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ABSTRACT

In recent years, potential travellers still hesitate to adopt consumer-generated contents (CGC)
websites as their main source of information for travel planning purposes. This study
investigates the effects of source credibility on risk perceived by social media users to
facilitate the use of CGC by potential travellers. Technology acceptance model is used and
extended with perceived risk as the antecedent of perceived usefulness and ease of use.
Further, two dimensions of source credibility theory namely trustworthiness and expertise are
added to the model as determinants of perceived risk. Collected data from 211 Iranian online
tourists were analysed using SmartPLS to understand the effect of perceived risk on tourists’
behavioural intention to use CGC for future travel planning purposes. The findings of the
study showed negative effect of source credibility on risk perceived by potential online
tourists. The results has shed more lights on the effects of risk perceived by online tourists on
their CGC adoption intention in the context of tourism. It can boost the general understanding
of CGC adoption by online tourists for travel planning purposes.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media has been recognized as a powerful online networking tool while it’s penetrating into everyday
social and economic life of people (Zeng and Gerritsen, 2014). Social media is affecting destinations and
businesses in the tourism industry in an unprecedented manner (Munar and Jacobsen, 2014).

Considering the fact that potential tourists refer to social media for searching travel-related information
(Edwards et al., 2017) and given the experiential nature of tourism, Consumer-generated contents (CGC) has a
significant impact on the process of travel-related decision making (Yoo and Gretzel, 2016). CGC websites have
become a major information source for potential travellers. eMarketer (2017) estimated that around 71% of the
Internet users will use social networking sites on a regular basis.

Harrigan et al. (2017) and Kim et al. (2017) have studied the usage of CGC websites in the context of
tourism and they confirmed the fact that both potential tourists and service providers utilize CGC websites for
different purposes. These studies revealed that individuals adopt CGC websites to discuss and exchange
information about products and services and make informed decisions. Tourism products and service providers
also use these websites to monitor tourists’ activities in the online environment and interact with them so they can
optimize their marketing activities (Kéltringer and Dickinger, 2015).

Despite all, the reliability of the CGC has been questioned in recent years (Filieri et al., 2015) which cause
in the perception of risk in CGC websites users. This kind of perception toward CGC websites is due to the fact
that the source of information on these websites is mostly anonymous. CGC websites users should evaluate the
contents of these websites and confront with the risk of applying other users’ opinion in their travel planning
process. The question here is how to lower the risk perceived by potential tourists when they are using CGC
websites to encourage the usage of these websites for travel planning purposes?

Primary objective of this study is to investigate the factors that drive behavioural intention of potential
tourists regarding the use of CGC websites and to what extent trust perception affects the perceived risk of the
potential tourist while they are searching for online information on CGC websites.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Information Gathering and CGC

The distribution of travel-related information has changed with the emergence of online platforms. The advent of
web technologies such as online communities and social networking sites (SNSs) has affected the process of
searching for travel information and choice of a destination by providing platforms for social interactions and
sharing information (Hajli, 2014). Social media helps to reduce the distances by providing a platform for online
sharing of experiences, recommendations, satisfaction and disappointments with other people, freely, easily and
free of any charges (Sotiriadis and van Zyl, 2013).

This wave of online information available to a wide range of potential travellers has made the Internet as
the dominant mode of search for travel-related information (Xiang and Gretzel, 2010). However, being exposed
to such a huge amount of information can make the process of searching for travel-related information a very
scary task. One of the main sources of online information for travel products and services is online review sites
which include positive and negative reviews posted by travellers. These CGC are considered more credible since
they are created by other experienced travellers and not by the service providers so people usually tend to accept
their opinion more easily. The fact that other consumers have already experienced a tourism product makes CGC
an influential source of information for prospective travellers.

