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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the factors influencing consumer perception of
credibility of online travel-related information on online communities,
especially on online social networks and, in turn, the degree to which the
perception of online information credibility affects trust and travel decision
making. Online and offline surveys of Vietnamese consumers were
conducted with a total of 328 individuals responding to questionnaires
regarding the determinants of consumer perceptions, online trust and the use
of online information for travel decisions. The findings show that online
social network use is widespread in travel information exchanges and the
degree of perception of online information credibility by the consumer has a
positive effect on trust, as well as on the travel decision of the consumer.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Tourism is an information-intensive industryl. Therefore, travelers
usually pay attention to the activity of information search to satisfy their
information needs. Pan and Fesenmaier? listed nine key concerns regarding
travel planning, namely: travel partners, destination, trip budget, activities,
travel dates, places visited, transportation providers, trip length and food.
Fesenmaier and Jeng® found that travelers generally search for online
travel-related information in the pre-travel stage in order to minimize the
risks of making an unfavorable travel decision. Web 2.0 sites such as blogs,
social network sites and review sites have been emerging as the central hub
for travelers to search for online travel-related information for their trip
plan®. With the advent of Web 2.0 technologies, travelers today can actively
collaborate with peers in creating, using and diffusing travel information
through the Internet, what is called travel-related consumer-generated media.
Consumer-generated media (CGM) becomes an important online
information  source for travelers in the context of travel
decision-making® ®. In America, CGM is especially important since trip
planners often rely on others’ experiences for their travel decision-making.
Indeed, a study reported that more than 80 percent of American travel
product purchasers were influenced by various types of travel-related CGM
including videos, reviews, blogs, social networking media comments or
other online forms of feedback in the context of a travel purchase intention’.
Meanwhile, in Vietnam, travel information search related to CGM use is not
the most popular online activity. According to a study of Vina Research, a
Vietnamese market researcher, more than 70 percent of surveyed
Vietnamese travelers responded that they gather travel information from
friends, family members and travel agencies, while only about 14.4 percent
look up information from online tourism communities and social network
sites®. However, the 89.2 percent of Vietnamese travelers who are younger
than 30 years old said that they are interested in online sharing activities
such as posting photographs, video and commenting on tourism services in
the post-travel stage®. Therefore, it is predicted that travel-related CGM will
be preferred and become an influential source for travel decision making in
the near future.

Even so, there are increasing numbers of online travelers who use
GCM, especially Facebook or backpacker forums, for sharing, discussing
and exchanging their trip experiences, CGM is often perceived as less
trustworthy than traditional tourism information channels. The study of
Smith, Menon & Sivakumar® indicated that the information credibility issue
is mostly concerned in travel-related CGM due to information source
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anonymity. In addition, the credibility is also influenced by the quality of the
information and the expertise of source providers. Online information
credibility is defined as the degree to which online consumers evaluate
online information or posted messages on CGM to be trustworthy'® **
Evaluating the credibility of a CGM source is more difficult than evaluating
information from traditional channels due to the weak quality control
mechanism of the third party in the online environment*?. Johnson & Kaye™
indicated that consumers or Internet users are usually free to upload
information without any confirmation process to ensure the quality of
information. Therefore, the absence of any filtering mechanism may result
in inaccurate or false information being released in Web-based media. In
addition, CGM or other Internet sources offer interactive characteristics with
which consumers may replicate, duplicate, manipulate and disseminate
information easily*®. As a result, inaccurate information may be reproduced
by recipients with extraordinary simplicity. Therefore, the uncertainty about
the credibility of online information is a key point, which will be
investigated further in this research. Most research on the subject has
examined perceiving credibility of online travel community or travel-related
CGM as well as the influence of credibility perception on the traveler’s trust
in making travel decisions in developed countries, especially in America. In
Vietnam, these issues above are quite new and have not been discussed.
Therefore, this study will focus on discussing these issues. Furthermore, we
continue to examine the factors that drive online credibility perception in
travel-related CGM on social network sites and domestic tourism forums.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESIS
DEVELOPMENTS

