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ABSTRACT

As a result of embracing the Internet, online travel communities have become an
important information source for travelers. The members of these communities
communicate through postings called electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) the act of
sharing information on a particular topic. Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is informal
communications among consumers regarding the usage or characteristics of goods and
services on the Internet (Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan, 2008). Furthermore, the influence of
eWOM has been found to be influential on consumer purchasing behavior (Guernsey,
2000). Thus, an understanding of the potential of eWOM in online travel communities on
travel decisions has implications for tourism marketers as well as researchers.

The purpose of this research is to examine a single online travel community in
order to conduct an in depth analysis of the influence of eWOM on travel decisions. The
study uses online travel community postings (eWOM) to explore the types of travel
decisions that are discussed, influence of eWOM on these decisions, the types of
members and their specific influence on types of travel decisions, the information types
provided by the members, the activity level of members and their influence on travel
decisions of other members.

Thorn Tree Forum, part of Lonely Planet website is the online travel community
studied for this research. In an effort to select a sample that would yield maximum
variation, treemaps, and purposeful sampling is used to select eight country forums to use
as the framework for collecting community member postings. Postings are collected for

an eight month period. Data collection and analysis used a multistep process that included

il



thematic networks, coding for influence and details of information shared among
members. The results suggest that eWOM in this online travel community influence
travel decisions including accommodation choice, food and beverage recommendations,
transportation options, safety of the destination, monetary issues, destination information,
and itinerary refinements. Residents were influential in accommodations, food and
beverages, and destination information, whereas experienced travelers influenced all
types of travel decisions except accommodations. Information types identified include
warnings, advice/tips, recommendations, and clarifications. Clarifications were the most
influential postings, followed by recommendations and advice/tips. The members were
categorized into three types low, medium, and high activity level members. Medium
activity level members were the most influential members followed by low and high
activity level members. The results of this study provide direction for theoretical
development of using online travel communities for travel decision making and provide
managerial guidance for utilization of online travel communities for enhancing travel

products and destination.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Unlike its unassuming role in previous decades, the Internet has become one of
the most important communication mediums used by members of our society. Since the
beginning of the 1990s, consumers’ use of the Internet has evolved from one of curiosity
or novelty to one of reliance. The number of Internet users was expected to reach 1.5
billion by 2007 (Kotler, Bowen, & Makens, 2006), up from1 billion users in 2006.
Today, the Internet has become a communication medium which is integrated in the
social and commercial lives of individuals.

Although the Internet has rapidly increased its central role in commercial
activities, primarily as a means to increase efficiency, the adoption of the Internet for
social communication has been somewhat slower. The Internet has been shown to have
additional marketing efficiencies over traditional marketing communications media in
each of the following areas: information presentation, collaboration, communication, and
interactivity (Gretzel, Yuan, & Fesenmaier, 2000). Seeking to reduce costs and increase
profits, the travel and tourism industry, like most sectors of the economy, has extended
their traditional marketing and sales by providing opportunities for travelers to purchase
travel goods online as well as to interact with travel suppliers.

Subsequently the Internet has become an important information source for
travelers to utilize as they plan their trips as well as to interact with travel suppliers.
Typically travelers’ online information sources has been provided by travel suppliers and
intermediaries (Buhalis & Law, 2008). For example, online reservation systems are used

extensively by both transportation and accommodation suppliers. These types of systems



are primarily used in booking accommodations and transportation services. Travel
intermediaries such as online travel agencies (e.g. Expedia.com), destination management
organization (e.g. discoversouthcarolina.com), and price comparison sites (e.g.
Kayak.com) also provide information for potential travelers to use when they plan their
trips. In contrast to the information provided by travel suppliers and intermediaries a
relatively new type of information source (user generated content, e.g. Tripadvisor.com)
is becoming very popular for travelers to use when they plan their trips.

The travel industry has recognized the importance of user generated content in
their new business model, which includes “collaboration marketing” (Hagel &
Armstrong, 1997). Creating virtual communities for leisure travelers represents a good
marketing opportunity for tourism industry suppliers. For instance, by having a virtual
community, a destination marketing organization can acquire marketing intelligence
related to customers’ opinions concerning their services. By reading the unsolicited
postings provided by customers, destination marketing organizations can modify their
services by taking into account customer opinions regarding the things they liked and did
not like at the destination.

Although travelers’ information search behavior has been of interest to tourism
researchers (Fodness & Murray, 1997, 1999; Kerstetter & Cho, 2004; Snepenger, Meged,
Snelling, & Worrall, 1990; Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998) for a number of years, it is only
recently that researchers have begun to focus on how travelers use the information on the
Internet to plan their trips. Early research that has been conducted is primarily focused on
the factors that influence and improve the decision making ability of travel

recommendation systems (Jeng and Fesenmaier, 2002).



