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Abstract 

This research article investigates the way eWOM in social media influences the formation of destination image through development of 
trust and satisfaction for the potential tourist. The research involved administering an 18-point questionnaire taking online reviews, tourist 
involvement, and eWOM, destination image components of trust and satisfaction as variables. Data was collected from 554 individuals 
forming a cross-section of social media users and analyzed using multi-variate techniques (Reliability, CFA, and SEM). Results indicate 
a positive and significant relationship between all except online review and destination trust and satisfaction. Indirect and direct effects 
indicate that eWOM fully mediates the relationship between destination satisfaction and involvement and partially mediates the relationship 
between destination trust and involvement. In the case of online reviews, eWOM acts as a full mediator between destination trust and 
destination satisfaction for the future traveler using social media. The study proposes that components of image vary depending upon the 
degree of involvement, volume online reviews and eWOM generated also termed as ‘virality’ and these in turn influence the intention to 
revisit or recommend a destination. The study highlights its utility for National Tourist Organizations (NTOs) and online travel intermediaries 
to enhance destination marketing efforts.

Keywords: Social Media, Tourism, eWOM, Destination Image 

JEL Classification Code: C39, D81, M10, M31, Z32

as against the traditional media which is monologic or a 
single source to many receivers (Kaplan, 2012). The key 
aspect that marketers and consumers are adopting social 
media as a means of communication is the function of 
‘virality’ or amplification of one’s views through sharing 
of text and visual media to get a larger audience (Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2010). 

Social media is playing a key role in destination marketing 
(Lang-Faria & Elliot, 2012; Oz, 2015; Seven, 2013; Di Pietro 
et al., 2012) and a larger role in formation of destination 
image (Shen et al., 2015; McCartney et al., 2008). Buhalis 
and Law (2008) have observed that the growth in social 
media has played a synergistic role in the growth of tourism 
around the world. Social media has radically changed the 
way tourists are searching, planning and experiencing their 
holidays (Kavoura & Stavrianeas, 2015). From the customer 
side, it has helped the end-user to search, plan and customize 
their holiday packages in a way that was not possible through 
traditional information methods (Fotis et al., 2011). From 
the service providers’ side, it has helped in catering to a 
globalized market by developing, managing and distributing 
offerings worldwide (Kiralova & Pavliceka, 2015). The 
‘new tourist’ feels more empowered in using social media 

1.  Introduction 

Social media is defined as a web-based application that 
allows people or organizations to create, share and exchange 
ideas, content, information and data to various other 
groups or individuals present on the network (Mangold & 
Faulds, 2009). Social media introduces substantial changes 
in communication between organizations, businesses, 
communities and individuals (Pino et al., 2018). This sort of 
communication is dialogic, many sources to many receivers, 
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for seeking exceptional value for time and money (Ip et al., 
2011). More and more tourists are using the social media to 
research and create holidays rather than going through the 
packaged tours method (Sigala, 2012)

Further, it is stated that tourist organizations are 
increasingly relying on social media as a mode of 
communication to effectively market and attract customers 
(Hays et al., 2013). The authors conclude that tourism industry 
is increasingly influenced by this high degree of interaction 
also termed as involvement between customer to customer 
or eWOM (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). This eWOM is 
being seen as essential in formation of destination image and 
also of immense value to travel intermediaries and National 
Tourist Organizations (NTOs) (Murphy et al., 2007). Extant 
literature focuses on the functional, psychological and social 
antecedents of tourist decision-making using social media 
(Parra-López et al., 2011) but scant research on eWOM and 
its mediating role in building destination image. This brings 
us to the definition of this research article.

2.  Literature Review 

2.1. � Tourist Involvement under Influence of Social 
Media

Tourist products are experiential in nature and for a 
successful visit, potential tourists turn towards a plethora 
of resources available including social media. Tourists 
take the help of both internal and external sources for 
their information search purposes (Gursoy & McCleary, 
2004). To further improve the information search behavior 
model, Lehto et al. (2005) devised a model that integrates 
knowledge representation, cognitive processing and 
customer involvement. The study delineated involvement 
into two categories namely – content of search and degree 
of search . It also identified prior destination experience, 
content of search, degree of search, web-use experience as 
antecedents of customer’s online information involvement 
in tourist information search.Involvement also plays a 
mediating role between the social media user and the 
formation of a positive destination image (Rodrıguez-
Molina et al., 2015).

