physical place they are visiting (Suntikul and Jachna,
2016). Mossberg (2007) argues that customers’ experiences are linked to their emotional
perspective of a place, as the value creation emerges through co-creating positive meanings
and feelings between the customers and the visited place (Suntikul and Jachna, 2016). Based
on this, Larsen (2007) argues that site engagement is of paramount importance in building up
a memorable experience.
Place attachment can be divided in place dependence and place identity (Binkhorst and
Den Dekker, 2009). Place dependence refers to the ability of the place to provide different

services and to meet the needs and expectations of the customers (Larsen, 2007; Suntikul and
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Jachna, 2016). Place identity refers to devoting great attention to the customers’ emotional ties
and connection to the place (Binkhorst and Den Dekker, 2009). The place attachment element
contributes in shaping all four areas of tourists' feelings and experiences: aesthetics,
entertainment, education and escapism (Gilmore and Pine, 2015). Therefore, place attachment
should be considered in value co-creation (Gilmore and Pine, 2015), as understanding
customers' perceptions and feelings towards a place can help tourism organisations provide
them with memorable experiences (Suntikul and Jachna, 2016). Furthermore, Suntikul and
Jachna (2016) argue that customer experience is co-created through place attachment when the
service suppliers deal with this element as fundamental to value co-creation rather than as a

service setting.

Building upon these considerations and responding to calls for further research on value
co-creation within the tourism and hospitality sectors this study set out to understand key
elements of value co-creation in the desert camps of Oman from both camp managers' and

customers' perspectives.

METHODOLOGY

This research used a mixed methodology approach to provide the researchers the
flexibility to investigate the topic with both quantitatively and qualitatively (Creswell, 2013;
Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2016). The study deploys a convergent parallel design which entails
collecting the qualitative and quantitative data simultaneously, analysing them separately, and
then examining whether the findings complement each other by comparing the obtained results

(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2015).

The role of the camp managers is inductively examined since there is limited knowledge
about their role in the process of value co-creation (Mesoudi, Brookes and Fitch, 2018). Semi-
structured interviews were conducted as they provide the interviewer and the interviewee with
the flexibility to bring new ideas through a probing process (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The role
of customers in the value co-creation process however has been reasonably examined in the
literature (Im and Qu, 2017) and therefore here it is examined deductively and quantitatively,
through the use of a survey. Questionnaire items were used from validated scales based on

constructs adapted from the literature. Items for place attachment were adopted from Suntikul
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and Jachna (2016), authenticity from Kolar and Zabkar (2010), engagement from Braun,
Hadwich and Bruhn (2017), social media from Carlson et al. (2018) and value-in-use from

Ranjan and Read (2014).

To collect data from the customers, at least one characteristic for the population was
set (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016): having had an experience in desert camps of Oman.
The camp managers were selected through purposive sampling, and the snowball method
(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016) was then deployed to grow the sample size number by
allowing the interviewees to nominate other eligible participants that could be involved in the
study.

The surveys were processed and analysed through SPSS computer software (Field,
2014). The semi-structured interviews were analysed through thematic analysis so to identify,
analyse, and report patterns through positioning the information into categories within data
(Braun and Clarke, 2006; Bryman and Bell, 2015). Finally, findings from quantitative and

qualitative data were converged and used to answer the study main objectives.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Analysis of Qualitative Data

There are 20 camps in Oman in total (Alshaibi, 2018), and 8 camp managers were
interviewed. The researcher was successful in reaching 40 % of the whole population of the
desert camp managers. The data saturation was reached in the fifth interview, however, the
researcher carried out additional interviews to ensure robustness of data. The interviews were
semi-structured which allowed exploring and grouping the data gathered into specific themes.
Based on the literature review on value co-creation, the following themes that consist of other
sub themes emerged through the process of the data analysis: authenticity, engagement, place

attachment, and social media use.

Fig 2: Thematic map
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With regards to the central concept of value in use, findings revealed how camp
managers use the joint sphere model with their customers to co-create value. In particular, the
lack of adopting a comprehensive strategy to implement the different aspects of the value-in-
use model was identified. In fact, interviewees highlighted that only 2 out of the 4 dimensions
(Gronroos, Fisk and Sheth, 2013) relating to the value in use concept are being considered: the
physical usage and the possessive usage. The other two dimensions (mental usage and virtual
usage), which require adopting mechanisms to engage directly with the customers, received
less attention from the interviewees. They believed that the joint sphere of value co-creation
with their customers takes place during the guests’ stay only: "Our service design is a result of
discussions with the tourists who have visited us. We take their discussions seriously. That's
why we have one of the best services in the desert camps of Oman" (Participant 1). The lack of
establishing direct engagement links with customers prior to and after their arrival therefore
limits the ability of the desert camp managers to create value through using mental usage and
virtual usage in the value-in-use concept.

