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Abstract

This research was aimed to identify the theoretical arguments and hypotheses about the interrelationships between
electronic word of mouth (eWOM) and tourists’ attitudes towards specific destinations and actual travel intentions. To this
end, we conducted a structural equation model (SEM) to test the relationship between our research variables. An empirical
test of the model is reported using data collected from a sample of 219 foreign tourists who participated in online
communities and travelled to Tunisia throughout the research period. Our results illustrate that eWOM communication has
a credible influence on both attitude and intention to revisit Tunisia as a destination. Some further theoretical and

marketing implications are discussed in this study.
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Introduction

Word of mouth (WOM) is the communication between
consumers about a specific product, service, or a company in
which the sources are considered independent of commercial
influence. WOM refers to informal communication directed at
other consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of
particular goods and services or their sellers'. Research indicates
that word of mouth play an increasingly important role in shaping
consumers’ attitudes and purchase behaviors. In the growing
online social communications, electronic word of mouth (eWOM)
has been an important topic to business and marketing
researchers. Recent studies have examined the influence of
Internet-based eWOM on product success, virtual consumer
community and explored how the process of WOM
communication influences customer decisions and behavior in an
online environment™,

In the tourism industry, the effect of eWOM is especially strong.
Intangibles such as tourism services cannot be evaluated in
advance of use. Hence, purchasing intangible products and
services involves higher risk. Then, customers are more
dependent on the online interpersonal influence and eWOM™’.
Attitude significantly influences tourists’ behavioral intention to
visit a destination’. The relationship between eWOM, tourist
attitude toward destination and travel intention is therefore
significant®. Several studies showed that the influence of user
reviews has a particularly significance on the experience goods’,
as their quality is frequently unknown before consumption® and
consumers need to rely on WOM and online reviews to make
decisions. In fact, most tourists use internet and online resources
as their major information source’.
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In the light of the growth rate of e-WOM’s reach and influence, it
is very interesting to examine what makes certain opinions more
influential than others. In addition, marketers are becoming
increasingly interested in making use of eWOM as a new
communication tool'’,

Furthermore, behavioral intention has been assumed to be a key
factor which strongly correlates with observed behaviour'',
eWOM affects tourists’ attitudes and travel intentions towards
certain destinations'>'®. In addition, there is a significant
relationship between individual tourists’ attitudes and travel
intentions. Figure-1 shows the conceptual framework drawn for
this study.

In the current study, we empirically examine the
relationships between eWOM and tourist attitudes towards
Tunisia and travel intentions.

Hypothesis: eWOM and tourism: WOM can play a key
role for service providers, as intangibility makes the pre-
purchase trial of services impossible’. WOM as a source of
consumer information has become a particularly important
and influential concept within services than in the goods
context due to their intangibility and higher perceived risk'".
Research has widely demonstrated that service consumers
were confident in personal sources of information. Indeed,
personal information has a greater impact on service
purchase decisions'”. Therefore, WOM can play a
particularly significant role in those services that have
significance in high credence qualities, such as the tourism
industry. The literature indicated that WOM has an impact on
the receiver’s awarenessl6, attention'”, considerationlg, brand
attitudeslg, intentionslg, and expectationszo.
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Figure-1
Theoretical Research Model

The advances of the Internet has allowed consumers to share
product-related information, thereby increasing the potential
and significant impact of WOM?"°. Recent tourism-related
research has shown this tendency has an important impact on
tourism-related products and services in various word
countries”.  eWOM is defined as "all informal
communications directed at consumers through internet-
based technology related to the usage or characteristics of
particular goods and services or their sellers"*.

The presence of eWOM communication with its
characteristics that differ from traditional WOM has been
given its distinctive characteristics by the available studies in
tourism marketing, mainly with regard to the topic of tourist
behavior. Many researchers in the tourism area have
confirmed the influence of interpersonal communications in
the tourism industry and identified how online travel
communities can have influence on tourist destination
choice®. They conclude that the volume of information on
eWOM was significantly correlated with its impact on
consumer behavior. Additionally, it was found that that
eWOM plays a significant role in the tourism decision
making process>*.

In the travel industry, eWOM is an important reference for
travel decision-making, as well as on choice of travel
products such as travel destinations, hotels and restaurants>®,
Prospective travellers rely on eWOM to facilitate the
decision making process’’.

Research suggests that travelers consider eWOM to be more

trustworthy than other information sources°.