Cai et al. (2003) have proposed a conceptual framework 
that takes into consideration the information search and 
involvement as primary influencers of tourist purchase 
decisions. The study delves into the psychological, social and 
behavioral approach towards involvement which is further 
categorised into high, medium and low depending on the 
volume of information search.

In another quantitative study by Sotiriadis and van Zyl 
(2013) on Twitter usage for generating tourist related eWOM, 
an attempt was made to validate the factors responsible for 
tourism consumer behaviour. Reliability of source, frequency 
of communication, expertise and knowledge of source and 

lastly degree of involvement were considered as the primary 
antecedents of eWOM. An inter-factor analysis revealed that 
source reliability and degree of involvement have the highest 
correlation with eWOM in the case of tourist products and 
services.

2.2. � Social Media and Role of Trust and 
Satisfaction in Destination Image

Destination image is gaining ground as a major research 
topic in tourist decision making with a majority of research 
being done in the past two decades (Beerli & Martín, 
2004). Destination image is linked to concepts of tourism 
marketing like, tourist satisfaction, and destination choice 
and behavioral characteristics like loyalty, self-congruency 
and trust (Beerli et al., 2007). In a study conducted by 
Baloglu and McCleary (1999) in United States, a path-goal 
model was used to understand the causal relationship of 
tourist characteristics – social, psychological and perceptual, 
cognitive and affective evaluation of destination image. 
The direct and indirect influencing variables were taken 
into count to ascertain that the both perceptual/cognitive 
components have a strong influence in building a positive 
destination image. In another study conducted in Spain, the 
destination image is linked to independent variables like 
satisfaction, market heterogeneity and loyalty (Castro et al., 
2007). The analysis resulted in an illustration of destination 
image and future behavior of tourist mediated by service 
quality and satisfaction.

Murphy et al. (2007) tried to link four key constructs in 
destination image namely – tourist self-congruity, destination 
personality, intention to visit and tourist needs. The findings 
indicated a strong link between tourist self-image and 
the destination branding. Many studies in the sphere of 
destination image focused upon the intention to revisit the 
destination. A latent two-factor growth model was used to 
find the relation between novelty, satisfaction, destination 
image. This data, collected from French, English and 
German travelers, revealed that novelty and low satisfaction 
hampered the desire to revisit whereas positive destination 
image enhanced the revisit intention (Assaker et al., 2011).

Chen and Phou (2013) have viewed the symbiotic 
relationship between destination image and destination 
loyalty through the prism of human emotions of satisfaction, 
attachment and trust. This research conducted on 428 
visitors of Angkor temple, Cambodia used Bagozzi’s (1992) 
attribution theory that involves cognitive knowledge, 
affective outcomes and behavioral outcomes.   

Chi and Qu (2008) have used an integrated approach 
to validate the relationship between destination image, 
destination loyalty and tourist satisfaction. The findings 
suggested a direct effect of destination image on satisfaction 
and an indirect effect with overall satisfaction and destination 
loyalty.
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2.3.  Role of Online Reviews

Social media empowers the users to create, exchange, 
collaborate information and make it public through online 
reviews and blogs (Dellarocas, 2003). This user-generated 
content which is topical and inhibition-less in nature is 
attracting the travel intermediaries and tourism boards 
due to its inherent value in customer insights (Puri, 2007). 
A research on TripAdvisor usage by hotels conducted by 
O’Connor (2010) on data collected from 100 hotels reveals 
that online reviews are the best source to gauge satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction amongst the customers. Hotel reviews form 
the basis of providing better experiences.

Lee et al. (2008) have researched the effects of negative 
online reviews on the choice of consumer products. Using 
the Elaboration Likelihood model, this study focussed on the 
role of negative online reviews in influencing the product 
purchase. The study highlighted that a high involvement 
of the user elicits conformity to the negative comments of 
the reviewers of notwithstanding the quality of the review 
and less involvement has the opposing effect. This study 
disproves the earlier notion that online reviews have no 
effect on the purchase intention of the users. Similar study 
by Sotiriadis and van Zyl (2013) delved into the influence of 
eWOM and online reviews on the usage of Tourism products 
and services. A conceptual model involving antecedents 
of tourist was tested using source reliability, frequency of 
communication, degree of involvement and source expertise.
The study conducted on Twitter users from South Africa 
and Western Europe brought forth that if the sender has 
a high degree expertise and involvement in social group 
then the likelihood of purchase of travel products increases 
appreciably.