The sub themes of authenticity, engagement, place attachment, and social media use

are discussed later on in this paper in conjunction with the quantitative data.

Analysis of Quantitative Data
The researcher was successful in collecting 336 questionnaires on the topic of value co-
creation in the desert camps of Oman. Of these 336 questionnaires, 324 were suitable for data

analysis. The data collected from the desert camp customers accommodate three demographic
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details: age, gender and origin. In terms of gender, 57.7% of the sample were male and 42.3 %,
female. Most of the participants were from the age group of 40-65 years, which presented a
percentage of 46%. Other age groups of 18-25, 25-40 and 65+ were 12%, 15% and 27%,
respectively. The participants’ background varied between 19 nationalities. The vast majority

came from Germany, France, UK and Italy.

Results showed that for each indicator standardised loadings were acceptable (from
0.578 to 0.895). The Cronbach’s alpha value is an indicator to examine the internal consistency
of each construct and should be at least 0.70 to indicate high internal construct consistency
(Bernardi, 1994). Table 1 shows the Cronbach’s alpha values for all constructs ranged from
0.713 to 0.815. Results for composite reliability (CR) were over 0.70 (Fornell and Larcker,
1981) and ranged from 0.78 to 0.86, indicating internal consistency of the constructs. For
convergent validity to be considered good, the average variance extract (AVE) values should

be greater than 0.50 (Andersson et al., 2001); which was true for all the constructs in this study.

Regression results indicate that Place Attachment (f = 0.22; p < 0.05), Authenticity (3
=0.16; p <0.05), Customer Engagement and ( =0.57; p < 0.001) were all good predictors of
Value in Use, however, social media was not significant. The overall explanatory power of the

model was 62% (Adj R2=.625).

Fig.3: Model output

R?=.621, Sig.=.000
Place Attachment

Customer Engagement

Customer Engagement proved to be the strongest predictor of the proposed constructs
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accounting for over 50% (B = 0.57; p < 0.001) of the variance of Value in Use. This finding
suggests that customers want to be actively involved and participate in value creation for both
themselves and the company. This reinforces the notion that customers’ ability to influence the
value creation process so that it meets their needs, wants and expectations is linked to loyalty
and satisfaction (Mathis et al., 2016). Place Attachment and Authenticity clearly linked to
Value in Use, however the relationships observed were weak (B = 0.22 and B = 0.16
respectively). Surprisingly, there was no relationship between social media and value in use.
This could be explained by the fact that there is no internet connectivity at the desert camps
and the social media presence from the camp perspective is minimal.

The next section discusses the key constructs examined in this study from both

customer and supplier perspectives by merging qualitative and quantitative data.

Customer Engagement

The empirical data obtained from the customer survey show that engagement is by far
the strongest predictor of value than any other construct. This is in alignment with the literature
which shows that engagement is important in the active participation of customers in the value
co-creation process and can take different forms including online and offline activities (Brodie
et al., 2011; Hill and Steemers, 2017)

However, data from the camp managers show that there is a tendency to engage with
customers through offline practices during the guests' stay to obtain their feedback and identify
improvement opportunities "Customer engagement is to get feedback from them during their
stay and act positively on these feedbacks to gain their satisfaction." (Participant 6); whereas
online engagement is not practiced due to the limited implementation of social media.

Interviewees also highlighted the role of travel agencies in the desert camps of Oman to
engage, attract and communicate with the guests before and after their visits. In this regard,
studies discuss that while on-the-spot engagement with customers contributes to obtaining
quicker feedback, it has many limitations in providing the guests with their desired experience,
if solely used (Fotis, Buhalis and Rossides, 2011; Hill and Steemers, 2017). Engagement with
customers should be practised during the different phases of the guest journey, which consists
of trip planning, actual consumption of the service and communication with the guests after
their departure (Fotis, Buhalis and Rossides, 2011). It could therefore be presumed that
engagement is important for customers in value creation but for most of their ‘journey’ phases

it occurs via intermediaries rather than the camps directly. Hence, intermediaries fill the
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engagement gap allowed by the camps.