Perceived risk regarding CGC

According to researches on the topic of consumer behaviour, buying a product is always accompanied by the
feeling of uncertainty about the possible consequences of a decision (Flanagin et al., 2014). Due to the intangible
nature of tourism, hindsight regarding its products and services is only available upon the actual time of
consumption (Mohammed Abubakar, 2016). This insecure feeling during the purchase process (Horner and
Swarbrooke, 2016) make the prospective tourists gather pre-purchase information and for this purpose, they
usually rely on other users’ experience.
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Consumers by referring to CGC websites try to reduce this uncertainty by reading other consumers
opinion about a product or service. However, the contents of the CGC websites are not always trustworthy. Risk
perception affects the adoption of social media in a way that high level of perceived risk may lead to exaggerated
uncertainties on SNSs while a low level of the perceived risk may lead to underestimated danger (Chen, 2013).

There are several concerns related to the nature of CGC websites that prompts the perception of risk
among users of these websites. In some cases, the CGC websites are associated with a higher level of risk
perceived by users when the provided information is contradictory (Book, Tanford, Montgomery and Love,
2018). Sometimes, the possibility of faking identities in the online environment is the origin of such risk
perception (Ayeh et al., 2013a). Another source of perceived risk is the fact that evaluating the authenticity of a
source or a content is the responsibility of CGC websites user which is a complicated yet important task (Filieri et
al., 2015).

Theory and Hypotheses

Uncertainty implied in consumer purchase decision is known as the initial concept of risk (Zhang et al., 2017).
Bauer (1960) defined perceived risk as a combination of the uncertainty of the outcomes of a decision plus the
seriousness of the outcome of a wrong decision. Further Suki (1970) defined perceived risk as the “consumer’s
subjective expectation of suffering a loss in pursuit of a desired outcome” (p.4).

Risk perceived by online customers is known as one of the main barriers to online activities (Wang et al.,
2016). However, some studies define perceived risk as a state of uncertainty (Boyko et al., 2017), there are also a
significant numbers of studies which define several dimensions for perceived risk hamely economic, function,
security, time, privacy, social, service, psychological (Chiu et al., 2014; Lee, 2017; Zhang et al., 2012).
Nevertheless, what is evident here is that perceived risk in one way or another negatively affect human behaviour
in the online environment (Radu et al., 2016).

The relationship between perceived risk with behavioural intention is the subject of research in various
fields of study such as medical, Internet banking and online book purchase (Schnall et al., 2015; Tan and Leby
Lau, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017). Therefore, it is expected that if a prospect traveller perceives a CGC website as
risky to use, then the possibility of intention to use that website for travel information gathering will be
negatively affected. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H1. There is a negative relationship between perceived risk and behavioural intention.

In addition, previous studies established the relationships between perceived risk with perceived ease of use and
perceived usefulness (Hansen et al., 2018; Nguyen and Huynh, 2018). Therefore, it can be said that risk
perception may affect the usefulness and ease of use of a CGC website in a way that if a user believes that a
website is not secure he or she may find the website useless and difficult to use. Therefore, this study put forth
the following hypotheses:

H2. There is a negative relationship between perceived risk and usefulness.

H3. There is a negative relationship between perceived risk and ease of use.

Credibility simply refers to the confidence in the trueness of the provided information to be a reflection of
realities (Holm et al., 2018). In an early attempt, Hovland et al. (1953) described source credibility as the validity
of a source and its content. Yoo and Gretzel (2011) indicated that credibility depends on the perception of the
user of a content and cannot be considered as the intrinsic characteristic of a source. Among different dimensions
proposed for source credibility (Wang et al., 2018; Westerman et al., 2014), trustworthiness and expertise seem
to be the two well-established dimensions (Ohanian, 1990). Hovland et al. (1953), defined trustworthiness as “the
degree of confidence in the communicator’s intent to communicate the assertions he considers most valid” and
expertise as “the extent to which a communicator is perceived to be a source of valid assertions” (Hovland et al.,
1953, p. 21).