2.1 Uncertainty Reduction Theory

The Uncertainty Reduction Theory is used as the key theory in this
study. The Uncertainty Reduction Theory was originally developed to
explain the dynamics of human communication’*. The Uncertainty concept
in communication is defined as an individual’s inability to predict other
people’s behavior™. The important assumption of this theory is that an
increase of behavior predicting ability in human interaction is the primary
key in reducing uncertainty in communication, as well as enhancing the
degree of information credibility in communication'®. Therefore, a high
level of uncertainty in initial interactions motivates parties to engage in
information-seeking activities, such as behavior observation and
conversation participation, by which the level of liking, intimacy and
similarity among them may be develope'® . The Internet-mediated
communication refers to the facilitation of sophisticated interactions among
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individuals, both synchronous and asynchronous by virtue of IT devices™.
Compared to face-to-face communication, the participants in online
communication are limited in observing and evaluating the attitudes or
behavior of partners®®. This problem is aggravated by anonymity. Therefore,
in this study, we focused on finding out how to reduce uncertainty in
information sources. In other words, we emphasize what the factors that
enhance the degree of information credibility in CGM are.

2.2 Trust Definition

Based on the trust concept of Moorman?, in this study, trust is defined
as the positive expectation of tourism products or services, without having
prior experience of those two aspects, after a consumer’s awareness is
exposed to product information, which is likely to be perceived as credible.
A consumer’s preferences and decisions about tourism services depend on
the perception of travel-related information credibility. Therefore, when
information is perceived as credible, trust in the product will be formed, and
then the travel service or product purchase intention will also be
developed®’. Information credibility perception is a central element in the
decision-making process through its effect on a consumer’s degree of trust
and behavioral intentions. Hence, hypotheses are developed as follows:

H1: Perceiving information credibility positively affects trust.

H2: Perceiving information credibility positively affects travel decision
making.

H3: Trust positively affects travel decision making.

2.3 Factors Affecting Perceiving Information Credibility and
Trust

Parks and Floyd®* argued that raising the ability of predicting source
identity, understanding personality (Openness), perceiving similarity and
Internet expertise of the online communication partners will significantly
enhance the online credibility perception of consumers.

2.3.1 Internet Experience

The Internet experience of online consumers refers to familiarity with
websites, online skills and online entertainment experiences in Internet
usage. Johnson and Kaye® suggest that online credibility perception is
influenced by Internet expertise. It is found that the more people use the
Internet, the more they will judge that online information is credible. In
addition, Greer®* also claims that the amount of time spent on Internet use is
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the strongest predictor of whether the online media would be considered as
credible. Drawing upon findings from previous research, this study suggests
that individuals with a high level of Internet experience are likely to
perceive greater credibility on Consumer-Generated Media information and
have a higher degree of trust than individuals with less experience.
Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H4a: Perceiving information credibility is positively affected by internet
experience.

H4b: Trust is positively affected by internet experience.
H4c: Travel decision making is positively affected by internet experience.
2.3.2 Openness

In tourism research, personality has often been used as a basis for
market segmentation purposes. A number of tourism studies suggest that
personality is related to travel destination choices, leisure activities and
other travel-related decisions® %. Another study of Turten and Bosnjak®’
found that openness, a factor of personality, described by adjectives like
imaginative, curious, broad-minded and intelligent, is positively related to
the degree of perceiving and trusting online entertainment and travel
information. Therefore, this study suggests that individuals with a high level
of openness would perceive greater credibility and trust of
Consumer-Generated Media information than individuals with a low level
of openness. The following hypothesis is proposed:

H5a: Perceiving information credibility is positively influenced by openness.
H5b: Trust is positively influenced by openness.
H5c: Travel decision making is positively influenced by openness.

2.3.3 Source Identity

Ma and Agarwal® defined source identity as the following: “Source

Identity in online communication refers to the extent to which
Consumer-Generated Media information discloses the basic personal
information about the identity or personal details of the individuals who
posted the reviews.”