Today’s travelers are using the Internet as a trip planning tool. According to
Forrester Research (2002) approximately 64 million users searched for travel information
online or purchased travel products online, with total sales of $20.4 billion. The most
influential media in both the awareness stage and purchase decision for travel products
was found to be travel supplier websites (DoubleClick, 2004). Today 86% of travel
consumers purchase travel products online. For example, travel supplier websites like
Orbitz.com have the most influence on purchase decisions. This example is important
because the travel industry was found to be the most consumer empowered industry. This
suggests that many travelers do not need help from a salesperson in making their travel
purchases. Consumers have changed the way they make travel purchases as compared to
five years ago due to the Internet. Recognizing the importance of the empowered online
travel communities, travel marketers have adopted online communities at a faster rate
than other consumer product communities.

The rise in importance of the Internet in the context of travel and tourism is
further demonstrated by Hartvedelt’s (2007) prediction that online travel bookings in the
United States in 2007 is expected to be valued at $86 billion including airline tickets,
accommodations, car rentals, intercity rail, cruises, and vacation packages. It is
interesting to note that with the expansive body of information available on the Internet,
many travelers’ online information searches have become futile. For example, a traveler’s
online information search can lead to information overload due to the vast amount of
diverse information available on the Internet, thus often resulting in travelers acquiring

irrelevant information (Pan & Fesenmaier, 2006).



Online travel communities represent one potential solution for travelers to focus
their information search specifically to their needs. The results of a recent study which
focused on the use of online reviews for trip planning revealed that 82.5% respondents
use the Internet for pleasure travel planning, and 90% indicated that they read travel
reviews in online travel communities (Gretzel, Yoo, & Purifoy, 2007). In addition,
research has found that 79% of online community members stay in regular contact with at
least one of the online communities that they have used (Horrigan, 2001).

Online communities are formed around groups of people who have common
interests and practices that communicate regularly on the Internet through a common
location or mechanism (Ridings, Gefen, Arinze, 2002). The knowledge base, which is
usually publicly available in the form of the community’s conversation, provides insight
into the members’ likes, dislikes, behaviors, and concerns. Often the members critique
the products and services of travel suppliers.

Individuals invest time, effort and financial resources to acquire information they
need to make decisions; however, the way in which travelers search for travel
information has changed because of the dominant role of the Internet in today’s society.
Online travel communities serve as an information center where individuals can search
for information conveniently and cost effectively as well as retrieve information,
maintain connections, develop relationships and make travel decisions (Stepchenkova,
Mills, & Jiang, 2007). Furthermore, online communities are becoming influential
information sources since travelers have more trust in their peers’ opinions than
marketing organizations (Gretzel et al., 2007) . Additionally the amount and quality of

information available in online communities is more valuable than the information that



has been accumulated by conventional published content for its members (Ridings,
Gefen, & Arinze, 2002). This information is perceived as more valuable because it
provides up to date, enjoyable and reliable information. During the travel planning stage
the travelers’ information search focuses on information such as where to go, where to
stay, how to go, and what to do at the destination.

Travelers post information such as warnings, advice, and recommendations. For
example, members can provide advice to other travelers regarding their experience at the
destination. This information is related to attractions, food and beverage suppliers as well
as accommodations at the destination. In online travel communities, different types of
members exist such as residents of the destination, potential travelers to the destination,
and travelers who have been to the destination. The type of information found in online
travel community postings varies a great deal. With their postings in the online travel
community they share their travel experiences and expertise regarding the destination.
The postings are primarily about travel decisions such as where to stay, what to see at the
destination, and transportation options.

In online travel communities, the activity level of the community members varies
a great deal. While some members may post one message, others post fifteen messages a
day. All these different types of online community information including discussion
topics and type of information posted is considered to be eWOM.

The information posted in online travel communities is an influential eWOM
form of communication that is being utilized by today’s travelers in their travel decision
making. It is important for tourism suppliers to recognize how eWOM impacts travelers’

trip planning decisions.



According to Preece (2000), there is not enough academic research focusing on
online travel communities. Online community research in the tourism field is fairly new,
and there are only a few published studies about the subject. Examples of this type of
research include Dellaert’s (1999) study, which focused on the importance of online
communities in tourism marketing over the Internet and Wang and Fesenmaier’s (2002)
study which focused on the needs of online travel community members and the reasons
for their contributions to online travel communities (Wang & Fesenmaier, 2003). Thus,
knowing how the information found in online travel community discussion boards
impacts travel decisions is an important question for tourism researchers as well as
managers. However, previous research has not examined the influence of eWOM in the
context of online travel communities.

