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Abstract

Prior research regarding residents and tourists has focused on their commonalities and interactions occurring on-site. What 
is missing from the literature is an examination of residents as information sources to potential tourists. Online travel 
communities offer such a viable venue. This study has two main purposes. The first is to examine the influence residents may 
have on travel decisions and identify the types of travel decisions they influence. The second is to compare the influence 
residents have on travel decisions with other online community members (i.e., experienced travelers). Treemapper is used 
to identify the country forums, and thematic networks are used for the analysis of influence of eWOM. The results reveal 
that nearly one-third of the communication threads (including 1,699 postings from 713 contributing members) have been 
influential for members. Residents are more influential in accommodations and food and beverage recommendations, whereas 
experienced travelers are more influential in the destination information category.
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Introduction
Information search is a central theme in the travel and tourism 
literature. It is an important concept particularly for tourism 
products since they are intangible in nature and delivered in 
places different from home (Lovelock and Wright 1999). 
Thus, potential travelers engage in information search to enh­
ance the quality of a proposed trip and to decrease the level of 
uncertainty surrounding the functional, financial, psychologi­
cal, and social risks (Fodness and Murray 1997). Hence, the 
information search process is important for marketing man­
agement decisions (Wilkie and Dickson 1985) and for consumers 
making travel-related decisions.

Nevertheless, travel planning is a complex process that 
consists of different decisions (Jeng and Fesenmaier 2002). 
Moreover, there are many different information sources that 
can influence travelers’ vacation decisions. These sources 
include personal sources, such as the information obtained 
from friends and relatives through personal word of mouth 
(WOM), and marketer-dominated paid forms of communi­
cation, such as information retrieved from hotels, resorts, 
and destination management organizations (Fodness and 
Murray 1998).

In addition to these information sources, the Internet is a 
commonly used platform that enables travelers to search 
more conveniently for information. The advantages of using 

the Internet are quick access to information, the opportunity 
to gather all information from a single source, the time conve­
nience of search (e.g., search can be conducted whenever the 
user wants; Beliveau and Garwood 2001), and better service 
quality (Heung 2003). Disadvantages include the overwhelm­
ing amount of information, the difficulty of knowing where to 
look for relevant information, and the time-consuming aspect 
of the search (Beliveau and Garwood 2001).

Various information sources exist within the Internet, such as 
destination Web sites, commercial Web sites (for hotels, restau­
rants, airlines, etc.), and online communities. Online communities 
serve as information centers where individuals can search for 
information conveniently and cost-effectively. They are used 
for retrieving information, maintaining connections, developing 
relationships, and making travel decisions (Stepchenkova, Mills, 
and Jiang 2007). Furthermore, online communities are becom­
ing influential information sources since travelers have more 
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trust in peers than marketing organizations (Gretzel, Yoo, and 
Purifoy 2007). In addition, the amount and quality of informa­
tion available in online communities has been found to be more 
valuable than information that has been accumulated by con­
ventional published content for its members (Ridings, Gefen, 
and Arinze 2002) since they provide current, enjoyable, and 
reliable information (Gretzel, Yoo, and Purifoy 2007). During 
the travel planning stage, travelers’ information search focuses 
on information such as where to go, where to stay, how to go, 
and what to do at the destination.

In online communities, members communicate through post­
ings as a form of word of mouth (WOM) called electronic word 
of mouth (eWOM). Dellarocas (2003) points out that eWOM 
is different from traditional WOM in three ways: (1) the scale 
of eWOM is larger because of the Internet’s low cost and com­
munication capabilities, (2) eWOM gives organizations the 
ability to monitor and control their operation, and (3) the abs­
ence of contextual cues and not knowing who the information 
provider is makes it more difficult to interpret the subjective 
information in online interaction. For organizations, online feed­
back mechanisms affect brand building and customer acquisition, 
product development, quality control, and supply-chain quality 
assurance activities (Dellarocas 2003).

The main reason for travelers engaging in online travel 
communities is to get firsthand information from experi­
enced travelers who have already been to the destination. 
Such information sources are the most influential and most 
preferred in the pre-trip stage of travel decision making 
(Crotts 1999). Moreover, these experienced travelers can 
also be destination residents who provide information in the 
online travel community. Not only do potential travelers and 
experienced travelers seek travel information, but residents 
of the destination engage in travel-related discussions in 
online travel communities.

Nevertheless, previous research on resident and traveler 
interactions does not examine the role of residents as infor­
mation providers. Tourism research has primarily examined 
residents as the group of people most likely to be affected by 
the impacts of tourism at the destination. Resident research 
has studied topics such as demographics of residents and 
perceived tourism impacts on the community (Bastias-Perez 
and Var 1995), residents’ perceptions of economic aspects of 
tourism (Tomljenovic and Faulkner 2000; Tosun 2000), resi­
dents’ perceptions of environmental outcomes of tourism 
(Ap and Crompton 1998; Lawson et al. 1998), residents’ per­
ceptions of political factors on tourism (Reed 1997; Ritchie 
1993), and social impacts of tourism on the community 
(Perdue, Long, and Allen 1990).

In online environments, residents and travelers have the 
opportunity to interact with each other. This interaction may 
take place through eWOM communication such as travel 
blogs, chat, and online community forums. In addition, the 
interaction occurs before the traveler arrives at the destination 
and may influence where travelers visit and their choice of 
accommodation and restaurants.

This study has two main purposes. The first is to examine 
the influence residents may have on travel decisions and to 
identify the types of travel decisions they influence. The sec­
ond is to compare the influence residents have on travel 
decisions with other online community members (i.e., expe­
rienced travelers).