A number of studies related to e-WOM have identified a
number of key indicators and effects of e-WOM, including
factors influencing e-WOM intentions and the impact of the
e-WOM affecting consumer decision making behavior.
Although many factors have been investigated in different
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disciplinary areas and

C s 23,29
advertising™"".

including tourism, marketing

Attitude towards the destination: Attitude refers to the
person’s overall evaluation of performing the behaviour.
Several studies have shown that the intention was determined
by the attitude towards the behaviour’. Attitude toward a
behavior has been defined as the degree to which a person
has a favorable or unfavorable evaluation or appraisal of the
behavior in question’’. In general, the more favorable the
attitude toward the behavior, the stronger will be an
individual’s intention to adopt the behavior’'.

It is assumed in the literature that attitude toward a behavior
represents the perceived consequences of the behavior and
the person’s evaluation of the significance of the
consequences’”. Another argument assumes that attitude is
favorability or unfavorability feelings toward performing a
behavior’™; representing a person’s overall positive and
negative beliefs and evaluations of the behavior™”.

Several studies have shown that behavioral intentions are a
function of attitudes towards the destination. Furthermore,
marketing literature has demonstrated that attitude has a
strong positive effect on intentions™. In our case, the target
behavior is the travel intentions tourists, and attitude is that
towards visiting Tunisia.

Interpersonal communications have long been influential in
the tourism industry. Research has suggested that online
WOM communication plays a major role in shaping attitudes
and behaviours of consumers®. Indeed, an increase in online
intention to review other consumers’ opinions about such
service or product increases and improves awareness of
travelers’ attitudes®’. Hence, against these findings we
propose the following hypothesis:

H;: eWOM is positively related to tourists’ attitude towards
the destination. H,: There is a positive significant
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relationship between attitude and intention to choose a
destination.

Behavioral intention: Intentions are assumed to capture the
motivational factors that influence a person’s behavior’'.
Thus, they represent how a person is willing to adopt a
behavior, and how much effort he is likely to deploy toward
that behavior. Behavioral intentions are an indication of the
readiness to undertake a given behavior, and are assumed to
precede actual behavior’®,

Behavioral intention has long been recognized as an
important mediator in the relationship between behavior and
attitude®”. The literature concerning the pre-purchasing
stages in the receiver’s decision-making process show that
the receiving WOM affect the receiver’s awareness,
attitudes, product evaluations, intentions, and expectations40.
Furthermore, positive WOM leads to more intensive
intention to purchase a specific product than negative
WOM*'. Researchers examined the impacts of online product
reviews on the relative sales of two online book shops using
publicly available data from two leading online booksellers*.
The findings of their research illustrate that such an online
communication significantly affects other consumers'
purchasing behavior. In addition, it was found that online
know-how forums had an impact on purchase behavior.
Previous studies have indicated that online consumer reviews
as eWOM has a direct impact on behavioral intentions ****,
Other research has shown that the influence of eWOM
information  quantity on  purchase intention was
significant*>**. eWOM information can help consumers make
purchase decisions'™*’. We therefore hypothesize that:

H;: eWOM has positive influence on travel intention.

Methodology

Sample design and data collection: To test our research
hypotheses, a field survey was conducted in Tunisia. As a
well-established tourist destination, Tunisia disposes of a
beautiful Mediterranean setting with wide, sandy, attractive
beaches. This country unites various geographical, climatic
and cultural characteristics which are ideal for resort tourism,
and stimulate the interest of many international tour
operators. The study’s target population was international
visitors.

Quantitative approach with self-administered questionnaire
method has been used in order to collect empirical data. A total
number of 219 respondents based on cluster sampling were
participated in this study. The questionnaires were collected at
international hotels in the most known touristic towns in Tunisia
(Gammarth, Hammamet, Djerba and Mahdia).

Data collection was done June and September 2014. Majority

of the respondents were female and they contributed 63.3%
of the total respondents. In terms of level of education
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achieved by respondents, 47.3% reported high school
education, 13.2% primary school, and the remaining 29.6%
achieved college level education. Furthermore, our study
covered different nationalities. Italian and French (34.7% of
the sample) were the most dominant nationalities Most
respondents were higher than 40 years of age (43.8%). With
regard to visiting frequency, 52.2% of respondents were first
timers in the destination and 47.8% were re-visiting. Finally,
most respondents travelled to Tunisia during their holidays
(67.9%).