The findings of the study of Susan and Seigal® indicated that
information acquisition is more efficient when the source is identifiable, and
an identifiable source enhances the information trustworthiness, and so the
identified sources are likely to be deemed credible and useful. Therefore, the
following hypotheses are proposed:
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H6a: Source identity positively affects perceiving information credibility.
H6b: Source identity positively affects trust.

H6c: Source identity positively affects travel decision making.

2.3.4 Similarity

In the online environment, perceived similarity refers to the extent to
which a consumer feels similar to the sender who posts online a review or
comments on Consumer-Generated Media in terms of attitudes, preferences,
emotions and behaviors®. Online consumers with similar social,
demographic and psychographic characteristics tend to have similar needs
and trust than would be expected among dissimilar individuals. Therefore,
two hypotheses are developed as follows:

H7a: Similarity positively affects perceiving information credibility.
H7b: Similarity positively affects trust.

H7c: Similarity positively affects travel decision making.

2.4 Research Model

From the literature reviews, theoretical backgrounds and hypothesis
development, a  conceptual  framework  for  credibility  of
Consumer-Generated Media information is developed as following:

Similarity
| Source Identity
| Openness Decision
Making
Internet
: - 0
Experience Hea — Perceiving

Information
Credibility

Figure 1. Conceptual model
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Data Collection and Sampling

Our study targets members of Facebook, Twitter and online domestic
travel communities. We distributed 500 questionnaires to students,
professional staff, business owners and others, and also conducted an online
survey on Facebook, Twitter and online domestic travel communities from
the beginning of February, 2014 to the middle of March, 2014. Eventually,
328 responses were collected, of which 47.6 percent and 52.4 percent were
males and females, respectively. With regard to occupational level, the
largest number of respondents were professional staff comprising 71 percent
of the survey sample, while the second largest number were students,
accounting for only 16.5 percent. Demographic information also indicated
that 16.8 percent of the respondents were between 19 and 22 years old, 30.8
percent between 23 and 30 years old, 30.8 percent between 30 and 35 years
old and 16.2 percent were older than 35. Therefore, the major participants in
our survey were younger than 35 years old (83.8 percent). In addition, of the
sample, 100 percent answered that they use Facebook as an online
communication channel to exchange and search travel-related information,
13.7 percent use both Facebook and an online tourism forum to look up
tourism information, while only 9.1 percent use all three online
communities (Facebook, Twitter and an online tourism forum) to look up
tourism information.

3.2 Measurement Developments

Firstly, we developed questionnaire items to measure each of the
constructs in the research model, adapted from prior literature, and each
item was measured on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1: Strongly
disagree, 2: Disagree, 3: Neutral, 4: Agree and 5: Strongly agree. The scale
for Travel Decision Making variables, based on the purchase intention
concept, was adapted from Dodds et al*°. The Online Trust scale used in this
study was developed by Bart et al*’. to measure Trust determinants, and the
scale for perceiving the credibility of online information measured by
accuracy, believability, lack of bias and completeness factor, was adag)ted
from Flanagin & Metzger®, which was originally developed by West®. In
addition, Flanagin & Metzger™® use four indicators, namely: Internet use,
experience, expertise and access to develop the measurement scale for
internet experience. Items to measure openness, source identity and
similarity developed are based on the work of Barrick and Mount™.

Secondly, to evaluate the dimensionality and reliability of the
measurement scales, we used factor analyses and Cronbach’s alpha (o),
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respectively. We conduct factor analyses for all measurement items of
constructs to analyze the dimensionality of scale. The condition for
uni-dimensionality confirmation is that factor loading value of every item
should be above the recommended level of 0.5*. Subsequently, we use a for
reliability analysis in order to measure the internal consistency of the
measurement scales. The acceptable value of o should be above 0.6.