Literature Review
Evaluation of travel and tourism services is a complex process 
for consumers. This complexity is due to the characteristics of 
service goods: intangibility, perishability, heterogeneity, and 
simultaneous production and consumption (Mehta, Lalwani, 
and Ping 2001). Furthermore, these characteristics bring 
higher perceived risk to decision making, and the degree of 
personal influence increases as the degree of perceived risk 
increases (Perry and Hamm 1969). Travel is perceived to be 
a high-risk consumption. To reduce the risks, consumers 
seek information from others with travel experience (Mehta, 
Lalwani, and Ping 2001).

Online communities are defined as “groups of people with 
common interests and practices that communicate regularly 
and for some duration in an organized way over the Internet 
through a common location or mechanism” (Ridings, Gefen, 
and Arinze 2002, p. 273). Research concerning online com­
munities in the tourism field is a new and growing subject. 
Existing research includes the importance of online commu­
nities in tourism marketing over the Internet (Dellaert 1999), 
needs of online travel community members, reasons and fac­
tors affecting members’ level of contribution in online travel 
communities, antecedents of online travel community activ­
ity (Wang and Fesenmaier 2003), sense of virtual community’s 
effect on loyalty and travel product purchase (Kim, Lee, and 
Hiemstra 2004), and the influence of trust and interactivity on 
flow experience and online travel community members’ pur­
chase intentions (Wu and Chang 2005).

Travel blogs are also a form of eWOM and can influence 
travel decisions because of the intangibility of tourism prod­
ucts and difficulty of evaluating before consumption (Litvin, 
Goldsmith, and Pan 2008). Moreover, consumers use eWOM 
to gather authentic, rich, and unsolicited consumer feedback 
from those with travel experience (Pan, MacLaurin, and 
Crotts 2007).

According to Ridings and Gefen (2004), reasons for get­
ting involved in online communities include social support, 
entertainment, and social relations (e.g., making new friends). 
Establishing personal relationships in online communities 
result in more participation in online community activities 
(Kim, Lee, and Hiemstra 2004). In addition, Ridings and 
Gefen (2004) indicate that one of the main incentives for join­
ing online communities is information exchange. Because of 
exchanging information and reading online reviews, travelers 
will likely save time in decision making while making more 
informed buying decisions (Gretzel, Yuan, and Fesenmaier 
2000). It is well known that many consumers value other 
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consumers’ advice regarding products and services that they 
desire to purchase (Punj and Stealin 1983).

The Influence of eWOM
Although there is no clear definition of influence, Park and 
Lessig (1977) examined when an influence is accepted. Acc­
ording to the researchers, an influence is accepted when it is 
“perceived as enhancing the individual’s knowledge of his 
environment and/or his ability to cope with some aspect of 
this environment” (Park and Lessig 1977), such as purchas­
ing a product.

The influence of eWOM and whether it affects consumer 
behaviors is a relatively new subject for researchers. Previ­
ous research has shown that consumers use online reviews to 
guide buying decisions across a variety of product classes 
(Guernsey 2000), such as videogames and movie revenues. 
Bounie et al. (2005) indicate that online consumer reviews of 
video games positively affect purchasing behavior. In addi­
tion, online movie ratings were found to be better predictors 
of future movie revenues than movies’ marketing budgets, 
professional critic reviews, and other variables previously 
used (Dellarocas, Awad, and Zhang 2004).

The influence of product reviews in travel decision making 
depends on the decision-making stage and the type of tour­
ism product (Ricci and Wietsma 2006). For example, a 
traveler booking hotels consults reviews at the end of the 
process to increase confidence in his or her decisions. How­
ever, Ricci and Wietsma (2006) found that reviews were 
more important at the beginning of the process for choosing 
activities at the destination. The authors found no significant 
difference between positive and negative reviews. Rather, 
positive reviews were used for understanding and increasing 
product knowledge whereas negative reviews were used 
for product decision confidence.

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 com­
munity has been found to be important information for travel 
planning. Gretzel, Yoo, and Purifoy (2007) indicate that online 
travel reviews are perceived to provide more up-to-date, enj­
oyable, and reliable information than information retrieved 
from travel service providers. eWOM is one type of user-
generated content that has been found to influence different 
types of consumer decisions such as finding accommodations. 
Recent studies have focused on the influence of one type  
of user-generated content: online reviews of travel decisions 
(Gretzel, Yoo, and Purifoy 2007; Ricci and Wietsma 2006).

Influence and Information Source
Individuals may want to acquire products since they believe 
other consumers have better information regarding the prod­
ucts than they do (Bonabeau 2004). The other consumers who 
we believe have the right information are called the reference 

group, which is an individual or group of individuals that 
influences an individual’s behavior (e.g., family members, 
political leaders, local communities) (Bearden and Etzel 
1982). Reference groups are classified in different ways:  
(1) type of contact—primary and secondary groups; (2) forma­
lity structure of groups—formal and informal groups;  
and (3) attraction—aspirational and dissociative groups 
(Blackwell, Miniard, and Engel 2001).

Reference group influence can be classified in three forms: 
normative, value-expressive, and informational. Normative 
influence is making decisions to gain approval of other group 
members (Henningsen and Henningsen 2003). Thus, indi­
viduals can accept group behaviors and beliefs but also 
comply with group norms without accepting all the behav­
iors and beliefs (Homans 1961). Value-expressive influence 
is related to an individual’s association with a positive refer­
ent in order to enhance one’s self-concept or to dissociate 
oneself with a negative referent (Bearden and Etzel 1982). 
Informational influence concerns making decisions to reach 
the best possible decision (Henningsen and Henningsen 2003) 
and accepting information obtained from others as evidence 
about reality (Deutsch and Gerard 1955).