In sum, the Internet has become an important source of information for travelers
as they plan their trips. The plethora of information sources that have become available
has created an information overload situation for many travelers. As travelers become
more familiar with user generated content such as online communities for their
information search they may come to rely on online travel communities for their

information rather than traditional marketing sources.

Justification for the Study

Travelers and travel suppliers have become actively involved with collaboration
marketing. This is particularly important in the travel and tourism industry, because this
industry is considered to be the most consumer empowered industry. This suggests that

many travelers do not need help from a salesperson in making their travel purchases. It is



evident that consumers have changed they make travel purchases when compared to how
travel decisions were made five years ago. This fundamental shift can be attributed to the
presence of the Internet. Recognizing the importance of the empowered online travel
communities, travel marketers have adopted online communities at a faster rate than any
other industry sector.

Both travelers and travel suppliers are generating content for the Internet that is
used as an information source by other potential travelers. User generated content in an
online community has been found to be important information for travelers as they plan
their trips. eWOM is one type of user generated content that has been found to influence
different types of consumer decisions such as types of travel decisions. Recent studies
have focused on the influence of one type of user generated content, online reviews on
travel decisions (Gretzel et al., 2007; Ricci & Wietsma, 2006).

Gretzel et. al. (2007) surveyed the users of the Tripadvisor. Additionally, Ricci
and Wietsma’s (2006) study used an experiment as well as a survey to conduct their
studies regarding the influence of product reviews in travel decision making. The results
of their study revealed that the influence of eWOM depends on the decision making stage
and the type of product. Because there is little interaction between users in Tripadvisor,
these studies regarding the influence of eWOM on travel decisions examined the
influence of reading the postings but did not include the community factor in their study
designs. Overall, these studies showed that eWOM has an effect on traveler’s decisions.

However, while this line of research seems to offer great potential in the travel

and tourism industry it is largely untested at this point.



Purpose of the Study

The online community phenomenon is a relatively new subject area that has been
the focus of research investigations in sociology, marketing, and information systems
(Kozinets, 2002; Porter, 2004; Preece, 2000; Wellman, 2001). However, there is little
empirical research in the travel and tourism field, which has focused on online
communities.

The purpose of this research is to examine a single online travel community in
order to conduct an in depth analysis of the influence of eWOM on travel decisions.
Results of this study can help tourism marketers notice trends in travel consumers’
behaviors as well as a new venue to promote their products. It is during the information
search stage that marketers can influence traveler’s decision making. Therefore,
understanding the influence of eWOM in online travel communities will lead to better
marketing performance and product enhancement (Hwang, Gretzel, Xiang, &
Fesenmaier, 2006).

This research is an attempt to contribute to the knowledge on online travel
communities by exploring online travel community postings (eWOM) and their influence
on travel decisions. This study examines the online travel community use for information

search and its influences on travel decisions.

The Study

The members of Thorn Tree Forum communicate through postings (eWOM).
Postings and eWOM are used interchangeably in this study. By reading and examining

online travel community postings the researcher is able to analyze the types of travel



decisions that are discussed, influence of eWOM on these decisions, the types of
members and their specific influence on types of travel decisions, the activity level of
members, the information types provided by the members, and its influence on travel
decisions.
Study Area

The online travel community utilized in this study is Thorn Tree Forum, which is
a component of the Lonely Planet website. The community is divided into different
sections such as departure lounge, the lobby, news stand, and tree house. The departure
lounge has fourteen world regions and 204 distinct country forums.

Study Design and Approach

This research uses a qualitative methodology in order to develop an in depth
understanding of how travel decisions may be influenced by eWOM. This is done by
analyzing online community postings by members and following threads of discussion to
determine influence in the form of a travel decision. Thorn Tree Forum is utilized in this
study because members know each other and have a sense of belonging to the community
and therefore produce dialog about travel decisions that can be analyzed qualitatively.
These factors may affect the level of influence of eWOM on travel decisions.
Nevertheless, there are still many questions that need to be answered related to the use of
online travel communities by travelers. Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan (2008) suggest that
more research is needed to understand cognitive, affective, and behavioral implications of
eWOM on traveler behaviors.