2.4.  E-Word of Mouth 

Electronic Word-of-mouth or eWOM has gained 
prominence in social media advertising. A study conducted 
on the content generated by customer reviews, highlighted 
that positive reviews led to a ten percent increase in the 
hotel’s online booking (Ye et al., 2011). The eWord-of-
Mouth communication is central to the social media such 
that the power of expression lies with the content generator 
passes on to the members of his/her group which in turn gets 
transmitted to other members giving a sense of virality to the 
communication. The eWOMs criticality lies in the fact that 
dissatisfied customers tend to use Word-of-mouth behavior 
more than satisfied customers (Anderson , 1998). 

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) conducted their research on 
eWOM by using opinion platforms and have looked into the 
primary motivations of users to articulate themselves over the 
internet. This study using regression analysis on a sample of 
2000 customers took into count the motivations of eWOM 
behaviour from non-electronic media (Engel, Blackwell, 

& Miniard, 1993). This study confirmed that the primary 
motivations of indulgence in eWOM are concern for others, 
enhancement of self-worth and lastly economic incentives.

Litvin et al. (2008) have looked at eWOM as the primary 
source of information in the tourism industry. This study is 
of immense importance as tourism is termed as experiential 
product and an evaluation prior to purchase is inconceivable. 
The research focusses on the role of eWOM as a mediator 
between source and the listener. It took the prime motivations 
based on consumption experiences and used consumer-
involvement, surprises, brand familiarity, memory as 
mediating variables to deliver outcome in the the form of 
product acceptance, customer loyalty and final purchase 
decision.

In the context of tourism, social media eWOM is based 
upon referral behavior in the form of transfer of information 
from one sub-group to other relying on the social ties existing 
(Brown & Reingen, 1987).The wide usage of eWOM in 
tourism sector is its ability to reduce uncertainty in the minds 
of the users and mitigate risk (Bickart & Schindler, 2001). In 
the context of desitnation choice, Jalilvand and Samiei (2012) 
have used the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) on 
a sample of 296 tourists visiting Isfahan in Iran as a holiday 
destination .The research validated the influence of eWOM 
on the attitude towards destination, perceived behavioral 
control and subjective norms to make Isfahan the preferred 
choice of vacation.

3.  Research Methodology

3.1.  Hypothesis Formulation

The prime objective of the study is to decode how 
eWOM, generated in a social media community, mediates 
the relationship between involvement and online reviews 
with destination image characterized by destination trust 
and destination satisfaction. The questions to be answered 
are in what way would eWOM help in building a positive or 
negative image of the destination in the social media user’s 
mind? In what way would the traveler online reviews and 
involvement in content creation influence the destination 
image? Social media is the largest growing communication 
medium and the user-generated content influences the 
tourist in all stages of the planning process- the pre-visit, 
visit and post-visit. The Research framework is depicted in 
Figure 1:

Research hypothesis proposed based on Figure 1 are:

H01a: Customer involvement has a significant and 
positive relationship with destination satisfaction using 
social media for tourism.

H01b: Customer involvement has a significant and 
positive relationship with destination trust using social media 
in tourism.
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H01c: Customer involvement has a significant and positive 
relationship with eWOM in social media use for tourism.

H02a: There exists a significant and positive relationship 
between eWOM and destination trust in social media for 
tourism.

H02b: There exists a significant and positive relationship 
between eWOM and destination satisfaction in social media 
for tourism.

H03a: There exists a significant and positive relationship 
between online reviews and destination trust using social 
media for tourism.

H03b: There exists a significant and positive relationship 
between online reviews and destination satisfaction using 
social media for tourism.

H03c: Online reviews have a significant and positive 
relationship with eWOM in social media use for tourism.

The research model assumes that the variables have 
an indirect and direct effect on both destination image 
components of trust and satisfaction and the role of eWOM 
as a mediator is to be established.

3.2.  Questionnaire Formulation 

Due to non-availability of standardized scale for 
destination image, eWOM the constructs were adopted from 
different studies. The constructs of involvement were drawn 
from study conducted by Park and Lee (2008), online review 
were from Bronner and de Hoog (2011), the study by Jeong 
and Jang (2011) for eWOM, for destination satisfaction 
Castro et al. ( 2007) and lastly for trust we refer to Chen and 
Tsai (2007). The questionnaire consists of two-parts – the 

research constructs form part 1 and demographics like age, 
income, education, gender, occupation form part 2. Table 1 
illustrates the demographic profile of the respondents.