Reference groups also influence decisions, especially travel-
related decisions. Bearden and Etzel (1982) show that publicly 
consumed products and services are more subject to reference 
group influence. Hsu, Kang, and Lam (2006) found that 
family and friends were the most influential reference group 
regarding decisions made to visit Hong Kong. Moreover, 
reference group influences are related to individuals’ values, 
attitudes, motivations, and perceptions.

Influence and Product Type
Consumers’ purchase decisions are also influenced by the type 
of product and information sources used (Bearden and Etzel 
1982; Childers and Rao 1992). Products can be classified as 
either having search qualities that consumers discover before 
purchasing or experience qualities that cannot be understood 
before purchasing (Nelson 1970). Tourism products are expe­
rience goods, making it impossible to evaluate them before 
the actual experience; thus consumers may rely on recom­
mendations of others. Senecal and Nantel (2004) indicate that 
recommendations for experience goods are significantly more 
influential than recommendations for search products. This 
type of recommendation comes from WOM via family and 
friends that have experience with the tourism product. Previ­
ous research has found that WOM from friends and family is 
the most sought-after information source for travel decisions 
(Bansal and Voyer 2000; Bieger and Laesser 2004).

In online travel communities, influence of members takes 
place through online postings and is based on self-reported 
behavior. The actual behaviors are not visible to other forum 
members or users. Moreover, low entry barriers and easy exit 
of the communities make it easier for individuals who do not 
agree with the community’s beliefs. Thus, normative and 
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value-expressive influence is less likely to occur in online 
environments. In contrast, informational influence may occur 
in online travel communities when facts, evidence, or other 
travel-related information is being discussed by community 
members via postings. Furthermore, shared information that 
has been mentioned or repeated by other community mem­
bers has the potential to have more influence on decision 
making because this indicates the importance of the informa­
tion for the group and decision-making process (Henningsen 
and Henningsen 2003).

Resident Research
The past few decades have seen a surge in studies involving 
residents within tourist destinations (Jennings and Nickerson 
2006) due in large part to the seminal works regarding tour­
ism impacts by Smith (1977) and Mathieson and Wall (1982). 
Each work focuses not only on the sociocultural, economic, 
and environmental impacts tourism brings to residents but 
also on the role residents play in providing services to tour­
ists in destinations.

Following such impact studies, research concerning resi­
dents’ attitudes began to shift toward locals’ perceptions of 
tourism development (Andereck et al. 2005; Gursoy, Jurowski, 
and Uysal 2002; King, Pizam, and Milman 1993; Lankford 
and Howard 1994; McGehee and Andereck 2004; Perdue, 
Long, and Allen 1990; Snaith and Haley 1999). This line of 
research continues to be popular in tourism literature. In fact, 
based on the authors’ examination of articles within Annals of 
Tourism Research and the Journal of Travel Research, approx­
imately 10% of the empirical studies during the past two 
decades involved an examination of residents’ attitudes toward 
tourism. In numerous studies regarding resident attitudes tow­
ard tourism, research has shown the support or positive attitudes 
residents have for tourism development despite potential neg­
ative impacts (McGehee and Andereck 2004).

The research on residents has focused on attitudes toward 
tourism, specifically on determining the best predictor of 
such attitudes. Harrill (2004) claims that there are three 
main factors that have been examined as influencing atti­
tudes toward tourism development: socioeconomic factors, 
spatial factors, and economic dependency. At best, these 
factors have produced mixed findings (Harrill 2004; 
McGehee and Andereck 2004). The major consistent find­
ing in this research is that individuals who are either 
dependent on tourism or perceive a greater gain tend to 
have a more positive perception of tourism’s economic 
impact than other residents (Lankford and Howard 1994; 
Sirakaya, Teye, and Sonmez 2002).

The research concerning resident attitudes is a reflection of 
the disconnection between residents and tourists (Aramberri 
2001). What results is the us-versus-them (Evans-Pritchard 
1989; Laxson 1991) or self-versus-other mentality (Wearing 
and Wearing 2001). Ultimately, such characterization of the 

relationship perpetuates the divide between residents and 
tourists as Aramberri claims, with residents providing a ser­
vice to tourists in exchange for payment on-site.

Some researchers have focused on the commonalities 
between residents and tourists beyond that of residents pro­
viding services for tourists at the destination. Snepenger et al. 
(2003) conducted a study of a downtown shopping area in 
Bozeman, Montana (utilized by residents and tourists), and 
found that high-use locals were the most comfortable social­
izing and sharing space with tourists. Cohen’s (1996) work 
concerning hill tribes and hunter-gatherer groups in Thailand 
showcased how both residents and tourists share the belief 
that living in harmony with nature, escaping developed 
contemporary society, and getting back to cultural roots is 
important to life. In a study examining residents and tourists in 
Port Douglas, Queensland, Sherlock (2001) found that repre­
sentatives from both parties saw the seaside area as an ideal 
location to leave the big city behind and escape society. Each 
of these works has focused on the commonalities of residents 
and tourists occurring on-site.

What is missing from the literature is an examination of 
residents being a source of information to potential tourists 
prior to visiting. In Bieger and Laesser’s study (2004), resi­
dents of a destination are an implied source of information for 
travelers, likely fitting under the categories of “Internet” and 
“other” (both of which were found to be two of the most 
important source of information for travelers); however, resi­
dents are not a group the authors explicitly examine. Similar 
findings were presented by Gursoy and Umbreit (2004), where 
Internet and other sources were consulted most across nation­
alities. Research examining residents as a source of information 
could potentially capture the link between parties that tran­
scends the thought of residents being separate from tourists 
(Wearing and Wearing 2001) as residents altruistically share 
information about the place in which they live to help poten­
tial travelers. Online travel communities offer a viable venue.