Credibility has a great importance when it comes to CGC websites and especially the use of CGC in the
context of tourism. Due to the intangible nature of tourism, potential travellers refer to the online environment to
gather travel-related information (Balouchi et al., 2017). Despite the growing importance of CGC websites, there
are still some concerns regarding the credibility of the content of CGC websites. The popularity of these websites
is due to the contributors who have no special interest, however, this anonymity of the content creators raises
some concerns regarding the genuine intention of the contributors (Wagenknecht et al., 2016).
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The relationship between two dimensions of source credibility namely, trustworthiness and expertise with
perceived risk have been validated in the different contexts such as online shopping (Nepomuceno et al., 2014)
and food hazard (Hussain et al., 2017). Therefore, it is likely that the trustworthiness and expertise of the content
creators in CGC websites mitigate the risk perceived by prospective tourists. As a result, this study proposes the
following hypotheses:

H4. There is a negative relationship between trustworthiness and perceived risk.
H5. There is a negative relationship between expertise and perceived risk.

Furthermore, the expertise of the CGC creators may affect the trustworthiness perceived by users, meaning that if
users believe that the content creator is expert in the subject he or she is reviewing, they consider that source as
the most valid. Therefore, the following hypothesis has been posited:

H6. There is a positive relationship between expertise and trustworthiness.

Retrieved from Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA), Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is recognized as a
parsimonious model which can predict and explain adoption and usage behaviour of new information
technologies (Taylor and Todd, 1995). TAM is among the predominant theories (tom Dieck et al., 2017) and
most influential information system models (Kabir et al., 2017) for researching the new technology acceptance
behaviour.

TAM specifies that acceptance behaviour of technology users is determined by two factors of perceived
usefulness and perceived ease of use of a system (Lee et al., 2003). Perceived usefulness is defined as “People
tend to use or not use an application to the extent they believe it will help them perform their job better” and
perceived ease of use is defined as “People believe that the systems are too hard to use and that the performance
benefits of usage are outweighed by the effort of using the application” (Davis, 1989, p. 320). In the context of
this study, perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use refer to the extent that individuals believe that using
CGC websites will facilitate the process of travel planning and make it free from any efforts.

The relationship between the two main factors of TAM namely perceived usefulness and perceived ease of
use with behavioural intention have been documented in the previous studies. Alalwan et al. (2016) and Calisir et
al. (2015) in different contexts such as mobile banking and online learning confirmed the existence of a positive
effect of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use on the behavioural intention of information technology
users. Hence, this study hypothesizes that individuals’ behavioural intention of using CGC websites for travel
planning purposes is influenced by their perception toward a CGC website usefulness as well as its ease of use:

H7. There is a positive relationship between usefulness and behavioural intention.
H8. There is a positive relationship between ease of use and behavioural intention.

In short, this study proposed a research model (Figure 1) to examine the relationships between
trustworthiness, expertise, perceived risk, perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and behavioural intention
to adopt CGC websites for travel planning purposes.

Trustworthiness Perceived

A H H

H\.‘
H Perceived Risk H > Behavioural
H E H/J

Figure 1 Proposed Research Model

Expertise Perceived Ease of
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Data Collection

An online survey was developed and conducted via formsite.com. Web-based surveys help to minimize the cost
and effort needed for the process of creating and distributing the survey (McDonald et al., 2017). The data was
collected from online Iranian tourists whom at least one time have used CGC websites for travel planning. The
chosen sampling technique of this study was Snowball sampling in which each respondent was asked to send the
link of the questionnaire to those whom he or she believed that were qualified to participate in the study.

Out of 283 people who clicked on the link of the questionnaire, 241 respondents continue to answer the
questions. Among the respondents, 23 were screened out since their answer to the screening question was
negative, meaning that they have never used CGC websites for travelling purposes. An extra 7 responses were
removed because of the missing data or outliers. In the end, 211 usable responses were yielded, resulting in 74.5
response rate.

