Author:  Elena Marchiori
Co-Authors: Alessandro Inversini, Lorenzo Cantoni

E-mail:  elena.marchiori@usi.ch
Department:  webatelier.net Faculty of Communication
Institution:  University of Lugano
Title:  Credibility in the Online Tourism: An Analysis of the Aspects of Reception and Consumption of Imaginaries Produced in Web 2.0 Tourism Services
Abstract:
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and the Internet have increased the choices for tourism consumers (Buhalis and Law, 2008). People/travelers produce online imaginaries/representations of a tourism destination publishing texts, videos and photos, and these contents – so-called UGC: User Generated Contents – are shared with other users (e.g. prospective travelers) during their travel planning (Gretzel et al., 2006). 

Social media and in particular virtual travel communities allow users to freely share their contributions and discussions, yielding to a full body of electronic word of mouth (eWOM); these online platforms are gradually becoming influential in tourism as consumers increasingly trust more their peers than official or professional information providers (Buhalis and Law, 2008; Xiang et al., 2010; Nielsen research 2009). 

This paper is focused on the aspects of reception and consumption of imaginaries generated by the online contents produced/consumed by diverse publics around the globe through the use of new online platforms and tools. Different sources are contributing to the image formation of a tourism destination, such as promotional sources, opinions of others (family-friends), media reporting, popular culture (Echtner and Ritchie, 2003); besides, the online contents are increasing their relevance as information source and need to be analyzed (Govers and Go, 2009). 

The influences of online imaginaries in the choice of a destination depend on different factors, such as motivation of the prospective travelers, their travel experiences, social demographic and personal characteristics (Beerli and Martin, 2004). According to Fogg, not only these factors are relevant for the decision-making process, but also the contextual elements (named “persuasive technologies”) in which the contents are placed, for instance, contextual elements in a social media website can be: user profile, number of contributions by a given person, comments, number of replies, ranking, etc.

Fogg (2003) suggests that, in the online environment, in order to make use of a functionality and therefore of a product, people may first have considered this functionality to be credible. Credibility is the most crucial factor of the persuasion concept, which will drive the findings of this paper. 

This research aims to address the online imaginaries on a given destination using a two steps process; it allows first to map tourist social media websites’ functionalities (quantitative approach) and to classify the contents through a content analysis. Secondly, it allows – through a user testing experiment (qualitative approach according to Fogg’s credibility models) – to assess the level of credibility of online imaginaries and contextual elements regarding user’s trip decision-making process. Findings allow to investigate the online elements (contents and contextual elements) that increase/decrease credibility of tourism related social media websites; the presence of cultural issues and psychological cues of similarity (Fogg, 2001); the expression of specific needs for the design of tourism social media websites. 

Finally, this research contributes to the analysis of the aspects of reception and consumption of imaginaries produced online. Practical implications for the fields of strategic management and place branding will be also presented, in particular addressing practical guidelines for tourism managers who need to know how to interpret (and manage) these imaginaries available online.
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