Measurement scale: To ensure content validity of the scales,
the selected items are mainly adapted from previous studies.
The survey covered the following parts: eWOM, tourists’
attitudes toward destination (Tunisia), travel intentions and
demographic characteristics of tourists.

We measured eWOM through six items*®. The second section
presents the scale of attitude with six items (very bad/very
good, very worthless/very valuable, and very unpleasant/very
pleasant) that were modified to suit the tourist context®.
Finally, travel intentions were measured with three items®.
The final questionnaire included a total of 12 items, and the
format was a five-point Likert type scale ranging from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).

Data analyses: Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was
performed to examine the reliability and validity of the
measurement, and the structural equation modeling
techniques (Amos 17) were used to evaluate the casual
model.

CFA is used to specify which indicators define each latent
construct™. We assessed several Goodness-Of-Fit (GOF)
measures, such as Chi-square statistic (XZ), normed chi-square
statistic (Xz/df), goodness-of-fit index (GFI), root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI)
and standardized root mean squarer residual (SRMR). (ledf) is
less than 3.051, while SRMR value should small (lower than
0.05) in a well fitting model lower than 0.05°2. An RMSEA less
than 0.08 and a CFI greater than 0.95 represents a good-fitting
model**™,

Internal consistency was estimated using Cronbach's alpha
coefficient and convergent validity was evaluated using the
Average Variance Extracted (AVE). The Cronbach alpha
value which is greater than 0.7 is acceptable’””®. AVE values
above 0.50 are considered to be adequate”’.

Results and Discussion

Results: The results indicate that eWOM positively impact
tourists’ attitudes and travel intentions towards Tunisia.
Additionally, there is a positive and significant relationship
between attitude toward visiting the destination and intention
to revisit.
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Table-1 presents indicator loadings, critical ratios, Table-2 shows the interfactor correlation analysis between each
Cronbach’s alpha and AVE of each variable. Cronbach’s construct. They ranged from 0.558 (between eWOM and
alpha values of all the variables were higher than 0.70 and attitude toward the tourist destination) to 0.645 (between travel
were ranged from 0.771 (electronic WOM) to 0.802 (travel intentions and eWOM) and correlation is significant (p<0.01).

intentions). The AVE of the factors is higher than 0.05,
ranging from 0.739 (eWOM) to 0.787 (attitude toward the

destination).
Table-1
Indicator loadings, critical ratios, Cronbach’s alpha and average variance extracted
. Indicator Critical
Variable Loadings R a AVE
Electronic word of mouth (6 items)
(eWOM1) I often consult other tourists’ online travel reviews to help 0.525 5.232
choose an attractive destination.
(eWOM?2) When I travel to a destination, tourists’ online travel reviews make me 0.623 5.639
confident in travelling to the destination.
(eWOM3) I frequently gather information from tourists’ online travel reviews before 0.687 6.936 0771 | 0739
I travel to a certain destination. ’ ’
(eWOM4) 1 often read other tourists’ online travel reviews to know what 0.596 5.289
destinations make good impressions on others.
(eWOM)S) If I don’t read tourists’ online travel reviews when I travel to a destination, 0.512 5.479
I worry about my decision.
(eWOMG6) To make sure I choose the right destination, I often read other tourists’
. . 0.498 5.688
online travel reviews.
Attitude of Tourist (3 items)
As a tourism destination, I think that Tunisia is:
(ATT1) very bad/very good 0.578 5.692
(ATT?2) very worthless/very valuable 0.683 6.129 0.795 | 0.772
(ATT3) very unpleasant/very pleasant 0.611 -
Travel intentions (3items)
(IT1) I predict I will visit Tunisia in the future. 0.587 5.045
(IT2) I would visit Tunisia rather than any other tourism destination. 0.579 5.147 0.802 | 0.787
(IT3) If everything goes as I think, I will plan to visit Tunisia in the future. 0.855 -
Table-2
Correlations of constructs
Latent variables Electronic word of mouth | Attitudes towards the | Travel intentions
tourist destination
Electronic word of mouth - 0.558* 0.645%*
Attitudes towards the tourist destination 0.558* - 0.602%*
Travel intentions 0.645* 0.602* -

*indicates significance at the 0.01 level
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In the next step, we used SEM. The results of a maximum
likelihood estimation indicated that the model fits well the data
(¢’= 69.713, d.f = 81, normed x’= 1.221, p < 0.05, RMSEA =
0.009, CFI = 0.988, GFI =0.945, RMR = 0.38). Overall, model
fit of the three-factor model improved significantly, indicating
that the three-factor model fit the data well.