Measurement Scale
The questionnaire for this study started with a screening question to make sure respondents only get to fill out the
survey if they have ever used CGC websites to plan for their travel. The next part of the questionnaire was
dedicated to the variables related questions. In this part, there were 33 items with a seven-point Likert scale
(ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) to measure all the variables. In the last part, the
demographic questions were placed to provide a better understanding of the characteristics of the respondents by
asking questions regarding respondents gender, age, level of education and frequency of using the Internet.

The measurement items of the present study were adopted from the previous research. After some minor
changes and necessary validations, the items were adapted to the context of this study. Table 1 summarizes the
measurement items adopted and developed for the purpose of this study.

Table 1 Scales of the study

Construct Measure Source
Perceived Usefulness
USE1 Using CGC websites would improve my travel planning Davis (1989)
USE2 Using CGC websites would make it easier to plan my travel Gefen et al. (2000)
USE3 Using CGC websites increase my performance in travel planning Gefen et al. (2000)
USE4 Overall, | find CGC websites useful for my travel planning Gefen et al. (2000)

Perceived Ease of Use

EOU1 Learning to use CGC websites would be easy Davis (1989)
EOU2 It is easy to find necessary information on CGC websites Pavlou (2003)
EOU3 It is easy to use the contents of CGC websites Davis (1989)
EOU4 It would be easy to become skilful at using CGC websites Davis (1989)
EOU5 Overall, | find CGC websites easy to use. Davis (1989)

Trustworthiness
In my opinion tourists who write CGC websites contents are
TRU1 Reliable
TRU2 Honest
TRU3 Trustworthy
TRU4 Sincere
Expertise
In my opinion tourists who write CGC websites contents are
EXP1 Experienced
EXP2 Experts
EXP3 Qualified
EXP4 Skilled
Perceived Risk
RIS1 Using CGC websites is not secure

RIS2 Disclosing personal information on CGC websites is risky

RIS3 Too much information on CGC websites may cause tensions

RIS4 CGC websites’ contents may not be dependable and reliable

RIS5 Overall, it is risky to use CGC websites’ content

Behavioural Intention

BIl1 1 do not hesitate to use CGC websites for searching travel information
BI2 I would use CGC websites’ contents to plan for my next trip

BI3 I plan on using CGC websites’ content for my travel planning

Bl4 1 am very likely to use CGC websites for searching travel information

Ohanian (1990)

Ohanian (1990)

Pavlou (2003)

Chang and Wu (2012)
Stone and Grgnhaug (1993)
Stone and Grgnhaug (1993)
Stone and Grgnhaug (1993)

Gefen et al. (2000)
Gefen et al. (2000)
Venkatesh et al. (2003)
Gefen et al. (2000)
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Data Analysis
This study, prior to estimating the structural model, employed Excel to eliminate missing and unengaged data.
Later, the outliers were removed with the help of SPSS 24. This study applied the partial least squares structural
equation modelling (PLS-SEM) using SmartPLS 3.2 to estimate path models with latent variables (Ringle and
Sarstedt, 2016). PLS was the most suitable technique since it is preferred when the research objective is to predict
and develop a theory (Ayeh et al., 2013b).

RESULTS

Descriptive Analysis
Table 2 demonstrates the demographic profile of the sample respondents.

Table 2 Profile of respondents

Factors Number Percent
Gender Men 84 39.8
Women 127 60.2
Age 18-29 62 29.4
30-49 116 55.0
50-64 30 14.2
i + 14
Education Ui?jergraduate %4 114
Graduate 57 27
Post Graduate 127 60.2
Other 3 14
Frequency of using internet
A few times a month or less 13 6.2
A few times a week 29 13.7
Once a day 50 23.7
A few times a day 119 56.4

Measurement Model

The measurement model in PLS is assessed by the reliability and the validity test. The two main criteria for
measuring the reliability or internal consistency of each construct are Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Convergent validity and discriminant validity need to be assessed to confirm the
validity of the measurement model. For this study, as shown in Table 3, all the values were above the minimum
required.