In online travel communities, different types of members, 
such as residents, potential travelers, or experienced travel­
ers communicate through eWOM. In this case the residents 
and experienced travelers are travel information sources 
because they can answer potential travelers’ questions. Lang 
(2000) claimed that “communicating with other travelers 
online” and “finding other like-minded host country contacts 
or travelers” were reasons for engaging in online commu­
nities and searching for information about destinations 
before traveling. The residents are especially important for 
potential travelers because residents are already on-site and 
have insider knowledge about a destination. Nonetheless, 
experienced travelers who have been to the destination are 
also important sources as they transfer information via eWOM 
(Yoo and Gretzel 2008). However, it is likely that the influ­
ence of each member type will vary by travel decisions.

Based on a review of literature, three research questions 
were formulated for this study:

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 15, 2016jtr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jtr.sagepub.com/


Arsal et al. 	 5

1.	 What influence do residents have on travel deci­
sions through online communities?

2.	 What are the various travel decisions residents may 
influence through online communities?

3.	 How do residents’ influence on travel decisions 
compare with other online community members 
such as experienced travelers?

Research Methods
To have an in-depth understanding of member types and 
their influence on different travel decisions, qualitative data 
collection and analysis of online postings were used in con­
cert with classification methods to examine residents’ potential 
influence on travel decisions and to identify the types of 
travel decisions they influence. This study was conducted on 
Thorn Tree Forum, which is part of Lonely Planet’s Web site, 
located at http://www.lonelyplanet.com/thorntree/index.jspa. 
Thorn Tree is an online travel community, where users become 
members to post messages in the community. One becomes 
a member of the forum by registering an email address and 
user name on the Web site. However, anyone who visits the 
community Web page can read the forum on destinations, 
what to pack, and traveling companions. For the current study, 
data were collected for eight months from numerous country 
forums.

The data used in this study includes online travel commu­
nity threads. The basic unit of analysis is a posting. A thread 
is a set of hierarchically organized postings (i.e., message 
written in the online community forum) under one lead post­
ing. At the time of data collection, the community Web site 
had 14 world regions, 204 country forums, and 48,431 thre­
ads, which totaled 230,698 postings. The data were collected 
for eight months until no new topics were being discussed 
and determined by the authors to have reached saturation. 
Trustworthiness of this determination was checked by two 
other researchers working with these data to provide interra­
ter reliability.

To identify the country forums for data analysis, Micro­
soft’s treemapper (data visualization software) was used. 

The treemaps represent the data visually by treating each 
country as a box whose area is proportional to the number of 
average responses to postings. Since the aim of this study 
was to identify the influence of eWOM, the more postings in 
a particular thread, the more likely evidence of influence 
would be available for analysis. Thus the threads with the 
most number of postings were chosen for analysis. To do 
this, treemaps were drawn for each of the 14 regions and the 
top three countries that had the most volume of discussion 
and the country that had the most number of threads were 
identified. In these four identified country forums, the top 10 
most discussed threads were selected for analysis. All the 
selected threads were coded according to discussion topics. 
To have maximum variation in the data, two world regions, 
Western Europe and Africa, were chosen since the discus­
sion topics were not similar in these regions and also covered 
all discussion topics in the other world regions. From these 
two world regions, the four countries that were previously 
selected were included in the data analysis. The final data 
sample included 74 threads from eight countries in the Africa 
and Western Europe forums. Country forums that were ana­
lyzed in this study are shown in Table 1. The table shows the 
distribution of postings in each country forum including 
average direct response for each thread that was calculated 
by dividing the total number of postings a country forum has 
by the total number of threads of the same country.

Thematic networks were used to frame the data. These 
networks are web-like illustrations of main themes in the 
posting data (Attride-Sterling 2001). Thematic networks anal­
ysis is based on argumentation theory (Toulmin 1958), which 
is a structured method for analyzing production of arguments 
(van Rees 2007). Brockriede and Ehninger (1960) refer to 
Toulmin in their description of an argument and define argu-
ment as the “movement from accepted data, through a warrant, 
to a claim” (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960). Three of the 
components for analyzing arguments identified by Toulmin 
(1958) are as follows: (1) data are evidence such as facts or 
opinions and are the point of departure for the argument, (2) 
claim is the conclusion of the argument, (3) warrant refers to 
the step needed to move from data to claim and answers the 

Table 1. Analyzed Country Forums

Region	 Country	 Total Number of Postings	 Total Number of Threads	 Average Direct Response

Africa	 Guinea	 148	 9	 16.40
		  South Africa	 3,911	 686	 5.70
		  Ghana	 784	 143	 5.48
		  Moroccoa	 4,556	 902	 5.05
Western Europe	 Netherlands	 1,680	 269	 6.25
		  Belgium	 575	 110	 5.22
		  Germany	 2,673	 520	 5.14
		  Spaina	 6,236	 1,225	 5.09

a. Indicates the most number of threads in one country category
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question “How do you get there?” It is the process of taking 
accepted data to a conclusion (claim), thus verifying the 
claim to be true (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960). In parallel 
with this theory, the goal of thematic networks analysis is “to 
explore the understanding of an issue or the signification of 
an idea, rather than to reconcile conflicting definitions of a 
problem” (Attride-Sterling 2007, p.127).