3.3.  Data Collection

An 18-point questionnaire using 5-point Likert scale was 
developed from existing literature and was administered to 
individuals using social media. The total of 620 questionnaires 
were distributed and 580 were returned. After rejecting the 
incomplete questionnaires, we obtained a workable sample 
of 554 responses which gave us an acceptance rate of 89%. 
The sample demographics are shown in Table 1 with males 
forming 50.4% (n=279) and females 49.6 % (n=275) between 
the age group of 18 to 49. In our sample it is observed that a 
large part of the respondents, approximately 55.2%, belonged 
to the age group of 20-30 and constituted the largest users of 
social media (Hadddouche & Salomone, 2018). 

3.4.  Reliability Analysis

The first step in conducting our study is to conduct 
analysis for data reliability and validity –both convergent 
and divergent. Table 2 illustrates factor loadings, construct 
reliability and average variance extracted (AVE). The level of 
internal consistency can be termed as high with Cronbach’s 
alpha varying from 0.653 to 0.884 which is well above the 
threshold of 0.6 (Hair et al., 1998). All the factor loading 
are above the average threshold of 0.5 indicating a high 
convergent validity amongst the constructs (Hair et al., 1998). 
Except for destination image the rest of the constructs had 
reliability close to 0.8 and indicating an acceptable measure.  

Figure 1: Schematic diagram of the research proposal
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Additionally, since all the values of average variance 
extracted were above 0.5 giving further evidence of 
convergent validity (Hair et al.,1998). Further, the square 
root of average variance extracted is greater than correlations 
of the constructs indicating divergent validity existing in the 
constructs (Campbell & Fiske, 1959).

4.  Results

In the first stage of the two-step process, a confirmatory 
factor analysis was performed on sample using the 18 
constructs related to the proposed model. This two–step 
process is proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) in 
which first a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is performed 
to give reliability, validity and goodness-of-fit measure for 
the model under study and followed by structural equation 
modelling (SEM) using the maximum likelihood model to 
give us meaningful relationships between the variables.

The confirmatory analysis for the model (χ2=2.945, 
dF=128, RMR= 0.931and AGFI=0.908 at p=0.001) indicate 
a Good fit for all the parameters (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
Although the Goodness-of-fit (GFI) value of 0.931 was 
below the cut-off criteria of 0.95 , the value of Adjusted 
Goodness-of-Fit (AGFI) at 0.908 which is above 0.90 as per 
the norms laid by Bentler, (1990) indicating an acceptable 
fit for the proposed model . The Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (RMSEA) value of 0.058 is below 0.08 
indicating a good-fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

The confirmatory analysis is further validated by Normed 
Fit Index (NFI) at 0.93 which is less than threshold value 
0.95 indicating an acceptable fit. The model gives a Relative 
Fit Index (RFI) value of 0.916 which is lesser than the cut-off 
criteria of 0.95 indicating an acceptable fit. The Incremental 
Fit Index (IFI) at 0.953 is greater than 0.95 indicating a Good 
fit and lastly the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) gives a value of 
0.943 which is above threshold of 0.90 and further indicate a 
good model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

The next step as proposed by Anderson and Gerbing 
(1988) is to carry out the structural equation modeling using 
IBM AMOS v24. The final maximum likelihood model is 
illustrated by Figure 2 to show the relationships between the 
predictor variables and the dependent variables, in this case 
destination trust and destination satisfaction.

The above proposed model outlines the regression weights 
and the co-variances existing between the constructs and the 
variables under study (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). By adding 
the co-variances between online reviews and involvement 
and destination image and destination trust, there is not 
much change in the proposed model. To summarize the 
findings of the above model we use the Table 3 and Table 
4 which gives us a snapshot of regression estimates and the 
direct and indirect effects existing between the predictor and 
independent variable at level of significance 0.01.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the sample

Category   Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 279 50.4

Female 275 49.6

Marital 
Status

Married 215 38.8

Single 317 57.2

Divorced 22 4

Age Below 20 125 22.6

20-30 306 55.2

30-40 86 15.5

40-50 37 6.7

Education Matriculation 137 24.7

Graduate 291 52.5

Post-
graduate 46 8.3

Professional 77 13.9

any other 3 0.5

Employment Self-
employed 118 21.3

Manager 70 12.6

Salesman 70 12.6

Academician 80 14.4

Clerical 19 3.4

Student 162 29.2

Defence 28 5.1

Unemployed 7 1.3

Income Below 100k 145 26.2

100k-250k 77 13.9

250k-500k 104 18.8

500k- 750k 103 18.6

750k-1000k 106 19.1

above 1000k 19 3.4

Total   554 100
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Table 2: Reliability Analysis