Authenticity

The results from customer survey demonstrated that the authenticity factor is important
in predicting value in use. This finding supports the premise put forward by Prebensen, Chen
and Uysal (2016) that both object-based authenticity and existential authenticity play a role in
value co-creation. The low score however may be due to the fact that the measured construct
entailed items for both object-based and existential authenticity. Dieke, Heitmann and
Robinson (2015) argue that existential authenticity in tourism activities is linked to its nature
of being activity-centric, whereas object-based authenticity focuses on objects only. Hence, if
customers are more focused on activity, then the scores of existential authenticity would be
high, whilst scores for object-based authenticity low.

The qualitative data obtained from the desert camp managers also confirmed that
authenticity is considered to be the core element in creating values for the guests: ""We provide
our guests with the values that they are looking for, through providing them with authentic
Omani desert experience" (Participant 7) and "Providing the guests with authentic experience
is key for success. Therefore, our main theme in the camp is an atmosphere of authenticity"
(Participant 5). This is in alignment with the Ministry of Tourism's target to provide customers
with an "Authentic Arabic experience" (2014). Interviewees viewed that desert tourism
consists of two main components: cultural and natural. The cultural component is associated
with the customers’ quest for authenticity and their curiosity to discover and explore the local
culture, whereas the natural component is associated with the customers' appreciation of the
landscape and their desires to perform certain activities.

The implementation of authenticity as a focal point of managers' service concept design
is practised through creating a servicescape which comprises local elements, local furniture,
local décor touches and local handicrafts. Arguably, this tacit creation of value through
authenticity is based on object-based authenticity (Steiner and Reisinger, 2006; Tiberghein,
2019), and it doesn’t factor other emerging notions of authenticity in tourism. Existential
authenticity (Wang, 2010) for example, in which the customers should be highly involved in
processes of creating values through merging their understanding of authenticity, is not widely

understood nor implemented.

Place Attachment
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The role of place attachment in the process of value co-creation in the desert camps of
Oman has here been split in two components, place identity (Binkhorst and Den Dekker, 2009)
and place dependence (Suntikul and Jachna, 2016), as these represent the two main practices
deployed by the desert camp managers in Oman to ensure value co-creation through place
attachment. However, customers’ view of place attachment does not seem to be strong in

predicting value in use.

Co-creating value with the customers through using the relationship between place
identity and authenticity is a strategy widely used by the camp managers "The location of our
camp was chosen in respect to our traditions and the Omani architectural style. We inform our
customers that our place was chosen with these considerations. Customers therefore develop
curiosity to ask different questions about our life and appreciate our authentic concept at the
camp to which they get emotionally attached to this place." (Participant 1). The place identity
element was therefore found to have a great impact on the process of co-creating value in the
desert camps of Oman. This finding is in alignment with Binhorst and Den Dekker (2009)'s
argument, which states that place identity is connected to the guests’ emotions and it has a
greater influence on their perceived values. However, other interviewees viewed place identity
as a mean to shape the guest's experience through presenting services and activities appropriate
to the camp. They believe that guests develop a strong connection to the camp's place based on
emotional ties that could be developed through activities. In this regard, participant 7 stated:
"As you can see, there is nothing around here except the sands, but we bring life to this place

through the camp activities where the guests can have a memorable experience".

Regarding place dependence (Suntikul and Jachna, 2016), the managers of the camps
which are located deep in the desert claimed that their locations provided the customers with a
real, authentic desert experience as it responds to their quest for escaping from the stress of the
cities "Being deep into the desert where you are just surrounded with the beautiful sand dunes,
gives you unique feelings and thoughts. We are located far away from the city where our guests
can free their minds and have great level of tranquillity", (Participant 4). On the other hand, the
camps which are located near the cities claimed that their locations have advantages over the
other camps "Our location is very accessible, and our guests can reach us at ease unlike the
other camps. Our proximity to the main roads facilitates obtaining fresh and daily supplies.
The guests appreciate this top quality restaurant service and they get attached to the place of
our camp'' (Participant 2).

Overall, the camp managers stated that the desert camps rely heavily on the surrounding
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landscape to create an experience for their customers. However, a review of Gilmore and Pine's
study (2015) on the multi-dimensional aspects that develop the customers' attachment to the
place (aesthetic, educational, escapism and entertainment) indicates that camp managers focus
mainly on two elements: escapism and entertainment; meaning that service providers are
failing to use place attachment as a fundamental element in value co-creation (Gilmore and
Pine, 2015; Suntikul and Jachna, 2016). It can be concluded that through considering these four
factors, the camp managers could gain deeper insights into using place attachment to co-create
values with their customers. This may also explain why from the customers’ perspective the

importance of place attachment in predicting value was limited.