Repeated themes were identified and analysis was con­
ducted in three steps. The first step was identifying the basic 
themes, which are the lowest-order themes emerging from 
the textual data. Basic themes were then grouped together 
into clusters of similar concepts, called organizing themes. 
According to Attride-Sterling, “organizing themes simulta­
neously group the main ideas proposed by several basic themes 
and dissect the main assumptions underlying a broader theme 
that is especially significant in the texts as a whole” (p. 389). 
Finally, the global theme was identified, which “summarizes 
and makes sense of clusters of lower order themes abstracted 
from and supported by the data” (Attride-Sterling 2001, p. 389). 
This network was then used as a frame for the qualitative 
analysis of the threads.

Data analysis was conducted in multiple iterative steps, 
beginning with examining each thread to identify whether 
that thread was influential in members’ travel planning. In 
this study, the influence was identified by reading each thread 
and finding out if the member who started the thread (also 
known as original poster) stated that he or she will include 
the recommendations in the postings in his or her travel plans 
in each identified discussion topic.

Influential threads were then analyzed by topic discussion 
and member type. Members were categorized as experienced 
travelers, residents, potential travelers, and unknown mem­
bers based on keywords in the threads (i.e., “my provincial 
capital,” “hometown,” or “we”). On the other hand, experi­
enced travelers indicated they had been to the destination by 
postings such as “I was in Amsterdam the day after Christ­
mas this past year.” This categorization was also confirmed 
by looking at each member’s profile on the community 
where they wrote names of countries they have visited and 
the country they reside. According to Pan, MacLaurin, and 
Crotts (2007), it is important to capture where members are 
from given that the role of information providers can vary 
depending on a member’s place of birth and residence (De 
Mooij 2004). Member categorization was based on country 
forums. One member can be a resident in one forum and an 
experienced traveler in another country forum. For instance, 
a resident member of Netherlands who has been to Germany 
was categorized as a resident in Netherlands and an experi­
enced traveler in Germany forum. Moreover, in the same 
way an original poster (OP) can be a resident and an experi­
enced traveler in three different thread discussions.

To identify which member type was influential in each 
thread, the number of postings that answered an OP’s question 
and the member type of posters were identified and counted 

until the OP indicated that he or she will include the recom­
mendation (from the postings) in his or her travel plans. The 
results were categorized based on the influence of member 
type. If the number of postings were equal for all types of 
members, then the member type that proposed the idea first 
was considered influential in that thread.

Reliability and Validity of Methods
During the research process, the researchers observed online 
community activity and did not interfere with online commu­
nity discussions in any way. Observation gives the researcher 
the opportunity to see the phenomenon firsthand. The rese­
archer was a complete observer and community members 
were not aware of the fact that they were research subjects. 
Thus, the researcher’s presence did not influence the study 
subjects. However, as in all qualitative research, the researcher 
was the research instrument and as such worked with others 
through each step and co-coding of data for interrater reliabil­
ity. Any discrepancy was discussed and checked with others 
to address bias. This was done with the authors as a whole 
and outside academics in the travel and tourism field.

Internal validity in qualitative research refers to the congru­
ence of findings with reality (Merriam 2002). Triangulation, 
member checks, and peer review are the most common meth­
ods used for ensuring internal validity. To ensure validity of 
results, peer review was conducted with another researcher 
who was familiar with the research.

In addition, data were collected from eight different coun­
tries. Discussion topics in Western Europe were similar to 
each other, in the same way African forum discussion topics 
were similar among themselves. Analyzed country forums 
included 713 members that contributed to online community 
postings. Since the researcher did not ask clarification ques­
tions, the data were collected from 713 members to ensure 
data validity.

The audit trail is a method used for reliability of a qualita­
tive study. It is the description of how the data were collected, 
how the categories were derived, and how the study was con­
ducted overall (Merriam 2002). The researcher used an audit 
trail as a method for ensuring reliability of the research by 
writing memos throughout the conduct of the study, and then 
having others review the trail of analysis.

External validity or generalizability in qualitative research 
can be conceptualized by user or reader generalizability, in 
which the readers determine whether the results of the study 
are applicable in their context (Merriam 2002). Also, includ­
ing a thick description of the study and maximizing variation 
using purposeful sampling are other methods for ensuring 
generalizability in qualitative research, often referred to as 
transferability. Therefore, conclusions are clearly limited to 
similar contexts and may possibly be transferred to other 
situations, which will require further investigation. Another 
element to the trustworthiness of the data and conclusions 
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presented in this study is the detail provided regarding the 
methods. In many previous works involving qualitative data, 
methods are often presented behind terms such as coding and 
text analysis in a “black box” type approach. Great effort 
was made in this study to “unpack” the methodology and 
have multiple researchers contribute to each step. This is 
standard for rigorous qualitative methodology.

Results
The analysis resulted in 29 basic themes or topic areas, 8 
organizing themes, and 1 global theme. However, 1 organiz­
ing theme (i.e., living at destination) and 6 accompanying 
basic themes (i.e., visa issues, learning the local language, 
finding a job, which city to live in, what part of the city to 
move to, and living costs) were not included in the final anal­
ysis as they did not pertain to travel. This resulted in 23 basic 
themes, 7 organizing themes, and 1 global theme (Figure 1). 
The thematic networks are represented in Figure 2 and ref­
erred to as discussion topics in the study.

Organizing Themes
1.	 Accommodations: One of the most discussed topics 

in the selected country forums was related to acco­
mmodations, including places to stay and their 
prices.

2.	 Itinerary: Members asked for recommendation 
from others to modify and adjust their travel itin­
erary, especially members who have been to the 

destination and could provide good tips related to 
the destination. The basic themes under this topic 
were places to see and things to do.

3. 	 Transportation: This topic included three basic 
themes. The first was transportation to the desti­
nation and involved discussion of airlines and how 
to get to the destination. The second was transpor­
tation at the destination and was related to finding 
one’s way at the destination, such as how to go to 
the museum from the hotel. The third basic theme 
pertained to the cost of transportation.