Finally, we applied an indirect effect measurement method. In prior
researches, when researchers test the structural model, they often focus only on
direct relationship measurement among constructs, thus, to strengthen the causal
effect relationship measurement among constructs, we performed indirect effect
test. Indirect effect measurement involves in testing how an independent variable
(X) affects a dependent variable (Y) through one or more potential intervening
variables or mediators [M(s)]*. Hayes® defined a method to test the indirect
effect, called Bootstrapping method, as the following:

“Bootstrapping is computation-ally intensive method that involves
repeatedly sampling from data set and estimating the indirect effect in each
resampled data set. By repeating this process thousands of times, an
empirical approximation of the sampling distribution of product of a and b (a
and b values are unstandardized coefficient value of X -> M, M-> Y,
respectively) 1s built and used to construct confident intervals for indirect
effect. If zero is contained in the interval, there is no indirect effect of X to Y
through M.”

Therefore, in this study, we used the Bootstrapping method to test the
significance of the indirect effects of internet experience, openness, source
identity and similarity to travel decision making through two mediators of
trust and perceiving information credibility, respectively.

4. RESULTS

4.1. Result of the Reliability and Dimensionality Evaluation

The result of reliability and dimensionality test shows that the
Cronbach’s alpha (o) of source identity, similarity, openness, internet
experience, trust and travel decision making constructs satisfied value of 0.6
recommended by Nunnally®®, while o of openness and perceiving
information credibility close to 0.6. Therefore, scores of the o indicated that
the conceptual model is reliable for measuring items of each construct. In
addition, for dimensionality analysis, all factor loading scores are above the
suggested level of 0.5*, so the results of this analysis satisfied the condition
of uni-dimensionality confirmation.
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4.2 Correlation Matrix

The test result of correlation matrix indicated that all independent
variables (openness, source identity, similarity and internet experience) had
significant correlation with dependent variables (perceiving information
credibility, trust and travel decision making). Among independent variables,
internet experience had strongest correlation with perceiving information
credibility (r = 0.351, p < 0.01) and travel decision making (r = 0.352, p <
0.01). In other words, the consumers who had higher level of internet
experience may shorten the process of perceiving information credibility to
make faster travel decision. Similarly, source identity was also strongly
correlated with trust (r = 0.329, p < 0.01) and travel decision making (r =
0.327, p < 0.01), thus, the consumer would trust more on information sent
by who have transparent profile than ones are anonymous. Among
dependent variables, perceiving information credibility had strong
correlations with both travel decision making (r = 0.523, p < 0.01) and t (r =
0.394, p < 0.01). In other words, online credibility perception positively
affected the information trust and the development of travel decision
making.

4.3 Result of Direct Effect Measurement

Figure 2, in below, displays the results of the structural model test
with unstandardized patch coefficients between constructs where significant
paths (p < 0.05) are represented as solid lines and non-significant paths are
represented as dotted lines. To measure the unstandardized coefficient
weight of connected paths within research model, we conducted three
multiple regression analyses. The results of all multiple regression tests
displayed in Figure 2 indicated that S variable was not a significant
predictor of perceiving information credibility and travel decision making
(H7a and H7c were not supported). Similarly, the effect of openness on trust,
the effect of source identity on travel decision making and the effect of
internet experience on trust were not significant (H5b, H6c and H4b were
not supported). Among independent variables, internet experience was the
most powerful predictor of perceiving information credibility with highest
unstandardized coefficient of 0.258. Therefore, internet experience is likely
to be the most important determinant of the process of online credibility
perception. In other words, if consumers do not have strong internet skills,
they are not skillful enough to look up similarity with online partners to
assess the trustworthiness of source identity and to make travel decision as a
whole. In addition, the analyses of linear relationships between perceiving
information credibility with trust and travel decision making were
conducted to investigate whether online credibility perception plays a
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significant role in determining trust and travel decision making. The results
presented in Figure 2 showed that consumers with higher level of perceiving
information credibility are more likely to have positive effect on trust and
travel decision making. However, the influence of perceiving information
credibility on travel decision making is stronger than the influence of trust
on travel decision making.