Results as indicated in table-3 supported the hypothesized
relationships between eWOM, Attitude of tourist, and Travel
intentions. Consequently, hypotheses H;, H,, and H; were
confirmed. Specifically, eWOM represents a factor predicting
tourists’ attitudes toward a destination (H1: = 0.854, t = 4.372,
p < 0.001), and electronic WOM has a significant correlation
with travel intentions (H,: B = 0.695, t = 3.920, p < 0.05). In
fact, the empirical results from the structural model indicate that
eWOM positively influences tourist attitude and intention to
travel. In addition, attitudes toward the tourist destination had a
significant positive relationship with travel intentions (Hj: B =
0.884,t=6.771, p < 0.05).

Int. Res. J. Social Sci.

Discussion: This study is an attempt to contribute to the
knowledge on online travel communities by identifying tourists’
destination choice process. Based on reviewing previous
studies, a research model was developed containing two key
indicators of the tourist’s travel intention: eWOM and attitude
toward visiting the destination (Tunisia).

The current study validates the proposed model and the results
support our research hypotheses. Results support both
hypotheses 1 and 2, indicating that eWOM communication
influences tourist attitude and travel intention. Indeed, in the
eWOM communication studies, factors related to a receiver's
psychological state, such as attitude and purchase intention are
the most commonly investigated outcomes (responses) of
eWOM communication. Consistent with Hj, attitude is
confirmed as an important predictor of travel intention. Thus,
tourists' behavioral intentions are directly related to their
attitudes.

Table-3
Structural equation modeling: Hypothesized models with fitted coefficients
Hypothesi Indepf:ndent Depe‘ndent Estimate Stand‘ardlzed Standard t-statistic p
S Variable variable estimate error
H, EWOM Attitudes towards |, 764 0.854 0.142 4372 i
the tourist
destination
H, EWOM Travel intentions 0.547 0.695 0.131 3.920 0.022*
Attitudes towards 0145
H; the tourist Travel intentions 0.501 0.884 ’ 6.771 0.013%*
destination
Structural model Cut-off value
U0 =69.713 -
df=81 .
p-value < 0.05 -
Normed [1 =1.221 1.0-3.0
Model fit _
Statistics GFI= 0.945 >0.90
AGFI= 0.912 >0.90
CFI=0.988 >0.90
RMR=0.38 <0.50
RMSEA= 0.029 < 0.08: good fit

Notes: n=219; **indicates significance at the 0.001 level and *indicates significance at the 0.05 level
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Conclusion

In a context marked by consumers’ lack of trust to organizations
and advertising, eWOM offers a way to obtain a significant
competitive advantage. The emergent role of eWOM is highly
emphasized as a powerful marketing tool due to its powerful
effect on customer decision-making™.

This research attempted to explain how eWOM influences
attitude and tourists’ future travelling intention.

The survey result finds that eWOM was positively associated
with tourists’ future travelling intention towards visiting Tunisia
and emphasize the relevance of online user-generated reviews to
business performance in tourism.

Different types of eWOM contents are exchanged among
potential and experienced travelers through multiple media
platforms such as E-mails, online travel communities, blogs,
and online travel reviews. However, most recent studies on the
impact of eWOM examine the role of online travel review for
its possible impact on tourists’ decision making”. By
considering the effects of eWOM on tourists’ attitudes toward
destination and revisit intention, we were able to explain the
decision-making process, which included the motivation for the
tourist behaviour in online travel communities.

While the present study has shed some light on online travel
community, it has several limitations. Firstly, the convenience
sampling method used to select participants for the experiment
does not produce findings that are representative of all
international tourists. Secondly, the questions used in the
questionnaire were very simple and qualitative data on the
principal information sources was not collected. Open-ended
questions would be helpful in order to provide further
information sources of tourists.

In the context of tourism, it is very important for destination
managers to realize how travelers search for and review
information at the various steps of their travel decision making
process™. 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.

Further, promoting travel destinations online is today a
successful business and many travel developers extract
information to tourists interested in leisure destinations.
Tourism Marketers should be conscious that their potential
consumers are increasingly using online sources and they
consequently should consider it seriously in their marketing
strategies’. The study will contributes to the knowledge of
marketers by providing insights into consumers' attitudes and
intention, which can potentially be used by marketers to better
respond to, and target, these consumers in order to surmount
barriers to consumer choice.
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