4.	 Food and beverage recommendations: Tasting 
local dishes and drinks was one of the most dis­
cussed topics under country forums since it is an 
important part of travel experience. Members 
gave specific names of the dishes, addresses of 
restaurants and bar/breweries, and how to get to 
those places by local transportation or on foot. 
The basic themes under this topic were local 
dishes and drinks, restaurants, and bar/brewery 
discussions.

5.	 Money: The information found in this topic may 
be hard to find in destination Web sites, espe­
cially travelers to developing countries. The basic 
themes included in this topic were exchanging 
money, how to carry money (i.e., cash, travelers’ 
check), and the availability of ATMs.

6.	 Safety and health: Travelers to African countries 
were especially concerned about safety and hea­
lth issues. Basic themes included safety at the 

BASIC THEMES

Language (1), Warning/Tips (1), Clothing (1), Weather (1), Tourist hassle (1), Places to
stay (2), Prices (2), Things to do (3), Places to see (3), To destination (4), At destination

(4), Cost (4), Local food (5), Bars/Breweries (5), Local food (5), Restaurants (5),
Availability of ATMs (6), Best way to carry money (6), Exchanging money (6), Personal

security (7), Police corruption (7), Political situation (7), Malaria (7).

ORGANIZING THEMES

Destination Information (1), Accommodation (2), Itinerary (3),
Transportation (4), Food/Beverages (5), Money (6), Safety/Health (7).

GLOBAL THEME

Influence of online community

Figure 1. Themes identified in thematic networks
Note: Numbers next to the basic themes indicate which organizing theme they belong to. 
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destination, political situation at the destination, 
police corruption, and health issues (e.g., malaria).

7.	 Destination information: This topic was related to 
anything specific about the destination, such as 
the local language and weather. The basic themes 
included in this topic were weather, tourist hassle, 
what to wear at the destination, warning and tips 
about the destination, and language.

The Influence of eWOM
The results revealed that 23 threads (of the potential 74) were 
influential for members that included 1,699 postings and 713 
contributing members. In other words, 31% of the threads 
were influential in members’ travel planning (Table 2).

A thread was considered noninfluential when the member 
who started the thread either did not post additional mes­
sages or did not mention his or her final decision in the 
postings. An example is provided through a thread involving 

the OP and a resident member discussing potential restau­
rants. Initially the OP asked,

Where in Amsterdam or any nearby environs would 
one go to have an old-time Dutch meal? I’m seeking 

Figure 2. Thematic networks

Table 2. Total Threads and Influential Threads by Discussion Topic

	 Total 	 Influential	 % Influential  
Discussion Topic	 Threads	 Threads	 Threads

Accommodations	 5	 2	 40
Food and beverages	 9	 5	 56
Transportation	 5	 1	 20
Safety	 9	 1	 3
Money	 3	 1	 33
Destination information	 32	 6	 19
Itinerary	 11	 7	 64
Total	 74	 23	 31
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the sort of place that the cheese makers would go to 
after a day at the market, preferably a smoky mom and 
pop place where everyone would wonder who the new 
guy is as soon as I walk in the door. All replies grate­
fully acknowledged.

In response, a resident member shared, “Moeders is one of 
the restaurants I know that makes Dutch food the way our 
moms make it.” The OP followed by saying, “Well, Moeders 
it is in then! Thank you both for the tip and the link; I will 
certainly give it a try.”

The Influence of eWOM and Information Source
In the influential threads, members were categorized by 

their level of experience at the destination as well. Table 3 
shows the member types and their definitions.

Of the influential threads, 1,699 postings were coded and 
categorized according to discussion topics and member cate­
gory that is shown in Table 4. Residents, experienced travelers, 
and unknown members posted messages mostly related to 
destination information; OPs posted primarily about itiner­
ary refinements; and potential travelers posted mainly regarding 
safety of the destination.

The Influence of eWOM and Product Type
Of the 23 threads that showed evidence of influence, resi­
dents were influential in two threads about accommodations, 
four threads about food and beverages, and one thread about 
destination information (Table 5). Experienced travelers 
influenced one food and beverage thread, one transportation 
thread, one safety thread, one money thread, five destination 
information threads, and seven itinerary threads. The results 
indicated that residents were more influential in accommo­
dations and food and beverage recommendations. Moreover, 
residents were also influential in one destination informa­
tion thread. On the other hand, experienced travelers were 
more influential in the destination information category. In 
addition, experienced travelers were also influential in food 
and beverages, transportation, safety, money, and itinerary 
refinements.

An example of an influential thread involving itinerary 
about a potential trip to Belgium began with an OP stating,

I decided to go to Antwerp this Tuesday on a whim. 
Does anyone have a recommendation on a hostel in 
the centre? Where would be a good place with cafes 
where one could sit all day and do nothing? I will be 
going alone for the first time so would prefer some­
where “friendly” to people eating alone. What are the 
MUST-DOs in Antwerp? I’ll only be there for about 
24 hours so 1-2 places should be sufficient. Thank you 
in advance :)

In response, a resident member from Antwerp said, “I never 
stayed in any hostel in my hometown :) but I have heard good 
comments on Den Heksenketel in the Pelgrimsstraat. The 
location is very good, smack in the middle of the historical 
centre. Must-do’s depend entirely on your interests.” An 
experienced traveler followed with, “Hi Original Poster, 
Location Guesthouse26 is an awesome Bed & Breakfast in 
the centre of Antwerp, on the historical Pelgrimstraat near the 
Cathedral and the Groenplaats square. Address Pelgrimsstraat 
26, Antwerp Telephone 0032/497.42.83.69.” Then the same 
Antwerp resident added, “Den Heksenketel, also here 
Guesthouse 26 is in the same street and gets very mixed 
reviews. ‘t Katshuis is another very well located and 
cheap Bed & Coffee (very close to places where you can 
eat breakfast). These last 2 places are no hostel though.” 
Finishing the thread the OP said, “Got a place at Den 
Heksenketel so going after all!”