Moreover, the research design employed case study approach and classification

methods to examine whether eWOM in the online travel community influenced



members’ travel decisions. In order to have a data sample that would have maximum
variation, purposeful sampling and treemaps are used for data collection. Online
community postings in the form of threads are collected for an eight month period from
the eight selected country forums. Data collection and analysis is a multistep process that
used thematic networks, coding for influence and details of information shared among
members. A thread is a visual grouping of postings that is usually hierarchical by topic.
These threads are examined for influence of eWOM on travel decisions, the types of
travel decisions that were influenced by eWOM, identifying different member types,
categorizing the information types, classifying member activity levels and analyzing each
ones influence on types of travel decisions.

The researcher was an observer in this study and did not participate in online
community discussions to keep the communication in natural flow. Also the research
subjects did not know the forum postings were used for a study; this removed researcher

presence bias in the findings.

Research Objectives

This study particularly explores one online travel community, Thorn Tree Forum,
in depth for specific understanding of the community use and levels of influence on travel
decisions. The specific objectives of this research are:

1. to determine whether the postings in an online travel community influence
members’ travel decisions and to identify what type of travel decisions are

influenced by eWOM,;

10



2. to recognize different types of information sources (online community members)
and identify whether the types of information sources influence travel decisions;

3. to investigate the level of posting activity of online travel community members
and their influence on different types of travel decisions;

4. to examine information types provided in the online travel community and

identify their influence on different types of travel decisions;

Delimitations
The study is subject to the following delimitations:
1. the study will be delimited to the members of one online travel community,
Thorn Tree Forum, utilized in the current research;

2. the study will not identify or describe travel decision making models;

Definitions: Listed Alphabetically

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) — It is “all informal communications directed at

consumers through Internet-based technology related to the usage or characteristics of
particular goods and services” (Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan, 2008, p. 461).

Experienced Traveler — A member of online travel community who indicates that he or

she has been to the destination in his or her postings or member profile.

Level of Posting Activity — The categorization of online travel community members in

accordance with their total number of postings.

11



Online Community — An online community “is a group of people who may or may not

meet one another face to face, and who exchange words and ideas through the mediation
of computer bulletin boards and networks” (Rheingold, 1998, p. 12).

Online Community Member — An individual who is registered to the website to become a

community member.

Original Poster (OP) — A member of online travel community who starts a thread.

Posting — A posting is an online message that is written by the members of the online
community, which can be read by others who access that web page or forum.

Potential Traveler — A member of the online travel community who indicates that he or

she wants to visit the specific destination in his or her postings.

Resident — Online community member who indicates that he or she is living at the
destination in his or her postings or member profile.

Thread — A thread is a visual grouping of electronic messages in online discussion
forums, which is usually hierarchical by topic.

Treemap — A treemap is a type of data visualization tool that shows hierarchical data in
various fields and each box in a treemap represents one data element (country) and size
and color of a box is proportional to total number of threads and average number of
replies to each thread.

Types of Travel Decisions — The travel decisions that a traveler needs to make after a

destination is chosen. These are transportation, accommodation, food and beverage,
destination information, safety, monetary issues, and travel itinerary.

Unknown Member — An online community member who does not write anything related

to his or her travel experience level at the destination.
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Organization of the Dissertation

Chapter One is an introduction to online communities and tourism link and their
potential for tourism marketing. Additionally, the justification, purpose, objectives, and
key definitions are stated.

Chapter Two is a conceptual discussion of online travel communities and tourism
information search. Overview of information search, online travel communities and word
of mouth will be used to explain the influence of online postings on types of travel
decisions.

Chapter Three is a review of the literature. Published literature regarding the
community concept, online communities, travel information search, word of mouth, and
influence will be examined thoroughly.

Chapter Four discusses the methodology used for analyzing the conceptual model.
The dissertation model is presented. The study area, data sample, purposeful sampling
method, data collection and data analysis are discussed. The research questions are stated.

Chapter Five reports results of the research in order of the research questions.
This chapter systematically describes the influence of online postings in online travel
communities, especially on members’ travel decisions.

Chapter Six concludes the dissertation by summarizing the study findings. The
implications for tourism research and practitioners, study limitations and areas for further

research are discussed.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced online communities, travel information search and
eWOM. The study area, design, and methods are explained. Objectives, purpose of the

study and definitions are also introduced.

14



CHAPTER TWO

CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the basics of information search, online
community, and word-of-mouth concepts. The study model is also explained including

influence of eWOM and online community concept.

Overview of Information Search

Individuals’ information search behaviors have been studied in various social
science disciplines such as economics, psychology, marketing, and information systems.
Because tourism products are mostly intangible by nature, information search has also
been crucially important to travelers. Tourism products are delivered in different places
far away from home and, as a result, functional, financial, psychological and social risks
are involved (Lovelock & Wright, 1999). Therefore, information search has emerged as
an important research topic in the travel and tourism literature, and it