Social media use

Results from the customer survey yielded a rather surprising finding; that there is no
significant relationship between social media and value in use. Hence, customers do not
consider the use of social media as an important factor as a means for interaction with service
providers to facilitate value co-creation. This is comes in stark contrast to Neuhofer, Buhalis
and Ladkin (2013) who argue that social media use has changed aspects of the marketplace
through marking a new role for the customers as co-creators. However, this finding seems to
be context specific as explained by the qualitative data, which explored the role of the camp
managers in using social media. Interviewees were hesitant to use social media platforms to
co-create value with the guests: while some do not have any presence in social media at all,
others use the platforms only as means of promotion. Three main barriers to the use of social
media where identified: the role of travel agencies as mediators, the ambiguity of the return on

investment and internet accessibility.

It can be argued that, since desert camp experiences are designed, marketed and
organised by travel agencies, the value co-creation through social media takes place between
the customers and the travel agencies. Sharda and Chatterjee (2011) claim that the presence of
intermediaries disconnects the customers from interacting directly with the service providers
and Cannas (2015) expands on this argument highlighting the risk for unequal power
imbalances between the actors involved in the value co-creation process. Therefore, it is
recommended that the camps use their own social media platforms to facilitate the process of
value co-creation through building direct bridges with their customers.

Apprehension for the return on the investment also prevents the camp mangers from

developing their social media platforms to increase the level of the engagement with their
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customers. The participants showed difficulties in assessing the real influences of social media,
and showed reluctance towards investing on a social media strategy, as stated by participant 2:
"We focus on our service level and we have good reviews which market our camp. Investing on
social media requires financial resources. We should instead focus on our service."

Most participants highlighted the issue of technology limitations in accessing social
media platforms, as most of the camps are located in remote places. In addition, most desert
camps do not provide WIFI services, and this seems to add value to the guests' experience "In
the desert, our customers enjoy our concept of getting themselves involved in different and
adventurous lifestyles where they disconnect themselves from the phone addiction" (Participant
5). The researchers enquired about using the city offices to communicate with the customers
on social media platforms, but the participants showed disinclination due to the limited
resources, roles and numbers of employees “We have one employee working at the office, he
can't do everything" (Participant 4).

Hence, it seems that customers do not place any importance on social media in creating
value at the desert camps because either there is no option for interaction altogether (camps
with no social media presence) or the accounts that exist do not interact but are only used for
push messages and advertising. It is therefore important to consider the camps’ barriers in using

social media and develop solutions that will enable value creation.

CONCLUSION

This research aimed to explore the various elements and factors that can contribute to
the process of value co-creation in the desert camps of Oman. The concept of value co-creation
was investigated through the perspectives of the customers as well as those of the camp
managers. This investigation revealed how these two parties co-create value and highlighted
the discrepancies between them. Therefore, this study adds to the debate on identifying the
common sphere between customers and service providers and defines this sphere within the
context of service to co-create value in desert camps. Hence, this study contributes to
knowledge by deepening our understanding of the process of value co-creation within unique
destinations, in this case desert camps. It also establishes factors that are entailed and can
enhance value in use. The study showed that authenticity, place attachment and engagement
were strong predictors of value in use whilst social media was not.

In particular, customers’ quest for authenticity entailed both existential and object-

based authenticity, whilst camp managers responded to their customers’ need through object-
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based authenticity only. The desert camp managers engaged with their customers mostly oftline
and during the guest's stay, but customers want to engage with the desert camps both online
and offline. Customers consider place identity as an element which has a greater influence in
value co-creation than place dependence. Desert camp managers are therefore co-creating
value with customers through using the relationship between place identity and authenticity
and by using the place identity element to design the camp’s activities. With regards to social
media it was evident that lack of skill and knowledge for the camp managers’ part, absence of
internet access at location and a dominant and even interfering role of intermediaries, made the
option of co-creating value with customers through social media unattainable.

This study has implications for practitioners. Specifically, it is important that camp
managers and managers of other unique and remote locations focus on engaging with the guests
before, during and after their arrival. This assists in enhancing their experience and in co-
creating shared value between the destinations and their guests. This can be achieved through
merging the offline and the online engagement into a single component which represents the
guests' requirements during the different phases of their journey. Managers should also
concentrate on the value-in-use concept and all of its four dimensions (including mental usage
and virtual value usage) in order to address customers’ needs and preferences more effectively

and co-create value for all parties involved.
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