Similarity

Source Identity

Travel
Decision

Openness

Internet

Experience Perceiving
Information

Credibility

Figure 2. The test result of the conceptual model

4.4 The Results of Indirect Measurement

The results of the bootstrapping test recommended by Hayes®

indicated that among all variables in the research model, internet experience,
openness and source identity had significant indirect effects on travel
decision making through perceiving information credibility and indirect
effects on travel decision making through perceiving information credibility
than through trust, while similarity only had indirect influence on travel
decision making through trust. In addition, among independent variables,
internet experience had the largest total estimated point of indirect effect of
0.0822 and was the most influential determinants of travel decision making
(internet experience had total estimated points of both indirect and direct
effects of 1.0808). Moreover, all independent variables had significant
indirect effect on travel decision making through perceiving information
credibility with total point estimates of 0.2034 than through perceiving
information credibility then trust with total point estimates of 0.0166.
Therefore, we concluded that perceiving information credibility was the
most important mediator in travel decision making process.
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5. DISCUSSION

5.1 Theoretical Implications

This study investigated several research questions based on
Uncertainty Reduction Theory** to explain how customer responses to
perception of travel information creditability on online social networks or
tourism communities to make final travel decisions. Regarding influences of
all independent variables in accessing online information credibility
perception and online trust of consumer, the result of direct and indirect
measurements revealed that internet experience provided the most
significant influence to travel decision making directly or indirectly through
perceiving information credibility and trust. In addition to internet
experience, source identity was also an important indirect determinant of
travel decision making through perceiving information credibility and trust.
These can be explained by the fact that the stronger internet skills
consumers had, the faster they perceived information credibility as well as
travel decision making. Shared travel information with transparency and
identified source had greater impact than with unidentified source on
consumer’s online credibility perception. Therefore, these explanations were
consistent with the concept of Uncertainty Reduction Theory™.

5.2 Practical Implications

In the social network site or online community era, online
consumer-to-consumer (C2C) interactions play an important role in
affecting consumer decision. The online information exchanges commonly
occurring in online C2C interactions may generate unlimited value for all
the involved stakeholders. The result of this study is important for two sets
of stakeholders; namely the management of online community sites and
online users.

The findings of this study indicate that consumer perception of online
information creditability affects the initial trust of consumers in travel
services and travel intention. In this context, there are urgent needs for
developing verification or filter mechanism supporting online consumers to
determine the credibility of information posted on online community sites,
especially in domestic travel forums. This strategy is important for
consumers who are overwhelmed by the large amount of the posted
information for given travel services which confuses consumers in
appropriate travel service selection. Furthermore, filter mechanism
development is also important for the management of online community
sites to ensure that only credible information is visible to users and
eventually to enhance the credible image of sites. In Facebook, each
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travel-related, or any type of posted information, is simply evaluated by
clicking on “Like” by other users, but the question raised is how serious
those evaluations are. Therefore, there should be a need for further research
to strengthen the filter mechanism in online sites.

6. CONCLUSION AND LIMITATION

In this article, we propose an integrated theoretical model to help
academic researchers understand what independent variables influence the
perception of the Perceiving Information Credibility and how Perceiving
Information Credibility affects the Trust and Travel Decision Making. The
research model was empirically evaluated using survey data collected from
328 responses. The results reveal that all independent variables directly and
significantly affect the perception of the online information credibility,
which affect both trust and travel decision. In addition, the implication of
this study on theory and practice are also discussed above.

Although this study produces some useful and meaningful results, there
are a number of limitations. First, by examining another age group variable,
it may be possible to derive additional results beyond our findings here. As
indicated in the profile of responses, 83.8 percent in the sample are younger
than 35 years old and the study only focuses on this age group. If the study
focused on those who are older than 35 years old, we may vyield further
insights. Second, the research model developed is based on the theoretical
foundation of western literature, while the sample data was collected in
Vietnam, in which cultural effects are different from those of western
countries. The cultural effects are important factors in human behavior
research, especially in human-computer interaction. Therefore, the practical
implication part of this research may have some limitations since it has not
examined the role of cultural effects on the perception of online information
credibility.

Because people of different ages and cultures may react differently to
information creditability perception, studying these factors may present new
directions for future research. In addition, this study only focuses on the
credibility issues of information exchanged between consumer and
consumer. Therefore, research on the credibility of online information on
business-to-customer interaction in online travel communities could be
developed for further study.
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