Discussion and Conclusions
This study had two main purposes. The first was to examine 
the influence residents may have on travel decisions and 
identify the types of travel decisions they influence. Results 
showed that residents have influence on travel decisions. The 
second aim of the study was to compare the influence resi­
dents have on travel decisions with other online community 
members (i.e., experienced travelers). Results revealed that 
experienced travelers and residents can influence different 
types of travel decisions within a particular travel community, 
the Thorn Tree Forum. Residents were found to be more influ­
ential in on-site travel decisions such as food and beverage 
recommendations, safety concerns at the destinations, and tra­
vel itinerary modifications, whereas experienced travelers were 
more influential in general travel-related issues such as accom­
modations, transportation, and monetary issues.

In this study, nearly one of every three threads influenced 
a Thorn Tree Forum member’s travel planning. Such a find­
ing shows the “fruits of labor” of online communities. As 
Ridings and Gefen (2004) claim, one of the major reasons 
for being part of online communities is having the ability to 

Table 3. Explanation of Member Types

Member Types	 Definition

Original posters (OP)	 Start a thread discussion
Experienced travelers	 Indicate in their postings that they  

	     have been to the destination
Residents	 Suggest in their messages that they  

	     live at the destination
Potential traveler	 State in their postings that they  

	     want to visit the destination
Unknown members	 Do not specify their experience  

	     level at the destination
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exchange information with others. As Kim, Lee, and 
Hiemstra (2004) found, online community members’ travel 
planning and decision making were significantly affected 
with increased visitation to the community.

Jun, Vogt, and MacKay (2007) suggested that travel infor­
mation search and product purchase differ by travel experience. 
Their study indicated that travel experience influences accom­
modations, activities, attractions, and car rental information 
search and purchase decisions regarding accommodations, 
car rentals, and flights (Jun, Vogt, and MacKay 2007). The 
results of this research are in congruence with the study men­
tioned previously in all categories except accommodations. 
Our results show that residents in this online community 
were influential in accommodation choices, rather than 
experienced travelers. This is likely a reflection of residents 
being most knowledgeable of their adjacent surroundings as 
Gunn and Var (2002) point out. In addition, residents were 
influential in making choices about food and beverages and 
finding out information about the destination. This study 
reveals that residents of a destination may indeed be a viable 
information source for potential travelers as Bieger and 
Laesser (2004) and Gursoy and Umbreit (2004) briefly allude 
to in their work. In addition, online communities are a useful 
means by which residents can contribute their “insider’s per­
spective” of the local destination.

In regards to itinerary planning, experienced travelers in 
the online community studied were more influential than 

residents. Wall and Mathieson (2006) claim that tourists are 
under great temporal constraints while traveling so they must 
adhere to a tight schedule and find it hard to deviate from 
such a schedule that is established prior to visiting and when 
they are on-site. In a sense, experienced travelers can be per­
ceived as authorities on what can and should be seen while in 
a destination, much the way travel writers have been regarded 
(Robinson 2004).

This work shows that certain information sources (i.e., 
residents, experienced travelers, etc.) can be more influential 
concerning various aspects of travel (i.e., accommodations, 
food and beverage, transportation, etc.). What this communi­
cates is that potential travelers may need to consult various 
sources of information before departing so that they have 
gained the most insight into the destination and make the 
best decisions about traveling (Fodness and Murray 1997). 
In a sense, one-stop shopping for information may provide 
limited information to today’s traveler, especially when trav­
elers’ search for information includes both internal sources 
(e.g., previous personal experiences and knowledge accumu­
lated through an ongoing search) and external sources (e.g., 
family and friends, destination-specific literature, online travel 
sources, and media) (Gursoy and Umbreit 2004). According 
to Bieger and Laesser (2004), the more complex one’s trip 
becomes, the higher the importance of using multiple sources 
for planning and decision making.

Practical Implications
Information exchange between residents and potential travel­
ers make residents an important information source where 
travelers can get firsthand experiences from the residents to 
make more informed, knowledgeable choices about their trav­
els. In many circumstances, no one knows the destination like 
a resident who lives there a majority of the year. Oftentimes, 
they are sharing resources with tourists in their own communi­
ties (Snepenger et al. 2003). The findings of this study are 
important for destination marketing and show the importance 
of residents as information providers for travelers.

Encouraging and maintaining residents to contribute their 
postings in online communities will be important for Web 

Table 4. Discussion Topic Distribution by Member Type

Discussion Topic	 Resident	 Experienced Traveler	 Original Poster	 Unknown Member	 Potential Traveler

Accommodations	 19	 28	 21	 37	 2
Food and beverage	 13	 116	 25	 15	 1
Transportation	 10	 52	 14	 30	 2
Safety	 24	 138	 20	 79	 19
Money	 0	 44	 5	 9	 0
Destination information	 156	 282	 75	 102	 8
Itinerary	 98	 127	 85	 33	 10
Total	 320	 787	 245	 305	 42