Table 3 Measurement model

Items Loading Composite Reliability AVE Cronbach’s alpha
Perceived Usefulness 0.951 0.831 0.951
PU1 0.735
PU2 0.951
PU3 0.964
PU4 0.975
Perceived Ease of Use 0.965 0.848 0.965
PEOU1 0.832
PEOU2 0.898
PEOU3 0.981
PEOU4 0.963
PEOUS 0.925
Expertise 0.913 0.724 0.914
EXP1 0.884
EXP2 0.759
EXP3 0.877
EXP4 0.879
Trustworthiness 0.927 0.763 0.927
TRU1L 0.924
TRU2 0.836
TRU3 0.955
TRU4 0.765
Perceived Risk 0.964 0.844 0.964
PR1 0.890
PR2 0.964
PR3 0.953
PR4 0.924
PR5 0.859
Behavioural Intention 0.966 0.877 0.966
BI1 0.939
BI12 0.958
BI3 0.917
Bl4 0.931
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Altogether, the measurement model exhibited the adequate convergent validity and discriminant validity
(Table 4).

Table 4 The square root of AVE (Discriminant Validity)

Behavioural Intention Expertise Ease of Use Risk Usefulness Trustworthiness

Behavioural Intention 0.937

Expertise 0.607 0.851

Ease of Use 0413 0.568 0.921

Risk -0.489 -0.294 -0.282 0.919

Usefulness 0.670 0.684 0.446 -0.463 0.912
Trustworthiness 0.617 0.658 0.504 -0.499 0.726 0.873

*Diagonal elements (bold) are Square root of AVEs. Off-diagonal elements are Inter-construct correlation. Square root of AVEs
should exceed the Inter-construct correlation for adequate discriminant validity.

Structural Model and Hypotheses testing
Coefficient of determination (R?) values as a criterion of model’s predictive accuracy and Stone-Geisser’s Q?
value as a criterion of model’s predictive relevance are the most commonly used measures for evaluating the
structural model (Hair et al., 2016). Since all the values for R? and Q* were satisfactory, it can be concluded that
the proposed model has a high predictive power (Table 5).

Table 5 Result of R2 and Q2

R2 QZ
Behavioural Intention 0.501 0.398
Perceived Usefulness 0.214 0.159
Perceived Ease of Use 0.079 0.060
perceived Risk 0.251 0.182
Trustworthiness 0.433 0.274

Hypothesis testing is conducted through a bootstrap resampling procedure with 500 subsamples in Smart-PLS to
make sure each path coefficient significantly differs from zero. As demonstrated in Table 6, out of 8 hypotheses,
7 are empirically supported.

Table 6 Summary of hypotheses result

Hypothesized Path

Hypotheses direction  coefficient tvalue  Result
Perceived Risk —> Behavioural Intention - -0.216 3.487""  Supported
Trustworthiness — Perceived Risk - -0.538 5.640"  Supported
Expertise —» Perceived Risk - 0.059 0.683"  Not Supported
Expertise —» Trustworthiness + 0.658 11.181" Supported
Perceived Ease of Use —» Behavioural Intention + 0.123 2.360" Supported
Perceived Usefulness —» Behavioural Intention + 0.515 7.327""  Supported
Perceived Risk — Perceived Usefulness - -0.463 6.079""  Supported
Perceived Risk —»  Perceived Ease of Use - -0.282 3.635™  Supported
** P <0.01

*P <0.05
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The results are demonstrated in Figure 2.

R?=0.433 R?=0.214
Trustworthiness Perceived Usefulness
R?=0.501
4 -0.538 20463 oo1s 0519
0.658 Perceived Risk - »| Behavioural Intention
0.059 -0.282 0.123
R?=0.251
Expertise Perceived Ease of Use
R?=0.079

Figure 2 Structural model results

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This study intended to examine the effect of perceived risk on the behavioural intention of tourists in adopting
CGC websites for planning their trip and to what extent source credibility may reduce the risk perceived by
prospective tourists toward using these websites.