Variable Item Constructs Factor 
Loading Reliability AVE

Involvement           
(Cronbach’s ∝ = 
0.65)      (Park & 
Lee, 2008)

CI1 I like seeing posts in social media about various 
destinations 0.903 0.848 0.533

CI2  I certainly like words like fabulous, enjoyable being 
added to posts about destination in social media. 0.659

CI3 I don’t pay much attention to posts that recommend 
a destination unless they are backed by information 0.653

CI4
I go all out to spread the message about 
destination when I see many posts about it in social 
media 

0.751

CI5
I tend to see the popularity of the destination before 
I start recommending it to my friends on social 
media

0.653

Online reviews        
(Cronbach’s ∝ = 
0.789)       (Bronner 
& deHoog , 2011)

OR1
I read all the posts on a destination in social media 
and in turn feel it right to tell my friends / family 
about it.

0.641 0.786 0.48

OR2 I feel telling about the destination will help others 
choose the same destination. 0.659

OR3 I don’t share information on destination when the 
number of reviews is too low. 0.717

OR4 I don’t take a travel decision without seeing the 
reviews by my friends and family 0.75

Destination image 
Satisfaction            
(Cronbach’s ∝ = 
0.792)       
(Castro et al., 2007)

DS1 I feel I need to go to fulfil the desire to visit the 
destination when a lot is said about it in SM 0.804 0.777 0.543

DS2 I think it is of utmost importance to visit the place 
when a lot of good posts are written about it 0.587

DS3 I am sure I would be happy when I visit the place 
after I read all posts 0.799

Destination Image 
Trust      (Cronbach’s 
∝= 0.884)     
(Chen &Tsai, 2007)

DT1 I tend to develop a faith in destination when a lot is 
written about it 0.659 0.715 0.45

DT2 I am sure that my visit will be enjoyable when I visit 
the destination widely talked about 0.581

DT3 I agree that more the posts about the destination 
helps in positively evaluation 0.776

eWOM         
(Cronbach’s 
∝=0.812)     (Jeong 
& Jang, 2011)

EWM1 My friends on social media network often ask my 
advice about new destinations 0.771 0.865 0.68

EWM2 I spend a lot of time talking with my friends on 
social media about places to visit 0.878

EWM3 My friends usually give me good advice on where 
to go during vacations 0.826
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Figure 2: Standardized Structural Equation Model

Table 3: Standardised regression weights of the model (level of significance 0.01)

Dependent variable   Independent variable Estimate S.E. C.R. P

eWOM ← Customer involvement 0.653 0.043 15.064 ***

eWOM ← Online Review 0.426 0.028 15.167 ***

Destination Image Satisfaction ← eWOM 0.523 0.085 6.131 ***

Destination Image Trust ← eWOM 1.264 0.09 14.063 ***

Destination Image Satisfaction ← Customer involvement 0.277 0.073 3.817 ***

Destination Image Trust ← Online Review 0.043 0.054 0.799 0.424

Table 4: Decomposition of direct, indirect and total effects of standardised model

Predictor Variable Dependent Variable Direct Effects Indirect Effects Total Effects

eWOM
Involvement 0.426(0.01) - 0.426(0.01)

Online reviews 0.653(0.01) - 0.653(0.01)

Destination Image Trust

Involvement - 0.826(0.01) 0.826(0.01)

Online reviews 0.043(0.609) 0.538(0.01) 0.581(0.01)

eWOM 1.264(0.01) - 1.264(0.01)

Destination Image Satisfaction 
Involvement 0.227(0.01) 0.342(0.01) 0.619(0.01)

Online reviews - 0.223(0.01) 0.223(0.01)
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The above table illustrates the regression weights existing 
between the dependent and independent variables. All the 
independent variables exhibit significance except online 
review with respect to destination image trust. Table 4 gives 
us the direct, indirect and total effects existing in between the 
variables of the proposed model. In this case we consider the 
t-statistic and the level of significance between the predictor 
variables eWOM, destination image trust and destination 
image satisfaction and the dependent variables eWOM, 
involvement and online reviews. The direct and indirect effects 
help to identify the mediating effects of eWOM with respect 
to destination image trust and destination image satisfaction.
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