Table 5. Thread Distribution by Discussion Topic and Influential 
Member Type

Discussion Topic	 Resident	 Experienced Traveler

Accommodations	 2	 0
Food and beverages	 4	 1
Transportation	 0	 1
Safety	 0	 1
Money	 0	 1
Destination information	 1	 5
Itinerary	 0	 7
Total	 7	 16
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sites providing these forums such as lonelyplanet.com, tri­
padvisor.com, and igougo.com. This should involve hotels, 
airlines, and online travel planners sponsoring incentives and 
rewards for resident postings. According to Price and 
Starkov (2006), this rapport with key informants will be 
critical for any organization trying to provide appealing con­
tent on their Web sites or blogs. Schmallegger and Carson 
(2008) mentioned a series of incentives that benefit bloggers 
of hotel Web sites, one of which focuses on quantity and the 
other on quality of the post. Applied to residents, online travel 
Web sites could create a frequent-blogger incentive system 
that rewards residents for the number of posts made within 
the online community. Obviously, the more posts, the more 
points can be earned. Rewards may include discounted rates 
for air travel and free night stays at hotels of participants’ 
choice. Another incentive could be to reward with prizes the 
best blog of the week (or some other period of time) among 
residents based on commentary and photos of the destination 
and influence of the post on other members of the online 
community (Schmallegger and Carson 2008).

Incentive or reward programs are not without shortcom­
ings however. One issue surrounds fake or intentionally 
misleading postings (Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan 2008). To 
combat this, live editors are needed to sort through poten­
tially misleading travel reviews. According to Krempl (2007), 
Web sites such as tripadvisor.com and igougo.com are already 
using such live editors to monitor all content as it is submit­
ted to specifically look for questionable postings. Ultimately, 
posts in online communities can provide a wealth of knowl­
edge through stories, unique insider information, and even 
time- and cost-saving opportunities. Ultimately, many Web 
sites will have struck a balance between informative content 
and promotional content within these online community forums 
(Price and Starkov 2006).

Limitations of the Study
This study was an attempt to gain a thorough understanding 
of an online travel community and its members, their use of 
the travel information in the postings, and the influence of 
these postings on types of travel decisions. The influence 
was identified by reading the postings; however, all of the 
threads may have affected travel decisions even if they seem 
to have no influence judging from the postings.

This study looked at the influence of online travel commu­
nities from the member’s perspective by analyzing postings. 
However, these types of online travel communities are open 
to anyone who has an Internet connection. Thus, the influ­
ence of eWOM in online travel communities may reach other 
users as well who are not members. Users are exposed to the 
same travel information provided in the postings, and they 
need not be a member to find an answer to their questions. 
Their questions may have been addressed in the postings 
already available. The influence of eWOM on types of travel 

decisions may vary according to users’ familiarity with the 
other members and the destination.

This study explored the Thorn Tree travel community, and 
results may be different for other travel communities. Thus, it 
is recommended to replicate the study for other online travel 
communities. While analyzing the postings, the researchers 
assumed that original posters did not know whether other 
posting members were residents of the destination or travel­
ers who had experienced the destination unless it was 
indicated in their postings. However, original posters can be 
followers of the online community by accessing it a few 
times a week (e.g., reading the forums). In that case they 
would be familiar with other members and their level of expe­
rience at the destination, and this information could influence 
their travel decisions as well.

Online discussion sites are highly transient, and the data 
that were used in this study may not be available a year later. 
The postings in online travel communities usually do not go 
back more than a year. Also, members who were studied as 
part of this research may not be participating in the online dis­
cussions anymore. Thus, a researcher who is willing to 
replicate this study may have different data and subjects within 
the same online travel community. In online environments, 
individuals can act differently from real-world environments 
as their responses can be anonymous and invisible, communi­
cation is asynchronous, and authority is minimized. Such 
anonymity gives individuals an opportunity to separate them­
selves and their actions from the real world and as a result, 
they tend to open up more easily. However, online environ­
ments also make it easier for some individuals to be hostile 
or disrespectful of others (Suler 2004). Invisibility creates 
freedom to look at things differently online than people 
would offline. Moreover, individuals do not know how 
others react to their words (e.g., bored expression or other 
disapproval signs). However, they may not hesitate to show 
their feelings through their words or text symbols (e.g., a 
smiling face). Communication is asynchronous in email and 
message boards. Individuals can take as much time as needed 
to answer these types of communications. This provides the 
advantage of thinking about the subject more thoroughly and 
may lead to a more sincere response. Online communication 
minimizes authority since an individual’s offline status may 
not be known. It is unknown whether an individual is the pres­
ident of a company or a mechanic. In addition, an individual’s 
gender, race, wealth, or age is unknown and everybody has 
equal opportunity to express himself or herself. On the other 
hand, the minimized presence of authority in online commu­
nication provides an opportunity for others to express 
themselves (Suler 2004).

Future Research
While conducting the study, researchers assumed that all the 
members and their postings were authentic and indicated 
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their true intentions, but this does not mean that actual behav­
iors of members would be in congruence with their postings. 
Thorn Tree travel community was explored in this study; 
however, the results could be different in other online travel 
communities.

It is recommended that this study be replicated in other 
online travel communities. However, we do encourage the 
continued use of thematic networks to determine if similar 
findings would emerge from data analysis. Since a thematic 
network is based on argumentation theory, it is a useful tool 
for analysis of online postings, especially postings that form 
a conversation. Also, by using thematic networks, underly­
ing themes at different levels that are present in a text can be 
identified. This qualitative method has an organized way of 
data extraction at three different levels, which also brings 
richness in exploration.

Results were analyzed from the member’s perspective since 
only members can post messages; however, anyone who 
accesses the Web site of the community can read these post­
ings and might be influenced. A study that also includes all 
the users of the online travel community would give us a 
better perspective about the influence of eWOM and of 
member type on the types of travel decisions.
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