This study found significant support on the negative effect of perceived risk on TAM constructs which
indicated that online tourists have more intention to use CGC websites while they believe that using a specific
CGC website contain no possible risk.

Perceived risk is a key barrier for online tourists who intend to utilize CGC websites as a source of
information (Chiu et al., 2014). On the other hand, Chen (2017) indicated that the credibility of a source will
lessen the risk perceived by users. The result of this study, however, indicated that as long as CGC website users
believe in the genuine intentions of the content contributors, it does not matter if the contributors are expert in the
subject they are discussing.

Therefore, it can be concluded that, the more prospective travellers have confidence in the intention of
content creators on CGC websites, the more likely it is that they consider these contents valid and perceive less
risk. This way the intention to use a CGC website for travel planning by potential travellers will increase
significantly.

Theoretical Contribution

Despite the fact that risk perceived by online users act as a major obstacle in the adoption of online platforms
(Wang et al., 2016), the literature on this concept in regards to CGC websites is not sufficient. The findings of
this study present the followings significant theoretical implications.

This paper by investigating the possible relationship between main constructs of TAM, source credibility
dimensions and perceived risk adds to the body of knowledge and hereby enhances the understanding of potential
online tourists’ perception of risk regarding searching information on the online environment. Furthermore, this
study confirmed and validated measurement items as well as the suggested relationships for the proposed factors
of the study.

The results demonstrated that perceived risk on social media environment is strongly affected by
trustworthiness and not expertise. Therefore, it can be concluded that the genuine intention of the person who
writes a recommendation or complain is of a higher value for Iranian tourists than the content contributors level
of expertise.

The fact that the CGC websites contributors are expert in the subjects that they are reviewing, does not
have any significant relationship with the risk perceived by potential tourists. This can provide a valuable insight
for researchers to either redefine the concept of expertise in the context of CGC websites adoption or investigate
other dimensions of source credibility to help to mitigate the perceived risk.

Practical implications

This study empirically tested the risk perception among prospective Iranian tourists regarding using CGC

websites prior to their travel. The results confirm the role of perceived risk, trustworthiness and two main factors
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of TAM in the behavioural intention of tourists regarding to the use of CGC websites for travel planning
purposes.

The results of this study contribute to the identification of potential areas in which marketing effort must
be dedicated. As the results demonstrate, the trustworthiness of a source significantly reduces the risk perceived
by online tourists in CGC context. In particular, if CGC websites developers can assure users that the provided
contents are genuine and honest, the intention of the content creators is good and reflect their actual opinions or
feelings, the possibility of using that CGC websites by prospective traveller will increase significantly.

Identifying the factors that prompt a secure search environment for potential travellers would provide a
guideline on how to develop and design the CGC websites that provide a friendly environment to lessen the
perception of risk. Altogether, the secure feeling will encourage the online tourists to visit a website more often
and interact with other users in a more productive way.

Limitations and future research

This study has some limitations that provide opportunities for further research. The survey was conducted using
Iranian online tourists who may not be representative of all online prospective travellers, therefore, the findings
are limited to Iranian context and not generalizable to other populations. Thus, future studies can replicate this
study in the context of other countries or conduct a cross-country comparison to gain a better understanding
regarding CGC websites adoption behaviour.

The focus of this study was on the process of information gathering and travel planning meaning the pre-
travel phase. Other studies can focus on the two other phases of travel meaning during and after travel. They can
focus on how travellers utilize CGC websites to gather information while they are in a destination or how they
share their experiences during or after their trip on CGC websites.

This study investigated the source credibility only from two dimensions of trustworthiness and expertise.
It is possible that other dimensions like goodwill (Westerman et al., 2014) also affect the risk perception.
Therefore, it is recommended that future studies look into the other dimensions of source credibility.
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